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I SHOULD HAVE NEVER OPENED the email. If I needed to pinpoint the exact moment my life went from forgettable to flaming disaster, it would be clicking “Invite! Elephantine Presents Galaxy Unknown,” even though it wasn’t intended for me. It was meant for her, of course. But the invitation had landed in my inbox—latamurthy@gmail.com—and didn’t that make it officially my property?


Also, I was bored.


I blame August in New York. The dullest month of the year, and the hottest and most miserable. Anyone who could afford to flee the city’s swampiness had already done so, and the people who remained behind were too poor to do anything but await the arrival of that most blessed month of possibility and beautiful weather, September.


On the first Saturday night of August, I was in my fifth-floor walk-up in Hell’s Kitchen, sitting between two fans, wearing only a blue bralette and boxer shorts, and fanning myself with an IKEA catalog. With $630 in my checking account, I was playing shopping roulette on Zara.com. I would go click, click, click on everything I coveted, then close my eyes and unclick as many items in my basket as possible before moving my cursor to “Purchase.” (I had done this so many times that I had memorized exactly where I needed to position my mouse.) In this instance, all I ended up with was a gold-studded leather belt that cost $52. I hadn’t overspent, but I hadn’t bought anything exciting either.


When my email pinged to notify me of the purchase, I went to Gmail to move the Zara.com notification to my “Shopping Roulette” folder, which was my way of pretending I was in control of my impulse spending. The IKEA catalog slipped out of my hand when my phone rang.


“What are you up to?” said Mimi between slurps of what sounded like a Popsicle.


“Getting ready for my date with Leo—we’re taking his yacht to Saint-Tropez.” I leaned over the side of my bed to retrieve the catalog, but my hand only swept over dust balls and a sandal.


“And any second I’m going to walk down the aisle to marry Antonio Banderas. I told him he needs to wear the Zorro mask on our wedding night.” More noisy slurping and biting. “The Great Food Truck Race is on in a couple minutes. The third season, with the twin grannies. Wanna watch?”


“Okay.” Usually we’d be hanging out together on a Saturday night, with me making the trek to Mimi’s because she had a studio in Williamsburg and I had roommates. But neither of us were willing to take the subway to each other’s borough on sweltering nights like this one. So we made do by watching TV while gossiping on the phone.


During a commercial break three episodes later, Mimi was in the bathroom and I was trying to stay awake. Food Truck Race was Mimi’s show, while I preferred Chopped. I went back to my Gmail to take a look at the leather belt. I could see myself wearing it with my black J.Crew dress while getting drinks at Tao or the Electric Room. But fifty dollars could also go toward groceries or my portion of the cable bill. My practical side won out, and I clicked the link to cancel the order.


Food Truck Race had returned, but Mimi hadn’t resumed her running commentary. “Meems?” I called out. “Are you there?”


Disinterested in Food Truck Race without her, I scrolled through the various folders of my inbox: “Work (Ugh),” “Shopping Roulette,” “Bills Bills Bills,” “Writing Projects,” “Promotions,” “Spam.” And in that last category was where I saw the email for Lata Murthy.


I had no idea what an Elephantine was, let alone a Galaxy Unknown. But the invitation was so minimal—just a date (August 10, 2013), location (Iron23), and dress code (black or white attire only)—that I couldn’t help but be intrigued. Since moving to New York ten years ago, I had attended a lot of parties that were so tryhard that they made me feel pathetic to be there. Think cheap-ass wine in cracked plastic cups, DJ Stupidhead playing some blippy musical nonsense with the occasional Robyn track thrown in.


“Hey, what did I miss?” Mimi was in my ear, slightly breathless.


“Sorry, wasn’t paying attention. Actually, can I call you back in a few?” My fingers were already typing “Elephantine” into Google.


“Yeah, sure. But wait to call me during a commercial.” Mimi’s passion for Food Truck Race was inexplicable, but we were friends because we respected each other’s weird obsessions.


Elephantine was a jewelry line that specialized in what they called “conversation pieces,” which was just a fancy way to say “impractical and odd.” Silver necklaces that featured pendants that spelled out random words like “beeswax” and “golly,” neon-pink earrings in the shape of fishes and snails, arm bracelets fashioned out of twisted nails that seemed painful to wear. And rather than prices, each piece was given a colored dot. The five colors represented different price ranges, the cheapest at $300 and the most expensive at $12,000. I clicked through every single item, noting that all the jewelry was assigned to collections with inscrutable names like Manic Elixir and Serpentine Arise. Whatever Galaxy Unknown was, there was no trace of it on Elephantine’s website.


I was still clicking through the site when Mimi called me back.


“You’re missing the whole episode.”


