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			Introduction

			I was sixteen, in Bolivia to give a talk to fifteen hundred cheering students. Event organizers were attempting to clear a path to the stage. Hands pulled at my clothes and people stood up and began applauding my entrance as I muscled my way to the stage, wishing I were back in my hotel room, coding. In my peripheral vision, I could see reporters from local and international stations, filming. I tried to block out the thoughts that were crowding my head, one most of all: that I was not made for this. These people were looking for someone who could give them insight and guidance, and I wasn’t sure if I was that person.

			When I was thirteen, I’d launched my first app for the iPhone and quickly started earning $10,000 a month from downloads—enough to support my family when our middle-class house of cards (plastic ones provided by Mastercard and Visa) was flattened by the Great Recession. And for that, the Latin American press had dubbed me the Boy Genius of Apple. I was regularly featured in the news and had a huge social media following there. But I was afraid the news was celebrating me prematurely. My once moderately successful app was already declining in sales, and my next step wasn’t clear to me. But that wasn’t what all these kids had come to hear. They’d come to find out how I’d made something out of nothing, with only a computer. I owed it to them to try to explain: I wasn’t a genius; it wasn’t magic. As long as they could get their hands on a computer with Internet access, they could make something from nothing, too.

			
			On the stage, I launched into a rambling talk about growing up in Miami as the son of Bolivian and Peruvian immigrants. About how I got into coding. I told them how I’d taught myself using YouTube videos and how, since the recession, my apps had been helping my family pay the bills. I assured them that I wasn’t on that stage because I’d changed the world with my products. I was standing up there because, despite all my insecurities and shortcomings, I’d never let my failures stop me from building things that changed my world. Whenever my lack of knowledge or ability brought me to a standstill, I explained, I wouldn’t let myself stay stuck for long. I’d take a breath, then Google my way out of whatever hole I’d dug myself into. “If you want to be a coder,” I told the room, “the Internet will be your best friend, your guide, and your inspiration.”

			As soon as I finished my spiel, the students started peppering me with questions about how to code. “Google Xcode or Eclipse and watch instructional YouTube videos about Java or Objective-C,” I repeated, over and over. And this is just as true today. Coding changes so fast, there are no static resources that can keep up. If you want to learn to code, let the Internet be your guide.

			Eventually, someone from the school called an end to the Q&A, and I was led out of the auditorium. Every few feet, I had to stop to take a selfie. Someone was yelling, “Make a line!” but no one was listening. People pushed and pulled and grabbed at me, and I glanced at my mom, who had accompanied me, helplessly. Back in our hired car, we crawled through traffic as some students followed in cars, rolling down their windows and snapping photos. At the hotel, my mom and I collapsed onto our beds.

			The next day, I returned to the reality of my life in the United States. No one gave me a second glance at Miami International Airport. I was unsure whether all of it had been a dream. When I thought about my lineage, where my parents came from, and their parents before them, the last few days in Bolivia seemed even more improbable, if not impossible.

			

			—

			
			It wasn’t until a number of years after I was born that my parents received their American citizenship. Although this book, including the stories of my family life, is written in English, my parents have only ever spoken to me in Spanish. When my parents immigrated to America, they learned just enough English to hold a basic conversation; to this day, they sometimes struggle to communicate effectively. I still don’t know half the sayings that are common to people who grew up speaking English, because I never heard them at home. There are certain words, like “sequester,” that I only knew how to say in Spanish until recently. And when I stub my toe, the curses come out in Spanish.

			My mother, Maria Cristina Gálvez, was meant to be born in Arequipa, a region of Peru that is mostly dry and mountainous, but my grandmother wanted to have the support of her mother and family when she gave birth, so she flew to Lima, the capital, to be with family. My mother’s father was a general in the Peruvian army, and during that time, a war was raging. As a little girl, my mom and her four brothers would often hear bombs from their bedroom windows, and sometimes my mom had to hide under tables and study by candlelight because the electrical towers had been hit. In spite of the war, my mother remembers her childhood as loving, sheltered, and secure.

			My father grew up in a different world. He was born in La Paz, the capital of Bolivia, to a Jewish family. His parents moved the family to Lima when he was three years old; later they separated. His older brother died when he was twenty-one, a tragedy that rocked the family and set the tone for his future life. Having fled Europe during World War II, my dad’s grandparents, both Jewish, had big dreams for their grandson, sending him to Israel to study systems and applied mathematics. But my father rebelled against the discipline demanded by the program. His grandparents threatened to stop supporting him financially if he dropped out, but he did anyway, moving to Los Angeles to pursue a career in video editing. He lived in an apartment with several roommates and studied at a trade school. A few years later, he moved to Miami and landed a job at Telemundo’s headquarters doing production work. My father’s father had rarely been a presence in his life, and his mother, still living in Peru, suffered from depression, so my father—cut off financially by his grandparents—was on his own, living paycheck to paycheck on a temporary work visa.

