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After a few attempts, I finally took the perfect selfie. It didn’t need any retouching, and with the help of a filter, I hid some details. And there goes my story to start the day. I scrolled through a few stories from the people I follow: Rosita posted a meme, Lucrecia shared a photo of her work-from-home setup, followed by a picture of barbecue wings. Ricardo shared a link to promote his new song, Sabrina posted a photo of her cat and then a video making funny faces with an aesthetic filter. Silvia uploaded a picture of tree branches at sunset, and Alessandro shared a photo taken on top of a hill. But my inspiration was suddenly cut off—an advertisement for a tour of South America popped up. Perhaps it appeared because I’d been thinking about taking a break and going on a trip to my native country, Ecuador. I closed Instagram; otherwise, I would have spent a couple of hours watching stories and reels.

This moment made me reflect on how I ended up here. I moved to Tampa to live with my father when I was ten years old. I never imagined living in the United States, even though my father insisted it was the land of opportunities. He’s American with Latino parents and has always worked here. When he was young, he secured a good job as an engineer in a technology company. That’s how I ended up leaving my country, my mother, my friends, and my culture to start a new life in a city on the west coast of Florida, surrounded by water and nature. At first, it was difficult for me to adapt to the language, the climate, and the people. But little by little, I made friends and discovered my passion for programming and web design, much like my father. I learned to create web pages, applications, and games, even enrolling in an online web development course.

At the age of twenty-two, I met Henry, with whom I’ve been living for two years. He’s a guy who also enrolled in the same course. At first, he went unnoticed, but in the least expected place, we felt our first spark and talked for the first time. I fell in love with Henry because he shares my love for technology. After two years of knowing each other, we moved into a small apartment in downtown Tampa together, where we set up our own web design studio. I felt happy and almost fulfilled, but I still missed my family and my country. I often wonder what my life would have been like if I hadn’t left Ecuador.

After several tries, I finally get the perfect selfie. No touch-ups needed; just a light filter to smooth things out. I upload it to my story and call the day officially started.
I spend a few minutes scrolling through other people’s posts: Rosita sharing a meme, Lucrecia showing off her work-from-home routine, Ricardo promoting his new song, Sabrina playing with her cat on camera... Silvia captures the sunset through the branches of a tree, Alessandro shows off from the top of a hill. All normal, until an ad for a tour through South America cuts off my inspiration. Of course—it’s because I’d been searching for trips a few days ago. And it tempts me, because I keep thinking about taking a break and returning to my home country, Ecuador.
I close Instagram before I get lost in stories and reels. Suddenly, I remember how I got here. I was ten years old when I moved to Tampa with my dad. I never imagined living in the United States, but he insisted it was the land of opportunity. He was born here, though he comes from a Latino family, and as a young man he landed a good job as an engineer at a tech company. So I left behind my mom, my friends, and my culture, to start over in a city surrounded by water and nature.
The beginning was hard: the language, the weather, different people. Over time, I found refuge in programming and web design, just like my father. I learned how to build websites, apps, and games; I signed up for online courses. At twenty-two I met Henry, in one of those classes. At first he went unnoticed, until we ran into each other in the most unexpected place and sparks flew. Two years later, we moved into a small apartment downtown Tampa. That’s where we built our own design studio.
I’m happy. Or almost. Because I still miss my family... and I often wonder what my life would be like if I had never left Ecuador.

My name is Veronica. I have fair skin and long hair, black as night, which I sometimes wear loose and sometimes tied back in a ponytail. My dark eyes often give away my curiosity; I like to accentuate them with a simple touch of makeup—just mascara and a bit of shine on my lips, enough to highlight my features without losing my natural look.

My style changes depending on the day: crop tops with jeans, tailored pants for the office, dresses and heels when the occasion calls for it. I also love the comfort of hoodies and sneakers. I adore accessories—necklaces, earrings, bracelets—because I can play with them according to my mood.