“Oh, sorry! I was just looking at something online.” I set my laptop aside, as it was starting to overheat on my lap. “I might be done with TV for the night.”


“It’s only nine thirty.” A pause. “Lata, don’t invite Simon over. I don’t care if he lives across the street. You can’t treat dating like ordering takeout. It can’t just be about convenience.”


I hadn’t slept with Simon in two weeks. I’d like to ascribe it to my restraint, but he’d gone to hike a mountain in Chile or Peru, somewhere exotic and, more importantly, far away.


“Are you kidding me?” I got up and headed to the kitchen to grab a Vitaminwater. As I’d expected, the living room could double as a sauna. “This has nothing to do with him, or any guys. I was just doing… research.” I wasn’t normally so cagey with Mimi. But I hadn’t told anyone about the Lata Murthy emails yet, not even Mimi, who I’d known since our freshman year at Seton Hall.


“Well, just making sure. For your sanity as well as mine.” She yawned. “Good night, then, early bird. I’m waiting up for Evan, he should be home by two.”


Evan was Mimi’s occasional fling turned official boyfriend as of one week ago. She met him at Cake Shop when he was playing guitar with his band, Misfit Slime. Yes, that was the real name of his band. And no, they weren’t very good.


“Oh, wait, did I tell you he invited me to go when they play Craterfest?”


No, Mimi had not. “That’s great!” I said too brightly. “When is that?”


“They’re taking off Monday for Milwaukee to do some gigs in the area. I’m actually flying out Friday so I can see them at the festival. And then I’m using up the rest of my vacation days to join them on tour.” She said this with some caginess too, as if this trip had been planned for weeks, but she was only telling me now.


“Wow, Mimi, sounds like fun.” Had Mimi and Evan been serious for longer than she let on?


“I’m so excited. Sixteen days on the road, it won’t be glamorous,” she said with a nervous laugh. “But it’s going to be a blast, I know it.”


After hanging up with Mimi, I dug through the back of the refrigerator, where I hid my dragonfruit Vitaminwaters from Eleanor and Mallory, my two roommates, who were away that weekend. In fact, I really only hid my Vitaminwaters from Eleanor, even though she could afford a metric ton of Vitaminwaters if she wanted, yet always plucked away at my stash without a word. I kept wanting to tell Eleanor that none of our food and drink was communal, but then that would mean I couldn’t snack on the cheese plates she brought back from her event-planning job. But it wasn’t like she spent money on the cheese plates, whereas I allocated twenty dollars of my salary to buy one twelve-pack of Vitaminwaters per month.


Back in my bedroom, I sipped my drink, spent a little more time perusing the Elephantine website, and learned that the jewelry line had been started by Aqua (no last name), the only daughter of a former child star best known for the hit sitcom Blondes Just Want to Have Fun. Aqua had dropped everything that could make her immediately identifiable with her mother, from her name to her Farrah Fawcett–esque hair. She sported a shaved head, a septum piercing, and lavender-colored eyes, and the photo on her website showed her with a piece of masking tape over her mouth stamped with the word UGLY and crossed out with a red slash.


Everything about Aqua and her jewelry screamed “tryhard.” And yet I still wanted to go to her event.


My thoughts went back to Mimi. I liked to tease her about her taste in what I called grubbies: twenty-something men with ripped jeans and holey T-shirts, greasy hair, and dirt under their fingernails. Artist types who spent more time talking about art than they did creating anything. Maybe that was why she hadn’t shared a lot about Evan. Mimi would know I could never understand how she could be excited about the prospect of traveling to Milwaukee with a bunch of grubbies to a sweaty music festival. I hadn’t left the tristate area in over fifteen years, but I imagined that once I did, it would be to visit a place that was exclusively made up of white sands and palm trees. And even then, I’d still feel a bit wistful for the city.


As someone who was born and raised in Connecticut, attended college in New Jersey, and resided in New York, I defined myself by my tristateness. I even had the outlines of the three states as a tattoo, which I had gotten one month after moving to the city. It wasn’t that I adored my hometown, nor could I say that four years at Seton Hall had been an incredible experience. But they had made me into the person who wanted to make it—and stay, hopefully forever—in New York City. I couldn’t deny that the ambition that burned in me came from growing up in a suburb with my parents, who worked so hard that most of my childhood was marked by their absence. I couldn’t deny that this ambition only doubled during my time at Seton Hall. No matter how many wonderful friends or fun memories I’d made, my time there had an asterisk next to it because I’d really wanted to go to Columbia, but I’d never made it off the wait list. The tristate tattoo could have been a literal chip on my shoulder, except that I opted to have it hidden away just above my bikini line. My tristateness was my origin story, my simultaneous kryptonite and superpower, and too personal to share with anyone else.