			
			Miami was a hub for Latinos visiting the United States, and my mother traveled there when she was twenty with a group of girlfriends. At a party, my father spotted her from across the room. And that was the beginning of our family.

			My mom returned to Peru and dated my father long-distance for the next three years. She dreamed of being a professional psychologist, but her mother suggested that she get a career or degree in something less demanding. My mom was in love with my dad, so she listened to my grandmother’s advice and got herself a secretarial certificate. But my grandmother did not simply allow my twenty-three-year-old mother to move in with my father. She let my mother know that in order to do so and leave her parents’ home in Peru, she had to get married. So my mom and dad got married. They certainly would have preferred to live together a few years first, but they didn’t have a choice. My parents had a wedding ceremony and settled in Miami. Three years later, on August 24, 1996, I was born. My sister, Mariana, arrived a year after that.

			Spanish wasn’t the predominant language just in my household. It was what most everyone spoke in Miami, where 70 percent of the population is Latin American. There is no native-born dominant majority in Miami. Restaurant menus and some road signs are written in Spanish; if someone approaches to ask for directions, they’ll immediately start speaking in Spanish; and in many parts of Miami, a visit to the doctor will automatically begin with questions in Spanish. In Miami, 70 percent Latin American means class and ethnic divides exist among the Latino population. Anyone can tell where you’re from—Peru, Colombia, Bolivia, Chile, Mexico, Cuba—by the kind of Spanish accent you have. The majority of Latinos in Miami are Cuban-American. They began migrating to Miami and building businesses in the sixties, after Fidel Castro came to power in their country. Cubans in Miami tend to have more connections than most non-Cuban families, who tend to be more recent immigrants. If you’re not Cuban in Miami, you’re going to have a tougher time fitting in.

			
			At the small Catholic school I attended from third to fifth grade, all the Cuban parents already knew each other. My parents felt like outsiders around that group. Based on her appearance, my mom could have passed for Cuban, but the moment the other moms heard her speak, they knew the truth. So my parents naturally gravitated toward couples from Colombia, Venezuela, and other South American countries. My sister and I both started speaking fluent English in kindergarten, but we still faced some of the same social barriers as our parents because of our South American background.

			My entire life, I’ve felt pulled between identities. Am I Jewish or Catholic? My father is a Jew, my mother Catholic, but she converted to Judaism to marry my dad. My mom told me that for years, they debated over which religion we should observe, finally settling on both: my dad got to decide on a Jewish preschool for us, and my mom got to pick our Catholic elementary school.

			Am I Peruvian or Bolivian? When I started to become well known, both countries tried to claim me as their own, though I never felt like I fully identified with just one or the other. Am I a real American? My parents aren’t from here, my teachers were Latin American, and my city predominantly spoke Spanish; we were nothing like the typical Americans I grew up watching on TV. Am I a kid or a grown-up? My childhood mostly disappeared when I started supporting my parents as a thirteen-year-old. But now that I’m in my twenties, I can’t exactly say I’m all that good at what they call “adulting,” either.

			
			I blame those famous Silicon Valley perks. In 2014, at the age of seventeen, I traded my mother’s cooking and laundry services for those offered at Facebook, three thousand miles away from home. I’d landed an internship, which turned into a six-figure full-time job. After that, instead of going off to college with my peers, I took a full-time job as the company’s youngest-ever engineer.

			Today, at twenty-three, I don’t have to worry about overdraft fees or credit card debt or whether I’ll be able to support my parents if things fall apart for them again. I’m living every tech geek’s fantasy: at Facebook and Google, I’ve led projects for apps used by billions of people, and I’m financially successful beyond my wildest dreams. But that doesn’t stop me from questioning myself, every day.

			Will I one day feel like I made it here on my own merit, or am I just an imposter, getting by in Silicon Valley because I’m good at working the system? At times, the question of who I am and where I fit in is still so overwhelming, I just wish I could disappear. But I’ve come too far to allow that to happen.

			I didn’t get here on hard work and determination alone, of course. For the first decade of my life, my family lived well—if well beyond our means. I had the security and time and space to play and fantasize about the future. I had family members with the means to help me buy my first iPhone, which became my door to that future. A lot of kids around the world never have that kind of room to dream, let alone access to the technology that will help them build on those dreams. In Bolivia today, only four out of every one hundred people have a home Internet subscription, and only about 40 percent of the population accesses the Internet at all. Grown-ups love to ask kids, “What do you want to be when you grow up?” But if those kids aren’t getting their immediate needs met—if they’re hungry or stressed about where they’ll sleep at night—that’s a preposterous question. Who has time to think about what they want to be when they grow up when they’re just trying to survive?

