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“I wanted the whole world or nothing.”

Charles Bukowski








  
  Chapter one
The Real Sin City


Want to know how much the Mexican drug trade generates per year? 
Half a trillion.
That’s five hundred billion dollars. Netted.
There was a time when the Mexican drug trade was worth more than Amazon. And the kicker? 
That’s just to America.
Welcome to the real Sin City: Los Angeles, California, where the palm trees are imported and the souls are sold wholesale. From the drug-addled starlets with thousand-yard stares to the soulless social climbers measuring their worth in Instagram followers, an unwritten mantra underlies this sun-bleached, capitalistic cesspit of glorified decadence and God complexes: you’re a star, or you’re not. Want to be in the movies? Get a bartending job and slug your way through auditions with the ten thousand other beautiful faces that arrived on the same Greyhound from Nowhere, USA. Next Chris Farley? Take your lumps at The Comedy Store while the ghosts of legends past judge your punchlines. Develop your material, your sound, your reason, your why.
That’s the romantic version, at least—bleeding on stage and praying someone buys the act. I never cared about applause. Applause is cheap, fleeting, sometimes even obligatory and unearned. You know what isn’t cheap?
Leverage.
In every room, there are really only three positions: the stars sweating under the spotlight begging for approval, the marks in the dark paying to watch, and the guy tucked off in the back, holding the remote and controlling the soundboard.
That’s where I stand. I’m not up there sweating, and I’m not down there paying. I’m the guy who knows where the fuses are wired, keeping the illusion alive for both sides. Holding a room like that together doesn’t take talent, and it sure as hell isn’t passive. It takes a blueprint. And I was piecing mine together long before I even knew what I was building.
It started back in Philly.
I never liked school. I figured nobody else did either; just another necessary evil of modern existence, like taxes or your girlfriend’s friends. I went and got my AA anyway. Bucks County Community College. High school had been a waste of time. The friends I had either dropped out or might as well have. Because I’m a glutton for punishment, I chose Pre-law. Specifically? Criminal Justice.
I’d studied criminal law the way other kids studied batting averages. Constitutional amendments, Miranda rights, the choreography of evidence chains. I memorized it all with the dedication of a monk copying scripture, never quite admitting to myself why. Maybe because understanding the rules meant understanding how power really worked; who had it, who didn’t, and the thin line between the hunters and the hunted.
I always wanted to be in California. The Golden State. The promised land. They just happened to give me a scholarship. Like I said, I never liked school. But I could do it as good as anybody.
I grew up in a weird part of Philly. Not poor, not rich, not even really middle-class, just kind of right there on the edge, in the kind of neighborhood where hope and resignation fought daily turf wars on porches with peeling paint. My father, William Graves, was a mechanic with oil-stained fingernails no amount of Lava soap could touch, a wardrobe consisting almost entirely of tucked-in short-sleeve button-downs, buckled slacks, and the same pair of brown leather shoes he’d been resoling since before I was even a consideration. Short-haired, scruffy, medium build, with a general air of decency that seemed to fade a little more by the year, like a photograph left too long in the sun.
“Marcus, gimme a hand with some of these bags,” he called from the driveway one morning when I was ten, his voice gruff from the three Camels he’d already smoked.
I walked out to the ’80 Impala. The trunk was open. Groceries.
“You like sprouts?” he asked, squinting against the morning light, a fourth cigarette tucked behind his ear for later.
I shrugged.
“Take these in for your old man.”
He stuck two paper bags, ready to pop at the seams, in my tiny arms. Then he reached into the back of the trunk and slid a fifth of whiskey into the side of one of them, the amber liquid sloshing. “This, too. Don’t let your mother see you. Top cabinet next to the stove. There’s a Milky Way in it for you.”
I smiled at the mention of chocolate and teetered back inside with the overstuffed bags. I climbed onto a stepping stool, my small hands carefully hiding my father’s bottle behind a loaf of bread and some Pop-Tart boxes, already learning the choreography of family secrets. Even at ten, I understood the transaction perfectly. Silence for sugar. Complicity for candy. It wasn’t corruption. Corruption implies innocence lost. This was education. William Graves was teaching me the fundamental law of family dynamics: everybody lies, everybody has a price, and the smart money learns both early and quickly.
My dad didn’t make enough and he knew it. The knowledge sat on his shoulders like an invisible weight, bending him a little more each year. After all, his father’s life insurance had paid off the house. He didn’t get to go to college. Instead, he worked at his dad’s auto-body in North Philly, inhaling metal dust and exhaust fumes six days a week. Once he turned twenty-four, it became his. But he was a good man, and he worked hard. And I was happy.
Then the bill came due.
I was lying in bed one night, counting the glow-in-the-dark stars my father had helped me stick to the ceiling years before. A door slammed downstairs. Muffled voices rose like smoke through the floorboards.
I tiptoed out of my room and spied from behind the stair railing, small fingers gripping the wooden bars. I watched my father stumble past my mother, his body swaying.
“I fucked up, Barbs,” he slurred. “I’m sorry.”
My mother, Barbara Graves, born and raised by a cop and four brothers in Paterson, New Jersey, stood arms crossed and jaw set, striking and hard-eyed with pulled-back black hair that seemed to stretch her face tighter.
“Yeah, Bill. You fucked up. You are a fuck-up.” I always remembered her inflection when she was actually angry: calm, precise, and far more frightening than any screaming fit. I can still see her standing there in her robe with her curlers in.