At that very moment, though, my tristateness couldn’t abate my malaise. I thought of the next few weeks without Mimi, without Simon, weekends spent in my tiny bedroom with the noisy fans and cable television to keep me company, too broke to do anything fun or interesting. In that moment, I could envision myself running on this same tired treadmill of cheap Chinese takeout and Chopped reruns and shopping roulette with no end in sight.


“Argh,” I yelled toward the ceiling. And then of course that was when I received a text from my mother. Still coming tomorrow? A simple question that nevertheless stung like an accusation.


Yes, Mom. I’ll take the eleven a.m. train to New Canaan so I can sit on the sofa between you and Dad while you ask me “How are your friends?” (a.k.a. Have you met someone yet?) and “How is your website job?” (a.k.a. When will you find a better one?). It’s a biweekly ritual we feel that we must do, even though Dad just wants to watch his cricket game, you want to watch your Shah Rukh Khan movies, and I pretend not to notice that the two of you barely speak to each other. That I suspect Dad moved into my bedroom as soon as I left for college, and you are still together because divorce is simply not an option. We will gather around the dining table and eat rotis in silence, while I wonder whether there is anything I can say to break the pall that has settled over your worn face and Dad’s slumping shoulders. The word “family” barely applies to us, but we all cling to it out of habit and shared DNA, and I will take the train to see you two because it is the one thing I can do that will not fully disappoint you.


I texted back, Yep, see you then.


Outside, rowdy chatter from the Irish bar on my building’s first floor floated five stories up, loud enough to be heard over my still-whirring fans. Hell’s Kitchen was not an ideal neighborhood to live in on a Saturday night when everyone in the city was out and you could only afford to stay in. Even so, living in Manhattan was victory enough. At least, that was what I had always consoled myself with any time I felt pangs of distress over my paltry salary, or jealousy over college friends climbing the ladder from engagement and marriage to home ownership in Hoboken or Jersey City.


I picked up my laptop just as the screen saver went off, and the dark screen revealed my reflection. My untended eyebrows, my watery, downturned eyes, my thin lips pursed together. Even my high cheekbones, indisputably my best feature, were sprinkled with acne. With Simon out of the country, I guess I hadn’t been as strident with my beauty routine. But beyond my bedraggled state, what disturbed me the most was how much I looked like my mother. Her light had already gone out. But mine was fading, and fading fast.


A bleak reality crystallized for me. At age thirty-three, with one dead-end job, two roommates, three credit cards nearing their limits, and four years since my last relationship, it was hard to see how living here could still be seen as any kind of victory.


So I was indeed bored when I clicked “yes” on the other Lata’s invitation. But let me clarify that I was bored with myself. Bored with my mediocrity. Because somewhere in New York City, the place that was supposed to change my life, and instead had only put me in debt, there was another Lata Murthy having a more dazzling time than me. And just for one night, I would step into her glass slippers and turn myself into Cinderella and see what it was like to be her.
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Who was this other Lata Murthy? At the time, I had no idea. The emails had begun in January, trickling in about once a month. At first I thought I got added to some high-end mailing list by mistake, but the fourth one I opened was addressed to the other Lata directly.


Darling Lata, you must come! said the personalized message sent from melodie@bonvivant.com, followed by an invitation to a silent auction held at an Upper East Side manor. Not only that, but it had been sent to two email addresses: mine and thelatamurthy@gmail.com. I understood how it was easy to get us mixed up, but I also took umbrage at this Lata declaring herself “the” Lata, as if she had already determined she was superior to the rest of us. Even so, I sent the other Lata a quick message to let her know that I had received a few of her emails, and offered to forward them to her. But I received no reply.


Nevertheless, Darling Lata continued to be asked to attend art exhibits and cocktail parties and museum fundraisers, and starting in June, the invitations began arriving in my Gmail on a twice-weekly basis. By that point I greedily opened each one, curious to see where my glamorous name doppelgänger was being asked to next. When an email with the subject heading “Midsummer’s Night at Soho Grand” arrived in my inbox, sandwiched between my cable bill and a BuzzFeed job application rejection, my curiosity mutated into a jealous despair.


So on that first Saturday of August, I decided to reframe how to think of these emails: as a sign that whatever magic had once visited the other Lata had now been transferred to me.
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ON THE SECOND SATURDAY OF August, I stood outside a nondescript building in the Flatiron District, wearing a white Alice + Olivia dress with puffy sleeves, purchased at 70 percent off from TJ Maxx. My full-price Amina Muaddi slingbacks pinched my big toes, which usually would irritate me, except I was too busy fanning myself with an amNewYork I had picked up in desperation to combat the sticky humidity of an eighty-one-degree evening. I had dedicated forty minutes to straightening my hair when I should have just thrown it into a ponytail, since a quick glance at my reflection in a window showed it frizzing at the ends, like a straight line abruptly bending into a comma. After a sluggish fifteen minutes, I was finally just steps away from entering the party. When the couple in front of me were allowed inside, I tossed the newspaper and stood tall while jutting out my chin, trying to evoke the insouciance I imagined the other Lata would feel attending this event. It would be just another night for her, after all.


