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				“A juicy guided tour through the highly leveraged, not-quite-rags-to-billion-dollar-parachute saga of WeWork…I guzzled [Eliot] Brown and [Maureen] Farrell’s The Cult of We the way Neumann might gulp bottled water after smoking so much pot on a private jet…. Brown and Farrell show an agility for explaining key business dynamics that are crucial both to understanding specific moments in WeWork’s trajectory, and also to grasping the role of public and private investors in the company’s successes and failures…. The Cult of We is a book that calls for keeping a pen handy so you can write in the margins, giving the Greek chorus in your head a place to pop off…. It’s also very funny.”

				—Katherine Rosman, The New York Times Book Review

				“It’s not an exaggeration to say this book changed, in ways few have, the way I view power, wealth, manias, and of course cults of personality. It’s a touchstone in my own thinking and reporting and I think destined to be a classic.”

				—Christopher Mims, author of Arriving Today and Wall Street Journal tech columnist

				“An extraordinary tale…fascinating and highly entertaining…packed with marmalade-dropper stories.”

				—The Times (U.K.)

				“Only a handful of books capture the zeitgeist of a business era. Add this one, a wild saga that caps a decade when founder-worshipping investors threw billions at well-spun visions.”

				—John Helyar, #1 New York Times bestselling co-author of Barbarians at the Gate

				“Eliot Brown and Maureen Farrell owned the WeWork story as it was unfolding. And now, with The Cult of We, we finally get the chronicle we deserve of a madness that consumed venture capital, corporate America, and the world. It’s an amazing portrait of how grifters came to be called visionaries, billions of dollars were bestowed on bong-hit ideas, and high finance lost its mind.”

				—Charles Duhigg, New York Times bestselling author of The Power of Habit

				“A cautionary tale and a crisp page-turner.”

				—Scott Galloway, New York Times bestselling author of The Four and professor at the NYU Stern School of Business

				“Packed to the brim with the juicy details that led to the company’s eye-popping $47 billion valuation—and how it all came crashing down.”

				—CNN’s Reliable Sources newsletter

				“The Cult of We is this year’s best business thriller.”

				—Morning Brew

				“A lesson in how far a person can get by convincingly playing the part…Deeply reported and compellingly written.”

				—Harvard Business Review

				“A must-read for those interested in tech.”

				—The Information

				“A cautionary tale and a juicy investigation into one of Silicon Valley’s most-hyped fallen unicorns.”

				—Time

				“ ‘The Emperor’s New Clothes’ of the Silicon Valley age.”

				—The Real Deal

				“As engrossing as Silicon Valley tales get.”

				—Los Angeles Magazine

				“I’ve been waiting for someone to explain what these people were doing, handing Neumann all that cash, and The Cult of We by Eliot Brown and Maureen Farrell finally gets there.”

				—Elizabeth Lopatto, The Verge

				“Definitively and surgically takes down the culture of Silicon Valley excess…A breathtaking journey…as entertaining as it is thought-provoking.”

				—Moneycontrol

				“A thoroughly researched, highly readable narrative…Exhaustive reporting.”

				—The Deal

				“This is a fascinating and authoritative book. But it’s also an informative and entertaining read.”

				—Yahoo

				“A delicious chronicle of hubris and misjudgment, this will hit the spot for fans of business tales that walk on the wild side.”

				—Publishers Weekly

				“This juicy cautionary tale…will appeal to fans of high drama in business and commerce.”

				—Library Journal

				“A rousing exposé of extreme financial greed.”

				—Kirkus Reviews

				“A dizzying, surreal tale…A revealing, highly readable account of megalomania run amok.”

				—New York Journal of Books

				“The excesses on display in The Cult of We rival anything seen in John Carreyrou’s Bad Blood.”

				—Shelf Awareness (starred review)

				“Astounding…with verve and deep research. You come to believe you are at the meetings where critical decisions were made.”

				—Decatur Daily

				“Whether you know a lot or a little about the fall of WeWork, you won’t be able to put down The Cult of We.”

				—Bethany McLean, New York Times bestselling co-author of The Smartest Guys in the Room

				“It is the absolute skin-crawling thrill of watching a con artist at work. The greed, the megalomania—the vanity on display is so incredible. The private jet abuse, the vanity WeWork schools, the mismatch between the idealistic rhetoric and the grubby, selfish reality of the business. It is so much fun…. I cannot recommend The Cult of We enough.”

				—David Plotz, Political Gabfest
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					Built into the speculative episode is the euphoria, the mass escape from reality, that excludes any serious contemplation of the true nature of what is taking place.

					—John Kenneth Galbraith, A Short History of Financial Euphoria

				

			

		

	
		
		
			Authors’ Note

			The implosion of WeWork in September 2019 was an astounding moment in business. Nearly $40 billion in value on paper vanished, virtually overnight, as the investment world woke up to the reality that America’s most valuable startup wasn’t a tech company but simply a real estate company—one that was losing more than $1.6 billion a year. Its charismatic, hard-partying CEO, once lionized as the archetype of the modern-day “visionary” startup founder, suddenly became a target for criticism, particularly for his self-enrichment. In the wake of the company’s sudden unraveling, investors lost money, and employees lost their jobs; the CEO left rich.

			As reporters covering the saga for The Wall Street Journal, we had seats at the forefront of this downfall, chronicling the company as it buckled, and unearthing new details that became part of the story of its collapse. Still, despite an extensive reporting effort at the time, we were left with countless key questions unanswered.

			At the story’s heart was a simple mystery. How did this happen? Why did some of the world’s top investors and bankers fall under the spell of this company? How did capitalism contort to view something so inherently simple—a company leasing real estate—as a disruptive tech startup valued higher than Fortune 500 companies like FedEx and Target? Was the WeWork story an outlier, or was it simply the most vivid example of a cultural rot that had formed within twenty-first-century entrepreneurial and investment culture?

			In these pages, we attempt to answer these questions. While much was clear in public view—WeWork’s CEO, Adam Neumann, raised too much money, set expectations too high, partied too hard, and, ultimately, flew far too close to the sun—a more complex tale lay in the underlying infrastructure that enabled the office subleasing company’s rise and fall. WeWork’s money trail led to the country’s top banks, to a Middle Eastern monarchy eager to transform its economy, to mutual funds hungry to get a piece of the Silicon Valley action. The trail led to an eccentric and insecure Tokyo tycoon who yearned to be taken seriously by the American technology elite. There was a whole system thirsting to believe in the vision of a messianic and charismatic founder and the profits he could seemingly deliver. It’s a story about the toxic brew of confirmation bias, fuzzy math, and hubris. It’s a story about what people will do when they are allowed to spend other people’s money with minimal oversight.

