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			For Adina, even though this is beneath you.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Marie Jones: A mousy ex–social worker divorcée from Staten Island desperately trying to reinvent herself as sexy private detective Luella van Horn. Lives in Manhattan with two cats. A big Sex Island fan and your narrator.

			Sophie: Marie Jones’s curmudgeonly next-door neighbor. A reluctant cat sitter.

			Tasha: A Sex Island contestant with doe eyes and long black hair. The most recent ex of David G’s.

			Blair: A Sex Island contestant known for her cruelty. Another ex of David G’s. Currently paired with Nate.

			Sarah: A Sex Island contestant known for being bland kind. Tall, blond, and currently paired with David N. Another ex of David G’s.

			Nate: The only Christian Sex Island contestant. Best friend to David G. Currently paired with Blair. It need not be mentioned, but he does have six-pack abs.

			David G: A beloved Sex Island contestant from Philadelphia and Francis’s brother. Previously a nurse. Most recently paired with Tasha.

			David N: A Sex Island contestant known for being a reliable rebound. Very skinny and desperately trying to grow a goatee. Currently paired with Sarah.

			Ethan: A Sex Island contestant with anger issues, originally from Kansas. Short and hairy, he has a reputation for being enormously endowed.

			Phil: A Sex Island contestant from Wisconsin. Vapid, beautiful, and prefers to keep to himself.

			Stephanie Hillson: A longtime executive producer on Sex Island. A mother of two children and recently single.

			John Murphy: A first-time executive producer on Sex Island. Originally from Philadelphia. Nervous and talkative.

			George Striker: The director of Sex Island. A sleazebag known for his bottomless piña colada policy and mostly unbuttoned shirts.

			Isa: A hardworking, underpaid production assistant on Sex Island who sees everything.

			AJ: A wild card contestant on Sex Island. A big fan of the New York Jets.

			Justin: Another wild card contestant. Identifies as a triple threat: model, actor, model consultant.

			Lauren: An old friend of Marie Jones’s from Staten Island.

			Sheila: A naturopath and on-set medic who believes in the healing powers of raw garlic.

			Max: A sound guy on Sex Island who hears everything.

			Francis: David G’s older sister.

			Detective Johannes: A helpful local detective with a significant mustache.

			Taylor Bell: A murderer who got away.

		

	
		
			
				Watch as thirty sexy singles come together to decide who’s the best at sex. The winners get a hundred thousand dollars and the losers get humiliated. Only on Sex Island!

				—The introductory narration for every episode of Sex Island

				I’d rather be dead than sing “Satisfaction” when I’m forty-five.

				—Mick Jagger

			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Like my forefathers Gene Simmons and Christina Aguilera, my life began on Staten Island, the borough of New York most known for its landfills. The first twenty-five years of my life were going somewhat according to plan. I was an underpaid social worker, I got married to a guy I knew from high school, and to top it all off, I was dead inside. What can I say? It’s the Staten Island way.

			When most grown people get bored, they cheat on their spouses. They start buying lottery tickets. They develop a drug habit. Not me, though. When I need to fill a gaping void in an otherwise predictable, monotonous life, I like to think outside the box. So I made up an alter ego who solves crimes in a wig.

			When I slap on the blond hair, the fake white teeth, and the red lipstick, I become Private Detective Luella van Horn. Suddenly I’m a woman who knows what she wants and gets it. The powerful see me as an ally and the weak see me as a threat. It’s amazing. I think it’s because of the teeth.

			I began Luella’s private detective agency a little over four years ago. I know you’re supposed to get a license for this sorta thing, but I figured I’d work up to that. Besides, the cases were small to start, some cheating spouses, but mostly lost dogs. I ruffled feathers here and there, but only enough to get a certain amount of notoriety around Staten Island.

			That was all before the Taylor Bell case.

			Around that time the whole double-life shtick was starting to wear me down. My husband was becoming suspicious, and things were getting tense between us. Where was I going all the time with that duffel bag? Why wasn’t I ever home for dinner? But I didn’t care.

			After a long day of pointless, ineffective social work, I’d grab my duffel and change in the car. Luella would take it from there. I was getting better at private investigating with every case. My confidence was skyrocketing, but I was exhausted. I was simply not prepared for the monster that was Taylor Bell.