“Name,” said the doorman, who had a large headset attached to his ear and the insouciance I was desperately trying to muster.


“Lata Murthy.” I looked him in the eye, as if to prove I wasn’t lying. And I wasn’t, not really. He checked his clipboard and looked me over from head to toe. Then he gave me a curt nod and stepped aside to let me in.


So simple! I gave him a curt nod in return, then shuffled past him in my four-inch heels before he could change his mind. I took an elevator along with two dudes in white suit jackets and one in a tuxedo shirt and shorts, and the collision of all their heavy aftershaves burned my olfactory senses. When the elevator doors opened, I burst out first, nearly running into an astronaut carrying a tray of champagne flutes.


“Excuse me,” I sputtered. The astronaut, who wore silver lipstick and a haughty expression, did not respond, except to thrust the tray closer to my face.


I plucked a glass from the tray and backed away, then took a moment to stand in the corner to get my bearings. The party space was an airy loft with tables set up in a giant X formation at the center, showcasing the jewelry. Images of Jupiter, Saturn, and Mars were projected on the walls, the planets overlapping in a blurred fusion of orange, blues, greens, and golds. A dance remix of “Space Oddity” screamed from the overhead speakers, and several guests were inspecting the jewelry with their hands covering their ears.


Before arriving, I had decided to give myself one goal for the party: speak to someone else there. Maybe I could make a new friend, or at least an interesting connection. The music made that impossible, and the only thing the party seemed to be achieving was giving everyone a migraine. So instead I settled on simply catching a glimpse of Aqua. Based on what I’d seen online, she had such a strange, off-center beauty, and I wondered if she would be as striking in person. So, a new goal: treat Aqua like my own personal Where’s Waldo? and spot her in the crowd. I set off to the top left of the X and studied the Galaxy Unknown collection as if I had an actual interest in spending $3,000 on a Moon Rock Ultra ring, which to my eyes resembled a chunk of concrete painted with black glitter in a platinum setting. I moved down the X, all the while searching the crowd for Aqua, which wasn’t easy when a dance remix of “Rocket Man” was playing at an even louder volume. If there was a DJ Stupidhead responsible for this, he needed to be fired immediately.


“Is that mwahble?” a bald man shouted next to me when I reached the center. I turned to him and put my hand over my ear to indicate I couldn’t hear him. Instead he took that as an invitation to shout in my ear. “Is that the Mars Marble?” He pointed at a shimmering necklace of rubies resting in velvet at the center of the table.


“I think so!” I yelled. There was no signage at all, so I wondered how the man, who was about five inches taller than I was and dressed in a navy-blue sports jacket and white pants, would know the name of the necklace, which to my eyes was the most impressive item in Elephantine’s collection.


“I’ll take it!” The man beamed with triumph, and I shrugged in response, since I was tired of yelling. More people were coming off the elevator, and the guests were starting to pack in close together to look at the jewelry and take photos of each other. The air was thick and perfumed and overwhelming, and I took a long sip of my lukewarm champagne to cope with the growing throng. The man tapped me on the shoulder.


“Hello! I said I’ll take it?”


At that moment, the music stopped with an actual record scratch. Some guests whooped in relief, others booed. I would have been one of the whoopers, but the bald man was staring at me like I had served him a meal that he hadn’t ordered.


“I don’t work here,” I told him, finding myself shouting even with the music off. “I’m looking to buy, same as you.” Did I look like a person working at the event? Or did he see my brown skin and just assume?


“Oh.” Bald Man didn’t apologize for his mistake, only adding, “Where’s Aqua?”


We both spotted her at the same time. Well, everyone in attendance did. The music had been turned off to herald her arrival, and her outfit would make her the easiest Where’s Waldo? to solve of all time. She strode into the heart of the party, wearing a crystal blue tiara and a fur-lined cape embroidered with stars and moons. I could see a glimpse of a silver bra and leggings under the cape, and she wore Moon Boots that gave her the height of a Knicks point guard.


“Thank you for coming,” she trilled to those who came by to say hello as she traveled to the center of the X. “Great to see you. Please take a look, I’m really proud of all of it.” The loft, which had been reverberating with chatter and squealing dance tunes, had taken on a monastery’s silence. Aqua was a bigger deal than I had realized. And she was headed straight for me.


