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My parents. My foundation.

“Every crossing begins long before the first road.”







Prologue

New York, September 24, 2024

That morning, I never imagined that my life would change before the day ended.

In Manhattan, I walked, breathed in the fresh air, and tried to clear my head after everything that had been happening in my life.

New York moved as it always did: noise, tourists, taxis, sirens, and people rushing from one side to the other.

Near Times Square, everything changed within seconds.

The sidewalk was old, uneven, and broken. One slab rose above the next. One step became one fall.

Then came the ambulances, the hospitals, the surgeries, the pain, the bed, the cane, and a long recovery I never expected to endure.

But my story did not begin that day.

To understand it, you need to go back to a poor boy who dreamed beyond the life he knew.




CHAPTER 1 — Beginning with Overcoming

I was born into a poor family that faced one difficulty after another. My father lost everything, and our family endured years of hardship. As a child, I saw it up close and learned how quickly a home could change when money disappeared. Sometimes we lacked basic necessities. Sometimes we had no food at all. The adults carried the responsibility, but the children lived with its consequences.

After my father lost everything, I started working. Nobody forced me—not my father, not my mother. I chose to work because I wanted to help, and our family needed it. I could not stand by and wait for someone else to solve everything. I had always been proactive. At about ten years old, I shined shoes on the street, moving along the sidewalks in search of customers. I approached one pair of shoes, then moved to the next, hoping each person would say yes. That experience marked me for life. I never forgot it.

Even then, I was still a boy, but I had already begun to fight for a different future. I saw our reality and refused to accept it as my destiny. Something inside me resisted it. From childhood, I told myself that I would win. I dreamed of another life, of achieving something, and of making people proud of me. I could not describe the destination yet, but I knew I wanted more than survival. I wanted to build, create, and prove that the circumstances of my childhood did not have to define the rest of my existence. That desire drove me.

At the same time, I carried problems nobody understood. Psoriasis covered my face, hands, and other parts of my body. Some wounds appeared where everyone could see them; others spread across places I tried to hide. I knew when people were looking, and their attention made me want to disappear. Shame made me withdraw. At school, I sat in the last desk, far from other people's eyes, and wore long-sleeved shirts to cover the wounds. Even heat felt easier to endure than exposure. People called me wounded. Their words cut deeply.

Taking a shower, removing my clothes, going to the beach, or standing close to people became an ordeal. Each ordinary activity carried the risk that someone would see my skin. Shame consumed me. Sometimes the mirror made me cry. Other teenagers dated, talked, and lived their lives while I watched from a distance. I wanted the same freedom, but I could not stop thinking about what they might notice. I tried to hide both my pain and my wounds, but loneliness followed me even in a crowd.

Along with the psoriasis came another problem I did not understand. I repeated two or three grades because I could not study properly or keep my attention on the teacher. While she spoke, my mind drifted elsewhere. I could sit in the classroom, hear the lesson, and still lose the thread of the explanation. I tried to bring my attention back, but I could not keep up with the other students. Each failure reinforced the idea that something was wrong with me. Much later, I began to understand why. Back then, however, I knew only that I kept failing and could not study as the others did.

Other emotional struggles may have already lived inside me. If some remain with me today, they did not appear yesterday. But no one knew what was happening then. No one saw it or understood it—not even me. I had no language for the confusion and no explanation for the way my mind worked. I carried everything alone: psoriasis, shame, failed school years, confusion I could not name, difficulty with relationships, bullying, and loneliness. Each problem intensified the others. All of it pressed on me at once, and I was still a boy.

I had every reason to follow the wrong path. I could have turned to drugs or crime and lost myself completely. At fifteen or sixteen, I moved among people and situations that could have changed my life. Some people around me used marijuana and lived close to the drug trade. Those choices stood near enough for me to see where they could lead. Even so, I continued studying. I refused to stop trying and held tightly to the belief that I could win. Whatever surrounded me, I would not surrender that conviction.

During that period, one woman left a permanent mark on my life: my principal, who was also a teacher. She called me into her office when psoriasis, failure at school, isolation, and shame had narrowed my world. People called me wounded and said I had no future. I had heard those judgments often enough to begin carrying them inside me. My principal spoke differently, looking into my eyes as she told me that I was a star, that she saw something there, that I would become a great man, and that I carried a powerful light. Then she wrote me a card in gold lettering. I stared at those words, mesmerized. Someone had placed a different future in front of me. I have never forgotten that card.