			Until the Bell case, the local press couldn’t get enough of Luella van Horn. She was a mysterious blond vigilante who solved all these little cases the police department didn’t have the bandwidth for. I found eight long-lost dogs. That’s a lot of long-lost dogs! But then Taylor Bell killed his wife, and I let him get away. More on that later. Thinking about it fills me with so much shame I get dizzy.

			Soon after that, my marriage crumbled and I decided to quit social work altogether. Don’t worry, I wasn’t the type of social worker who made sure families stayed together. I didn’t abandon children to fend for themselves. I was the type who helped adults transition from jail to freedom; “reentry specialist” was my official title. Only a few adults were disappointed by my leaving, but to be honest, they would’ve been disappointed even if I’d stayed. With the system as it was, I didn’t do much for anyone. Recidivism was high among my clients, and I couldn’t help but take it personally most days.

			So I moved to Manhattan with what was left of my savings, turned twenty-nine, and adopted a cat. And then another cat to keep the first cat company. Using this logic, I understood how quickly someone could end up with forty cats in a studio apartment. To keep the other thirty-nine company. Duh.

			So now I exist as two women. One is who I’ve been most of my life: Marie Jones. A mousy single woman with no prospects and no job and no life. The other is Luella van Horn. A glamorous private detective who botched her last case so badly she might be a lost cause, too. To be honest, it’s kind of a rock-and-a-hard-place situation.

		

	
		
			1

			Tuesday

			New York City hadn’t seen Luella van Horn for a while. I told callers she was on an extended vacation. Those long-lost dogs would have to stay lost. This all translated to me sitting in my apartment talking to my cats (Meatloaf and Meatball, if you’re curious) and watching Sex Island like it was a religion.

			If you’re unfamiliar, Sex Island is an incredible reality television show. They take the country’s sexiest twenty-two-year-olds and fly them to a small island near Bermuda, while we the viewers watch them have sex and emotionally destroy each other. The show is somehow both addictive and completely unwatchable. There is something oddly comforting about sequestering our nation’s sexually active youth to a land mass in the middle of the Atlantic ocean.

			They film in the mornings and edit together gold in time for the show to air for a full hour five nights a week. Those editors should be given some kind of Nobel. And I don’t know why or how the FCC allows the show to broadcast intercourse, but I’m grateful! Maybe because the contestants are always under the covers? Who knows?

			The ratings are obviously very high. I did my part.

			This season of Sex Island was quite compelling already. Every night there was sex, screaming, fighting, and more sex. I mean, what more could one ask for? Smell-o-vision?

			Each season starts out with fifteen men and fifteen women, all straight, all nineteen to twenty-three years old. This is the type of show where twenty-five is considered geriatric. As the season progresses, contestants are eliminated for anything really, from not having sex “good enough” to having an odd-smelling anus. Sure it’s dystopian, but have you watched the news recently? It’s about on par with the news.

			But this most recent episode of Sex Island was strange. My favorite cast member, David G, was suddenly absent. No other cast members had addressed it, which was even more off-putting. Contestants would frequently leave the show, but their exit would be decided upon by the group. Plus, it would be all anyone could talk about the next day in confessionals. The last contestant to tearfully leave the show of her own accord was a professional cheerleader from Dallas, Texas, named Rachel. The show’s official statement: Rachel suffers from Crohn’s disease. We wish her well.

			I wasn’t the only one to notice David G was gone. The message boards were abuzz—kidnapping was a popular theory, but one Reddit user was adamant she’d seen him in her local grocery store in Tampa, Florida. Another commenter claimed he was sending her signals through her air fryer. The show had a very devoted following, and David G was a unanimous favorite. His absence, even for one episode, was noted.

			Before his disappearance, David G was sleeping with a contestant named Tasha, a tall personal trainer with long black hair who hated wearing clothes. In the most recent episode, Tasha was acting strange, too. Take this little nugget from her confessional that had the Sex Island fans reeling:

			Off-Camera Interviewer: Are you okay?

			Tasha: Bitch, shut up!

			I had a feeling something weird had happened, and usually I’m not wrong about this stuff. David G was a rare type of contestant in that he was hot, but he also seemed like he had a soul. He was called David G because there was another David on Sex Island called David N, and let me tell you, David N could not hold a candle to David G. It might have been his cleft chin or the fact that he was a nurse before becoming a reality TV star. Whatever it was, David G was a straight-up catch, and the show wasn’t the same without him, even for one episode.

