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For Vanessa—

We don’t choose our family, but I’d still choose you
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I pose in the Washington Square Park fountain, a turquoise kiss on my cheek.

“Chin to the left,” Dani says from the bottom step of the basin.

Hooking my thumbs in the belt loops of my shorts, I tilt my turquoise kiss ever so slightly toward the camera while my girlfriend sets up the perfect shot. Dani slips out of white flatform sandals and takes a step down, submerging her hot-pink toes in fountain water that’s warm from concrete baked in summertime heat.

She squats. Raises my phone. Lowers it.

“Fitz. A smidge more stage left.”

Danica Martinez, an actress first and foremost, speaks in stage directions.

It’s adorable, but I can’t smidge.

Instead, my head snaps forward, my eyes meeting Dani’s mirrored sunglasses. “You know any farther left is borderline profile.”

Dani kicks a splash in my direction, the gold hoop in her left nostril sparkling in the sun. “Smidge left. Trust your photographer.”

Look. I don’t hate my face. I unpacked the trauma of internalized beauty standards in middle school. I’m my Grandma Dee, strong nose and all. I embrace it. My nose. The character it adds. That I can transform myself into the spitting image of Miranda Priestly from The Devil Wears Prada. Which I did. Halloween. Freshman year. My first post to get over 1K likes.

I just also embrace flattering angles to minimize the bridge bump.

So I turn my cheek as far left as I’m comfortable with. “This is max smidge.”

She rolls her eyes and her turquoise lips blow a raspberry, but she raises my phone again. “I suppose I can work with this.”

Dani might be able to work with this.

But I can’t.

I’m way too in my head about the bridge bump to focus on the rest of the shot. It’s only when she directs me to switch it up and look at the camera straight-on that I can relax back into the shoot.

Some artists express themselves with words on a page, with the composition of perfect harmony, with the swoosh of acrylic on canvas. Clothes are my medium. Photos are my channel. Today’s work of art is a patch-sewn crop top paired with high-waisted shorts, styled with oversize gold hoops by Lola Chung and loose pigtail braids that are long and blonde and pink at the ends. (Dani convinced me to let her oVertone them last weekend. Mom hates it—the pink—but I love the change.) A neutral no-makeup look emphasizes my turquoise kiss coordinated to match the crop top, which is the star of the photo. It’s a triumph in color blocking with cap sleeves that I lovingly hand-stitched from shades of blue scrap fabric. Behind me is water shooting toward the sky, the iconic arch, and the blurs of strangers all showcasing that I’m finally here.

In New York City.

And for the first time, my followers will see my designs out in the world, not staged in a suburban bedroom.

If the Shoe Fitz started as an Instagram account to show my three older sisters—Maya, Clara, and Tessa—that I’m a visionary with the clothes they abandoned when they left our childhood home. Clothes I refused to leave behind when I left that home. At thirteen, when my parents and I moved from Texas to Massachusetts, I schlepped their closets halfway across the country. In them, I discovered endless possibilities, mixing and matching patterns and contradictory color palettes to transform their hand-me-downs into something reminiscent of them, to keep us connected despite the physical distance between us.

It worked at first.

But lately, my sisters are too busy being adults to engage with my posts.

At least other people do.

Over the last four years, I’ve gained thousands of followers, all invested in the creative and innovative ways I reuse textiles and style outfits. It’s why I care so much about the angle of my face in a photo and agonize over every decision, from business opportunities like accepting my first brand partnership with a sustainable jewelry designer to editorial direction like choosing the fountain I’m standing in as the location for this shot.

With so many eyes on me, I won’t post anything less than my best.

Right now, my best is a top I made months ago, born from fabric left over from costumes I designed for the school musical. It’s the last thing I made that I’m truly proud of—and this city, this fountain, is the perfect place to show it off and announce my fashion-focused summer.

Some minutes later, I sit next to Dani on the stone steps and swipe through the shots, searching for the one that screams, I am thriving.

“Hot,” Dani whispers in my ear.

But I see the bridge bump. Ugh. I smidged too much.

Next.

“Hot,” Dani repeats at this one, and it is. I am.

If I wasn’t being photobombed by a shrieking toddler.

It’s a talent, my ability to find and fixate on the minute detail that renders an entire photo unusable. If it’s not my profile, it’s the wind wrinkling the top I’m trying to showcase, a weird reflection in the water, the arch of the background getting cut off at the top, my awkward hands.

I never know what to do with my hands.

“Can we take a few more?” I ask.

Dani sighs. “You really don’t have enough pictures?”

I shake my head. “None of these are The One.”

Am I being even more hypercritical than usual? Maybe. But it’s a huge deal, my passion taking me from my suburban home to one of the fashion capitals of the world. A step up meant to signal to brands, to designers, to college programs, to my parents that fashion is more than just a hobby. It’s my life.

“What about this one?”

She stops on a candid photo of me laughing, mouth open, full bridge bump on display. It’s cute, but in a behind-the-scenes-blooper-for-Stories way… not in a post-on-main way.

“It’s not perfect.”

“It’s real,” Dani says, nudging my shoulder. “But fine. Go ahead. I’ll stay in character until we lose the light.”

I raise my eyebrows. “In character?”

“As Hot Photographer.”

I almost blurt out I love you on the spot.