She may never know how much her words meant to me. For the first time, someone seemed to see me rather than my wounds, my failed grades, or the boy everyone believed had no way out. Her attention did not erase my problems, but it changed the way I looked at myself. She saw what no one else saw, and I held on to it. After that conversation, I continued trying. Her faith strengthened the voice inside me: I'm going to win and make it. I will get out of this. I will not stay here.

Then life showed me something far darker. My brother had become caught up in a conflict involving drugs and marijuana, and threats had followed him for some time. Tension surrounded the situation until one day it erupted in front of me. A strong man trained in martial arts struck him hard in the face. The blow changed everything. My brother grabbed a large knife and stabbed the man in the chest. I stood directly in front of them and watched the blade enter his body. Nothing separated me from what happened. The image lodged inside me and never left.

I was young, inexperienced, and naive when I witnessed that killing. Afterward, my two brothers and I ran desperately as several people chased us. Stopping or looking back was impossible. I believed they would catch and kill us. We ran until we reached home, but even there we found no safety. The simple house had no reliable lock, and the door would not close properly. A weak door separated us from the people outside. We waited inside, certain that someone could enter at any moment.

People connected to drugs and gangs began circling the house and searching for my brother. They passed, returned, and passed again. Every movement outside made us wonder whether they had come back. Fear shook our family and kept us indoors. None of us knew when the danger would reach the door. It lived inside the house, followed us into the street, and settled over every hour of the day.

One day, I stepped outside and encountered the dead man's brother. He carried a revolver and called me over. I was about sixteen or seventeen. Looking straight at me, he said, “I'm not going to kill you. But I'm going to kill your brother.” I was still a kid, facing a man who held a gun in his hand.

After that, fear controlled the entire family. Going outside meant wondering who might be waiting. Staying inside meant listening for someone at the door. We left the city because remaining there no longer felt possible. None of us had imagined that one violent moment would drive us from our home.

I carried that fear and trauma for decades. Even returning to my birthplace frightened me. The killing had happened thirty or forty years earlier, yet I stayed away for years because I believed someone might hurt me. Distance became my protection, even long after I knew nothing about the people who remained there. Only later did a friend tell me that the man's children wanted no revenge and would do nothing to me. They did not think that way, he explained. Their reassurance did not erase what had settled inside me. Trauma does not disappear simply because someone says the danger has passed.

That scene, I believe, planted many of the problems that surfaced later: the fear, the threat, and the certainty that death stood close. Panic attacks followed. During that unbearable period, I became convinced that a cardiac problem would kill me at any moment. When my heart raced, I sat shaking on curbs and waited for death. Again and again, I headed to hospitals and underwent test after test. Each result showed no cardiac disease, yet the next episode erased my confidence in those results. I could not believe the doctors because my body seemed to insist that I was dying. The fear returned each time my pulse accelerated. I did not understand what was happening, and I would not wish that experience on anyone—not even my worst enemy.

Still, I continued studying and working to overcome it. Effort became the one response I knew how to give. I kept moving forward because I believed my life could change. With time, I grew, built a career and businesses, made money, and moved among influential people. I earned respect, raised a family, and created stability. The structure around me looked like proof that the struggle had ended. For a while, I believed I had won. Nothing seemed capable of bringing me down. Looking back at the wounded, ashamed boy I had been, I thought I had escaped that life for good.




Before Social Media

I knew I was creating something interesting. That is the truth. The project had potential: people wanted to appear, one person told another, and the community moved around it. But I did not understand how large it could become. Silicon Valley, billions, startups—none of that occupied my mind. I focused on creating. That was it.

Around the year 2000, I started building what I now recognize as a kind of organic social network. Back then, I did not call it that. Nobody did. The concept did not exist in my world: no Facebook, Instagram, YouTube, likes, comments, direct messages, influencers, or algorithms. People did not carry personal broadcasting platforms in their pockets. None of that existed around us.

The comments happened in real life, with one person telling another: “You appeared on the internet.” “I recognized you in the restaurant photo.” “You were in the wedding pictures.” “I saw you at the event.” “Look, you appeared in the photo.” Those conversations moved from a restaurant to a home, from one friend to the next. Word of mouth drove everything—real engagement among people speaking face-to-face.

I moved through the middle of it all in an old Volkswagen Beetle I called the Success Mobile. Up and down I drove with a Sony Mavica, one of those cameras that saved photographs on floppy disks. Every disk held part of the week's work. Floppy disks. The technology sounds almost absurd today, but that was how it worked.

The camera followed me into restaurants
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