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    To my oldest daughter's Camrie Roundtree, Terranique Evens and to my son Micheal McCracken this book is for you.Though life took you from my arms at an early age and we were kept apart in ways that left my heart broken, my love for you never left, not for a moment.The truth is, you were not in my life the way you should have been, and that pain shaped me.But it also kept me fighting, surviving, and hoping.I carry you three in everything I do, and with this book, I honor the love that distance and time could never erase.
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Prologue
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I never thought I’d end up here. Not really, sitting in a cell, counting moments like they were survival points, writing letters to people I didn’t even want to reach, trying to make sense of the chaos that had become my life.

Prison isn’t what they show on TV. It’s not just the walls or the uniforms or the cold concrete. It’s the silence that suffocates you. The invisible walls that tighten with every glance, every word, every step you take. It’s the waiting, the uncertainty, the slow erosion of who you were before you walked through that door.

I survived things most people couldn’t imagine. Fights, betrayals, shadows that whispered in the dark, and the kind of loneliness that presses so hard you can almost hear it breathing. I survived anger so sharp it could have cut me in half, and I survived fear so heavy it could have crushed me entirely.

But surviving isn’t living. Not really. And that’s what this book is about.

It’s about the moments that shaped me, small, quiet, and brutal. The moments that made me question everything, from the people I trusted to the choices I made. The moments that forced me to face myself, fully and without mercy.

I tell this story not for sympathy. Not because I want to shock anyone. I mean it because someone needs to know what it’s like when no one is watching, when your life is reduced to a name on a list, a number in a system, and a heartbeat in a cell.

This is what I lived through.

This is what no one saw.

This is how I survived.
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Chapter one:The Holding Facility
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The cold in this holding room has a way of settling into my bones, like it’s trying to remind me of every mistake I’ve ever made. I sit there, arms folded tight, anger simmering beneath my skin, most of it directed at myself. The walls seem to inch closer with every passing breath, pressing in on me, demanding answers I don’t have.

Why wasn’t I paying attention?

Why did I let myself slip?

I knew better. I’d lectured myself enough times, stay focused, stay disciplined, don’t get greedy. But greed is a soft-talking devil, the kind that leans close and whispers exactly what you want to hear. You can take their customers... You deserve more... you can get it faster.

And like a fool, I listened.

So now I’m here, staring at paint-peeled walls that refuse to look back. Running through every decision that pushed me to this moment. The truth hits hard in a room this silent: it wasn’t worth it. Not the risk. Not the tiny thrill of thinking I’d outplayed someone. Funny how one split-second choice can grab your whole life and twist it into the ground.

The clock on the wall ticks loud enough to feel personal, each second a reminder that I’m stuck, waiting for consequences to catch up. The air smells like bleach, metal, and disappointment. The bench beneath me is a slab of cold steel, colder than the reality I’m sitting in.

Across the room, a girl in a gray hoodie keeps pacing, wearing a rut into the floor. She’s mumbling to herself, lost in her own regret. Maybe she’s replaying her moment too, the single lapse that cost her everything.

A guard strolls by, boots striking the tile with the confidence of someone who’s seen too much to care. “You’ll get processed soon,” he mutters, not even glancing in my direction. His voice is flat, practiced, emptied of sympathy.

I nod, though my throat feels too dry for words. And even if I could speak, what would I say? Sorry for being stupid. Sorry for letting my ambition turn into greed.

I lean back against the wall, close my eyes. Images flash behind my lids, me hustling harder than I needed to, clawing at customers who weren’t mine, convincing myself it was smart. Convincing myself I was winning.

But I wasn’t. The moment I stopped recognizing the person in my own actions, I’d already lost.

A voice snaps me out of it.

“Hey.”

The girl in the hoodie finally stops pacing and drops onto the bench across from me. “What are you in for?”

I lift a shoulder in a half-shrug. “Being fucking greedy,” I whisper.

She lets out a short laugh, not mocking, just real. “Shit... ain’t we all sometimes?”

I don’t answer. My eyes drift to the cracks in the concrete floor, tiny lines branching out like a map of all the wrong turns I took. She’s right, greed gets us all eventually. But not everyone ends up in a place like this because of it.

As the night stretches on, I make a quiet promise to myself, one I pray I’ll keep. When I walk out of this place, and I will, I’m leaving this version of me behind. The part that wanted shortcuts. The part that thought faster meant better.

Because of this, cold bench, silent room, regret sitting on my chest.

This is not who I want to be.