			Our portrait of the WeWork saga draws on interviews with more than three hundred individuals who have shared their time, knowledge, experiences, and materials. It includes interviews with former and current WeWork executives, staff, and board members; SoftBank staff; bankers, advisers, investors, landlords, rivals, friends and family members of the Neumanns; SoftBank CEO Masayoshi Son; and numerous others. The vast majority of these people spoke on the condition that we would not reveal their identities as sources, with many citing nondisclosure agreements they signed with WeWork or other parties involved.

			Neumann declined to sit for an interview for this book. Still, he was presented with the facts about him we intended to include, and through a representative, he provided feedback on a portion of those facts, which informed our writing.

			Throughout the book, we refer to people by their surnames on second reference. To avoid confusion over Adam and Rebekah Neumann when they are mentioned in close proximity, we refer to her as Rebekah.

			While many of these interviews were conducted in 2020, after WeWork’s fall, this book is also the product of years of reporting for The Wall Street Journal. Eliot Brown covered WeWork first as a real estate reporter and then as a venture capital and startup reporter based in San Francisco, following the company as it came to embody the age of monstrous startups with enormous losses. Maureen Farrell watched its swift and unusual rise while covering IPOs and capital markets for the Journal in New York.

			After Brown first met Adam Neumann in 2013, the company made Neumann available for a handful of meetings, and it also made other senior executives available for numerous on-the-record interviews over the years. The book’s endnotes detail the information obtained from those interviews, as well as facts drawn from others who agreed to speak on the record for this book.

			Throughout the book, we’ve carefully reconstructed scenes and incorporated dialogue. A reader should not assume that a person quoted in a scene has spoken to us. We also have drawn on an extensive array of internal documents at WeWork, including board minutes, investor slide shows, financial presentations, contracts, tape and video recordings, emails, and photographs.

			Every detail and conversation in this book has also been subjected to fact-checking, and throughout we have followed a cardinal rule we’ve learned as Wall Street Journal reporters: “no surprises.” The key people in this book have been made aware—and given an opportunity to comment on—the revelations contained in these pages.

			We owe a huge debt of gratitude to our sources, who in many cases have given us hours upon hours of their time, painstakingly walking us through their memories of these events. Without them, telling this story—which we believe is a vital parable of the twenty-first-century economy—would not have been possible.

			—Eliot Brown and Maureen Farrell

		

	
		
			
			
				
					Prologue

					The Summit

				
				The crowd filling the Microsoft Theater in downtown Los Angeles buzzed with anticipation. Technicians in the control room readied cameras and then unleashed a kaleidoscopic array of spotlights that lit up the theater—the same one used for the Emmys. The roughly five thousand attendees began to rise from their seats, cheering and clapping their hands to the beat of a pulsating pop song.

				Adam Neumann emerged.

				Wearing a light blue button-down shirt with sleeves rolled up, black pants, and white sneakers, the high-octane thirty-nine-year-old jumped up and down with his hands outstretched, beckoning people to continue clapping. The crowd erupted. Some of the eight cameras that sprang into action put his face up on a giant screen behind him. If strangers had stumbled into the auditorium, they could be forgiven for mistaking Neumann for a talent show contestant, or perhaps a televangelist. He walked toward center stage pumping his fist.

				It was January 8, 2019, and most of the youthful crowd was the staff of WeWork, the massive office space startup Neumann had co-founded nine years earlier. Neumann, six feet five with a mop of shoulder-length dark brown hair, had summoned most of the company’s employees from around the world for a three-day confab called Global Summit. New recruits and veteran executives alike were tasked with soaking up a cascade of presentations extolling the company’s virtues and its extraordinary growth. How WeWork was about people taking part in “something greater than themselves,” as the company’s Israel-born co-founder often preached. How WeWork rental office space was about “making a life, not just a living.” How they were making the world a better place.

				In standard parlance, it was a corporate retreat. But Neumann didn’t like to do things like other companies, even other startups. WeWork needed to be more. Everything had to be extreme—startup culture turned up to 11. This was a company that boasted free beer on tap in its offices and piped booming pop music into its avant-garde bathroom stalls. The Los Angeles summit was just one of two epic getaways held each year—the other being a music-fest-like event called Summer Camp. Five months earlier, WeWork had flown its global staff to the U.K., busing them to a giant field an hour and a half outside London for a long weekend of inspirational corporatespeak, capture the flag, and late-night dance parties.

				The company wasn’t cutting any corners with its Los Angeles fete either. A day earlier, WeWork employees converged on Los Angeles International Airport, most of them traveling from the company’s New York headquarters. A caravan of coach buses shuttled the staffers east from LAX to downtown, where they filled thousands of rooms across nineteen separate hotels. To WeWork employees, it felt as if they occupied the whole downtown; you couldn’t walk outside without seeing someone wearing WeWork swag or a summit-sanctioned yoga class in an outdoor plaza.

				The week ahead would bring a trip to Universal Studios, the entirety of which WeWork rented for a night, including the rides. Booze flowed freely, and a band played at a central square. Inebriated staffers soared around Hogwarts Castle on one of the Harry Potter rides.

				Through the days, dull presentations on WeWork’s finances were broken up with lighter fare. Ashton Kutcher judged a mini awards show for promising small startups; a blizzard of confetti fell on the winner. Celebrities like P. Diddy and Jaden Smith popped by to watch or speak on panels. A Red Hot Chili Peppers concert served as the coda to one day of programming. Neumann’s wife, Rebekah, interviewed the lead singer, Anthony Kiedis, onstage. Their conversation hit on topics that included spirituality, addiction, pain, soul mates, and breast milk. During the show, Neumann danced in the front row and got into a tussle with security guards concerned with overcrowding.

				It all cost roughly $10 million.

				At other companies, the event and its price tag might have been seen as an extravagance. The CEO’s judgment and fiscal responsibility might have been questioned. But WeWork wasn’t concerned. After nearly a decade in business, the company wasn’t profitable—or anywhere close. It was losing more than $3,000 a minute, on average, and had lost more than $1.6 billion the prior year. But Uber, Airbnb, and the mattress website Casper were all unprofitable. Losses were par for the course for buzzy Silicon Valley companies.

				Startups didn’t always grow and spend like this. But a decade-long deluge of money into Silicon Valley had established new cultural norms. Excess was in. For investors, it was the cost of doing business. The world was changing; entrepreneurs with giant vision needed room to grow and express themselves, they said. Rapid expansion was the goal, and these companies had plenty of that. They were building the future of the economy, and surely that future would bring profits.

				Or so they hoped.

				

				—

				Fawned over by a star-studded roster of investors, Neumann had managed to collect more than $10 billion over nine years, one of the largest investment hauls ever for a U.S. startup. Finance giants like Fidelity, T. Rowe Price, and Wellington were investors. Jack Ma, the founder of Alibaba; Steve Cohen, the hedge fund giant; Harvard University—they all had bet on Neumann. Wall Street was even more enamored: the CEOs of both JPMorgan and Goldman Sachs lavished him with attention. And Masayoshi Son, chairman of the Tokyo-based SoftBank Group and the most prolific tech investor in the entire world, had taken a particular shine to him, anointing Neumann the planet’s next great tech CEO. Admirers compared Neumann to Jeff Bezos or Steve Jobs—a business titan who could see around corners and would chart a revolutionary course.