Instead, I let Dani wrap her hand around mine and pull me back into the fountain. Our toes submerged once more, she raises my phone and tap, tap, taps until we lose the light.

In the final moments of golden city glow, she lowers my phone and says, “You know, we can spend every day in this fountain now if we want.”

I grin. “I guess we do kind of live here now.”

Her turquoise smile is so wide it nearly knocks me over—as does the fact that I got so caught up in the moment that I forgot the qualifiers.

Dani lives here now.

I’m just visiting.

When her internship at the Public Theater ends, her freshman year at NYU begins.

When my summer at FIT ends… I go back to Massachusetts and my senior year of high school.

I already miss her so much.

But I shake off the feeling as soon as it snakes its way into my heart, replacing it with memories of laughter and musical theater references and the taste of bubblegum lip gloss that all started six months ago with rehearsing lines in her bedroom. I rewind back to our beginning, sitting on her bed and losing my mind over the furrowed brow that accompanied her request for notes, becoming obsessed with her talent and how seriously she took a student-run musical. Reading the lines of her love interest over and over.

Pausing at the kiss. Skipping it.

Until we didn’t.

You like girls, I said when we pulled apart.

I’m still figuring out my labels, she answered, biting her bottom lip. I like you.

We never skipped the kiss again.

And now we’re here, sitting in the Washington Square Park fountain, on the precipice of an entire summer together, pursuing our dreams and solidifying our happily-ever-after. Dani, interning at the theater that previewed Hamilton and taking improv classes. Me, learning new upcycling techniques and meeting people who love clothes as much as I do. Us, pretending we’re locals or playing tourists, depending on the day.

And before our programs begin, we have an entire week to start exploring the city hand in hand, her fingers pressed against mine, freezing despite the humidity that lingers even when the sun goes down. I’ve planned a whole week of adventures culminating in our six-month anniversary with the terrifying and exhilarating declaration:

I love you.

Dani hands my phone back to me. “What’re we thinking for Monday?”

“I made a reservation. It’s a surprise.”

She raises her eyebrows, golden-brown eyes meeting mine. “For six months? Fancy.”

Because I love you.

Damn my Irish lineage and the fierce blush I inherited from my dad. “I just thought…”

Dani sends another small splash my way. “Hey. I’m teasing.”

She reaches into her purse for her wireless earbuds and hands one to me. A second later, “Welcome to New York” blasts in our ears because we are Swifties to our core—but also because damn it, New York has been waiting for us. Dani sings along as she pulls her hair out of its messy bun, sending dark brown waves cascading over her shoulders in the shadows, her lamplight profile and perfect pitch killing me slowly.

“Don’t move.”

I pull out my phone and in one take snap a perfect photo of Danica Martinez at dusk.

Then I take her hand and pull her closer, closer, closer until her turquoise lips meet mine.
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A week later, I snap shots of plated dishes in portrait mode—a bread basket; burrata; a bowl of house-made cavatelli.

“Never has cheese been so photogenic,” I declare.

At Serra by Birreria, everything is. A trendy Manhattan rooftop has been transformed into an Italian countryside, lush and overrun by a vibrant swirl of flowers and greenery covering the ceiling and twisting down columns. Our corner table has a view of the entire garden in the clouds and all the staged vignettes I’ve seen in countless #SerraByBirreria posts. All beautiful. Trendy. Romantic.

And I want every memory captured.

Plants in bloom.

Flowers in our hair.

Fresh burrata before it’s on our tongues.

Us.

I’ve been doing this all week—snapping memories to make into a scrapbook of us, designed to leave Dani with a piece of me and to promise that the end of the summer won’t be a goodbye, just a “see you later.” So far, my camera roll includes us window-shopping in SoHo, taking the ferry to Ellis Island, and scoring cheap student rush tickets to see The Lion King on Broadway.

Also mixed in are some shots Dani took for If the Shoe Fitz. Content creation is never done, so I’ve had to devote a little bit of our week together to accessorizing my clothes with Lola Chung’s jewelry. It’s a huge deal that brands have started reaching out to me… and pretty much the only reason I can afford to be here. Mom and Dad couldn’t bankroll my summer. Even if they could, I know they wouldn’t. Fashion, to them, is a frivolous hobby. Direct quote. And my part-time hostess gig definitely wasn’t bringing in summer in New York money.

So I monetized my platform and made it happen.

Thankfully, Dani gets it. She’s as serious about acting as I am about fashion. It’s one of the things I love most about her, that she loses time mastering her lines the same way I obsess over crafting the perfect outfit for a photo.

“We’re inside an Instagram filter,” Dani says, processing the aesthetic.

I tilt my camera up in an attempt to get a stylized photo of Dani with the burrata. “I’m obsessed.”

It’s not just the burrata that I’m obsessed with. It’s Dani in a navy midi dress with tortoiseshell buttons, lips burgundy this time, her hair in two loose braids over her shoulders. She wears them better than me, the braids.

Click.

I love her.

Click.

I love her.

Click.

Say it, Fitzgerald.

Dani stabs the burrata with her fork, ruining my shot.

“Sorry,” she says, her tone implying that she’s very much not.

Shit.

I’m ruining this.