––––––––
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“THE FIRST CAGE IS THE one you build inside your own mind.”
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Chapter Two: Going Into Population
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Walking into the population felt like stepping into a storm I wasn’t prepared for. The second those doors clanged shut behind me, I knew things were about to get rough. The energy was different, louder, sharper, filled with eyes that sized you up before you even found your bed. I didn’t blend in, didn’t get along, and didn’t try to. From day one, the tension wrapped itself around me like a wire.

I had a co-defendant in there too, a girl I should’ve had some kind of bond with, considering we’d gone down together. Instead, I treated her like she was the enemy. Every word out of my mouth came out sharp. I snapped at her for breathing too loudly, for standing too close, for looking at me when I didn’t want to be seen. I blamed her for everything, for all of us getting locked up, for the mess I was in, for the shame I didn’t know how to carry.

In my head, she’d snitched. That was the story I told myself, over and over, because it was easier to hate her than admit the truth: I was furious at myself. Furious at my choices, furious at the hole I’d dug. But back then, I wasn’t ready to face any of that. Anger was easier. Anger felt safer. Pointing fingers felt like control, even though it wasn’t.

Daily Life in the Population

The population was its own world, loud, raw, unfiltered. Every day felt like a warning.

Fights broke out over everything: over food, over beds, over looks that lasted too long. Words were just the first punch; hands followed fast. You had to stay on edge, ready for anything, because in there, respect lived and died in seconds.

Even the nights offered no break. Some girls demanded silence so they could sleep; others created chaos just to feel alive, arguing across the room, slamming their locker boxes,beating on their beds like drums. The air stayed thick with frustration and fear, like everyone was holding their breath, waiting for the next explosion.

You learned quickly who was dangerous and who just barked loudly. You learned who might help you, and who would stab you in the back for a cookie. But even the “good ones” came with limits. Trust was a luxury nobody in the population could afford.

The days themselves were slow and predictable: count time, chow time, dayroom, back to the bunks. Over and over. Same fluorescent lights, same faces, same noise. But the tension... that never went anywhere. It lived in the walls, in your shoulders, in your heartbeat. You slept with one eye open, ate fast, and walked like you were ready to swing.

And somehow, without even realizing it, I adjusted. The chaos became routine. The shouting, the fights, the sleepless nights, all blended into a rhythm I forced myself to move with. After a while, it didn’t shock me anymore.

It became normal.

Too normal.

And that was the scariest part.

––––––––
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“OUT HERE, ANGER WEARS the mask of survival.”
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Chapter Three: When the Walls Learned My Name
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It all started over something as small as a TV.

I was in the dayroom that day, locked in on a Mike Tyson fight. That was my escape,thirty borrowed minutes where the world blurred out and the noise inside my head softened. For once, I wasn’t thinking about where I was or what I was carrying. It was just me and the screen, the thud of gloves, the rhythm of survival played out by someone who understood it better than anyone.

I stepped away to use the restroom, and when I came back, the channel had been changed.

A girl sat there, legs crossed, remote in hand as it had always belonged to her.

“I was watching Mike Tyson,” I said.

She didn’t flinch. Didn’t care. Just shrugged.

“Oh well. Not anymore.”

Something in me cracked.

I didn’t see the room, the walls, or even her face. It was like a fuse burned through my chest. Months of anger, fear, stress,everything I had swallowed because there was no safe place to put it,rose all at once. I wasn’t thinking. I wasn’t even entirely present. I just moved.

The fight felt like a blur with sharp edges. Later they told me it lasted nearly thirty minutes. But in my mind it lived as one long, frantic moment, broken only by voices cutting through the haze:

“You’re gonna kill her!”

“Stop!”

“C.O.!  C.O!”

No one came fast enough.

When they finally dragged me off her, it was bad. Her face was swollen, unrecognizable, blood pooling on the floor, splattered across my clothes, streaked across my hands.

None of it belonged to me.

They didn’t ask questions. Didn’t need to.

Straight to lockdown.

I didn’t resist. My heart was still pounding inside my chest like it was trying to escape. My hands wouldn’t stop shaking. In that cold, empty cell,when the adrenaline finally slid off me like sweat, I felt the truth settle heavy:

This wasn’t about a TV.

This wasn’t even about Mike Tyson.

This was everything I had bottled up, exploding in the ugliest way.

And there was no taking it back.

By morning, the story had grown legs.

By noon, it had a name.

Mike Tyson.

That’s what they call me now. Like the fight had branded me. Like the sight of me with blood on my hands had rewritten whatever they thought they knew. Men who never looked twice at me before were nodding like we shared some unspoken code. Women stared, not with curiosity but with calculation, like they were trying to figure out how close they could stand without waking whatever beast they now believed lived under my skin.
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PART II
"What tried to

éreoué me
built me instead."

ANGEL MARTINEZ
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