				The fund-raising conveyor belt had provided Neumann with the money not only for extravagant parties but also for constant, rapid expansion. By the beginning of 2019, WeWork had grown enormous, with 425 locations in twenty-seven countries around the globe. Its work spaces, with their instantly recognizable bluish glass-walled offices and common areas that looked like Brooklyn coffee shops, were rented to more than 400,000 people. Amazon, Facebook, and Microsoft were snapping up space from WeWork to house their own employees. Neumann’s obsession was doubling revenue every single year, a breakneck pace of growth that was far faster than the software companies to which Neumann liked to compare WeWork. It was faster than Uber. Faster than Airbnb. Even faster than Amazon nearly a decade after its founding. WeWork was going to grow bigger than all of them, he believed.

				His own lifestyle mirrored his rising brand. A few weeks earlier, he’d taken the company’s private jet to Kauai, where he hit the waves with the surf legend Laird Hamilton. Neumann now pegged his personal net worth at $10 billion. He had seven homes, and a trail of support staff followed him everywhere, including a hairdresser and a stylist who had flown from New York to Los Angeles especially for the summit. He even stayed in a different hotel from the rest of the staff, holding court in Beverly Hills at the Peninsula hotel. Late the night before, he and aides huddled over beers in the hotel’s stodgy birch-paneled bar, finalizing some details around a deal for a new chunk of funding. They weren’t dwelling on WeWork’s growing red ink. The company’s fortunes were on the rise. Weren’t they?

				

				—

				After greeting his staff in the Microsoft Theater—the thousands present and roughly four thousand others watching from New York and offices around the world—Neumann told them he had an announcement. He paced back and forth on the stage, just as he did in private. Neumann would rarely sit still during a meeting.

				As of early that morning, he declared to the room, WeWork had completed a deal for a new investment from SoftBank. The deal, which gave WeWork $1 billion in new cash, valued the company at $47 billion, he said, his voice rising.

				That, he said, now yelling, “makes us the second-highest-valued private company on the planet.” As he finished the sentence, he thrust his left index finger in the air, holding it up as the crowd cheered again.

				Neumann was obsessed with valuation—the worth of a company, as determined by its investors. He was adamant the $47 billion figure be at the top of the press release sent out that day. To him, valuation was a crucial marker—a testament to everything he’d built. The figure meant that WeWork was now second to just Uber among U.S. startups (contrary to Neumann’s declaration, it was also behind at least two Chinese startups and some older companies that had remained private). But it was worth more than scores of Fortune 500 companies like FedEx. It was worth more than Ford. A decade earlier, Neumann had been a struggling baby clothes salesman. Now he’d built a company worth the equivalent of United Airlines—times two.

				The announcement was just the start. Neumann spoke for ninety minutes, meandering onstage and walking up and down in the aisles in the crowd, shaking hands with employees as a spotlight and cameras followed him. Often talking slowly for emphasis, he told the story of WeWork—of how it formed, where it was going, and how it was different.

				“The technology companies, and social media,” he said, “made us promises of a better future, of a more connected future; the truth couldn’t be further.

				“We’re disconnected.”

				WeWork was the answer.

				WeWork was “a community, a company, a family,” he said.

				Its focus—caring about the community over the self—was going to drive WeWork further upward, he told the audience. It would become the model for other companies around the world to follow. It would be the basis for WeWork’s nascent expansion into other areas, too. He’d always seen WeWork as far more than just offices; it was a “community company” designed to bring people together, to erase boundaries between work and outside life. Now he wanted to make that loftier goal explicit. He was changing the company’s name.

				“Moving forward: The. We. Company,” he said, pausing between each word for effect. WeWork would still exist, he said, but as a division of the We Company, which would have a far more expansive vision. The company’s mission, he said, was to “elevate the world’s consciousness.”

				The work had begun in earnest. WeWork had started an elementary school overseen by Rebekah Neumann. Elsewhere, the company was creating dorm-like apartments for adults. In another endeavor, WeWork now ran its own coding academies to train people for tech jobs. The We Company would expand from here. The future appeared bigger, brighter, and unstoppable.

				As he continued, Neumann mused of WeWork’s continued expansion—of its valuation climbing ever upward. Next year, he said, it would be $100 billion.

				“That valuation we’re going to get—do you know what we’re going to do with that money? Elevate. The. World’s. Consciousness.”

				Neumann made clear WeWork would be keeping up its blistering pace of growth, doubling revenue annually.

				“Why am I not willing to grow less than 100 percent? Because we have a mission to complete,” he said.

				As the crowd sat in rapt attention, Neumann expounded on the company’s future. It would expand throughout Africa; it would start its own TV show; it would hire military veterans en masse. The company was going to be even more devoted to helping the environment, and to doing the right thing in business. “If you do the right thing, you make the most money,” he said.

				Left unsaid in all of it—what the mostly young, mostly idealistic employees didn’t grasp—was that $1 billion wasn’t going to get them very far. WeWork wasn’t close to making any money—any profit—at all. The massive growth that Neumann was talking about came at an extraordinary cost, putting the company deep in the red. To keep the machine running, WeWork would need billions upon billions of dollars to roll in again and again as the company grew.

				But for nine years, Neumann’s funders—from venture capitalists in Silicon Valley to the Japanese conglomerate SoftBank—cared more about the growth than the losses. Their bet was that more funding would continue coming from somewhere. Someone else would believe in WeWork just as much as they did. The risk would be passed on to others.

				Surely it wouldn’t be that hard.
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			Part I

		

	
		
		
			
				Chapter 1

				The Hustler

			
			Adam Neumann believed he would be the man to reinvent baby clothes.

			It was 2006, and he was twenty-seven years old. Neumann was already running his own fledgling business that aspired to mass-produce pants and onesies with built-in knee pads for crawling babies. He named it Krawlers. Despite his sincere belief in the brilliance of his concept, Neumann was still hunting for ways to get the business moving, let alone to turn a profit. He flew to China to meet with suppliers. He pushed his product on baby retailers.

			Neumann had arrived in New York from Israel in the fall of 2001, landing in a city reeling from the 9/11 terrorist attacks. Yet, in times of boom and bust alike, New York always beckoned dreamers like Neumann. His reason for the move, he told his friends, was simple. He wanted to get rich. New York was “where opportunity happens.”

			He moved in with his younger sister, Adi, and lost no time making connections. Adi, a model who appeared on the covers of magazines including international editions of Elle, Vogue, and Cosmopolitan, brought in plenty of money to support a flashy lifestyle. The two shared an apartment, which doubled as Adam’s office, on the fifteenth floor of a building in Tribeca that attracted a gregarious crowd. Twentysomethings flitted in and out of one another’s apartments or socialized on the roof.