			
			So that’s why I didn’t tell those Bolivian kids to “dream big” or “reach for the stars.” I told them that if they wanted to code, there was a free education waiting for them on the Internet. Coding is an in-demand skill right now, with some of the most competitive salaries you’ll find. But these aren’t good enough reasons to become a programmer. You have to love this work to be good at it. They say it takes ten thousand hours of practice to master a calling. Since middle school, I’ve probably spent forty hours a week building websites and making apps—roughly thirty thousand hours—and I still don’t consider myself an expert, let alone a master. I’ll always be learning, and that’s what I love about my job. I code because I lose track of time when I’m doing it—I’m never bored. If I were, a lifetime of hours could never make me great.

			How do you start? No joke, just as I told those kids, you start by Googling what you want to know; everything you need to know about building an app or coding is available 100 percent for free on the Internet. While that may sound overly simplistic, I’ve found that it truly is the best way to learn. Any coding book you buy will be outdated by the time you finish it. And while coding boot camps and classes are absolutely great ways to jump-start your skills, they, too, can only teach you the most current coding languages in this ever-changing universe. I’m not exaggerating when I say that as fast as a programmer can learn to code, the coding language is being reinvented. As any engineer will tell you, it’s gotten to the point where we have to leave a Google tab open at all times in order to keep up. Which is why I think it’s best to learn how to use Google to teach yourself from the very beginning.

			
			Coding isn’t a quick way to get rich, but it can be a way to get your start outside of the college-to-workplace pipeline—an alternative path to success beyond your wildest dreams.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 1

			 

			The American Dream

			It had always been my parents’ dream to own their own restaurant, so when I was three, they went for it. El Pollon Grill was one of the first Peruvian rotisserie chicken places in Miami, pollo a la brasa, as we called it. It didn’t look like anything special from the outside—just a small building with a neon sign in the middle of a strip mall—but people couldn’t get enough of my mom’s chicken.

			Other than arguing with my mom about the fact that the only thing I wanted to eat was chicken and French fries—she always offered me chicken and rice, chicken empanadas, ají de gallina, pollo a la plancha, arroz con pollo—I didn’t have much to complain about. We lived in a typical suburban Miami neighborhood with nice homes and green lawns—though I doubt any of them were paid off. Now that they had the restaurant up and running, my parents were trying to get into the real estate business. On the advice of our neighbors, who’d found modest success as landlords, my father had gotten his real estate license, and my parents had taken out loans and bought several properties to rent out.

			My parents had credit cards, and they used them often: not just for everyday things like groceries and school clothes and gas but for big, fun things, like parties, a new living room set, and trips to Disney World.

			
			When it came to our birthday parties, my mom always splurged way beyond our means. I’m talking more than just piñatas and cake. I’m talking magicians and bouncy houses. As the daytime party wound down and all the kids went home, the adult party would start, with enough rotisserie chicken and spiked punch for the whole neighborhood. All of this went on the credit cards, of course.

			Then everything changed. In mid-2006, my parents started to seem stressed. They muttered over their morning coffees about how everything was “falling apart” and how they were having trouble paying the bills.

			We stopped taking trips and eating out. Even the trips to Disney World came to an end. Sometimes my parents would work at the restaurant until two or three in the morning.

			One night, a couple of weeks before my tenth birthday, I heard them talking in concerned, hushed tones. Mariana and I went downstairs and my parents invited us into the room. “You’re getting big now,” my mother began. “Big kids don’t have birthday parties; they go to the movies with their friends and hang out. This year, Michael, you’re becoming a big kid. Instead of a birthday party, you’re going to go to the movies with your friends.”

			Something about her concerned face, the way my father stared at his shoes while she spoke, gave me a feeling of suspicion. “Okay, sure, let’s do that,” I said. It was fine with me, actually. I’d never had the sense that those parties were for Mariana and me, anyway. They seemed like they were more for my parents.

			However bad the situation may have been, my sister and I didn’t think much about it. I was a happy kid, known for my big grin. “Your mouth looks like a mail slot,” my mom would tease with affection. “Both rows of teeth showing.”

			

			—

			
			We had the run of the house every day after school, and we made use of it. From three-thirty p.m. till we got tired and turned on the TV (Mariana) and the computer (me), our parent-free home was the stage for our elaborate and ambitious games. I would usually take the lead.

			For example, one day, when I was eight years old, I asked Mariana, “Do you want to go to Jurassic Park?”

			“Yes!” she quickly responded.

			We could have just pretended we were in a jungle, but that wasn’t enough for me.

			The problem? My house didn’t look like Jurassic Park. We didn’t live on a jungle island and there weren’t any dinosaurs to be found. I had to get creative. I looked over at my dad’s printer, filled with a small stack of blank sheets of paper, and decided they would be the key building blocks for my vision. Taping the sheets together to form several giant canvases, I used my crayons to create a massive brachiosaurus, some flying pterodactyls, fields of grass, and a scary cave.