“It’s not for sale, dear, just for show. I crafted it out of my own heart, you see.” Aqua fluttered her blue-gray eyelashes at me.


“Uh, okay.” I assumed she meant the Mars Marble, which I actually did covet, but not nearly as much as Bald Man did. “It’s beautiful. Like, luminous.” And really, the rubies did give off an ethereal, glowing quality. Unlike the majority of what I had seen on the Elephantine website, or even the other Galaxy Unknown pieces, it wasn’t kitschy or willfully ironic. The Mars Marble was a true work of art.


“Thank you,” Aqua said. “My artistry is ever changing, and this piece represents my cocoon stage. My latest blossoming. My calling card.” She gave me a tut-tut gesture. “And I won’t part with it. But please feel free to peruse my other—”


Bald Man butted in between us, mopping his brow with a handkerchief. He pleadingly repeated her name, but she ignored him, striding like a queen through the sea of partygoers as the man trailed after her. The music began again, but this time at a fancy restaurant volume rather than that of a rave.


“What did she say about it?” said a woman next to me, a phone clutched to her ear.


“She said it’s not for sale. It’s part of her artistry, or blossoming… Well, she won’t sell it.”


“I think we’ll have to ask to borrow it,” she said into her phone, rolling her eyes. She was wearing all black: maxi dress, choker, combat boots, thick eyeliner, manicure. The only pop of color came from her hair, with the bangs of her sharp bob dyed red. “I can approach, but now is not the time. And there might have to be a trade-off. I’m thinking front row. No, really. Maybe…” Her voice trailed off as she walked away.


Just to be a completist, I thought about following the X to get a look at the rest of Galaxy Unknown. But by that time too many people had squeezed into the room, rattling their drinks and exchanging air kisses. Based on the cool, minimalist invitations, my expectation was for the party to have a similar vibe, but the whole scene was too frenetic for me. I cast one more glance around, not wanting to feel pathetic about leaving a party ten minutes after arriving, especially after taking two hours to get ready for it. When I spied the woman in black heading for the elevators, I took that as a sign that if someone as chic as her felt okay about leaving, then I could too.


“I’m so happy to be out of there,” she said as the doors closed on the party. “Nepotism enterprises are not my scene.”


“Yeah, me too,” I agreed, too nervous to meet her eye.


The elevator doors opened again, and a laughing gaggle of stilettoed women in short, tight dresses catapulted toward us. We both immediately stabbed the “Close” button and exchanged smiles when the doors shut on them.


“I’m glad you felt the same as me.” My relief was so immense that I eased out of my painful slingbacks.


“I couldn’t bear being around any of them even a second longer. I thought Aqua had more sense than to publicize this party on Facebook. No wonder so many randos came.” She gave me an appraising look. “Is that Alice and Olivia? I have the same dress in black.” She beamed at me. “I’m Keiko.”


“Lata.”


“As in Lata Murthy?” Keiko looked at me and seemed impressed. She didn’t say my name correctly (LAH-TA instead of LU-THA, MER-THEE instead of MOOR-THE), but I didn’t care.


“That’s right.” I quickly slipped my feet back into my shoes.


“Your name travels far. Nice to meet you.”


It does? is how I wanted to respond. Instead, with all the insouciance I could muster, I replied, “Likewise.”


“Are you going to the Summer Sayonara next weekend? It’s such a last-minute thing, but I can’t resist when Charmaine decides to have one of his parties.”


I recognized the event and the party host from a new invite that had landed in my inbox the previous morning. I nodded.


“We must talk more then. Here’s my card.” The elevator doors opened, and we emerged into the summer night, the air even more suffocating than hours earlier. A black car pulled up in front of the building, and Keiko got in. As soon as she was gone, I headed off to the subway in the opposite direction and glanced at her card. In short blocky lettering it said, “Keiko Sasaki. Womenswear Accessories Buyer, Saint Laurent.” I had never met anyone who worked in fashion before. I knew I needed to meet her again.


As soon as I got home, I made a beeline for my laptop and opened my email. Right after I clicked the RSVP link for the Summer Sayonara, I finally noticed that the party wasn’t in New York City, but the Hamptons.


I collapsed back on my bed and sighed. How could I possibly pull that off?
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EXCEPT THAT ON THE THIRD Saturday of August, I did pull it off. Three hours on the Jitney and one exorbitant cab ride later, I had arrived at Sea Cove, Charmaine Von Bon’s summer estate in East Hampton. The fact that I was standing on a grand lawn while an ocean breeze danced along my bare shoulders was a minor miracle. And I hoped no one could tell that everything I was wearing—sleeveless pale pink Chloé dress with a tiny stain on the backside, Tod’s handbag, Tory Burch sandals—was from the “All Sales Final” rack at Century 21. The only reason I could pull off a breezy ensemble and the three-hour journey east was because I had just gotten my paycheck the day before. But I had also allotted a sizable part of my rent money to everything related to this excursion, and had to keep an eye on the clock to make sure not to miss the last Jitney back to New York. If I did, I’d be stranded in the Hamptons without a place to spend the night.