I upload a shot of just the burrata to my Story, then drop my phone in my purse and pull on a loose thread from a flower I hand-embroidered on the bohemian sleeves of my cream maxi dress. It’s not that I needed to share the most beautiful cheese I’ve ever seen with my followers. It’s just bonus content. I sprinkle impersonal slice-of-life anecdotes like makeup-free selfies, food porn, and the occasional book recommendation between my design tutorials and sponsored content as a reminder that there’s a real person—a real teenager—behind my account.

But right now?

These photos are a distraction.

It’s just, I’ve never said it—I love you—in a not-platonic way before. I’ve thought it. Hand-lettered it in sketch pads tucked under my bed. Wrote unsent love letters in the Notes app on my phone. I’ve wanted to say it. To Becca, the first person I came out to at theater camp in middle school after a tragic ankle sprain from attempting basic choreography. To Drew, the boy who helped me make sense of Shakespeare in exchange for help with his math homework on the bus freshman year. To Luna, a BookToker who also understood the pressures that come with a platform. Every time, I felt it. Love.

Feelings happen fast.

Words? Not so much.

Because when I let myself feel out loud… I’m too much.

Always.

So honestly? It was a relief when Dani asked if we could keep things casual after our first kiss. I like you, she’d confessed. But I’m moving to New York after graduation, so, like, I’m not looking for anything serious. Is that chill? I let my mouth against hers be the answer and have played it chill, cool, casual ever since. Let myself feel those three words without any pressure to say them.

Until Dani came to me with the application for this life-changing summer program at FIT.

You can see if New York fits, she said. Maybe this doesn’t have to end.

That was the moment I knew she loved me, too.

“Sorry. I’ve never done this.”

Dani’s lips curl up in a smirk that makes the tension in my shoulders disappear. “Eaten burrata on a Manhattan rooftop?”

“Well. Yes. But I mean—”

“Fitz. This might be better than Olive Garden.”

I exhale and smile at the Holy Grail of praise. Dani believes that Olive Garden breadsticks are their own food group. “Not bad for an Instagram filter?”

She takes another bite and moans. “So good.”

“Maybe it’s too good.”

Dani laughs, a loud cackle that results in a snort, which only makes her laugh harder.

It’s so sexy.

I love you slams against my rib cage with such incredible force.

I love the way you commit to every performance as if it’s on a Broadway stage. I love how your sister is your best friend in the whole world. I love that Pixar shorts make you cry. I love your rants about corporate social responsibility. I love that your socks never match. I love literally everything about you.

I want to reach for my phone, to text my best friend, Natalie. Is this how it’s supposed to feel? Because it feels like a medical emergency. But I’m done being chill. So over casual. We’re in New York City. Together.

There’s never going to be a more perfect moment.

“Dani, I—”

“Wait. No way. Fitz?”

—love you.

The words die in my throat as an unfamiliar voice has the audacity to cut me off mid-declaration. I turn my head and make eye contact with a short teen standing over our table sporting a blunt bob and bright blue eye shadow. Should I know this person? I must. They obviously know me.

“Hi—?”

“Wow. Okay. I thought I saw you from my table—” Blonde Bob points across the patio. “I love your posts, like, so much. I’m Gina.”

Wait.

Blonde Bob, Gina, follows me?

“I think she’s short-circuiting,” Dani teases.

“I’m just…” I gape. “Gina, you just made my entire life.”

I know my metrics. 12.4K followers. Enough for small brands like Lola Chung to start to reach out to me and for biphobic trolls to enter my DMs. But like. I’m a baby influencer. 12.4K is not a meet a follower in the wild number.

And yet.

“Can we take a photo?” Gina asks.

“Oh my God. Definitely!”

Gina hands her phone to Dani, who takes it, her lips pressed in a thin smile.

“I’m making my own homecoming dress,” Gina says. “Well. I’m trying to. Your prom look inspired me.”

“Incredible,” I say. “What are you working with?”

I can’t process the fact that Gina wants a photo with me, but I can talk design.

“I’m a dancer, so an abundance of tulle.”

“Bold, I love it. Pro tip: if your machine doesn’t have a Teflon foot, clear tape is a lifesaver.”

Gina and I are incapable of keeping our eyes open at the same time, and when Gina asks for one more after assessing the photos, Dani doesn’t even try to hide her eye roll.

“Sure! My camera is great in low light,” I say to cover, handing over my phone instead.

Am I annoyed that Gina interrupted our moment? A little. But I’m not going to be rude. Plus I’m still processing being recognized. I find and follow Gina on Instagram, note the she/her pronouns in her bio, and DM her the photo. But confirming receipt turns into her showing me her dress progress, extending this impromptu meet-and-greet. Eventually, Gina leaves us for her food with a wave goodbye and I’m floating. I interact with my followers’ comments and DMs daily. I know there are people behind the screens. But meeting someone who knows my work—and not only cares about it but also is inspired by it?

It’s so validating.

“Is this fame?” I joke.

Dani stabs her ziti. “I don’t think so.”

I laugh. “Definitely not. Still. How does it feel to be dating an influencer?”

“Honestly? Not great.”

I float right into a concrete wall. “What?”

Dani drops her fork. Her lower lip wobbles.

I did something wrong.

“You didn’t introduce me to Gina.”

I frown. “The interaction happened so fast, and it caught me off guard. I didn’t mean to—”

Dani cuts me off. “You didn’t even remember I was here. Until you needed a photo.”

I’m so confused.

“You’re mad about taking a photo?”