			I ran and gathered all my parents’ houseplants and circled them around my dad’s big recliner. I taped the cutouts to the walls of the room. “It’s ready!” I told Mariana, five hours later. Climbing into my dad’s big recliner, she closed her eyes and commanded, “Roller coaster!” I rocked and spun the chair for a while, Mariana shrieking and giggling. When we were all played out, Mariana went to watch TV and I gravitated to the old Dell computer we kept downstairs.

			The Dell—and the portal to the Internet that it opened—kept me distracted from the ever-increasing stress of my parents as they strived to stay afloat in a financial system that even I could see was still totally foreign to them, even after all these years. I knew that they had bought the Dell for us—I assumed on credit, like everything else—because they wanted to give us everything we ever wanted. This was how my parents thought, anyway. I knew it was painful for them when we complained about eating beans and rice for dinner or when they couldn’t afford to buy us new school uniforms and last year’s were bursting at the seams. The Dell made up for all that, though, by feeding my curiosity and imagination. Whatever I was curious about was right there at my fingertips, waiting to be discovered. Google had existed since I was born, and there was never a time when I had to ask my parents, “Why this?” or “Why that?” I would just Google it.

			
			Like most siblings, sometimes Mariana and I were close, sometimes we weren’t. Either way, she was my link to the real world. While I was content to spend my afternoons lost in a paper-dinosaur land or exploring Antarctica through the Dell, Mariana was extroverted and social and always a step ahead of me in life—she’d long ago surpassed me in both height and common sense, even though I was a year older. She was the one who had to tell me there was no Santa Claus. No one could see through grown-ups and their tricks like Mariana.

			When we were really little, our mom used to get us to do whatever she wanted by crossing her arms and counting to three in her mean voice: “Uno…dos…” There would usually be a long pause after dos, just long enough for Mariana and me to jump up and finally do what we were being told to. For years, I made sure we never let our mom (it was almost always her disciplining us) get to the terrifying numeral that came after that pause. It was simply understood: if Mami got to tres, it was over.

			Until, that is, the night when five-year-old Mariana called our mom’s bluff. It was bedtime, and we were playing on the stairs when we were supposed to be brushing our teeth. At the bottom landing stood Mami, arms crossed and wearing yellow dishwashing gloves. “Dos!” she yelled.

			“Mariana!” I cried. “We have to go!”

			Mariana scoffed, “Michael, it’s fine, she’s not going to do anything.” Mariana grabbed my wrist, pulling me back.

			I tried to shake her off. “Let’s go!”

			
			“But, Michael! What’s the worst she can do?”

			I had no idea, and I wanted to keep it that way.

			“Think about it,” hissed Mariana. “She’s our mom! She’s not going to hurt us.”

			That had proven so far to be true—but there was always a first time.

			“Look, watch, I’ll show you!” Mariana said. She spun to stare Mami down.

			“Tres!” yelled our mom.

			“Cuatro, cinco, seis!” Mariana shot back. “Siete, ocho, nueve, diez!”

			Everyone froze. Time froze.

			Finally, our mom burst out laughing. “Oh well,” she said, drying her eyes. “It was good while it lasted.”

			Other than the old counting trick, our parents used different parenting approaches for each of us. So different, we might as well have been raised in two different families. My parents valued scholarship above all else. Mariana’s mom and dad believed emotional intelligence was the ultimate trait. I was celebrated for being great at math, while Mariana was praised for her kindness. I gravitated toward technology—a stereotypically male pursuit—and my sister took little interest in it. She definitely didn’t share my passion for anything and everything Apple.

			

			—

			My lust for the Apple brand hit its apex when I was ten years old, on January 9, 2007, the day Steve Jobs announced the first iPhone.

			“Look! It’s happening!” I pulled my mom by the hand from the couch to the old Dell to watch the momentous event on YouTube. “The iPhone is launching!”

			My mom snickered and shook her head. My dad jumped in: “Apple products are so impractical—incompatible with everything! You really want that?”

			
			I nodded my head vigorously. Yes, yes, yes! I could hardly contain myself.

			My dad looked at me, confused. “You’re ten years old—do you even receive any emails?”

			My mom’s Motorola Razr and my dad’s Nokia smartphone held no interest for me. I was already an Apple guy, through and through.

			“You’re turning eleven this summer,” said my mom. “Maybe your tíos will pitch in for your birthday.”

			Thankfully, I had lots of tíos, and I immediately called all of them—Kike, Mario, Carlos, and Miguel—letting them know about my birthday wish in advance.

			My uncles came through. Four days after the iPhone went on sale, I floated out of the Apple store with an opaque white plastic bag slung over my arm. Inside was the most expensive item I’d ever owned.

			My parents added the phone to their family plan, so I had service, but back then, the iPhone was pretty basic—just a touch screen with which you could access an Internet browser, a camera, your email, your music, your calendar, and a few preloaded apps. You could message one person at a time, but I didn’t have any friends with phones to text, and no one really used email. Still, the gadget was magnetic, addictive.