			While Neumann had flirted with modeling himself—he had a distinctive look, lanky with long, flowing dark brown hair and a face marked by high, rounded cheekbones—he opted to pursue dreams of another sort.

			Neumann had launched Krawlers while a student at Baruch, a public college in Manhattan known for its business program. The budding entrepreneur had tested out a string of business ideas, including a collapsible high heel, before eventually landing on padded infant clothes. Friends say he got the idea by seeing a similar product in Israel. He took to Krawlers with his trademark intensity, dropping out of Baruch to work on it full-time. He talked about how big the company would become—how they’d be selling millions of dollars of Krawlers clothes a year. He borrowed money from his sister, raised more from a wealthy hedge fund manager she was dating, and invested $100,000 he’d received from his grandmother.

			Neumann knew little about children. He was young and single, and his time was dominated by working, drinking with friends, chain-smoking cigarettes, and churning through dates with different women. And the business logic of Krawlers had obvious holes: typically babies crawl for only a period of months.

			Yet Neumann proved to be a gifted salesman, particularly when face-to-face with a potential buyer.

			At trade shows where many of the clothes were sold, Neumann was a magnet for the small-business owners. His dramatic appearance, his booming voice with its emollient accent, and his vibrant energy stood out amid rows of infant clothing purveyors—so much so that a small crowd often huddled around him. He conjured a world in which a baby couldn’t be happy without built-in kneepads. He’d walk potential buyers through the experience of being a parent and having children crawl. Your child will love you more because of these clothes, he’d tell them, with a smile. The company’s slogan became “Just because they don’t tell you, doesn’t mean they don’t hurt.”

			At a trade show in Manhattan’s Javits Center around 2006, Daniel Rozengurtel spotted Neumann’s head above a swarm of people at the Krawlers booth. Rozengurtel and his wife had started an e-commerce website called Spiffy Baby. It didn’t take long for Neumann to convince the couple, who had recently had a baby, that the kneepad-lined clothes were something they’d need for their child—as would their customers. Within a single conversation, Neumann struck Rozengurtel as amazing. He put in an order.

			On a good day, Neumann sold thousands of dollars of baby clothes at a time. He bounced off the walls with energy and ideas, constantly hustling and calling prospective investors and retailers. He struggled to sit still for long periods; he constantly paced around his office as he talked on the phone. He loved the negotiating, the banter, and the sport of it all. He would even haggle with bewildered department store salespeople.

			Neumann wasn’t rich yet, but he was having fun and learning the ropes of deal making. And his twenties in New York, in all their kinetic glory, were stable—at least when compared with what came before them.

			

			—

			Neumann was born in April 1979 in the southern Israeli city of Be’er Sheva’ to a pair of medical students at Ben-Gurion University. He and his sister relocated each time his parents switched hospitals as part of their training. His parents divorced when Adam was seven, and he and Adi went with their mother, Avivit, to the United States, where she secured an oncology fellowship in Indianapolis. Neumann’s childhood, by his own account, was “shitty.” A bright child, he suffered from severe dyslexia, making reading difficult. His mother, who would go on to be one of Israel’s top oncologists, was often exhausted from her work ministering to cancer patients. She would often scream at him, he later confided to friends. She had a habit of spending well beyond her means, which would periodically leave the family short on money.

			After two years in Indianapolis, Neumann and his family returned to Israel, where his father had remained. The siblings lived with Avivit. She lined up a job at a hospital in western Israel, as well as a part-time gig on a kibbutz—one of numerous socialist-inspired communities scattered throughout the country, remnants of a utopian movement started decades earlier. Because of her work as a doctor there, the Neumanns got housing within the kibbutz’s gates.

			The kibbutz, Nir Am, had roughly six hundred residents and sat ten miles inland from the Mediterranean Sea, just on the northern edge of the Negev Desert. The ethos of the kibbutz movement was one of sharing and egalitarianism. For decades after its founding in 1943, Nir Am residents supported the kibbutz by picking grapefruits and potatoes in the fields or working in the on-site cutlery factory, a low-tech maker of forks, knives, and spoons. Salaries were equal. Cars were shared—with driving hours controlled by a sign-up sheet. In Nir Am’s brutalist concrete dining hall, families would join together to eat meals of cereal, chicken, or falafel.

			Neumann, then eleven, struggled to make friends. The children in Nir Am had grown up in the community and knew one another like siblings. Neumann and his mom and sister, on the other hand, were outsiders: they were simply renting space there. But Neumann eventually endeared himself to the others. He was loud and fun and invited peers over to his room, where he showed off American trinkets, like his Nintendo video-game system. Outside, they’d play basketball, or sometimes with a baseball Neumann brought from America. As years passed, his friends became the center of his community; he slept in the house designated for teenagers, where he had a sizable room of his own.

			Neumann’s time in Nir Am coincided with sweeping changes in the kibbutz structure. Throughout Israel, the idealistic dreams of the kibbutz had begun to falter. These communities were designed to be self-sustaining, but decades into their existence they relied heavily on government subsidies. The vision wasn’t working, and as finances deteriorated, Nir Am began to change—to introduce capitalistic reforms to the troubled socialist structures. More residents took jobs outside the kibbutz, while all residents began to pay for meals and air-conditioning; food waste and electricity use plunged. (Later the cafeteria would shut down and be converted into a co-working space.)

			Neumann loved the sense of community at Nir Am and the close bonds he made, but the economic egalitarian spirit didn’t rub off on him. He told friends he wanted to leave and make millions of dollars. He would later carp about the inherent unfairness of kibbutz life. Slackers and hard workers received the same pay, he’d say.

			

			—

			In Israel, military service is compulsory, a rite of passage during which men and women, usually serving in their late teens and early twenties, often forge lifelong friendships and vast peer networks. Neumann, aiming high, scored a spot in the naval academy, an elite placement within the Israel Defense Forces, second in prestige only to fighter pilot training. The position required seven years of service rather than the mandatory three. The navy screened cadets with rigorous tests, seeking candidates who could combine physical agility with problem solving.

			Neumann, athletic and sharp, completed the initial training—a stage where attrition is high. Still, his leadership showed itself more on days off, when he would corral friends for windsurfing expeditions on the Sea of Galilee. As he moved into the next phase of his naval training—serving on boats and helping coordinate operations on land—he made it clear to friends that the rigid, rule-bound hierarchy of the military wasn’t for him.

			One evening, Neumann and several junior officers attended a party on a rented cruise ship near the naval base. Neumann was supposed to be on his assigned navy ship, watching over it while it was docked for the night, he told others. A missile boat isn’t like a car in a parking lot: one can’t just roll up the windows, lock the door, and leave it alone. Yet, while downing drinks with a fellow cadet on the cruise ship, Neumann boasted about how he’d snuck off to join the party boat, leaving his post unattended.

