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For my dad





“God shield our Empire from the might

Of war or famine, plague or blight

And all the power of hell,

And keep it ever in the hands

Of those who fought ’gainst other lands,

Who fought and conquered well.”

—WINSTON CHURCHILL, 1890

“I don’t think we’re ever going to lose money again.”

—DOUG PARKER, American Airlines CEO, 2017
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

On a cold, sunny Friday morning in late March 2020, I sat on my Brooklyn stoop, bathed in an eerie silence, and checked my email. It was the third week of the coronavirus pandemic and New York City was shut down. My then employer, The Wall Street Journal, had closed down two weeks earlier along with the rest of the city, and I had taken to having my morning coffee outside, in what seemed both a thrilling change of pace and a quiet act of corporate rebellion. Atop my inbox was an email from one of my editors at the paper with the subject line “Ides of March.”

My beat at the Journal was Wall Street—the flow of money among big banks, giant corporations, and the investors behind them. I had spent the previous few weeks writing about the virus’s toll on financial markets, which after a decade of smooth sailing had now utterly freaked out. But the impact had spiraled well beyond trigger-happy traders. The virus that would come to be known simply as “Covid” had killed hundreds and sickened thousands. Nobody was buying anything. Massive layoffs were being announced every day. It was a seismic event for the global economy, with impacts spiraling out in every direction. The task from my editor that morning was to try to capture the moment and its complexity. The resulting story, published on the first Saturday of April, was an eight-thousand-word chronicle of March 2020, the month the world shut down. It told the stories of two dozen corporate executives and investors as they faced the biggest challenge of their careers.

What became clear, in one interview after another, was that the economic elite was just as stunned as the rest of us. For most of them, the past decade had been a glide path—and for me, too. I became a financial reporter at the beginning of that decade, in 2011, at the start of what turned out to be a remarkably dull and benign stretch for the economy. Stocks went up. Debt was cheap. Corporate profits climbed to new records. Nobody on Wall Street trading floors lost an embarrassing amount of money, or at least not in a fashion that lent itself to rollicking stories in the newspaper. I wrote about a merger boom and chronicled the banking industry’s return to profitability after the 2008 meltdown. It was fun enough, and I learned a lot. But I sometimes found myself a little jealous of predecessors who had established themselves in the thick of reporting on past crises.

And now suddenly one had arrived.

It didn’t feel like it at first, of course. The onset of the coronavirus pandemic in the early months of 2020 had no parallel in recent history. And then, suddenly, it was the only thing that mattered. In writing this book I aimed to capture that slowly-then-all-at-once feeling, exploring the decisions that the chief executives of some of the world’s biggest companies were making through a lens that was changing by the hour.

Most of us don’t run giant companies, but almost everyone can remember the uneasiness of March 2020, when things were fine until they weren’t, until the springs that held our daily lives together suddenly sprang loose. I vividly remember sitting, maskless, on a flight from Tampa to New York on March 8, returning from a family vacation to a Gulf island that we had joked a week earlier about canceling, and wiping down the airplane armrests with hand wipes pilfered from Chick-fil-A. Three days later, I left the Journal’s office in midtown Manhattan. I would not be back for almost two years.

In the days that followed, we would all make monumental decisions, quickly and with information that was imperfect at best, about how to live in this new world. Some of these decisions proved silly in retrospect—I bought a pulse oximeter, though not a Peloton—but some would profoundly affect the course of our lives. We moved; we quit our jobs; we decided to write a book. Three years on, we are now living with those decisions and the unexpected consequences.

This book grew out of my early reporting on the immediate economic carnage of the pandemic. It began as an attempt to chronicle the extraordinary economic events that occurred as the pandemic froze the nation’s economy. I wanted to understand what it was like to be in the driver’s seat of the world’s biggest and most influential companies, firms where leaders were used to talking about strategy in quarters, if not years, and be forced to make decisions on the fly—decisions on which a company’s very survival might hinge. Who were the losers—and were there some surprising winners?