			I’d never been one to sleep with a teddy bear—okay, I had a stuffed penguin—but I couldn’t go to bed without my new iPhone.

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 2

			 

			The Penguin Whisperer

			In the fall of 2007, I began middle school with financial aid at Belen Jesuit, a private boys’ prep school for grades six through twelve that my mom had dreamed of getting me into for years. Realizing that this was an opportunity to step out of my shell, I decided—to mixed results—to try to be more social.

			Instead of being the kid whose homework everyone else copied, as I had been in elementary school, I became the kid who copied homework, showed up late for first period, and joined in the laughter when another kid pranked a teacher. This didn’t make me popular, but I certainly felt it was better than my much quieter former self. And thanks to a fantastically addictive computer game I’d discovered called Club Penguin, this was enough. Club Penguin gave me a much more expansive social life. The world of the game was limitless, and nothing outside of it seemed to provide the same excitement. I had as many friends as I could want online, so it didn’t matter that I had very few in real life. Yikes.

			Acquired by Disney that same year for $700 million, Club Penguin was in many ways the first major social networking game of my generation. Users created their own penguin avatars, then waddled all over a virtual world, competing to have the most coins, the best igloo, the coolest avatar. Players could type messages to one another, which would pop up over the penguins’ heads in chat bubbles. Club Penguin wasn’t available for the iPhone, so I couldn’t play it at school. But as soon as classes ended, I’d race to the school computer room to play alongside my classmates until my parents came to pick me up.

			
			My Club Penguin friends lived in other cities and countries. They knew me only as my avatar, not as Michael, but that was good enough. It didn’t matter that I wasn’t athletic, or interested in girls, or good at being social; there would always be others out there who had similar personalities I could relate to. And more important, it didn’t matter that I was fat. Over my sixth-grade year, the baby fat I’d been carrying since I was little had started turning into an actual weight problem. But who cared? On the Internet, I didn’t have to worry about that. I could just be myself—the truest version of me. And so I dove in—way in.

			One of my favorite hangouts was a WordPress blog called The Army of Club Penguin. The ACP was—prepare yourself for this weirdness—a military-themed recruiting page for virtual penguin accounts. A bunch of little penguin avatars, all dressed alike, would sign on to Club Penguin at the same time and walk around in formation chanting, “Army of Club Penguin!” over and over. Just as in the real army, the avatars were given ranks: soldier, sergeant, lieutenant, and captain. Wars were fought between different penguin armies. Thousands of kids participated, communing in unregulated chat spaces, where bad words were allowed.

			But, at the time, there weren’t really such things as apps.

			

			—

			In the summer before my thirteenth birthday in 2009, my mom sent me to Peru to live with my tío Kike for three months. At the time, I had been running my own WordPress blog that shared updates, guides, and walk-throughs about Club Penguin. I was really into this game. The only problem was that no one would visit it, so I would sit on my computer and refresh the page for hours to try and build up the view count. It wasn’t really working. Nor were the YouTube commercials I created, “commercials” for my website to YouTube and linked back to my Club Penguin blog. It still wasn’t working, so I knew I needed to come up with another way to make my Club Penguin blog a success.

			
			A year earlier, Apple had announced something new for the iPhone—the App Store. Now people could build apps on their iPhones and distribute them through the store. In launching the App Store, Steve Jobs had said anyone could make an app and sell it. I hadn’t given much thought to the announcement. But now, lying around my uncle’s house with plenty of time to think, I realized that I could make a mobile app to promote my Club Penguin blog! The game itself was still not available on mobile, so I figured this was my opportunity to grab all the Club Penguin searches at the App Store. It would be a way for me to make my mark on the Club Penguin world, sharing the kinds of tips that were popular on Club Penguin fan sites, including the one I’d launched myself. I had no idea how to go about making an app, but if Steve Jobs said it was easy, then I was going to figure out how to do it. I started Googling.

			By the end of January, I had a working app, and it felt valuable. Before I could submit it to the App Store, I had to purchase a developer license, which cost $100. So, I approached my parents, even though by that point things had gotten so bad they were in no position to help me. My mom knew I had been working hard on my creation, but neither of my parents could really grasp what I was doing. To them, it looked like I was playing all day long. It actually felt like that to me, too. But my mom could see how important the project was to me, and when I explained to her that I was going to charge $1.99 per download, she relented. “If you pay me back, that’s fine,” she said. “But if you can’t, you’re going to have to work in the restaurant washing dishes, because I can’t spend that kind of money right now.” She added, “No se lo digas a tu papá” (“Don’t tell your dad”).

			I nodded. “I won’t tell him, Mami.”