			While his classmates went on to serve as officers for many more years, Neumann would not. Several officers who served with him say he got a medical exemption, claiming an ailment they suspected was exaggerated in order to avoid years of seafaring. Instead, he stayed in the port in Haifa, occasionally teasing his colleagues when they returned from a few days at sea. They weren’t amused.

			Rather than serving the full seven years, he ended his service after five—bored and frustrated by military service. By the summer of 2001, he was eager to leave the country. His sister—then a celebrity in Israel—brought him onto a segment on the Guy Pines show, a gossipy talk show that was a hit there. Wearing a white tank top and wraparound sunglasses, Neumann, twenty-two, outlined his own plans while sitting next to his sister. “We’re moving to New York,” he told the interviewer, before gleefully recounting a time he visited Adi on a prior trip to the city and met Matt Damon at a club.

			

			—

			New York proved to have the glitz Neumann imagined—the bars and the clubs and the beautiful people.

			But business wasn’t turning out as he’d hoped.

			As he tried to get Krawlers going, it became clear that thousands of dollars in sales here and there weren’t going to build the baby clothes empire he’d imagined. While he didn’t have to answer to any boss but himself, building a business was hard. Neumann’s dyslexia weighed him down. Reading was difficult, as was using a computer: he had to ask others to send emails, or he would send typo-ridden messages himself. Finances, meanwhile, were shaky, and the company was subsidized by his sister and others. Red ink was in great supply. In 2006, Neumann wrote to his clothes designer, Ranee Kamens, that the company had lost $45,000 in the past year. Returns piled up, and Krawlers had to give customers credits for the following season—a sign of defective or low-quality products.

			“Spring season was not a good season for us,” he wrote.

			Kamens, too, was struggling to get paid. She left Krawlers by the fall, but had yet to be paid for her work from the prior spring. She wrote an email requesting that compensation, and Neumann responded that he’d take care of it.

			Two weeks later, Kamens sent him another message, noting, “My birthday is the 19th. It would be a great present if we c/d be settled by then.”

			She didn’t hear from him.

			Neumann realized Krawlers wasn’t headed where he wanted it to go. It was hard to see how he’d be the millionaire he’d boasted he’d become while at Nir Am.

			“It’s not going to be a one billion dollar business,” he told Roy Ramon, a good friend he first met in the navy.

			He needed a bigger idea.

		

	
		
		
			
				Chapter 2

				Greenhorns

			
			Adam Neumann was half-naked when he first encountered his future co-founder.

			Miguel McKelvey was headed to a colleague’s Tribeca apartment, where there was a midday party on the roof. It was summer 2005, around the same time that Neumann was sketching out his ambitious plans for Krawlers. McKelvey, a mild-mannered architect in his early thirties, was in an elevator at 95 Worth Street when a tall man in shorts, but no shirt or shoes stepped in. Bursting with energy, the man launched into conversation with others in the elevator, speaking with some accent.

			When the elevator stopped to let a rider off, the shirtless figure with long wavy hair held the door open to prolong his conversation; the other passengers all waited awkwardly while he kept talking. The strange interaction left an impression on McKelvey, who stood even taller than Neumann, at six feet eight. He’s breaking all social norms, all at once, he thought.

			Soon, on the rooftop, the two chatted. It turned out that McKelvey’s colleague—Gil Haklay—lived with Neumann. McKelvey was intrigued by the extroverted man he’d just met; Adam was just the type of person he gravitated toward. As he later explained to an interviewer, “I like to be next to the center of attention.” They would keep in touch.

			

			—

			McKelvey was something of the inverse of Neumann. He had moved to New York the prior year and hadn’t met many people outside his small architecture firm. He wasn’t big into drinking or social gatherings.

			When he talked, he tended to avoid eye contact, looking down at the floor with his hands dangling from his pockets. He spoke with a dull monotone and peppered his slowly articulated sentences with “like.”

			One thing he did have in common with Neumann was an offbeat childhood. McKelvey, too, was raised on a tiny commune of sorts, a collection of five women who were close friends and decided to raise children together as a single unit in Eugene, Oregon, largely without fathers in their lives. McKelvey considered himself to have five siblings—four sisters and one brother—all from mothers other than his own. Later, as he became aware of the unusual circumstances of his childhood, he’d make up stories about the whereabouts of his dad. The family was poor; they drove beat-up cars and shopped with food stamps.

			McKelvey had also dabbled in entrepreneurial endeavors. After college, he started a business with a friend in Japan that connected Japanese locals with Americans who could teach them English. But he’d longed to be an architect—he studied architecture at the University of Oregon—and just before he turned thirty, he moved to New York to take a job at a small firm that designed some of the first American Apparel retail stores and personally worked on their rapid build-out all over the United States.

			After the chance meeting on the Tribeca rooftop, McKelvey occasionally saw Neumann through Haklay. One day in 2006, Neumann called the architect asking for help finding and designing his new office. Krawlers, by then, had merged with another baby clothes business called Egg Baby, and Neumann was looking for an affordable space. McKelvey suggested he look in Brooklyn, where rents were cheaper. Neumann took him up on it, moving his company to Dumbo, a tiny cobblestone-filled neighborhood of aging former warehouses that had an artistic if fast-gentrifying vibe. Neumann’s new office was at 68 Jay Street, the same building where McKelvey worked.

			

			—

			In Dumbo, Neumann was restless. He kept trying to wring a profit out of baby clothes, but success eluded him. He began spending more of his time brainstorming the next business that might make him rich. He batted around ideas with anyone who’d listen. He talked about them with friends, with friends of friends, with a bartender at the local dive, ReBar. What were good industries to get into? Where were people making money? Food service, gyms, real estate, women’s wear—it really didn’t matter.

			McKelvey became one of these sounding boards, and the two often went for long strolls around the neighborhood. One idea, Neumann told McKelvey, came to his attention thanks to a classmate at Baruch whose son, Cheni Yerushalmi, ran an office space provider in Manhattan and the Bronx called Sunshine Suites. Yerushalmi showed Neumann his business, which catered in part to small technology companies, renting them turnkey offices and desks by the month. It was a simple and not terribly exciting idea, but as Yerushalmi made clear to Neumann, it was highly lucrative. Demand was strong, and small companies were in great supply.

			His interest sufficiently piqued, Neumann suggested to McKelvey that perhaps the two of them could do their own version—in Dumbo. Neumann set to work on Josh Guttman, the landlord at 68 Jay. Guttman and his family had bought up a series of aging industrial buildings in the area years earlier, and they now owned a sizable portfolio of properties throughout Brooklyn. The extroverted Neumann cultivated a rapport with Guttman and his son, Jack, floating the idea of converting Guttman’s building into a co-working space. It was a brash move for a struggling entrepreneur with zero experience in real estate—one who was sometimes late with his own rent payments. But as McKelvey would say later, Neumann held “an endless faith in his ability to convince people to do things he wants them to do.”