			The night I got the call, I’d just poured myself a second bowl of Sugar Crunchies, also known as generic Frosted Flakes. They’re three dollars cheaper than the name brand and they come in a plastic bag. If you’re not willing to cough up the extra three dollars, somehow you don’t deserve a cereal box? Where’s the justice?

			Technically it was my fifth bowl of the day, but my second after-dinner bowl. I had taken a very large bite just as my phone started ringing. I chewed and looked at my phone screen, milk spilling down my chin. No caller ID. I knew what that usually meant: a case. I looked to Meatloaf, the more spiritual of my two cats. His green eyes said, Answer it. I hesitantly picked up on the third ring.

			“Hello,” I said with a mouthful of cereal.

			“Is this Luella van Horn?” a man’s voice asked.

			I managed to chew and swallow, already brainstorming the excuse I’d give. “This is her secretary. I can take a message,” I said, coughing up a rogue Sugar Crunchy. It landed gracefully on my couch cushion. I picked it up and ate it again. Meatloaf stared at me in horror.

			“Uh, this is strictly confidential, but my name is John Murphy, and I work as a producer on the reality show Sex Island. We’d like Ms. Van Horn to look into the disappearance of one of our cast members. His name is David G.”

			I sat up straight and a chill ran through me. Taking a deep breath, I tried to steady the quiver in my voice. “Say that again?”

			“David G was last seen Friday, and we’re under immense pressure to find him. Can Luella come track him down? She saved my cousin’s dog once and comes highly recommended.”

			“Which dog?” I asked.

			“Miss Fluffy; she was a Pekingese.” There was growing urgency in his voice. I remembered Miss Fluffy. She pissed in my Honda Civic. Who would’ve thought little Miss Fluffy had a family connection to Sex Island?

			A second voice spoke up then. It sounded more confident than John, less shaken.

			“Hi there, I’m Stephanie Hillson, another executive producer on the show. Listen, we’ve scoured the island and talked to all the cast and crew. Nobody knows anything.”

			“We’ve done everything we could other than contact his family and call the police,” John said. “We just don’t want to alarm anyone unnecessarily, you know? His family will be hysterical.”

			“And of course, the viewers…” I said sarcastically.

			“Yes, the viewers are our number-one priority,” Stephanie agreed. “They’re already starting to theorize online, and that’s not good for them or us.”

			I hoped she was joking, but it didn’t seem that she was. I’d say, off the top of my head, the two main things you’re supposed to do at a workplace when an employee disappears are contact their family and call the police. But this was Hollywood, baby, and I figured they did things differently there.

			With the ratings so high, John and Stephanie didn’t think police interference was necessary at this point, but they wanted the problem solved.

			“We’re certain it’s simply a matter of David G hiding somewhere,” Stephanie insisted.

			“Right,” John said. “Sometimes these actor types really do take off for a few days. They only tell the production assistant, who forgets to tell us, then they come right back. Everyone’s okay! For all we know, David G is suntanning on a boat somewhere right now.” John chuckled nervously at his own joke. I noticed Stephanie didn’t join him.

			David G was a front-runner on Sex Island, and his star was on the rise. If he was hiding, there had to be a good reason for it. John and Stephanie hoped Luella could do some hush-hush private investigating, find David G alive and well, and be on her merry way. You might be wondering how someone could actually disappear in the age of social media. It seemed the geniuses running Sex Island had a moratorium on posting, liking, and even sharing during filming, and that applied to all cast and crew. In fact, all contact with the outside world had been actively discouraged. David G’s (and everyone else’s) social media had been untouched for months.

			The producers offered a first-class ticket both ways if Luella could get to the island by tonight, as time was of the essence. I said I would relay the message and get back to them after I’d spoken with Luella. I hung up the phone and took the next three minutes to chew off all my fingernails. Meatball hid under the bed while Meatloaf hissed at me from the top of a bookshelf.

			My confidence was at a zero. Even if I hadn’t botched the Taylor Bell case, finding David G was a higher-profile case than I’d ever handled. On the other hand, my life basically revolved around watching a reality show that was now a potential crime scene, and maybe not doing something would feel worse than doing something poorly. I tried telling myself maybe this could be the turning point I’d been hoping for. But was I doomed to repeat my mistakes, putting more and more people in danger? I looked at my hands and realized four of my cuticles were bleeding. I thought of Taylor Bell out there, ready and willing to kill again. But here I was, presented with a chance to become a better PI and possibly save a life, restore justice, even.