To answer these questions, I set out to find the most compelling corporate stories I could, ones that captured different kinds of companies and their leaders—Wall Street financiers, Midwest manufacturers, a Silicon Valley travel upstart and a legacy company it was trying to disrupt, and an airline industry brought to the brink of collapse, begging the government to save it.

I began this project not knowing whether these companies and the economy they stood astride would survive, or how their businesses might be reshaped. Like so many things during the pandemic, my project in time began to take on new dimensions. As the months went by, I realized that I wanted this book to be more than just an account of the greatest black swan event in contemporary economic history. I wanted to use the backdrop of this moment to explore the job of a modern CEO—and how it would be changed by this crisis and the grief, social unrest, and general anxiety it fomented. On paper, the corporate hierarchy in 2023 might resemble that of 2019, but the job has taken on new dimensions. CEOs stepped into the leadership void left by the Trump administration, whose dithering and optics-obsessed response to the crisis cost thousands of lives. That, coupled with the perceived politicization and flip-flopping of public health agencies, eroded millions of Americans’ faith in institutions; many looked to their employers for steady leadership. The furor over masks and vaccines put CEOs in the political hot seat, forced to choose between adopting federal guidelines and alienating a portion of their employees and customers.

Each chapter of the postindustrial economy has brought its own archetype of corporate leader. The robber barons of the nineteenth century gave way to the first class of bosses skilled in the science of corporate and financial management. The postwar age churned out plodding, paternalistic stewards. Faced with one or two critical decisions in the course of their long tenures, they built the lazy, sprawling conglomerates that gave rise to the empire-smashing corporate raiders of the 1980s. The raiders didn’t last, but the financial discipline and pursuit of profit they brought with them to corporate boardrooms did. The CEOs that followed merged, outsourced, and engineered their balance sheets on a scale never seen before during a period that saw a burst of innovation but also two crashes in the course of a decade. The biggest and most charismatic of them—Amazon’s Jeff Bezos, JPMorgan’s Jamie Dimon, Disney’s Bob Iger—seemed to escape the corporate world altogether, as bona fide celebrities who had governments on speed dial and could make news simply by opening their mouths.

That changed in 2020. Their worlds became virtual, small, tactical. The globe-trotting stopped, replaced by endless Zoom calls and painfully awkward Zoom happy hours. Employees panicked. Hundreds of decisions had to be made in an instant. As the pandemic dragged on, the toxic politics around it seeped into seemingly every boardroom decision.

There are signs that we are in a new chapter of corporate meaning and management, one underway before the pandemic but fueled by it, as well as the social, political, and racial unrest that coursed alongside it. The pandemic will end one day. But I suspect that, just as the legacy of the corporate raiders of the 1980s bred new traits in the CEOs who came after them, the forces that shaped companies and their leaders during the crisis are, to some degree, here to stay: navigating fractured politics, building financial cushions, chucking out procedure and making decisions on the fly, and genuinely—not just in the jargon of glossy annual reports, but in a lived, everyday way—balancing profits and people.

This book is the result of interviews with more than a hundred people, and I’ve tried to write it in a way that captures the narrative tension of the moment—a moment that was continuously made obsolete and even foolish as the pandemic built into a global trauma whose human and economic fallout we’ll be dealing with for years to come. Dialogue is rendered to the best recollection of people who were there or who were briefed on the discussions and supported by contemporaneous notes, emails, and text messages where possible. Readers should not assume that anyone in a particular scene was the source of the reporting it contains.

A note about accuracy: Where possible, I corroborated facts that were told to me with calendar entries, personal communications, public documents, and media reports. When individual recollections conflicted with primary-source documents, I deferred to the documents. But, as most of us can attest, the pandemic did something strange to our memories, warping them, stretching and compressing time in ways that have invariably introduced some errors—inadvertent and immaterial, I believe—to this book.