			Jack Guttman was no exception. He agreed to hear a full pitch from Neumann and McKelvey about what they would do with an empty floor of a nearby building.

			McKelvey was left to figure out the details. He worked through the night to create proposed floor plans, a business plan, and a website. He dubbed the proposal Green Desk, hoping to evoke an eco-conscious ethos.

			When they walked into the meeting with Guttman, they explained that Brooklyn was full of entrepreneurs with tiny companies that had no need for the ten- or twenty-person offices with multiyear leases that Guttman’s buildings offered.

			Instead, Neumann and McKelvey proposed a Sunshine Suites–like business where they’d divide each floor of a Guttman building into tiny two- or three-person offices and a cluster of desks built around a shared open space with conference rooms and coffee. Everything would be plug and play; Green Desk would supply the furniture, the internet, the printers, while tenants would rent by the month. From a business standpoint it had some smart elements: tenants would pay more per desk than they would in a standard office, given the convenience and flexibility, while the Guttmans would be able to fit far more separate tenants in a given floor because the desks and offices were packed close together. Neumann and McKelvey estimated that this model could bring in $75 to $80 a square foot a year compared with the roughly $20 a square foot that was the Guttmans’ norm.

			The Guttmans bit. They offered Neumann and McKelvey a floor of one of their buildings at 155 Water Street—a onetime pipe factory that had become a den of low-cost artist lofts until the Guttmans cleared it out. Quickly they hashed out a deal. The Guttmans would throw in some money for renovations. Neumann and McKelvey—as well as Haklay, their mutual friend—would design the space and run it and find tenants. The three entrepreneurs would own half of the company, and the Guttmans the other half.

			They set out to work. It soon became clear that McKelvey, who left his architecture job, would be bearing the brunt of the labor. Neumann continued working on baby clothes and other potential ventures, while Haklay, too, kept his job as an architect.

			As they plotted out plans for the old brick building that ran up against the Manhattan Bridge, they had little doubt they could fill it. Light streamed in from the large windows onto its wood floors, and one could look out over the rest of the charming neighborhood.

			McKelvey’s main idea for the design was to give the space more light and flourish than a standard office. Rather than use standard cubicle dividers or drywall between all the offices, he put glass dividers between them, with sunlight running straight through to the exposed-brick walls. Ironically, it was a key differentiator from Sunshine Suites, which McKelvey found claustrophobic and uninviting without natural light. (Still, they borrowed other elements from the business: Green Desk had its tenants sign a rental contract nearly identical to the one created by Sunshine Suites.)

			The resulting space was hardly the Ritz. The common areas were mostly just coffee machines and some Ikea tables, and the new cubicles looked cheap. Its main selling point—that it was eco-friendly—didn’t seem to run too deep. Beyond noting that the offices used clean energy, the sustainability section of Green Desk’s website advertised recycling facilities in the building and paperless billing.

			The plan was to spend near nothing on marketing. They posted on Craigslist and a local blog, and the spartan website boasted of “turnkey carbon neutral office space.” Monthly rent of $300 to $2,500, depending on desks and business needs, would include “high-speed internet access, a VoIP phone and a connection to an MP3 music server with thousands of songs” plus faxing and fresh organic coffee.

			Before they’d converted the space, McKelvey gave tours to prospective renters, showing them potential “offices” based on tape markings and sketches, and started signing people up right on the spot. Somehow, the threadbare effort worked. Within weeks of launch in May 2008, freelancers, nonprofits, and small businesses began to file into the fifth floor at 155 Water Street.

			As they watched the desks fill up, Neumann and McKelvey hosted a “networking” event for their renters. It was really just a low-key party, but they observed the group mingle and forge connections.

			Neumann wanted to pitch the “community” aspect of the business early on, but McKelvey was wary. He had a reverence for that word—a vestige of his mothers’ idealism around what they sought to create in Oregon. He told Neumann to hold off. “We really have to do it before we talk about it,” McKelvey would later say. Otherwise, “people would see that as fake.”

			The Guttmans loved the office subleasing model and wanted more. They expanded to another floor, and then another, and another. MTV took over a still unrenovated floor to film a TV show for several months. The popular news website Gothamist took one of the larger offices. Quickly, 155 Water was filled with roughly 350 tenants. They expanded into another Guttman building, 68 Jay, back where the entrepreneurs had their original offices. (Neumann kept his Krawlers office there.)

			And, miraculously, Green Desk continued to flourish even as the economy began to crater around the entrepreneurs. The subprime mortgage crisis sparked a historic crash in the country’s financial system, and New York was at its epicenter. Every sector of the economy seemed to be hit. Yet somehow, small businesses still wanted office space in Brooklyn. Perhaps it was the flexibility; perhaps it was former bankers starting something themselves. Whether smart or lucky, Neumann and McKelvey had clearly stumbled on a product for which there was untapped demand, and one that could make money. It was clear that if Neumann stuck with the Guttmans, he could get rich—eventually bringing in the millions he’d dreamed of.

			But Neumann was feeling a familiar sensation—restlessness. He talked to McKelvey about rushing into Manhattan, San Francisco, and elsewhere. Neumann had dreams of something giant, on the scale of hundreds of millions of dollars in value or more. It was the start of a movement; they wanted to go huge.

			Neumann and McKelvey talked to the Guttmans about the idea, but the family wasn’t interested in expanding to other landlords’ buildings. The Guttmans had their buildings in Brooklyn, and they wanted to fill them, ideally at higher rents than before. That was real estate.

			The partnership had hit its ceiling.

			By mid-2009, Neumann and McKelvey had struck a deal with the Guttmans, who would buy the trio out. Neumann, McKelvey, and Haklay would be paid about $500,000 each. As quickly as it began, the entrepreneurs’ experience with Green Desk was over—just a year and a half from initial incorporation to its sale.

			Haklay took the money and went his own way, eventually returning to Israel, where he’d been raised.

			Neumann, meanwhile, asked McKelvey to keep his money safe for him. “Put it somewhere else because I know I’ll spend it if I have access to it.”

			The nest egg, Neumann declared, would go toward their next venture. He and McKelvey were just getting started.

		

	
		
		
			
				Chapter 3

				Famous Energy

			
			The redbrick building at 95 Worth Street was a catalyst for more than just Green Desk.

			In the few years Adam Neumann lived there in the middle of the 2000s, the building was heaving with twenty- and thirtysomethings—redolent of a college dorm. Neumann made friends throughout the building, inviting them to his apartment or hanging out with them on the roof. One such neighbor turned friend was Andy Finkelstein, a self-assured talent agent who was around Neumann’s age. He, too, was a highly social creature and a locus for connections. The two became close.