			I called them back. John picked up after the first ring.

			“Did you talk to Luella?”

			“She’ll do it,” I said.

			“Great! Just book her on the next first-class ticket out—we’ll reimburse all expenses.”

			I thanked him, then promptly got an airplane ticket that left New York in two hours and cost approximately $14 million. Next, I called my seventy-five-year-old neighbor, Sophie.

			“Sophie, hi, how are you?”

			“Cut the small talk.” Sophie cleared her throat and spit up a loogie, which thanks to advanced technology I could hear very clearly. “What do you want?” she screeched.

			If you can believe it, she was always this unpleasant.

			“Could you take care of my cats for a bit?”

			She coughed twice directly into the receiver. “How long this time?”

			“Not sure. Maybe two weeks, maybe a little more.”

			She treated me to another throat-clear and then a very wet-sounding snort. “All right. Have a bottle of Baileys waiting for me in the fridge.”

			“Always,” I said.

			If anyone in the city had an inkling of my double identity, it was Sophie “Wet Snort” DePlaza. But she never said a word about it and neither did I. Is that considered a friendship?

			With the cats taken care of, I took a shower, which was something I hadn’t done in some time. Seeing as I was visiting a tropical island, I tried to remove as much of my body hair as possible, but in my haste, there was no telling which tufts I missed.

			Next I put on my Luella face—red lipstick, a blond wig, smoky eyes, and a set of fake white teeth. I’ve had a chipped front tooth since I was a teenager. My boyfriend—who later became my husband and then my ex-husband—was trying out the gentlemanly move of opening a car door for me. I was not expecting it, and we spent the next six hours in the ER. Wearing the perfect Luella teeth changes my whole face. Putting a nice blond wig over the frizzy brown curls doesn’t hurt, either. It’s not that my goal is to be pretty, but I have found pretty gets me places plain me wouldn’t dream of.

			I looked at my reflection, and for a moment I forgot I wasn’t her. Then my eyes wandered down to the rusty edges of the mirror, the growing pile of dirty laundry near the foot of the bed, and the double-wide litter box I hadn’t cleaned in a week. Glamour!

			I quickly packed a suitcase, tossing in a few backup wigs and some sunscreen. I looked at the time and temporarily panicked when I realized I’d miss that night’s Sex Island episode. I’d been devoted to this show for weeks, developing what some might call a dependency. But now Luella was actually going to Sex Island! I hugged the cats as much as they would tolerate and headed to JFK, my head spinning, nausea churning my stomach.

			I’ll skip the gruesome details, but I’ll sum it up by saying the two words you never want to hear when it comes to air travel: tiny plane. Three long hours later, I landed on the island frazzled and ecstatic to be back on land.

			Wednesday

			It was almost 1 a.m. when I arrived. Even inside the airport, the air was warm and muggy. Everything smelled like saltwater. I started to doubt whether my wigs would hold up in this weather. A short man and a tall woman greeted me at arrivals.

			They introduced themselves as the producers I spoke with over the phone. The short one was John Murphy, a nervous man in his early thirties with a receding hairline and blue eyes I didn’t quite trust. He tried to smile.

			“Welcome to the island! How was your flight?” he asked.

			“A little rough,” I said.

			“Sounds good! Well, welcome to the island!” He gave me three consecutive pats on the shoulder. One of us was on the verge of a nervous breakdown, but I couldn’t tell if it was him or me.

			The tall one, Stephanie Hillson, was a striking brunette in her early forties. She gave me a scrutinizing look. I noticed she wore a large diamond wedding ring on her left hand. Her nails were perfectly manicured with light pink polish—a color I associated exclusively with suburban moms and cotton candy. I looked down to see she was wearing the same stupid four-inch heels as me. At 1 a.m. In an airport. Why do we do this to ourselves? I was about to say, but she was already on her phone. We made our way to the arrivals parking lot.

			John got into the driver’s seat of a twelve-seat passenger van and Stephanie sat shotgun, which I sort of took personally. I sat in the row directly behind them, even though I had my choice of nine other seats in the vehicle. I hoped it conveyed I was committed to the cause. School bus politics from twenty years ago were still fresh in my mind.