I’m cheerful, outgoing, a lover of plans with friends. I lose myself in the music of a dance floor, in the darkness of a movie theater, or in the colors of a painting I’m working on. I read, write, travel, imagine... I always have projects bubbling in my head. Technology is another one of my refuges: web development connects me both to the world and to my own creativity.

Sharing my life with Henry has brought me peace. I remember the day I met him vividly: I had dressed up carefully to go to the bar where Ricardo, my DJ friend, was presenting his new mixes. Electronic music always gets my pulse racing, and that night I wanted to support him.

The place was packed, the crowd buzzing with the rhythm of lights and beats. I looked for Ricardo and found him behind the booth, smiling, headphones on. I made my way to the bar and ordered a drink. While I waited, I felt a brush against my shoulder. I turned.
It was a tall guy, with tan skin, a plain white T-shirt, and simple jeans. But what caught me most were his green eyes: they looked at me with a mix of curiosity and boldness that left me speechless.
—Are you Veronica? —the guy asked, making me lean closer because the music was devouring our words.

—Yes... and you are?

—I’m Henry, a friend of Ricardo’s. We met in an online web development course a few months ago.

—Oh... right —I answered, trying hard to remember.

—You don’t remember me, do you? —he said with a mischievous smile.

—I’m sorry... there were so many of us, and we barely talked.

—That’s okay. I hardly ever showed up to the meetings, but I remember you. I always liked your work; you built some really cool websites.

—Thanks. You must’ve been good too —I replied, trying to compliment him.
Henry let out a short laugh, and then, without hesitation:
—Dance with me?

The invitation caught me off guard, but his eyes left me no way out.

—Sure —I said.

He took my hand and led me to the center of the dance floor. The music wrapped us in lights and beats, and soon I found myself moving in rhythm with his body. The spark was there from the very first glance: there was something about him that felt familiar, as if I had known him before. He was handsome, funny, with a magnetism hard to ignore.

His warmth blended with mine; his scent surrounded me, sweet and masculine. Every time his green eyes locked on mine, a tingling sensation ran through my stomach. I liked him. I knew it.

He leaned toward me, brushing my ear with his lips.

—Will you go out with me? —he whispered, and the music seemed to vanish.

In two years, my life changed completely with Henry. This morning, as I drift into thought, I open my nightstand drawer and take out a photo of my parents. There they are, young and happy, embracing on a beach in Florida.

They met by chance: my mother, an Ecuadorian who worked at a fashion company, had traveled for business; my father, already a programmer, was on vacation with friends. Two different worlds, and yet there was immediate chemistry. They fell madly in love.
Some time later, my mother returned to Ecuador, but they never stopped seeing each other. My father traveled often to visit her, and from that relationship I was born—their only and spoiled daughter. Everything changed when they separated and he took me to live in the United States. It was a peaceful decision, without fights, but one that marked my life.
Since childhood, I’ve waited eagerly for every visit from my mother. She comes once or twice a year, always loaded with gifts from my country: toquilla straw hats, artisanal chocolates, tagua jewelry. But more than the gifts, it’s her hugs that fill me up. With her I stroll through Orlando’s shopping malls, browsing stores for bargains, and we also visit tourist attractions. I remember when she took me to the Kennedy Space Center: I couldn’t take my eyes off the rockets, dreaming of traveling far away. Or that time at Cinderella’s Castle, when as a little girl I felt like I was inside a fairy tale.

I adore outings with my mother. She talks to me about her work as a fashion designer, she gives me life advice. I listen to her with pride and with longing. Because I miss her all the time.

My father rebuilt his life with another woman, blonde and kind. It took me years to accept that she was there and that I couldn’t live with my mother. But over time I learned to love her. She was always respectful, affectionate, never tried to take a place that wasn’t hers. With her came my siblings: two girls and a boy who adore me. They write to me, look for me, call me their role model. I love them too, but since I was little I knew that one day I would live on my own, as soon as I was old enough and had the money to do it.