PROLOGUE

February 11, 2020

Bill Ackman winced as he watched the line of selfie-seekers form. It was a few minutes after 9 P.M., and Ackman, in a crisp white shirt and a pale blue tie, had just finished giving a talk at the London School of Economics. As he reached for his suit jacket, draped over the back of his chair, a horde of young finance students hurried down the auditorium aisle, smartphones in hand.

This kind of thing happened with surprising frequency to the fifty-four-year-old hedge fund manager. Following his graduation from Harvard Business School in 1992, Ackman later launched an investment firm, Pershing Square Capital Management, and over the course of nearly three decades on Wall Street had become a bona fide celebrity for the wannabe billionaire crowd. His name had become synonymous with bold market bets—a reputation enhanced by refined looks tailor-made for New York’s tabloids, where he was reliable clickbait, and cable television, where he appeared to tout his investments and occasionally trash-talk rivals. With deep-set hazel eyes under dark eyebrows and a shock of white hair that he’d had since his twenties, Ackman could have passed for a Hollywood leading man of a certain vintage, or at least a handsome commentator on the Golf Channel.

He made more than $3 billion rescuing a mall owner, General Growth Properties, out of bankruptcy in 2010, then lost $1 billion on a crusade to prove that Herbalife, the maker of protein shakes and vitamin supplements, was a fraud. He had won big betting against the housing market in the run-up to the 2008 collapse, and lost even bigger investing in the drug company that owned Botox, a disaster that had prompted a public mea culpa. He sniffed out executives who were some combination of fat, happy, and lazy as the new century dawned. No blue-chip boardroom was out of range of his idea gun: JCPenney and Borders (misses), Wendy’s and Canadian Pacific Railway (hits).

At its peak in the mid-2010s, Pershing Square managed more than $20 billion for investors ranging from billionaires to Arkansas teachers’ retirement funds, and though its assets had dwindled after a string of losing investments, he remained in 2020 the model of a Wall Street high roller: charming and loquacious, wrong almost as often as he was right, but never in doubt, and with billions of dollars to put behind his ideas. It was a reputation that inspired fear in corporate CEOs, whose shares he bought and whose strategy he was prone to publicly skewer. It also won him a legion of fans, especially among fawning young financiers back in New York, where he was easy to spot on the streets of midtown Manhattan. He usually indulged them.

Not tonight.

It had been six weeks since the first reports about a mystery virus circulating in China. In early January, health authorities in Wuhan, an inland industrial city of eleven million people about four hours by train from Beijing, had flagged a few dozen cases of a new respiratory illness that caused pneumonia, in some patients severe. The cases all appeared linked to a “wet market” on the city’s outskirts—a term denoting markets common in Asia that sell live seafood and animals, including exotic ones, for slaughter. The first confirmed death came on January 11, a sixty-one-year-old man who was said to be a market regular.

By the time Ackman took the stage at the London School of Economics in February, there were more than 40,000 reported cases in China and a few thousand in neighboring countries. More than 1,000 people had died. As he spoke, some 350 Americans were on their way home, courtesy of U.S. government charter planes, from the hot zone in central China, to spend two weeks in quarantine at American military bases in California. On the day of Ackman’s talk, the virus had been given a name by the World Health Organization. “I’ll spell it,” the group’s director-general told reporters. “C-O-V-I-D hyphen one nine.”

The name was a mash-up of what little was known at the time. COVI: It belonged to the coronavirus family of viruses. D: It caused disease, distinguishing it from the myriad viruses that fulfilled their genetic destiny without sickening their hosts. And it was first discovered in the final days of 2019. Scientists had quickly sequenced the virus’s genetic code and identified it as a type of coronavirus, a family of pathogens known to virologists as a neighborhood nuisance: mostly mild but prone to obnoxious variants. They are so named because the spiky proteins that cover their surface, which pierce human host cells and allow the virus to replicate, resemble what a child might produce if asked to draw a crown.