“Not a photo. Every photo. Is it too much to ask that we go one day without taking a fucking picture?”

I blink away tears. “That’s… really harsh.”

“I spent my first week in New York City—the place I’ve been dreaming of moving to only my entire life—taking photos of you.”

“Photos of us.”

“Seriously?”

“What? It’s an important distinction!”

I reach for my phone to open my camera roll and scroll through the hundreds of photos of us—setting up our suite in Union Square, holding up the Mamoun’s falafel we stood in line for, being basic tourists roller-skating in Rockefeller Center.

“It might start with us, but then it becomes about you. It always becomes about you and your content.”

“It’s not—”

“Even tonight is just about photos. You brought me to an overpriced Instagram filter and spent so much time taking a picture of cheese that I sat here in silence. For ten minutes.”

I—

Did I really fixate on burrata for that long?

She continues, “Sometimes it feels like I’m just your photographer.”

No. No. No.

Dani is reading this all wrong.

I shake my head. “Dani. Listen. I’m sorry for all the photos… but it’s my work. And those photos are how I can afford to be here this summer with you. So really, even those photos are for us. You know that! You seriously cannot think you’re just my photographer. That’s bullshit.”

“Is it?” Dani whispers, looking down at her plate.

Does she really not know?

I reach for her hand and press her fingers against my pulse. “You are not my photographer. You’re my favorite person. All week I’ve been trying to find the words to tell you that I’m over pretending we’re casual because the way I feel about you is anything but casual. I—”

“Don’t.”

“—love you.”

Finally. The phrase tumbles out in a rush, so quick I don’t register the word that’s meant to intercept it—not until I’m met with silence and a lift in the pressure of her icy fingers on my wrist. I look up and see tears streaming down Dani’s cheeks this time.

Don’t.

“I didn’t want you to say it,” she whispers to her plate, unable to even look at me.

“What?”

Dani reaches for her purse and stands. “I need space.”

Space? Since when? This summer was her idea. You can see if New York fits. Maybe this doesn’t have to end. New York was my dream too, before I even knew Dani, so I applied without hesitation.

Now… she needs space?

Never has a word made less sense.

“Dani. We live together.”

We each have our own roommate in a shared suite, but still. When I got in, Dani was the one who suggested rooming together. I asked if she was sure and her kiss was definitive.

Yes.

But now she says, “A mistake.”

Nope. I take that back. Mistake makes even less sense.

“Because of some pictures?”

“Yes. And no.” Her burgundy lips stretch into a sad smile. “You beam when you talk about clothes. I never understood that description in a script—how to convey it—until you. I don’t think you even know it. I’m so addicted to your glow. And I guess I thought this summer could be about that, us connecting over our art… but it’s just been me following you around as you search for the perfect backdrop to promote fucking ugly bracelets.”

“Lola Chung’s bracelets are not ugly.”

“Fitz.”

“I’m sorry! Not the point. I’ll—”

She cuts me off. “These last few days made me realize I haven’t even seen that glow in a while. Your Instagram-life balance was nonexistent even before the brand deals. Now you’re always looking for a photo op for your followers. Isn’t it exhausting? I’m exhausted. And if that’s what you want to focus on, if you’d rather have a follower or a photographer than a girlfriend… maybe we should’ve left our relationship in high school.”

I blink.

Oh my God.

Danica Martinez is breaking up with me.

“But I love you,” I repeat. I don’t know what else to say. “I love you.”

Her eyes meet mine, shimmering tears streaming down her cheeks, before she pivots and walks away.

Just leaves me.

Then, my phone pings… with a Venmo notification.

Danica M. paid you—

My phone slips out of my hand before I finish reading.

I hear the crack of glass on concrete.

And I shatter too.
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I sob mascara tears on an uptown 1 train, comforted only by meaningful eye contact with a corgi and sad-girl music. Yes, Phoebe Bridgers. I do have emotional motion sickness, and it was triggered by the worst one-syllable word in the entire dictionary.

Space.

As the train screeches to a stop at each station, I count the number of blocks between us.

34th Street. Eighteen.

42nd Street. Twenty-six.

50th Street. Thirty-four.

I count all the way up to 110th Street. Ninety-four.

Morningside Heights. Tessa’s stop.

I exit the station and follow my cracked phone two blocks north to my sister. Ninety-six.

Tessa lives in a tiny apartment in a brownstone steps away from Columbia’s campus. She studies brain stuff there as a first-year PhD candidate in a program with a long, pretentious title that I don’t remember. I can’t remember. My brain is mush from counting city blocks and space.

Is ninety-six blocks enough space for Dani to realize what a huge mistake this is?

My finger hovers over the buzzer of unit 4D.

Phoebe, give me strength.

I press it.

Once. Twice. Three times.

Nothing.

I reach for my phone to call, but the music cuts off mid-song and the screen goes black. Dead. And Tessa isn’t expecting me—our reunion is meant to be after our classes tomorrow, at her favorite Thai restaurant on the Upper West Side. It’s not meant to be now. I’m not meant to be a sobbing mascara-stained mess at her door, but I don’t know where else to go.

Sleeping in my room—our room—is the opposite of space.

Absolutely not an option.

So I press the button again and again and—

“Wrong—”

“Tess.”

Silence. Then, “Fitz?”

Her voice is intercom static.