I put the photo away and go back to thinking about Henry. I’m convinced he’s the man of my life. In the two years we dated before moving in together, we traveled across half the country: from the vastness of the Grand Canyon to the sparkling beaches of Miami; from the intensity of New York to the calm of Boston. Each trip was a chance to get to know each other better and to discover how much we shared—above all, our passion for programming and web design.

That shared dream ended up becoming our studio, the result of months of work, savings, and sleepless nights. Today it brings in extra income, though we each still keep our jobs at other companies and personal projects. Henry, besides, has another passion: video games. He loves playing them and streaming his matches live, with thousands of followers cheering him on. I admire him; I love seeing him shine at something he enjoys so much.

And if Henry is the love of my life, Mishel is the other great pillar. I met her when I was fifteen, while I worked weekends at a bakery. She was the owner’s daughter, and together we served customers, decorated cakes, laughed about everything. From the first day there was chemistry: same music, same movies, same books. She has always been the loyal, cheerful, intelligent friend—the one who listens without judgment and gives advice with affection.

Mishel was the first to know about Henry. I still remember her smile when she gave me her approval, as if she had handed me an invisible key to open a new chapter. She was also the first to visit our apartment: she arrived with a chocolate cake and a bouquet of flowers, as if she wanted to bless that new beginning.

Today she works in real estate, lives downtown with her parents, and is doing very well. We see each other less than before, but every meeting feels like going back in time: the same trust, the same complicity.
Mishel is medium height, slim, with straight light-brown hair she usually wears down. Her honey-colored eyes, large and expressive, are the first thing everyone notices, followed by that warm smile that seems permanent. She has a small, pretty nose that gives her a delicate air, as if it had been carefully drawn. Her tan skin is smooth and even, and when she laughs, she lights up everyone around her.
She has the natural elegance of someone who knows how to be simple and original at the same time. People tend to look at her twice, not only for her beauty but for the warmth she radiates.

Monday started early. I had meetings and deadlines at the office, but with my coworkers’ help everything flowed. When I got home, I retreated into my favorite routine: Netflix with Henry, a shared dinner, and laughter about the day’s events. That night we ended up in bed, tangled in intense sex that left us exhausted, falling asleep in each other’s arms.

Tuesday, the alarm rang just as relentlessly, though I worked from home. Comfortable clothes, video calls, emails, and some time to move forward on my personal project: a fashion and beauty page inspired by my mother. In the afternoon, I went for a run with Mishel; afterward, coffee, confidences, and laughter. I came back worn out, but happy.

Wednesday was a gift. A day off. I did the grocery shopping, prepped the ingredients for Henry’s favorite lasagna, and paid bills at the bank. I treated myself to a spa massage and ended the afternoon at the mall, where I found the perfect dress for Saturday’s party. The shoes were already waiting in my closet, and Henry completed the scene with a pair of earrings that made me smile. When I got home, he surprised me with movie tickets for Friday.

Thursday at the office was calm: I reviewed designs, updated projects, and chatted with my coworkers, who wouldn’t stop joking about how in love they see me. In the evening, I went to the gym with Henry: Zumba, weights, shared sweat. After our shower, he suggested dinner at a nearby Italian restaurant. I didn’t say no, of course.
Friday I worked from home, focused on an important project. I finished it with satisfaction, got the client’s approval, and closed my laptop with a delicious feeling of relief. It was movie night with Henry, and the evening was perfect.
Saturday I indulged in the luxury of staying in bed late. Henry and I played video games for a while, though between laughter and tickles we ended up kissing... and naked. We made love slowly, without hurry, until we had no strength left. The day slipped away in caresses and silent complicity.

By the afternoon we were getting ready for Judith’s party, Ricardo’s girlfriend. He had organized it himself, and I was eager to debut my new dress.