Ackman had been voraciously consuming news reports out of China that confirmed that the virus could pass between people, even among those who weren’t showing symptoms and didn’t know they were sick—a crucial indicator of how quickly a virus might spread. When the mayor of Wuhan admitted in late January that as many as five million people had left the city in the days following the Chinese New Year on January 25, before a regional lockdown was imposed, it confirmed the hedge fund manager’s fears. “This isn’t going to stay a Chinese problem,” Ackman had told his wife.

He worried about his father, a lung cancer survivor, and moved his parents into a guest room in his estate in the Hamptons. He sold Pershing Square’s stake in Starbucks, which had more than three thousand stores in China.

And he had nearly canceled this trip to London. He had ultimately kept the commitment because the main event was Pershing Square’s annual shareholder meeting in Guernsey, the tiny English Channel island known for sweeping coastlines and lenient tax laws that made it a popular domicile for investment funds. The island was lax about many things, but annual meetings were a must. Canceling would have invited a regulatory headache.

Toward the end of his lecture at the London School of Economics, Ackman opened up the floor for questions. One audience member raised the specter of the new coronavirus, and as Ackman started to respond, a student in the front row coughed. Ackman leaned back sharply, half in jest, to laughter from the crowd. Then he struck a more serious note: “It is one of the black swans out there right now,” he said.

“Black swan” is a ubiquitous term in economics. It comes from a historical belief that all swans were white, which held for centuries until colonizing Europeans stumbled onto Australia and found black swans among the continent’s menagerie of strange creatures. Adopted more recently by economists, the term is now a warning: The most dangerous and costly crises come when something that has never happened before—something that everyone has assumed could never happen—happens.

The economist who coined it, Nassim Taleb, assigned three characteristics to “black swan” events: They are rare, they are extreme, and once they have passed, hindsight tends to rationalize them. Of course a web of ill-conceived European alliances could drag the world into war in 1914. Of course determined terrorists could bring down a New York skyscraper with a plane. Of course home prices could go down just as surely as up, a lesson learned in 2008 at huge cost.

In February 2020, as Ackman spoke to the next generation of financiers and corporate executives in London, the idea that the coronavirus would spread unchecked, crippling and reshaping the global economy, sounded far-fetched. Supervirus scares including bird flu and swine flu had long been fodder for cable news programming but had fizzled out in the end. The idea that the coronavirus would be uniquely disruptive or deadly seemed like a crank theory.

But on paper it checked the first two of Taleb’s boxes. First, true pandemics are rare. The last big one, the 1918 influenza outbreak, was more than a century ago. You’d have to go back another hundred years to find the global cholera scourge that began in 1817, and more than four hundred more until hitting the Black Death of the 1300s. More recently, the 2004 outbreak in China of Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome, or SARS, and the Ebola outbreak in east Africa defied doomsayers and stayed mostly contained.

But when pandemics do happen, they are extreme, satisfying the next of Taleb’s criteria. The 1918 flu killed an estimated one in thirty people on the planet and sickened as many as one in three. Today’s world was far more interconnected, Ackman told the students gathered in the London lecture hall. The costs, both in lives lost and economic fallout, would almost certainly be worse this time around.

With a wife and a nine-month-old at home back in New York, Ackman had no interest in being an early patient. The norm, at lectures like this, was to stick around for a while and hold court. Instead, Ackman ran out the clock, taking a few extra questions from the crowd to skate past the scheduled 8:30 P.M. end time. As the finance fanboys drifted down the aisles—many of them, Ackman assumed, international students who had just returned from holiday breaks in Asia—he waved apologetically over his shoulder and made a quick exit into a car waiting in the London chill.

Months later, he would apply to the lecture a word that had by then seeped into the public lexicon. He had worried, without having the vocabulary for it at the time, that his evening with the university students would be a superspreader event.
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