“Yeah,” I say. “I’m—”

The door buzzes. I swallow my emotion and haul ass up four flights of stairs. I take the steps two at a time at first, a bold and overly aggressive move that leaves me out of breath by floor two. My heart might actually explode before this day is over, taken out by the word “space” and a four-story walk-up.

Tessa’s door opens before I knock.

She’s in an oversize Lumineers concert tee and olive sleep shorts, with tired, almost annoyed eyes behind her round rose-gold glasses. “Fitz. You can’t just—”

Then she sees my face.

“Dani?”

“I messed up.”

Her expression instantly softens as she opens the door wider and gestures me in. As soon as the door closes she wraps her arms around me, and I let her because I’m broken and too tired to push her away, to not let her take care of me.

It’s what my sisters do.

Growing up, I hated it. I wanted sisters… not babysitters. But I’m the baby in my family, by a lot. Tessa is twenty-five and she’s my youngest big sister.

I pull away from the embrace and floorboards creak under my feet as Tessa leads me through the small entryway to give me a tour. Her apartment is “charming”—Tessa-speak for what it lacks in square footage, it makes up for in natural light. I bend down to take my shoes off and when I stand back up I whack my head on a hanging plant.

“She didn’t mean to hurt you, Henrietta,” Tessa says, steadying the planter.

Okay. Tessa talks to plants now. Names them, too.

Noted.

Before I can ask about this, she tosses me a Paramore shirt and bike shorts so I can change out of my tearstained dress. After I do, I sink into Gertie, the puke-green couch that has been passed back and forth between my sisters ever since Clara and I picked it up at an estate sale in Dallas when I was, like, eleven. I inherited Clara’s penchant for thrifting, but I have much better taste. Evidence: this couch. It’s early-twentieth-century ornate and the worst shade of green, but I don’t tell that to Clara to spare myself a defense of its character.

I miss thrifting with Clara.

I don’t tell her that, either.

Clara and Maya, my oldest sister, never left the Dallas suburb that was home until my parents uprooted me mid–awkward stage in the name of Mom’s dream job. That job? Director of Parks and Recreation in Boston. My mom is pretty much Leslie Knope. Dad is a neonatal nurse and Boston isn’t lacking in excellent hospitals, so for my parents the move made sense. But my sisters were all adulting by then. Maya had just moved in with Sarah, her then-fiancée, now wife. Clara was in her first year as an art teacher at the high school I thought I was going to attend. Tessa was a junior at UT Dallas. Their lives were firmly, solidly in Texas… but I was thirteen.

I didn’t have a choice.

My bat mitzvah doubled as a goodbye party.

No one asked how I felt about moving 1,700 miles away from my sisters. Or how it felt to see them together, constantly, after I was gone. Or how it still feels to primarily stay connected with them via social media posts and monthly FaceTime check-ins.

Not that I hate Massachusetts.

I have snow. I have real friends. I have Dani.

Had Dani.

Tessa puts a kettle on the stovetop. “What happened?”

I squeeze my eyes shut and see Dani’s pinched eyebrows, her mouth forming Don’t. “Someone recognized me tonight from Instagram.”

Tessa places two ceramic mugs on the counter. “What? That’s incredible.”

My eyes well up. “Dani, um, didn’t think so.”

“Oh.”

“She said she feels like my photographer. Now she needs space”—I hiccup—“but I love her. I finally told her… but I’d already messed up so bad. Fucking Gina.”

Tessa’s forehead crinkles. “Gina?”

“The person who recognized me and ruined my life! I should’ve thought to introduce Dani. I’m so stupid.”

“Ava.”

It’s cold water dumped over my head. “Ava” is only invoked by my sisters when I’m being my most dramatic self. I am Ava Fitzgerald, but I’ve just never felt like an Ava. It always felt itchy in my throat. Not quite right. I started going by Fitz in first grade and it feels so much more me. Ava is acceptable in only very specific circumstances and this is absolutely not one of them, because I’m not being dramatic.

“Unnecessary!”

“Sorry,” Tessa says, pouring boiling water over mint tea bags. “I’m sorry, but you are not stupid. Dani sounds like she’s being an unsupportive, insecure asshole.”

“And Bennett is so fucking perfect,” I snap, then instantly regret setting up another long-winded defense of her douchebag boyf—ahem—fiancé.

I don’t expect Tessa to drop the sugar spoon and burst into tears.

Oh no.

“Tess,” I whisper. “I’m sorry. Bennett is… fine.”

It’s not a compliment, but it’s the closest I can get. Bennett Covington III is MFA candidate with prep-school origins insufferable. Literary douchebro who has spent the entirety of their (seven-year!) relationship writing but never finishing the next Great American Novel insufferable. Introduces himself as I’m the next Kerouac insufferable.

Fine is a generous descriptor.

“I’m sorry,” I repeat as Tessa picks the spoon back up and stirs our tea in silence. “I think I’m in shock.”

Tessa walks over and hands me a mug, then sits crisscross on the other end of the couch while I brace myself to be chewed out for daring to comment on her relationship, for being too young to understand. She doesn’t. Instead, she inhales the scent of mint tea for an extended beat, then says, “Bennett is an asshole, actually.”

My jaw is on the floor.

“Note all the new plant children on the shelves,” Tessa says.

I didn’t notice before. My sensory input is pretty shot at the moment. But I see it now—a plant-filled, Kerouac-free apartment. Bennett believes it goes against the natural order of the universe for plants to exist indoors. Like I said. Asshole.

