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Chapter 1: The Trade






The alarm didn’t ring, which was lucky. When you’re trying to quietly slide your neighbor’s copy of Backstage out from under their door, the last thing you want is your own alarm clock blaring.

Sal Ferraro pressed himself against the hallway wall at the Woodside Arms and listened. The radiator in 4B clanked. In 4D, the TV was already on, a news anchor talking about Midwest weather. 4C was quiet, and that was what mattered. He crouched, slid two fingers under the door, and pulled the folded paper toward him in one smooth motion, just as he’d learned over the past eight months living here.

Back in his apartment, he sat on the edge of his unmade bed in his undershirt and dress socks and flipped to the back pages. His heart did what it always did in these moments: it sped up, whether he wanted it to or not.

He was thirty-one and had been trying to break into acting since he was nine, ever since his third-grade teacher, Mrs. Donahue, told him he had a natural gift for expression. He’d held onto those words like people hold onto lottery tickets—a mix of certainty and hope that keeps you going long after reason would have told you to quit. His mother always said reason was for people without imagination. She was also the woman who’d spent forty years married to a man who was always about to open his own dry-cleaning business, so her advice had its limits.

But Sal had talent. He knew it the way you know your own face in the mirror. Bone-deep, no argument. The trouble wasn't talent. The trouble was that talent in this city was about as rare as rent control, and the people handing out the roles didn't care a thing about it anyway. They cared about what you looked like standing at a specific angle in a specific light. They cared about whether your jaw was going to photograph well. They cared about things so arbitrary and small that some days it felt like the whole industry had been designed by someone who actively hated actors.

He smoothed the paper on his knee and scanned the ads, reading quickly, then slowly, then quickly again when something caught his eye.

And then something caught.

TV food commercial. Male and female actors needed. Male talent, twenties to thirties, older woman, ethnic Italian family types.

He read it three times. Then he leaned back and pressed the paper to his chest for a moment, as if holding something good against a wound.

This was him. The dark hair, the olive skin, the nose his aunt Rose used to call statuesque when she was being kind and Roman when she was not. He was twenty-nine pounds underweight according to the nurse at the clinic on Junction Boulevard, which meant the camera would love him, would make him look like exactly the kind of young man a big Italian momma would want to load up with Sunday gravy.