			
			The Club Penguin App was easy to access and it delivered what it promised: a thorough guide to the game, along with news updates on the latest changes to Club Penguin, and a built-in chat room for users to talk with one another whenever they wanted. I proudly sent in my $100 and submitted to the App Store. Then I waited. Within a few days, I got an email from Apple saying that I’d been rejected. The email said that the two images I’d uploaded for the icons—one with a little penguin on it, the other with the Club Penguin logo—didn’t match; the small and large icons had to display the same image. I revised the icons so that both showed a penguin and sent it back in. And on March 2, 2010, my first app went live in the App Store. My parents were happy for me, even if they had no idea what it meant.

			I’d been teaching myself about iTunes Connect, the online portal to view sales and track metrics for apps. I was checking it every hour the day my app went live to see if I’d gotten any downloads. I didn’t see any, but I didn’t know that the sales figures for downloads are calculated on the following day, not live. I had the sinking feeling that my app was a flop.

			But I wasn’t going down without a fight. I made my friends in the Club Penguin blogging community an offer: “I will place an ad for your website on my app, if you place an ad for my app on your website,” I wrote. Then I sent them banners for kids to click on to download the app. That really started to create some buzz.

			It was all so new to me. When I looked at iTunes Connect on day two and saw two columns and two rows of information, I figured two people had bought my app: my mom and my dad. It turned out that those two rows represented two countries, the United States and Canada, and at the end of each column, the number of downloads from each of those countries was listed. That first day, there were fifty-two downloads at $1.99 each, which netted me more than $100. On its second day live, my app was number 7 in the reference category. I ran to my parents’ bedroom and shook my dad awake, shouting, “Papi, mira, mira! Mi aplicación! Está en el puesto número siete! My app is number seven in the Top Reference apps chart! Wake up!”

			
			My mom peered at me groggily and said, “Wow, that’s great, Michael, but your dad was up super late at the restaurant, let him sleep.”

			Every day, I checked the sales, and watched my app go from fifty to seventy to eighty downloads a day. By its first weekend, the app was getting one hundred daily downloads, making $200 a day. When I told my science teacher, he whistled and said, “That’s more than I make.”

			The fact that I was making more money than plenty of grown-ups in my life was mind-boggling, but could it last? In the back of my mind, a voice had been whispering, The Club Penguin App may be topping the charts now, but eventually it will fall—then what? As well as things were going, my mind had already turned to how I could expand my business further. I needed to grow it as much as I could before the wind died down. So, I got to work building a few designer variations as fast as I could—a pro version for $4.99 that offered bonus cheats, a version in Spanish, and a lite version that cost only a dollar. Something for everyone.

			I’d just submitted the new apps to the App Store when I got my first direct deposit from Apple, for $5,000. When my parents saw it, they seemed shocked that the money I was making was actually real.

			“Michael, this is insane!” my mother said, sounding alarmed. “What have you done?”

			“It’s the app, remember? The one I built with the money you gave me.”

			My parents were too stunned to say anything else, but they exchanged a look that said, We’ll talk about this later.

			One night soon after, they were out to dinner with friends. “Apparently, Michael made this app thing, which is at the top of the charts right now, and Apple sent him five thousand dollars,” they shared. As incredible luck would have it, another diner at the restaurant interrupted to say that they knew someone who worked at a TV network and could be interested in hearing more.

			
			A few days later, my mom and I went to the CNN headquarters for the Latin American division in Miami. Someone sat me on a chair and said, “Okay, you’re going to look into that camera and pretend it’s a person.”

			I said, “What? That’s so weird. I can’t do that.” I could barely keep eye contact with people in real life. I searched for my mom, who was standing behind the cameras, but couldn’t read her facial expression because of the blinding lights in my face. When the camera began rolling, I just answered the interviewer’s questions.

			“What did you build?” he asked.

			“Um, I made this app…,” I started awkwardly, giving him a tangled description. I had an accidental Justin Bieber haircut, which was embarrassing as hell, and I sat hunched over, hiding my pudgy thirteen-year-old body. I didn’t feel like I’d done anything so special. When the host asked his final question, “Is there anything else you would like to say?,” I thought about it for a few beats. “If there are other kids out there who want to learn how to make apps,” I said, “send me a message on Facebook or Twitter and I can send you links.”

			Immediately after I left CNN’s offices, my phone started to blow up. I got four thousand requests on Twitter and Facebook, and my parents started getting phone calls from all over the world. People wanted to interview me in Australia, Peru, and Colombia. Within a week, there were cameras all over our house, and my mom was on the phone fielding interview requests. After that, the interviews became a regular part of our lives. Every month or so, a news crew would turn our living room into a TV set or I’d go to a network studio for another interview. It was always the same set of questions in the same order: “How old are you? What made you decide to make apps? How did you learn to do it? How much money are you making? Is it true that you’re supporting your family with your earnings?”

			
			In the beginning, I’d straight-up tell reporters I made $10,000 a month, sometimes more. After a while, I got tired of the question and learned to dodge it with: “More than I ever could have imagined!”