“What did he do?”

Tessa shrugs. “Someone from his workshop.”

“I’m going to kill him.”

“I didn’t even notice or catch him. He confessed. Then turned it around on me, like, I haven’t been emotionally available. We were planning a wedding.”

“He’s dead.”

Tessa snorts. “This isn’t funny.”

“I’m not laughing.”

“You hated Bennett.”

I shrug. “You loved him.”

“I really did.”

There’s a beat of silence, then a question comes to me.

“Wait. When did this happen?”

“He moved out last week.”

“Oh.”

It’s not shocking that Bennett fully vacated the premises before I knew about it, but it still hurts. We’ve texted every day this week. More than usual, but only about all things New York—a crash course on the subway, the best local spots downtown, how to avoid tourists, et cetera. Not once did Tessa even hint at the pain that’s so evidently displayed on her face.

“Maya and Clara know?” I ask.

Tessa shakes her head. “No.”

Wow. I am never the first sister to know anything.

“It’s just so embarrassing.”

“For Bennett.”

Tessa wipes her cheek. “Fuck Bennett. Dani, too.”

I blink, but no tears come this time. “It’s not over. Dani just needs space.”

“Sure.”

Tessa’s eyebrows rise, like that’s cute, and it’s kind of incredible, how a single expression can make me feel like I’m ten years old again and render me the baby sister once more. It doesn’t matter that I know about Bennett before my other sisters do. Tessa didn’t want to confide in me. I mascara-sob stumbled my way into this information.

It’s so annoying.

“What?” I ask, defensive again.

Tessa stands. “Nothing. I have an eight a.m. lab tomorrow. So…”

“Wait. Did I wake you up?”

She yawns, effectively ending the conversation. “The fridge is fully stocked and we—I—have every streaming platform. And I have a whole empty side of a king bed now, so no need to crash on Gertie. It’s always a mistake.”

I nod. “Can I borrow a charger?”

Tessa retrieves one from her bedroom and hands it to me. Her eyes linger on Gertie’s free cushion as I rummage through my purse in search of nothing in particular. But if I look at Tessa, my expression will scream stay and I don’t want to have to ask.

I want Tessa to want to stay up late for me.

“Night, Fitz.”

As expected, Tessa retreats to her room and I’m left alone again with my phone and my thoughts. Pretty much the worst combination. As soon as my phone glows back to life, the notifications begin. Natalie. Henry. Natalie. Henry. Natalie. Henry. Natalie.

Of course my friends know by now.

Henry, Natalie, and I are a trio but Henry and Dani are also close, like, we drunk kissed once and got over it close.

I don’t read their messages. Instead, I open If the Shoe Fitz’s Instagram feed and doom-scroll through all the beautiful people who populate my timeline. People I compare myself to. People I think about when I pose for a photo and obsess over flattering angles. People I want to be, with the kind of platform I can only dream of growing—

Oh my God.

Maybe Dani has a point.

I do fixate on perfect photos, on writing an effortless caption, on the thousands of hearts of validation every time I post a new look. Online I’m fashionable, filtered, fine. A curated version of myself that Gina was so excited to meet.

A version of myself… who hurt the person I love.

I open my camera roll and scroll past twenty, fifty, one hundred versions of me posing in the Washington Square Park fountain. Shit. A tear slides down my cheek and falls onto my cracked screen.

I pause on the candid that Dani liked. It’s real, she said. Maybe that’s it. I need to focus on what’s real, and why I am here. I’m here to learn and grow and become a better designer, not just a better influencer. I’m here because I am so in love with Danica Martinez. I—

I know what I have to do.
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Did you know?”

Henry Chao is a mosaic on my screen, sleepy, wide-eyed concern distorted by broken glass. It’s a dick move, calling him so early, but I don’t care. I stayed up until three a.m. editing the best photos featuring Lola Chung’s jewelry, drafting captions, and scheduling enough posts to satisfy my contract. After I finished, I saw Dani’s face every time I closed my eyes in an attempt to fall back to sleep. So I’ve been staring at the ceiling, obsessing over this question, wondering if I’m the only one who didn’t see it coming.

Then realized I can just ask.

“Did you know?” I repeat.

He pushes his clear plastic frames up the bridge of his nose. “Shit, Fitzgerald. I think I deserve more credit than that. Dani is—”

I disconnect because it’s not the no I need to hear, but when my phone immediately vibrates in my hand, I answer.

“Sorry!” Henry says. “I love you and I’m so sorry. No, I didn’t know.”

“Okay,” I say.

“What do you need?”

This is why I love Henry. He always knows the right question to ask.

“Is that Fitz?”

It’s Natalie’s voice, far off in the background. Natalie Jacobson and I are soulmates, bonded by super-specific Jewish feelings and a mutual understanding to not be woken up before the sun. But she’s here. Awake.

There’s only one explanation.

“We’re going to the Vineyard,” Henry says, confirming it.

“Oh.”

Martha’s Vineyard without me. It’s not like I expect my friends to sit home and miss me all summer, but New York is eight weeks. Optimal Vineyard weather will very much still be a thing when I’m back. They don’t have to go jump off the Jaws bridge or wait in line at Back Door Donuts without me.

And yet.

“Reid leaves for Albany next week,” Natalie says.