			One day around early 2008, Finkelstein told Neumann he should meet his friend Rebekah Paltrow, who had just moved back to New York from Los Angeles. The suggestion came just as Neumann was starting Green Desk. Thus far, Neumann had steered clear of settling down into a relationship, but Finkelstein had a feeling the two might hit it off. Not only was Paltrow a close friend from his Cornell days, but other qualities—she had a wealthy family; her first cousin was Gwyneth Paltrow—might appeal to Neumann, who liked proximity to fame.

			A dinner date was set. Tall and thin with long, sleek dark hair and a regal bearing, Paltrow was immediately captivating to Neumann. She had a wide smile and teeth that could light up her face. Over the meal, Paltrow, whose intonation betrayed hints of her Long Island upbringing, spent much of the meal questioning Neumann’s values: Why was he on this planet? Was he just trying to make money with his baby clothes business, or was he doing something greater for the universe? She mocked him and grilled him, throwing the typically cocky Neumann off balance. Within minutes of meeting him, Paltrow said, “You, my friend, are full of shit,” Neumann later recalled.

			To Paltrow, by the end of the night, it seemed as though her destiny was not only to date Neumann but also to guide him. She wanted to teach him and channel his ambition and charisma into something far greater than Green Desk, let alone Krawlers. As she later recounted in an interview, “I just knew he was going to be the man who would hopefully help save the world. The second I met him.”

			

			—

			The youngest of four children, Paltrow was born in 1978 in Great Neck, a tony enclave on Long Island’s North Shore that was the basis for The Great Gatsby’s West Egg.

			Her family’s wealth stood out even in a neighborhood where money was flaunted. Many of the girls in Paltrow’s class—but not Rebi, as she was known until her early twenties—wore the same $10,000 Cartier watch known as the Panthère. Gwyneth Paltrow would tell a magazine reporter in 2016 about her cousin’s upbringing: “Her mother Evelyn has amazing taste: every linen perfect. They had a lot of help and every comfort.” Adam Neumann would later say he thought Paltrow had “the perfect childhood.”

			The money mainly came from her mother’s side. After escaping Hungary during the Holocaust, Evelyn’s father co-founded one of the largest private label lingerie companies in the United States and the Philippines, where a street in Manila was later named after him. Rebekah’s father, Bobby, added to their fortune via the junk-mail business. He became an investor, and then an executive, at a third-generation direct-mail company—one that seemed to print money when times were good. Paltrow told an interviewer that her father had instilled a deep work ethic in her. “There was no being a dilettante in my house. You had to rise up and deliver.”

			Around age eleven, Paltrow’s family was turned upside down by the death of her older brother from cancer. Grieving, her parents uprooted their family, moving north of the city to Bedford.

			She started seventh grade at Horace Mann, a private school in the Bronx attended by the offspring of some of New York’s wealthiest families. Her house in Bedford would ultimately become the site of memorable parties as she entered her teens. By high school, friends would pop champagne in her giant hot tub; clothes were optional. When she turned eighteen, she amazed her friends by inviting them to a party at a restaurant in Manhattan, attended by her cousin Gwyneth and Gwyneth’s then boyfriend, Brad Pitt.

			When Paltrow arrived at Cornell, a member of her family’s domestic staff helped replace some of the furniture in her freshman dorm room with Paltrow’s own. She often joined her family on short vacations to St. Barts and ski trips to Aspen, bringing friends and her boyfriend, Brian Hallisay, who later became an actor. Her close circle of female friends—many she knew since high school—came from similarly affluent backgrounds, and all looked like models, a college classmate recalls. “They were all like the cast of [MTV’s] The Hills before that was a thing,” she said.

			Paltrow spoke often of spirituality—taking Buddhism classes and yoga and pushing friends to think about the animals they were killing with their meat-based diets. Her sanctimoniousness and privileged background provoked eye rolls from many classmates.

			After graduation in 1999, following a few pit stops, she moved to Los Angeles in the early years of the 2000s. While she briefly flirted with a banking job in New York for a few months, Paltrow decided to pursue acting, attempting to follow in her cousin Gwyneth’s footsteps. She told friends she had “famous energy.” She spent her days studying acting and meditating from a house where she lived in the Hollywood Hills, a house with sweeping views of the city.

			In L.A., Paltrow’s desire for spiritualism and proximity to fame led her to the Kabbalah Centre. The center had become a trendy locus for many of Hollywood’s top directors, financiers, and actors who wanted to mix their pursuit of enlightenment with a bit of clubby socializing. While it had roots in Jewish texts, the Kabbalah Centre was known for a broad, trans-religious mysticism that counted Madonna among its disciples. Critics, including many in the broader Jewish religious community, derided it as a profiteering New Age celebrity cult.

			Paltrow became a regular at the center. She frequented Wednesday night dinners hosted by the actor couple Ashton Kutcher and Demi Moore, where they’d study texts with one of the center’s spiritual leaders.

			Kutcher had become a friend, as had the fellow 1990s-era actors James Van Der Beek and Lucy Liu.

			By the time she headed back to New York around 2007, Paltrow had little on her IMDb profile to show for her time in L.A. Although she studied under some of the top acting coaches, she rarely auditioned for parts and hadn’t landed much besides a small role on Punk’d—Kutcher’s reality TV show. By the time she met Neumann, she was talking about directing independent films or becoming a theater actor.

			The pair dived into a romance, but Paltrow quickly laid down the law. If they were to continue dating, she insisted that Neumann—who was raised Jewish but was not observant—get in touch with his spirituality. She brought him to the Kabbalah Centre in New York, where he embraced the mysticism and quickly warmed to the high-profile networking opportunity.

			Paltrow soon introduced Neumann to Kutcher, who, flush with money from eight seasons starring in the Fox sitcom That ’70s Show, was beginning to dabble in startup investing. The actor and the entrepreneur quickly became friends, talking endlessly about new business ideas. When Kutcher and Moore were in town filming a movie, months before their wedding, the two couples spent hours drinking and partying with a small group in a suite at the Trump International Hotel.

			In October 2008, the actors attended Paltrow and Neumann’s nuptials in Manhattan—a small ceremony in an indoor garden event space owned by the designer Donna Karan, another friend of Paltrow’s from Kabbalah. Paltrow’s cousin Gwyneth attended, as did Van Der Beek and Liu.

			The couple, who had become engaged months after meeting each other the prior year, would build a life together.

		

	
		
		
			
				Chapter 4

				Physical Facebook

			
			By the fall of 2009, Adam Neumann was certain of one thing. His next venture would be something far more expansive than just another Green Desk—far more than just a provider of desks.

			His success in Dumbo didn’t just show that there was demand for communal office space. Neumann and McKelvey also saw it as an indication of a broader generational shift. The millennial generation entering the workforce, they believed, was hungry for social interaction at work. The traditional model of isolated offices was inherently antisocial. There was no reason that work couldn’t—or shouldn’t—resemble the fun of a college dorm, or even the atmosphere of a club.