			When it came to the question about supporting my parents, I’d nod, grinning. While my mom hated for her family back home to keep hearing that I was supporting us, I knew I couldn’t sidestep the issue. My role as family breadwinner was one of the things that made Latin American audiences hopeful about my story. Many Latin American parents hope to raise kids that one day could be able to help provide for the whole family. The family unit is very important in Latin American culture, a belief my parents made sure to instill in me. It was one of the main reasons reporters wanted to talk to me. But that didn’t make it any less weird or uncomfortable. To be providing for my parents at such a young age was head-spinning and profoundly reshaped my relationship with my mom and dad. It was impossible to have a normal childhood while also keeping them afloat. But most of all, I was excited that I had a platform to let other kids know the exciting secret I’d discovered: a place existed where kids could make real money, building stuff they loved right out of thin air. I wanted everyone my age to know that if they’d ever wanted to try coding but thought it would be too hard or they weren’t smart enough, they should think again.

			“Get ready, Mariana,” my mom would say. “They might want to put you on TV, too!” But my sister couldn’t relate to my excitement at putting on a show for the TV cameras. Whenever a news crew arrived at the house, she’d lock herself in her room with her friends. The more the crews appeared, the further away Mariana seemed to drift from me. Not that I had time to worry about it. My main concern was, What do I need to do next to keep this all going? Because this seemed to be where the possibility lay, not at school. At school, all that mattered was how many facts I could memorize (not many, as my test scores showed). No one there cared about what I actually created. But outside the walls of Belen, I felt I was able to express my true self through coding. The energy I would put into my apps would bounce right back to me in the most exciting and fulfilling way.

			
			I decided to make another app. And this time, it would be a real game—based on Club Penguin, of course.

			A real game would take more advanced coding than I’d learned so far. I bought a desktop Mac and dove into YouTube tutorials on how to create a jumping game, the kind where you tilt your phone left and right to make the characters jump. There was a popular one called Doodle Jump. I thought it would be a fun challenge to see if I could build a game with similar mechanics, with illustrations of Club Penguin characters bouncing up and down on little platforms, climbing higher and higher through the world of Club Penguin. Hundreds of hours of trial and error later, I finished it.

			The application process was much faster this time: I submitted the app, it was approved by Apple, and it quickly climbed the charts. On the first day, it sold five hundred copies, priced at $2.99 a download. And the sales didn’t let up.

			But other parts of my life weren’t going so well. I spent my lunch hour copying my classmates’ work, so I never got a chance to eat lunch and was always starving after school. Every day I’d ask my mom to bring home McDonald’s, even though I never actually said the words “Can you get me McDonald’s?” because I was too ashamed. I knew the food was bad for me. And in the back of my mind, I knew we couldn’t afford it and that I should just eat food from the restaurant. So I went through a ritual with my mom where I would say, “I’m super hungry,” and she would respond, “Well, what do you want?” Continuing the charade, I would answer, “I don’t know. What can you bring me?” And then, after she reeled off the menu, I would say, “No, I don’t really want that.” Eventually, my tired and overworked mom would throw up her hands. “How about McDonald’s, then?” she’d say. “Sure, okay, McDonald’s,” I’d mumble. Soon I was a full-blown addict, eating a chicken wrap and large fries twice a day.

			
			Temporarily, at least, those fast-food chemicals helped me forget about my down-sliding grades, my up-sliding weight.

			

			—

			In May of 2010, the bank was threatening to foreclose on our house, and my parents had already lost all of their rental properties except for one, a little town house right in a neighborhood near our home. On top of that, their credit cards were almost maxed out and they couldn’t keep up with the payments. The phone company was threatening to turn off our service. The restaurant was failing. Worst of all, my mother’s eyes had stopped dancing when she spoke, and my father hadn’t cracked one of his stupid jokes in months; each night when he came home from work, he went straight to his recliner to stare glumly at the TV. It didn’t seem fair. At the same time that I was having my windfall, my parents found themselves in deep trouble.

			A few months later, an administrator from my school called me into his office and informed me I was behind on my school payments. When I got home I questioned my mom, who informed me that she’d made an emergency withdrawal from funds I’d made from the App Store. I’d never seen a penny, because everything went directly into an account my parents managed. “It was necessary to pay the restaurant employees’ salaries,” she said. “Last month was worse than ever, but things will look up soon.” The worry in her voice said otherwise.

			Before long, my desperate mother was using my money to pay the employees’ salaries twice a month, just so the doors could stay open. The waitstaff must have known this. After years of mostly ignoring me when I’d come to the restaurant, they now made a big point of asking how my apps were doing—trying to figure out how much longer my mom would be able to pay them, I figured.

			
			My mom also asked if she could use my money to pay thousands of dollars to lawyers to try to save our house. She also used the money to pay for food, electricity, Internet access, gas, clothing, and—eventually—the portion of my Belen tuition that wasn’t covered by financial aid.

			“Just until we get back on our feet,” my mom kept saying. “We’ll pay you back when we can.”