“We’ll go again when you’re home. Obviously,” Henry adds.

I press my lips into a thin line, refusing to emote. It’s just—Vineyard days are a process. It’s a one-hour drive to a forty-five-minute ferry. It’s hauling beach chairs on our backs and tote bags overflowing with Hot Cheetos and Starbursts and no less than five varieties of sunscreen because my pasty-white skin has two settings: ghost or lobster. It’s a once-a-summer endeavor. And it’s always been our thing—Henry, Natalie, and me.

Not Henry, Natalie, and her boyfriend, Reid.

I like Reid. He’s passionate without being pretentious and will do literally anything for Natalie. But if I’m that replaceable on a trip that’s always been our thing… have I misread our friendship as much as I misread my relationship with Dani? Has my platform been getting in the way of that, too?

“It’s whatever,” I say, letting my Dani feelings swallow these friendship ones. “Dani… is she okay?”

Henry’s head-shake is emphatic.

“Did she tell you why?” I ask.

The second no is extra emphatic.

“If the Shoe Fitz.”

Natalie steals Henry’s phone. Her dark curls are pulled back in a messy beach bun. “What?”

“It’s my fault,” I say. “I—”

I share the highlight reel of our entire disastrous anniversary dinner and every mistake I made in the week leading up to it. It hits different this time, admitting to my people how fixated on my platform I am, that I didn’t realize how self-absorbed I was being, how bad I am at turning my social-media brain off, how massively I messed up.

“—but I have a plan to fix it,” I finish, with a pause for the drama. “A hiatus.”

Henry swallows. “I mean. I think it’s more of a breakup—”

I cut him off. “From If the Shoe Fitz.”

In the silence that follows, Natalie and Henry look at each other and I see it, a wordless conversation in real time. I hate that. My sisters have it too, an entire nonverbal language, and the weird twinge in my chest right now is too familiar.

“I just need you to change my passwords to lock me out of my accounts.”

Henry frowns. “Me?”

“Yeah. Natalie will crack the moment I ask for them back.”

Henry snorts and Natalie’s face scrunches in offense, but then she shrugs. “Valid. But is this really the move?”

I nod. “Dani’s right. New York is so alive. I want to take a break and live in the moment, you know? And it’s the only way to prove to her that I heard her and that I can change. I can focus on the clothes and us.”

“And yourself,” Natalie prompts.

Okay. Natalie and Reid’s chaotic will-they-won’t-they codirector dynamic that defined junior year does not really put her in a position to make therapist-esque declarations.

“Obviously,” I say. “Instant validation is my serotonin, so being offline is going to be huge for me. And Dani will see the change and know it’s because I love her and she makes me better.”

I can’t read Henry’s expression—if he understands my vision or sides with Natalie’s skepticism.

Natalie starts again. “What if—?”

Henry cuts her off. “I’ll do it. Of course I will.”

I exhale. “Oh my God. This is an act of heroism, Chao. Truly.”

Henry shrugs. “I got you.”

I recite every password of every account associated with If the Shoe Fitz and he methodically locks me out of each one of them. We even change my phone number in the accounts to Henry’s, so I can’t hack my way in during a moment of weakness. And there will be many moments of weakness.

“All my sponsored content is scheduled, but my hiatus announcement is in drafts. Can you post it?”

One cannot go from daily updates to just weekly sponcon on main without an announcement. I don’t want anyone to think I’m, like, dead. I chose the candid photo of me in the fountain at sunset, mid-laugh. Dani’s favorite, imperfect photo.

Geotag: on hiatus

Caption: time for a summer adventure & refocusing on what’s real.

Simple. Direct. Lowercase.

Just don’t ask me how long it took to craft that single sentence.

“Now?” Henry asks, because after this there’s no going back.

I nod.

“Done.”

I’m still processing the reality of this moment when Natalie says, “Fitz, we—”

“Have a ferry to catch,” I realize, noting the time.

“I am so, so sorry,” Natalie says.

I wave her off. “Stop. Go! Thank you. I love you. Miss me a lot!”

“We love you too,” Henry says. “Let us know—”

“—everything,” Natalie finishes.

The twinge is back when we disconnect and I think about them on their way to catch a ferry without me, but I shake it off and sit with the weight of what I’ve just done. I expect to feel hopeful, free, something. But I just feel… hollow.

No. Social media withdrawals cannot possibly happen this fast.

I stand, leaving Gertie’s clutches in pursuit of a shower and find a note left on the table, scrawled in messy script. A silver key sits on top.


There’s peach yogurt in the fridge and extra towels in the bathroom. If you need a place to crash on the weekends, this is home. Or whenever, really! But fair warning, the commute downtown WILL be a sweaty nightmare. —T



For the first time in four years, Tessa and I are in the same place, and the potential of us is almost too much to process. I assumed we’d get the occasional dinner. I didn’t expect a key and an open invite to her apartment. But I also didn’t expect Bennett to not be here. Without Bennett and his books taking up so much space, quality sister time feels possible. Maybe heartbreak will bond us. Even if mine is temporary.

It is temporary.

A hiatus is the grandest gesture. I know this because my fingers are already twitching at the inability to scroll through Instagram.

It’s going to be worth it.

She’ll see I meant what I said and say it back.

I love you.

And we’ll get our perfect summer back on track.
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I am melting.