			So for their venture, they reckoned that office space would be an anchor—a way to create a whole ecosystem of other companies and services dominated by young people with the same aesthetic and social inclinations. Even hipster millennials needed space to work.

			Naming the company took months. They’d host brainstorming sessions with friends at Adam and Rebekah Neumann’s East Village apartment, but nothing panned out. None of their ideas evoked a big brand. One of those nights, the talent agent Andy Finkelstein—who had introduced Rebekah to Neumann and remained invested in their relationship and ventures—blurted out, “We Work.” The center of the business could be “We,” the collective pronoun, which could then be tacked onto all manner of ancillary businesses: WeLive. WeSleep. WeEat.

			Neumann called McKelvey the next day with the name. He was sold.

			Neumann quickly registered a series of internet domains, snatching up WeWorld.biz, WeWorld.info, and we-are-1.info.

			As they sought a location to bring their broader entrepreneurial visions to life, Neumann and McKelvey had the kind of nomadic work life for which they were trying to offer a solution. The two met in their apartments or on the fly—Neumann was spending less time in Dumbo, ceding the baby clothes business to his colleagues—and sketched out a vision for communal housing and upscale hostels. They imagined getting into lending and even sailing. Work was changing. Like Ron Livingston’s nihilistic cubicle dweller in Office Space, white-collar workers were craving something more. Boundaries between work and play were vanishing, Neumann and McKelvey observed. They pointed to tech companies like Google, which lured employees with free food and on-site gyms. Employees were entertained with scooters in the hallways and beach volleyball. Work shouldn’t be some negative distraction from the rest of life; it should be integral to a happy life, they believed.

			At the heart of their work-play vision was the idea that their offices would create tight-knit communities. Later, the two would call it a “physical social network” and a “physical Facebook.” Neumann loved to tell others how the “iPhone was all about I.” WeWork, he said, would be about We. Companies would work together—and thrive together—turning to one another for services, deals, and partying. They would all be separate businesses, but feel part of the same WeWork family.

			They’d seen how much their tenants at Green Desk coveted the community. For a few hundred dollars a month, they’d give people not only a work space but also a chance to be part of something “bigger than themselves,” they’d say. Although neither of them were millennials (Neumann and McKelvey were both born early enough to be considered Gen X), they thought twentysomethings would gravitate to this more than the handful of other co-working companies that had sprouted up in the city in the past couple of years.

			Neumann’s time at the Kabbalah Centre provided further inspiration. He had become a regular, taking classes and attending services. Friends saw him weave ideals and phrases he learned into the WeWork rhetoric. “With Kabbalah, it’s not about I—me—mine,” reads a book by one of the directors of the Kabbalah Centre. “It’s about our relationship with others and the world.” WeWork, too, was going to be about sharing and improving life for others. And it would be about helping small businesses grow; Neumann would later call it a “capitalist kibbutz.”

			Neumann, since joining Rebekah’s orbit, was now constantly surrounded by a stream of people with access to vast sums of money: new friends, her family, her family’s friends, their Kabbalah network. Suddenly Neumann had a deep reservoir of people to whom he could pitch his ideas and from whom he could seek advice and investments.

			

			—

			Neumann and McKelvey weren’t thinking small. Even before the company got off the ground, Neumann would talk with friends about how it was going to become a $500 million company or a $1 billion company. Friends found the vision intoxicating.

			Grandiose rhetoric aside, the planned rollout looked a lot like an improved Green Desk. The concept was that WeWork would rent space in a building, then slice up that space into small offices and desks, which entrepreneurs and small businesses would rent from WeWork.

			But rather than partner with a landlord—splitting profits as they had in Dumbo—the two realized it would be easier to just lease the space they needed like any other business in need of an office. This meant more risk—if no tenants ever came, they would still have to pay the rent—but huge potential profits, because the landlord wouldn’t collect anything above the agreed rent.

			First, they would need a building. Neumann had been able to sweet-talk his last landlord into handing over space, but beyond the Guttmans he and McKelvey knew few in the real estate world. As they hunted for vacant space, landlord after landlord raised similar concerns. They boiled down to this: Why would a landlord hand over his building for five years to two kids with an unproven concept?

			In the end, though, one landlord did. A friend introduced Neumann and McKelvey to Abraham Talassazan, who owned a sprinkling of office buildings in Manhattan. In 2007, Talassazan had paid $21 million for a slender six-story redbrick building at 154 Grand Street. It was a third-rate aging office block in Manhattan’s Nolita neighborhood, a nebulous intersection at the edges of Little Italy, Chinatown, and SoHo that lacked the character of any of the three, but the area was turning increasingly upscale.

			Neumann and McKelvey met Talassazan at a good time. By mid-2009 his building was in trouble. Prior tenants were largely cleared out, and despite months of effort he could find few new takers. Talassazan was forking over monthly payments to cover his loan on the property and maintenance, with no income coming in.

			The crippling economic fallout of the Great Recession was hitting landlords like Talassazan hard. They had enjoyed years of booming success in Manhattan as an expanding economy pushed up rents and quickly filled empty spaces. But by late 2008, banks, law firms, and marketing agencies that had been hunting for additional floors and whole buildings suddenly switched direction. Giant buildings were put up for sublease as the same law firms and banks raced to shrink quickly. Planned skyscrapers were halted; rents plummeted. Numerous building owners would soon default on their debts and lose multibillion-dollar portfolios of towers to lenders.

			So when Talassazan met Neumann and McKelvey, he wasn’t immediately dismissive. The entrepreneurs, dressed in jeans and T-shirts, walked the building’s six stories of rickety stairs and run-down wood floors, but full of windows and light. They liked what they saw.

			Neumann gave Talassazan and his staff the WeWork pitch. The office world was going to be changing: young New Yorkers were going to want office space like this, Neumann told them. He confidently referred to the building as merely their future “first” Manhattan location.

			With few other options, Talassazan decided to proceed.

			Meanwhile, Neumann and McKelvey kept hunting for more locations. It was an audacious move, given that they barely had enough money to finish the first building, let alone start a new one. As the quixotic duo toured one building, a skeptical landlord suggested they talk to someone else who seemed to share their mix of ambition and naïveté, a man named Joel Schreiber.

			

			—

			In his late twenties, Schreiber had a boyish face and reserved personality. He typically dressed in dark suits and was taciturn, sometimes speaking up only to elaborate on his successful real estate investments. He liked to describe himself as a trend spotter: he had made some investments in the Williamsburg neighborhood of Brooklyn before values soared. (Years later he would rack up an impressive number of lawsuits from former partners and others in real estate who alleged he owed them money or didn’t make payments.)

			Schreiber met Neumann and McKelvey by happenstance while they were touring a building in the Bronx. As Neumann told him about his ideas for WeWork, the normally subdued real estate investor became animated. Schreiber’s mind raced with ideas about where the business could go.

			Within a day of meeting Neumann, Schreiber offered to invest in his

			
			

			—
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