I put on the tight red dress I had bought for the occasion; it fit perfectly, hugging every curve like a second skin. Henry looked elegant in his black shirt and gray pants. At the party, everything seemed normal: friends, music, laughter, drinks.

Until the night’s surprise appeared. Ricardo introduced us to a couple: Laura and David. From the start they were charming, fun, friendly. We chatted for a while over drinks and jokes. But the tone shifted when, loosened by alcohol, Laura leaned in too close, brushing my arm with hers, and let slip an unexpected proposal:

—We could... swap partners after the party. What do you think?

A chill ran down my spine. It unsettled me, but I couldn’t avoid the tingling of intrigue. Henry, with a few drinks in him, seemed attentive, curious, though he stayed silent.

Laura, perhaps trying to provoke us, began kissing David right there in front of everyone. It wasn’t an ordinary kiss: her tongue devoured him while her hands slid shamelessly over his pants. David, aroused, grabbed her ass tightly, and between gasps they were practically having sex with their clothes on.

Laura’s body was pure provocation. A short dress, long toned legs, firm breasts rising and falling with her quickened breath. She moved her hips against David’s crotch, rubbing herself as if she had forgotten we were surrounded by people. The air grew heavy with desire; several guys at the party no longer hid their stares, hypnotized by the show.

I swallowed hard, uncomfortable but caught by the scene. My pulse raced, and I felt Henry’s hand squeezing mine tightly, as if he too were holding back the urge. The music kept playing, but all I could hear were Laura’s muffled moans.

Ricardo, noticing how intense it was getting, stepped in just in time, handing them a couple of drinks and forcing a pause in the heat they had sparked. The tension dissipated, but I couldn’t look at that couple the same way anymore.

After the party, Henry and I went back home in silence, that image burning in our minds.
On Sunday we barely moved from bed. Between laughter and knowing glances, we kept ourselves entertained with our phones... and with the memory of what we had seen the night before.
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As the days go by, another of my plans presents itself: there’s a dream I have to fulfill: buying my own house or apartment. Perhaps it’s a long-term plan I could do with Henry in case our relationship takes the next step, because I dream of the day when he surprises me, and at an unexpected moment, he leans over with a ring to ask me to marry him. I feel butterflies in my stomach, and I feel so cheesy with the idea that I blush just thinking about it. But our relationship must continue to flow, things are going at a good pace, and at no point do I pressure Henry or drop hints, although I do wait for that moment to come. He enthusiastically agreed to move in with me, and together we are building something very nice.

From my mother, I also learned not to depend on anyone but myself. So once I got my first income from working at the pastry shop with Mishel, I started saving my tips, and that’s how I learned to save. It’s time to start shaping my dream of having my own house or apartment, where I can do what I want and decorate it to my liking. Also, I think it’s a good investment for the future. For the past few months, I’ve been saving money and looking for options in the real estate market. For this, I have the help of my best friend Mishel, who is an expert in real estate and advises me on the best offers and opportunities. I go out with Mishel. While we’re in the park having coffee, she shows me her cell phone and says:

The days keep passing, and another plan keeps circling in my head: I want my own place. An apartment or a house where I can build my life, decorate it my way, and feel it as a refuge that’s only mine.

Sometimes I imagine that dream could come true with Henry. I catch myself fantasizing about the moment when, without warning, he kneels in front of me with a ring in his hand and asks me to marry him. Just the thought fills me with butterflies and makes me blush like a teenager. But I don’t pressure him, or drop hints; things between us flow well, and I know it will happen when it has to. He himself agreed to move in with me enthusiastically, and together we’re building something beautiful.

From my mother I learned that I should never depend on anyone but myself. From the first money I earned at the bakery with Mishel, I started saving the little I made. Now I feel it’s time to give shape to that dream: my own home, also as an investment for the future.

For that I count on Mishel. For that, I count on Mishel. She's a real estate expert, advises me patiently on the best
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