			We made small talk on the ride over to the Sex Island compound. Over the years, I’ve gotten better at talking with the Luella teeth in, but I still have trouble with certain letters. All in all, I try not to speak as Luella more than is necessary. People assume Luella is standoffish or sensitive or even flirty—their interpretations run the whole gamut. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned masquerading as a minimally speaking hot woman, it’s the less you talk, the more they do.

			“How was your flight?” John asked for maybe the eighth time. His mind must’ve been elsewhere.

			“A little rough,” I repeated.

			“We really appreciate you coming out here,” Stephanie chimed in. “If you don’t mind, here’s a nondisclosure agreement we’d like you to sign right away.”

			“Sure thing,” I said.

			Stephanie passed back a clipboard, and I carefully initialed LVH as the van bumped along the road. We eventually pulled into a parking lot in front of a sprawling one-story building.

			They led me inside. The hallways had wall-to-wall beige carpeting, and the building smelled like it’d just been cleaned with that pink stuff they use in elementary schools after some kid pukes in the cafeteria. We walked past an older woman vacuuming as they led me into a room with five metal folding chairs and no table.

			Stephanie offered me a chair, then sat down across from me. She looked nervous. “Luella, you don’t need anything, do you? Water or coffee?”

			“No, thanks,” I said.

			“I’ll tell you what we already know,” she said. “We spoke to your secretary—did she happen to fill you in?”

			“Only a little,” I said.

			“As of tonight, one of the show’s contestants, David G, has been missing for two episodes. Of course, we’re still optimistic,” she said.

			I nodded. The briefest of silences followed. John remained standing in the doorway.

			“My cousin speaks highly of your work on Staten Island,” John said. My mind raced. I wondered if that cousin told him about Taylor Bell, as well.

			He continued. “And we thought you might be able to find him. The island is fairly small, and the cast and crew all live within a couple designated buildings, so it should be a simple task. We just want you to work fast. Ideally, you find David G, he’s alive, and his family and friends back home are none the wiser. Do you watch the show?”

			I nodded. “I’ve seen it.”

			“Then you’ll know David G was very well liked among the cast and crew,” Stephanie said.

			“Any unknown visitors?” I asked.

			“Never,” Stephanie answered quickly. “Which is why your presence here may raise some red flags. So we’re proposing that you…John, how do I put this?”

			“We’re proposing that you join the cast,” John said.

			I was struggling to contain my combo-plate reaction of shock/fear/about-to-barf. Hope the cleaners have more of that pink stuff.

			“Oh?” I asked as nonchalantly as I could.

			John continued. “We’ve given this a lot of thought. We often bring in wild card cast members to shake things up, and this will be the only way you’ll have total access to the cast and crew without raising suspicion. I’m sure you’re well known within your profession, but to the general public, we think you’ll come across like any other contestant on this show.” He squinted at me. “You could pass for late twenties.”

			“I am in my late twenties,” I said.

			He moved right along. “As this is a very sensitive situation, we didn’t want to tell you over the phone. We hope you’ll understand and accept. Of course, you’ll be compensated well. And no one will know who you truly are except for Stephanie and me. And presumably, your secretary.” John handed me the contract as smoothly as he could muster. Was he trembling?

			I glanced down at the figure at the bottom and did a double take. This would be by far my biggest case to date, and I certainly needed the money. I quickly signed the contract before I could think to do otherwise.

			They loaded me down with a box of HR files on the cast and crew and took me to an apartment building across the lot. We rode the elevator up to the seventh floor. Stephanie handed me a key fob with 7E neatly written on it in white marker, while John went on and on about the building’s cutting-edge security system. John and Stephanie both thanked me profusely for coming out on such short notice.

			“Get some rest, because tomorrow’s your first on-camera day,” John said, giving me a double thumbs-up. Oh boy.

			I swiped the key fob and walked into my temporary apartment. There was a kitchenette with a few cooking supplies. In the bedroom, there was a queen-sized bed with a black-and-white-patterned comforter. Based on a few faint but large stains, I gathered this thing had seen some serious action, so I gingerly scooted it onto the ground. In the living room, there was a couch, a chair, and a small flat-screen TV. The remote control was wrapped in plastic. At least I wouldn’t get pregnant from the remote control.

			I checked the time—it was already 2:30 a.m. I got undressed, unpacked my things, and brushed my wigs. Sometimes when I’m away from home, I worry that I treat the wigs like my cats, but honestly, who could blame me? They kinda look like blond long-hair cats if you’re tired enough to forget that cats have faces. I popped out my fake teeth and scrubbed the makeup off my face. De-Luellafying after a long day always felt good.