“It was Richard, he—”
“Fuck Richard. You know what, Billy? I’m tempted to wrangle that boy down here and get it over with. For Christ’s sake, you smell like a pack of Reds, you look like you crawled through a sewer, you can’t even walk straight—”
“I’m gonna sleep down here.” He wandered into the living room, lost in his own home.
“No shit. Think you’re getting in my bed?” 
She stomped back upstairs, each step an exclamation point.
I scuttled back into my room, diving under covers that smelled of fabric softener and my own sweat.
Later, thirst pulled me from bed, and I tried to cross the minefield of creaky floorboards toward the kitchen for water.
William sensed me nonetheless, like animals sense earthquakes before they hit. He was laid out on the couch, a beached drunk swatting at invisible seagulls like they were creditors.
“Marcus. C’mere for a second.” 
I slowly approached him, my steps hesitant, staring with innocent eyes that still believed fathers were superheroes.
“Why are you up?”
“Just getting water,” I said, my voice thin in the darkness.
He gestured vaguely toward the door. “There’s bottles in the garage.”
“Okay,” I said, turning to leave. “Good night, Dad.”
“C’mon.” He patted the sofa. “Chat with your old man a moment.”
I hesitated, caught between childish obedience and newfound wariness, then took a seat at his feet.
“Untie those for me, would you?” He lifted a foot slightly, the effort visible.
I untied his boots: heavy, steel-toed monsters that smelled of oil and rain. He kicked them off and they landed on the carpet with a muted thud.
“Look, if something funny happens between me and your mother—don’t feel bad, okay?” He paused, searching for words in the darkness as if they were stars. “She’s an amazing woman. I want you to always be her protector. I don’t want you to be like me. I didn’t—” He swallowed a burp. “I didn’t have the guts to go out in the world, make something of my own. I want you to stake your own claim. Whatever it is, do it right. And when you find your opportunity, take it. ‘Cause if you don’t, somebody else will. And that’s more guaranteed than any kind of failure you’ll ever face. I love you, kid. You know that, right?”
I’ll be honest. At the time, I didn’t really know what the fuck the guy was talking about. But as I grew up, I always thought back to it. The old man loved me enough to warn me. Loved me enough to name his failures so I might avoid them. Most people think love is about protection. They’re wrong. Love is about preparation. Teaching someone to survive the world, even if it means surviving you. And he was right. I didn’t want to be like him—a man whose dreams had calcified into resignation, whose ambitions had been drowned one liquor store transaction at a time. I knew there had to be something else out there. Something incredible, maybe. I just didn’t know what. But I knew one thing with bone-deep certainty: I wouldn’t be bound. Not by anything, or anybody.
I remained there with my father in the dark, the silence punctuated only by the wall clock counting down moments we’d never get back, the words only one of us would remember, as he drifted back into a drunken slumber. His breathing settled into the ragged rhythm of the defeated, and then he was out.
They divorced six months later.
I remember sitting in a high-backed leather chair in a sterile law office, legs dangling above the carpet, reading a dog-eared copy of The Hardy Boys while my mom spoke to her lawyer in a glass-paneled conference room. They laughed and seemingly flirted, though I couldn’t hear a word through the glass. I just remember her looking younger, lighter, and that it woke something ugly in me.
Here’s my thing: I don’t blame her for seeking escape from a sinking ship, but she could’ve been a little less gleeful about it. Less like a prisoner seeing daylight and more like someone mourning the death of something that once mattered. But that’s not how people work. We’re wired for escape, not elegies. Barbara Graves had spent years in emotional maximum security, and the day she walked into that lawyer’s office was the day she tasted freedom for the first time in, well, forever. The rational part of me understood. The ten-year-old part still wanted her to cry. Still wanted some evidence that our little family’s dissolution hurt her as much as it was about to hurt me. But that would’ve required her to mourn something she’d stopped believing in years ago. And indifference doesn’t mourn.
She exited the conference room, laughing and smiling, her perfume announcing her arrival seconds before she appeared. The lawyer followed her out: tall, silver-haired, hunting more than a retainer.
“Coffee, then?” he asked, his voice smooth as polished marble.
“That would be great,” my mother said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear in a gesture I’d never seen before. “This is my son, Marcus.”
“Nice looking boy. Takes after his mother.” His teeth were impossibly, annoyingly white as he extended his hand. “Hey, bud. I’m Ed.”
I stared at his hand coldly. An icy beat passed between us. Ed’s face visibly went scarlet behind the veneers, his hand retreating back into his pocket as if bitten, and he pivoted, shifting his attention back to my mother.
“Tuesday, then.”
“Thank you for everything, Ed.”
She grabbed my hand, her tone snapping from sweet to tyrannical, and dragged me toward the elevator.
“Why didn’t you say hi?” she hissed.
“I don’t know,” I mumbled, though I did know.
“Well, it’s not how I taught you. Alright, we gotta move. I have a job interview in thirty minutes.”
“Can we get ice cream?”
“I’m making dinner in two hours. What do you want ice cream for?”
“Dad always gets it for me. Even before dinner.” I wielded his name like a weapon, watching it hit its mark.
“That’s because your father has no sense of boundaries.” 
“Boundaries?”
She hit the elevator button with unnecessary force before kneeling to my eye level.
“Listen to me, Marcus. Your father’s not a good man. He’s sick, you understand?”
“Dad’s sick?”
“In a way, yes.”
We got into the elevator, and the doors closed with quiet finality, cueing my next decade around the sun. 
California was a turning point for me. A clean slate. 
And Billy Graves’s drunken prophecy was about to come true in ways neither of us could have imagined.
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