			I wanted to be a good son. And besides, I didn’t need all that money. At thirteen years old, all I wanted was a new iPhone or an Xbox, but that was about it. I certainly didn’t need to spend $10,000 a month, and unfortunately, I’d never been taught the importance of saving for the future. “You don’t have to borrow it,” I’d say each time my mom asked. “Just take it.”

			Big mistake. My parents, clearly uncomfortable asking me for the money, eventually took me at my word and just withdrew what they needed, when they needed it.

			Though at first I didn’t mind sharing my money, what bugged me was that my parents wanted it both ways: I may have been the family breadwinner, but I was still being treated like a kid, expected to follow their rules. Now when my mom would try to parent me in the ways any typical parent would, I found it intolerable.

			“Hey, Michael,” my mom said timidly one night, cracking my bedroom door. “It’s after midnight, and you’ve been on your computer all day. You haven’t brushed your teeth yet, you haven’t showered. Did you do your homework?”

			Fuming, I hunched lower over my keyboard, not taking my eyes off the screen, where I was working on a new update for the Club Penguin Game. “Mami, you don’t understand. I’m doing what I need to do, okay? It’s all good.”

			
			It wasn’t all good. After two months and $24,000 in profits, my apps had seen a rapid decline in sales. It was partly due to a shift in the marketplace: the App Store was no longer a free-for-all, where a handful of rogue players like me could clean up by selling games for $2.99 to $4.99. Now it was flooded with free games that made money through in-app purchases, charging players for accessories or to buy new skins for their avatars and virtual currency tokens. I was beginning to learn that most apps have a short shelf life; people use them less and less over time.

			“Well, all right then,” said my mother. I could feel her trying to let it go. She never could. “It’s just that…if your grades get worse, you won’t get into any colleges. What if your apps don’t work forever? Then what are we going to do?”

			I swiveled to glare at her. I no longer had it in me to try to appease my mother, and I was defiant about the fact that my grades had slipped from A’s and B’s to C’s and D’s. “Who gives a shit about homework?” I said through gritted teeth. “You said the car payment’s overdue, right? Just let me do my work!”

			Working on my apps had originally been relaxing. However stressful life got, when I was building something, I forgot my problems and felt calm and focused. Everything else just faded away. But now that my apps were the only thing saving our house from foreclosure, it was a different story.

			Adding to the pressure was my growing fame in Latin America. This was mostly thanks to the dozens of big names who had interviewed me, including Jorge Ramos, and Don Francisco, who had a big show filmed in Miami called Don Francisco Presenta. Don Francisco was basically the Oprah of Latin America, and he’d interviewed me. There was no way I was worth his time. I still couldn’t believe it, let alone all the interest that followed. There were profiles in major Latin American newspapers, an hour-long story about me on a Sunday night news show in Peru, and a string of video interviews with morning and late-night talk show hosts.

			
			As the one who fielded all the media calls, my mom was always in a state of anxiety. Maybe she believed the publicity was good for app sales and wanted to book me on as many shows as possible—but she lived in dread of answering the phone. “I never know if it’s someone who wants to interview you or a debt collector!” she’d cry, throwing up her hands.

			It got to be a common thing for reporters from Spanish-language TV shows to follow me around school to see what my life was like. Kids who saw the footage in Latin America exploded my Facebook page with messages telling me how inspired they were by what I’d accomplished. But at school, my strange fame isolated me. No one even called me by my name anymore. “There goes the App Kid!” they’d call as I slumped across campus with another crew in tow. Some kids would try to grab their fifteen seconds of fame by jumping on camera with me; other people steered clear, probably not wanting to get in the way.

			In one way, I wasn’t so different from my classmates. We were all App Kids. You know how in the movies, kids are always walking through school hallways chatting with each other? And at lunchtime they’re in the cafeteria, gossiping and shouting greetings? That doesn’t happen when a school has iPads. During lunchtime, Belen kids lined the hallways, sitting on the floor, looking down at their screens. Groups of friends sat next to each other, all playing games on their own.

			At Belen, students barely used bookbags or lockers, mostly just iPads. Students were meant to use them to take tests, do homework, and take notes. But because the teachers had no clue how these newfangled things worked, the students ran circles around them. Our history teacher would say, “Okay, guys, let’s start class,” and we would turn on our iPads. But we weren’t looking at the daily lesson. To my left, a kid would be playing a mini-golf game. To my right, a kid would be texting in a group chat about a party that weekend. And in front of me, someone would be posting a photo of the whiteboard to the private Facebook group that we communicated on.

			
			One day I got an idea for how I might be able to do something I actually cared about at school: replace that Facebook page with an app featuring student news, photos of the school, and a secure portal where students could look up their grades. Using a computer program called Xcode, I drew up a sample landing page to show the school principal, Father Phil. He was a Jesuit priest who could usually be found standing outside his office door or at the back of the assembly hall with his hands
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