			I checked my messages. Only one, from Sophie.

			Your cats stink

			Just her charming way of saying she was taking care of them. What a freakin’ doll.

			I got out my reading glasses and brought the box of files into bed with me. There were profiles of each of the cast members. Most of the information I already knew from diligently watching the show. I perused the background checks of a few crew members. There were some misdemeanors here and there, but nothing out of the ordinary. Next I looked at David G’s profile.

			He’d been a college swimmer while getting his nursing degree from Penn State. He was born in Philadelphia. He loved The Roots. His last relationship was with a woman named Chloe, which ended once he was cast on the show. Why would a nurse in a stable relationship go on a reality sex show? Maybe this Chloe had some involvement in his disappearance. I paged through a few more crew profiles and paused when I found John’s. He was also from Philadelphia. I looked at his résumé. Until now he’d only worked on true crime shows: Murder on the Stairs, A Husband’s Poison, The Angry Uncle. I’d seen a few of these, and I could attest, they were bleak. How did John end up being a producer on Sex Island? Apparently this was his first season, and a missing cast member probably didn’t bode well. I made a mental note to watch John closely.

			The words were starting to blend together, so I shut the box of files and turned off the light. My body was exhausted but my mind kept racing. I lay there studying the cracks in the popcorn ceiling until 4 a.m.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			What felt like a minute later, I woke up to the sound of aggressive knocking. I looked at the clock—it was somehow already six in the morning.

			“Ms. Van Horn?” someone bellowed from the other side of the door.

			I jumped out of bed and tried my best to remember where the hell I was.

			“Just a minute!” I yelled.

			I scrambled around the small apartment trying to locate my wig and Luella teeth. I must’ve tripped over my own suitcase a dozen times. Out of breath and half put together, I finally answered the door to a perky twentysomething holding a clipboard, the accessory you never, ever want to see first thing in the morning. She had long red hair she’d braided and wrapped around her head a couple of times for good measure. Her youthful face was covered in freckles, most likely a side effect of working long hours on a sunny island. She chewed a wad of gum that looked to be about three sticks’ worth.

			“Good morning, Ms. Van Horn! I’m Isa, the first team’s production assistant, which means I’ll be taking care of you. Welcome to Sex Island! Time to get you into hair and makeup.”

			Oh no. I’d forgotten about hair and makeup. I stared at the alert creature before me, knowing whatever I said next could make or break both my investigation and my secret identity. I was already undercover as Luella, and now I was somehow supposed to go double undercover as a random Sex Island contestant. I was trying here, but I’m no Cindy Sherman.

			“I do my own. Part of my contract,” I said.

			Isa seemed to believe it, or maybe she just didn’t want the extra hassle today. Either way, I had avoided Luella’s first obstacle. Her second obstacle? Find David G, ideally alive.
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			I followed Isa out of the apartment building and was shocked by how nice it was outside. The sun had just come up, and the breeze blowing off the ocean was cool. It was October, and back in New York, it felt like it. Here, it could’ve been June.

			It seemed discordant that David G could disappear in a place like this. We walked through the parking lot, much busier than it was late last night, alive with moving passenger vans and supply trucks. Wires the size of anacondas were taped to the ground, running through the entire lot like arteries. This had to be the home base for the Sex Island crew. I asked Isa where we were going, and she told me we were heading to my honey wagon.

			“My what?” I asked.

			Isa only laughed and kept walking.

			Eventually, Isa brought me to a small travel trailer, the so-called “honey wagon.” I followed her inside, where she gestured to a chair with a stringy thing hanging on the back.

			“That’s your costume for today,” she said, popping her gum.

			“What?”

			She pointed again to the thing on the chair. “That’s your swimsuit. It’s a beach day.”

			I looked again. What I saw was not a swimsuit. It was closer to a pile of yarn. I shook my head. “Oh no. No.”

			Pivoting the conversation, Isa asked if I wanted any breakfast.

			I tried to hold in a yawn. “Like what?”

			“They can make you anything. The other women usually get egg whites. You want that?”

			“No.”

			“No, you don’t want any breakfast?” Isa asked.

			“No egg whites. Get me whatever you get.”

			Isa looked around like she had about ten other things to do right now besides have this conversation. “I usually get egg whites,” she said.