Just like the Elephantine party, it had been a breeze (pun intended) to enter the Summer Sayonara. It was as if uttering “Lata Murthy”—my own name!—was a key to unlocking a world that I had seen only glimpses of in Page Six, Vogue, and The Real Housewives of New York City. And if Aqua’s jewelry party had been scattered, loud, and crowded, Charmaine’s was chic and serene, an oasis for the sights and senses. Honestly, the home was not to my taste, as it basically looked like several white cubes of various sizes stacked together by a toddler, a haphazard structure of glass, cement, and steel. But the lawn was magnificent and everything I expected to see at an East Hampton estate, an expanse of grass that seemed to go on forever, with modernist sculptures dotting the perimeter and a kidney-shaped pool at the center. And since the house was situated on top of a small hill, Sea Cove had a glimmer of an ocean view too.


Everyone there seemed to have chosen light, beachy shades to wear, an unspoken dress code that luckily I had also absorbed, save for my red clutch. And like a dream, the klatch of guests parted like the Red Sea, and Keiko walked toward me, a white puppy in her arms.


“Lata, you came,” she said, and we exchanged air kisses. Her black-and-red bob was now styled with beachy waves. And with her white tank top, feathery headband, and linen shorts, she looked miles different from the first time I saw her.


“I did, I did.” My triumph at getting myself to the Summer Sayonara flashed into panic at realizing Keiko had expectations of me as the other Lata Murthy. At a loss for what to say, I reached out to pet her dog, his adorable little tongue lolling out of his mouth like a strawberry. “What a cutie.”


“Yes, Hanae knows it too. She’s only three months old but already a massive flirt, just like me.” For the first time I noticed Keiko had an interesting accent, sort of Japanese and British and French, which made her sound like someone who would describe themselves as a “world citizen.” When we first met, I had assumed she was in her thirties too. But in the sunlight I now noticed her skin was smooth and poreless and, with a thud of envy, that she wore no makeup. Keiko had to be in her midtwenties. And already at that age, she had an effortlessness about her, plus a cool job and perfect skin. I desperately wanted her to like me.


A waiter came by, and we each took a glass of rosé. Keiko looked me over with such intensity that I had to steel myself to keep my whole body from trembling. Finally, I couldn’t take it anymore.


“Is there something on my chin?” I said, trying a playful laugh that sounded brittle to my ears.


“Oh, sorry, no!” She set Hanae down on the ground. “You must think I’m mad. To be honest, I… Well, can I just say how happy I am you’re here? I can’t wait to know all about you.”


I took a shaky sip of my wine. “Why? Am I really that interesting?” Keiko likely didn’t realize I meant that literally.


An online search of “Lata Murthy + new york city” had turned up five Latas, one of them me. Google’s record of my existence amounted to my Facebook page, a LinkedIn page with a résumé of one People.com internship and three digital content jobs, the Twitter account I had reluctantly started as content specialist for my current job at TriviaIQ, and embarrassingly, a quote nineteen-year-old me had given to the New York Daily News about my experience on a Sex and the City bus tour. (“I had such a fabulous time. I’d give it five out of five cosmopolitans!”) But all the other Lata Murthys on record had even duller jobs than I did, like dentist or software engineer. None of them seemed, to quote my younger self, fabulous enough to earn the kind of intrigued gaze that Keiko bestowed on me.


“Ha, so humble,” she laughed. “I wish we had a chance to meet last summer, but I spent most of the time going back and forth between London and New York. It was a whole mess.” This last part was uttered like an apology. “But let’s not get into my drama. Tell me everything.”


“Everything, then,” I said, hoping I sounded mysterious rather than befuddled.


Keiko clapped her hand to her forehead. “I’m being too much. I promise I do know how to have a conversation like a normal human being! Let’s start again?”


I nodded demurely, trying to live up to Keiko’s outsize expectations of me. Or whoever she thought I was that she seemed so awed by.


“How about this: Where did you spend your summer?”


My job entailed writing trivia questions for a variety of mobile game companies. Sports, politics, movies, world geography, religion: name a topic, and I’d written a trivia question about it. Maybe ten, or even one hundred. After working there three years, I’d absorbed an astounding amount of facts about things I didn’t care about. And usually this came in handy only when I went to trivia nights with Mimi and other friends. But on occasion it could be useful for making small talk. Or in this case, making up a story about my fake self so I could hold on to my new friend.


