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Introduction — The Itch I Couldn't Scratch
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I'm a lifelong gearhead. Have been since I was old enough to know the difference between a flathead and a flat tire. Over the decades I've spotted more interesting, abandoned vehicles down more back roads than I could ever count — barn finds, field finds, the occasional gem rusting quietly behind a fence with a "not for sale" sign that may or may not have been meant seriously.

And for just as many decades, I've played the same maddening game.

I spot something interesting. I can't stop. I make a mental note — remember this, come back later — and I drive on. Then "later" arrives and I can picture the vehicle perfectly in my mind's eye. A '66 Mustang fastback. Blue. Peeling paint on the roof. Weeds growing up through the wheel wells. But where? Which road? Which county? Which town?

Gone. Completely gone.

I called this problem "Where Did I See That?" and I lived with it the way most people live with small frustrations — as an accepted fact of life. The kind of thing you shrug at, shake your head over, and file away under that's just how it is. Until one day, for no particular reason I can fully explain, I decided I didn't want to accept it anymore.

I went looking for an app that solved it. Something simple — take a photo, tag it with GPS coordinates, jot a quick note, to make it searchable later. It didn't seem like much to ask.

I couldn't find exactly what I wanted. So, at 79 years old, with zero coding experience and a stubbornness that my family will confirm borders on pathological, I decided to build it myself. My working title for the APP was "Where-Did-I-See-That"

That decision is where this book begins. And it's also where I met my co-pilot.

His name is Claude. He's an AI assistant made by a company called Anthropic, and from the first conversation to the last bug fix, he was the most patient collaborator I have ever worked with. I asked the same questions multiple times — sometimes because I'd forgotten the answer, sometimes because I did not understand the answer. Claude never sighed. Never made me feel foolish. Never said “we've been over this”. He simply answered again, from whatever angle made the most sense given where I was that day.

I think of him less as a tool and more as a mentor who happened to have infinite patience and an encyclopedic knowledge of Android development, Firebase databases, PayPal integrations, and roughly a thousand other things I'd never heard of when we started. What I brought to the table was the problem, the stubbornness, and the willingness to keep showing up. What Claude brought was everything else.

What followed was one of the most challenging, frustrating, rewarding and genuinely surprising experiences of my life. I built a real Android app — Firebase authentication, subscription payments, GPS geotagging, voice-dictated notes, ZIP export with formatted field reports — the works. It's called PhotoLog and it's live and downloadable right now.

This book is an honest account of how that happened.

I won't pretend it was smooth. There were bugs that took days to track down. There were platform catch-22s that would have stopped a less stubborn person cold. There were moments where I genuinely wondered if I'd bitten off more than I could chew at my age. And there were bureaucratic walls — the kind that exist not because anyone decided to block you, but because nobody ever imagined someone like me would be standing there in the first place.

But here's the spoiler the title already gave you: it wasn't impossible.

If you're a non-developer sitting on an idea, wondering whether someone like you could actually build something real — this book is for you. If you're curious what a genuine human-AI collaboration looks like when the stakes are real and the frustration is real — this book is for you too. And if you're anyone who's ever driven past something interesting, told yourself you'd remember it, and then watched that memory dissolve somewhere between here and home — well. You already understand exactly why this app needed to exist.

Let's go find out what you're capable of. 
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Chapter 1 — Why MIT App Inventor, and Why AI Changed Everything
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From a lifelong frustration on back roads to a decision that changed everything
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I had a problem I wanted to solve and absolutely no idea how to solve it.

I knew what I wanted the app to do. Take a photo. Stamp it with GPS coordinates. Let me jot a note. Make it searchable later. In my mind that was a simple, modest thing to ask of the modern world. What I didn't know — what I was about to discover — was that the gap between knowing what you want and knowing how to build it is roughly the size of the Grand Canyon.

My first instinct was the same instinct most people have: find someone to build it for me. I looked into it. The quotes I got back were somewhere between discouraging and laughable for a retired fellow with a barn find hobby and a fixed income. Professional app development is not cheap, and it shouldn't be — it's skilled work. But that door wasn't open to me.
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