Tessa’s note? Extremely accurate.

I’m on a downtown 1 train in an air-conditioner-less car and bodies are everywhere. My various joints—shoulders, knees, elbows—are pressed against strangers’ sweaty skin. Personal space is nonexistent as we screech to an abrupt halt between stations. I inhale a sharp breath that’s a mix of lilac deodorant and general body odor. It’s miserable. Is this how I die? A slow, sweaty, asphyxiated death stuck underground?

Fortunately not.

Motion resumes at last and the train crawls into the Times Square–42nd Street station, where half the train exits as soon as the doors open. Bless. I squeeze peach vanilla hand sanitizer onto my palm and rub it onto my shoulders where stranger sweat touched my skin. Then I wipe my own sweat from my upper lip. It’s a two-shower day, I do declare, as the train jerks to yet another impromptu halt. At this rate, I’ll have to book it to my dorm to change before sprinting to make it to my first class on time. How this transit system is even operational is mystifying.

My phone buzzes twice in my lap.


Dani Martinez

em says you didn’t come home last night, what the fuck?

8:31AM

they think you’re dead

8:32AM



Oh my God.

Em, my roommate, seems chill. As in, cool and indifferent to my existence. Dani is clearly the one checking in on me. I have to bite my lip to suppress a smile. She must have seen my post and understood what it meant. I can’t wait to see her, to initiate a romantic reconciliation and erase the last twenty-four hours from our memory. To be us again.


i’m fine!

8:33AM



I press send without overthinking it.

“Fitz?”

Shit. Again?

Why does this keep happening? How am I even recognizable right now? I look like a swamp monster in the bike shorts and tee I slept in last night because no way was I subjecting my high fashion date dress to this rush hour subway experience. My damp hair is bunched in a mop on the top of my head. I have a massive zit on my chin. My eye bags have bags.

And okay, yes, I’m on hiatus.

But I still have an image to protect.

“Please. No photos.”

“Excuse me?” the voice, a soft tenor, asks.

I look up and make eye contact with a ficus first. Its leaves are sad and droopy, like it’s suffering from heatstroke along with the rest of us. I blink. A full tree is being transported via the 1 train, the pot secured between white Adidas on feet belonging to someone with a soft tenor voice who knows my name. I can’t see much of their face, but they’re dressed in cargo shorts and a green polo. Light brown hair peeking over the leaves is styled in a longer-on-the-top crew cut. I don’t typecast my audience, but I can’t say I’m not the tiniest bit surprised that Ficus Follower knows who I am. You follow fashion influencers, yet you wear cargo shorts? It does not compute. Regardless, I see it now. Ficus Follower telling the world what a vain, superficial bitch I am… while I’m on hiatus with no way to defend myself.

Shit.

“I’m so sorry,” I say to the face, whose features become more discernable after they gently nudge ficus leaves to the side. “I swear, I never just assume someone wants a picture with me. Being recognized is still a very new, extremely weird thing for me and I’ve had a day.”

Ficus Follower’s mouth quirks up. “It’s not even nine.”

“A day,” I repeat.

Deep brown eyes behind square plastic frames meet mine and hold my gaze, wordless.

Oh no. I overcorrected. Ficus Follower is looking at me like I’m positively unhinged.

“As have you,” I add. His thick eyebrows shoot above the spectacles, so I wave at the ficus. “You are transporting a person-size plant.”

We pull into Penn Station and the seat to my left is vacated with a tote bag thwack to my shoulder. Cool. I feel a bruise forming as we speak.

“It was a rescue mission,” Ficus Follower says, taking the free seat and repositioning the pot with a gentle tenderness. It’s, like, Ted Lasso–level endearing. Somehow it’s enough for me to just know that Ficus Follower is Good People.

I pinch one of the drooping leaves between my thumb and index finger. “It does seem sad.”

“Eloise just needs some love. Someone left her on the sidewalk in direct sunlight in the middle of a heat wave. Asshole.”

I blink again. Who is this plant rescuer?

“I’m sorry,” Ficus Follower, Caretaker of Eloise, says. “I have, um, a lot of feelings about the commodification of plants. People want them for aesthetics but forget that they’re alive. They need—deserve—to be treated that way.”

“Absolutely.”

Ficus Follower laughs. “You don’t have to humor me.”

“I’m not. You’re a hero.”

“Eloise is worth it.”

I laugh, embracing that New York can be a sweaty, claustrophobic mess one second and meaningless banter with a stranger on the subway the next. Ficus Follower’s mouth quirk goes full smile in response, complete with two bottom teeth that overlap in a perfectly imperfect way. It’s not a bad smile. Objectively.

“Next stop, 14th Street,” the static voice of the conductor says over the loudspeaker.

My stop.

I stand and turn toward the ficus. “It was really nice to meet you, Eloise. You too—”

“Levi.”

I smile. “Levi.”

Of course Plant Hero is a Levi. Levi is a good name. The best name.

Memories wrapped in that name resurface as the subway slows to a stop, triggering a visceral, nostalgic reaction. Wow. It’s been a minute since I thought about those days spent with my first favorite person before he left me. Since I wondered, Where in world is Levi Berkowitz? I used to stare at the ceiling at two a.m. and let my imagination take me to any answer. I gravitated toward the absurd—the Galapagos Islands, the Australian Outback, Antarctica.
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