When I thought about summer vacation destinations favored by the fashionably wealthy, my mind spun a wheel and came up with Palm Beach, Bora Bora, Santorini, Lake Como, Saint-Tropez, the Maldives. All places I had never been. So I went a different route.


“I spent a month at New Moon Farm on Prince Edward Island—have you heard of it?” Keiko shook her head. I was referring to the main setting of my favorite childhood book Emily of New Moon and hoped that it sounded like a posh spa hotel. “It gave me the refresh I needed.”


“It sounds amazing! I was looking into Labor Day getaways, do you know—”


“Oh, sorry, they have a yearlong waiting list. But I’ll put in a word for you.” I waited for Keiko to call me out on my bullshit. But she only thanked me and clinked my glass. It was weird. As I said these words, they felt real. Like I had just come back from New Moon Farm and weeks of massages, seaweed wraps, and mud baths. But I also needed to change the subject from my fictional summer vacation, and from me entirely. Keiko had never met the other Lata, but surely other people at this party had. Weirdly, I needed Keiko to tell me more about “me.” It would be hard to circulate without getting a sense of who everyone in attendance thought I was supposed to be.


What had I gotten myself into?


I didn’t have time to think about it. With her hand on my elbow, Keiko guided me through the sea of partygoers, and I noticed that she and I were some of the only Asian people in attendance. We arrived at a deck area on the south side of the lawn that had a rainbow-colored umbrella flowering over it. Too late did I realize that Keiko was taking me to the party host, who had invited a Lata Murthy that certainly wasn’t me.


“Keiko, darling!” Charmaine reminded me of Cary Grant crossed with Mr. Peanut. Tall, slender, and elegant, he wore khakis and a gray shirt as if they were bespoke evening wear, and emanated an intellectual vibe with his black rectangular-framed glasses. “Always standing out in a crowd.”


After he exchanged air kisses with Keiko, Charmaine gave me a sweeping look. And then he did the worst thing he could possibly do.


“Kya aap asalee hain, ya main cheezon kee kalpana kar raha hoon?” He was speaking Hindi, a language I do not speak or understand. It was one of the many things my parents neglected to teach me, and among the top ten things I wish my parents had given a crap about on my behalf.


“I’m sorry?” I said, stalling for time. Charmaine had a trio of short, buff male friends standing beside him, and there’s no sensation more unnerving than four sets of eyes pivoting toward you at the same time when you have no idea what to say next.


He continued squinting at me, and I noticed a thin blond-flecked mustache glisten above his upper lip. “Tum kaun ho, meree ghadee kahaan hai?”


I nodded and laughed, laughed and nodded. What else could I do?


“Ah, Lata.” Charmaine leaned toward me, and we did the air kiss thing too, but in an awkward and perfunctory way. “How have you been? How is your family?”


That’s right, Lata hasn’t been around this summer.


“They are fine, thank you for asking. We’ve all been traveling, off in different directions.” Nothing like using half-truths to help tell lies.


“Aha. And now you’re here, finally reemerging like the glorious butterfly that you are.” I had never encountered a person like Charmaine in all my life. His voice sounded sincere, but his face was a permanently arched eyebrow. I couldn’t read him at all. “Tell me, what do you think of my home? I don’t believe you’ve been here.” Did that mean the other Lata and Charmaine hadn’t met before?


“It’s stunning.” Also a half-truth. Luckily, there was so much else to talk about at Sea Cove, including an eight-foot sculpture in the southeast corner of the lawn that had caught my eye earlier. “By the way, the sculpture that looks like Betty Boop eyes. Is that a Louise Bardot? I once saw something similar at Storm King.”


Now this was actually true. My major was communications, my minor was art history, and I had visited Storm King Art Center three times in the past five years.


“Well, well.” Charmaine slapped his thigh. “That it is. Not many know of Louise Bardot’s work.”


I blushed, and Keiko looked in the direction of the sculpture, confused. “Who’s that? Is she related to Brigitte?”


Charmaine explained that Bardot was a sculpture artist who specialized in creating oversized female body parts. I chimed in, noting that Bardot based the sculptures on herself, to reclaim her body after a car accident had broken her limbs and scarred her face. And that those pieces were now valued at over a half million dollars apiece. Charmaine gave me an appreciative nod, and while I had no idea how well he knew the other Lata, at least for the moment I had won him over.