			“Okay. Egg whites then.”

			I had a strong feeling I was going to hate being on TV.

			Isa left me alone to figure out what to do with the thing on the back of the chair. There were three hooks and what looked like a button. I figured maybe this was one of those situations where I had to look at it from a distance for it to make sense. I stepped back as far as I could (about two feet in the small space) and examined the “garment” from this new perspective.

			I could sort of make out the parts that were supposed to cover my parts. I took a deep breath, reminded myself David G was still missing, and tried putting it on. Twenty-five minutes of grunting and string tying later, I was “wearing” it. I looked like I’d gotten caught naked in a ropes course.

			The honey wagon left much to be desired, though it did have one of those lighted vanity mirrors that makes you realize you’ve had a substantial mustache probably your entire life. There was a large plastic bowl on the dressing table containing one seashell and a single box of raisins. Hollywood really rolled out the red carpet for ol’ Luella. Next to the bowl was a call sheet, which was a document detailing the cast and crew arrival times. I looked it over. It was surreal to be reading the printed names of the people I’d been watching have sex every night on TV. I scanned for David G’s name. His call time said TBD.

			The trailer’s bathroom had one of those accordion doors that refused to close, and it took me ten minutes to figure out how to flush the toilet. Things weren’t going well for me.

			Sometime later, a PA who was not Isa dropped off a white blob in a take-out container, and I took this to be the egg whites. I removed my Luella teeth and ate them quickly. They tasted like diet rubber.

			The one thing Luella can never do is eat in front of people. Drinking is okay, but in my experience, eating with the prosthetic teeth opens up a whole can of worms. Unless it’s soup, the teeth will pop out when I least expect them to, and I can’t actually chew with them in, so it leads to a lot of minor choking. And I’ve found that minor choking tends to detract from the whole mysterious allure I’m going for here. Hence I stand alone shoveling egg whites into my mouth as fast as I can.

			There was another loud rap at the door, and I assumed it was Isa this time, maybe with a second white blob for good sportsmanship.

			“One second!” I quickly popped the Luella teeth back in and grabbed a bathrobe. I swung open the trailer door.

			Standing before me was, no joke, the most gorgeous man I’d ever seen in my life. He was tan and ripped with perfect blond, wavy boy hair. He had chocolate-brown eyes and long lashes that made him seem almost pretty. He wore red swim trunks, a tank top the color of cooked salmon, and what looked to be Prada flip-flops. I think I drooled a little looking at his arm muscles. He smiled at me, and it brightened his whole face. After what felt like four hundred minutes of ogling, I placed him. This was a Sex Island cast member!

			“Hey, you’re the new girl, right? I’m Phil. Welcome to the show!”

			Yes! Phil from Wisconsin! The exercise guy!

			“Hi,” I said, quickly running my tongue along the front of my Luella teeth. Nice and secure.

			Phil leaned casually against the trailer’s door frame. “So, where’d you come from?”

			“New York,” I said.

			“Statue of Liberty, right? Killer statue.”

			Did he just say “killer statue”?

			Phil kept on talking, as if the statue line was normal and good.

			“Well, I just wanted to stop by and introduce myself. This place is kinda weird, so if you have any questions, let me know. I’ll be around.” He paused and looked at me. “You okay?”

			My face was hot, and my hands were sweatier than they’d ever been before. “Oh yeah, fine!”

			He laughed. “You’re kinda funny!” With that, Phil hugged me. He did that thing where his arms went around my hips instead of my shoulders. In my twenty-nine years on earth, I had learned there were friendly hugs and there were more-than-friendly hugs, and this was certainly a more-than-friendly hug. Phil smelled like coconut oil and sunshine. His arms felt broad and warm and— Crap, was I turned on?

			He turned to go, then looked back with a little smile that brought out a single left dimple. Mmmph.

			“Don’t worry! You’ll be fine,” he said. “A word of advice: the egg whites are bullshit. Next time, go with the protein waffles. See you on set.”

			I smiled back at him, a goofy, egg-white-eating grin. I was swooning, and I had never swooned in my adult life. Phil was easily the handsomest man I’d ever spoken to. And that hug—it felt like the kind that would be illegal in 1903.

			Then it hit me—Luella was actually going to be on a reality show where the sole purpose was to have sex on television. I feared I was in way over my head.

			I’m here for David G. I’m here for David G. I’m here for David G.
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