Okay, so here is where I admit, if it wasn’t clear already, that I had been so focused on the logistics of getting to the party and looking the part of a Summer Sayonara guest that I had done little to no research on Charmaine or even Keiko. (At least I had tried to dig into the identity of the other Lata, so I’m not completely boneheaded.) But initially, the whole point was just about seeing if I could get inside an exclusive event like this and blend in. The conversation with Charmaine had cut too close and confirmed that whoever the other Lata was, she was not someone who faded into the background.


Between sips of a gin and tonic while stationed away from the party, next to the Bardot sculpture, I did a quick online search for Charmaine. He was a visual artist, which explained all the sculptures and the oddball house, and he also came from money, so ditto. The Von Bon family dated back to the Mayflower days, and while I couldn’t exactly tell where they derived their money from, they definitely had a lot of it. The fact that the other Lata had received an invitation to a party from someone as wealthy as Charmaine impressed me. And also freaked me out. I couldn’t tell how well he knew the other Lata—maybe they were merely friendly acquaintances, and she and I looked somewhat similar. Either way, all I could think while sitting there, legs tightly crossed and heels slipping off my feet, was that there was no way I could keep this charade going. I wasn’t capable of sustaining a facade of chicness and wealth. This was not just a Summer Sayonara, but a sayonara to my time as the other Lata Murthy.


And truly this whole experience would have been just a strange one-off blip in an otherwise unremarkable summer had I not overheard a conversation taking place on the opposite side of the enormous Betty Boop eyes.


“Lata’s here?”


I nearly choked on my drink.


“I heard she spent the summer at some sort of spa. Now that she’s back, I’m hoping she’ll come to my school fundraiser.”


“But does that mean she has moved here, or is she heading back to Mumbai?”


“Who knows. She’s so mysterious about her comings and goings. But while she’s here, I need her to come and throw some money around.”


“I don’t think a private-school fundraiser in Cobble Hill is her scene. She sticks to the Upper East Side and the Hamptons, mostly.”


“How do you know? You haven’t even met her!”


“I heard that from Charmaine. He said she likes blue bloods and patricians, because she’s cut from the same cloth. Her family’s wealth apparently goes back centuries. Maybe her family is Indian royalty? It’s all fuzzy now. But I think the Mumbai Murthys are like the Rockefellers of India. So no, she’s not going to Brooklyn for your little dinky fundraiser.”


The voices faded away, and after counting down from twenty, I surreptitiously peeked past the statue to see the figures of two women retreating toward the house. I downed the rest of my gin and tonic, then stared up toward the sun, which had just started descending toward the horizon. After a few moments passed, I let out a guttural, relieved laugh. Coming to this party was like staring at the sun, risky and dumb and yet so alluring I couldn’t help myself. And somehow I was pulling it off. And now I knew, if I wanted to, I still could. And even if the other Lata Murthy decided to reappear, our paths would never have to cross.


My phone buzzed. Without looking at it, I knew it was from Mimi. Since leaving to join Evan on the road, she had sent me daily texts around this time complaining of van life with four men who didn’t know how to use deodorant and preferred peeing in jars. I had written her vaguely sympathetic messages in return, knowing that Mimi was trying to make it work because she didn’t want her relationship with Evan to revert back to being a situationship. As it was, Mimi had already burned through all her vacation days to join him on the road. But she had to know that they were going to split once Labor Day arrived.


It occurred to me that Mimi was stuck in a smelly van while I was watching the sunset in East Hampton. Considering Mimi’s parents were both lawyers who paid for her studio apartment and I lived paycheck to paycheck without family support, it was like we had switched lives à la Freaky Friday. It was hard not to be awed by where I found myself. And I have to admit that in thinking about Mimi, I was a bit smug too.


“There you are!” Keiko was approaching me at a rapid clip, Hanae bounding beside her. I waved, then abruptly yanked my arm down, not wanting to draw too much attention, especially from the two chatty ladies from earlier. “Hiding out, I see?”


“More like spending time with my favorite sculpture.” Keiko sat down near me, and I noticed a faded yellow stain on her stomach. Keiko followed my gaze and sighed. “Hanae’s not quite potty trained. I can’t stay here sporting the latest in urine couture, so I’m going to jet. But I’m glad I saw you before I do. I wanted to ask you something.”


“Okay.” My underarms went damp, and I crossed my legs tighter at the ankles.


“How well do you know Aqua?”


Of all the questions she could ask me. At that moment, Hanae settled her fluffy rump on my foot and licked my ankle. To buy some time, I bent down and ruffled her fur.


“I wouldn’t say we were close.” Based on what I had overheard earlier, the other Lata was too much of an Upper East Side snob to deign to attend a jewelry launch in the Flatiron District. Which meant the odds of her knowing Aqua were slim to none.


Keiko sighed. “I need to find a way to persuade Aqua to let me borrow the ruby necklace.”


“For Saint Laurent?”
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