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​Introduction Letter

Tales from the Cell

Written by James Stoutermire a.k.a. Big Dunk

Dear Reader,

This book ain’t just a collection of stories—it’s a piece of my soul.

Tales from the Cell is built on truth, pain, survival, and growth. It’s about a young man named Ray Ray, but in a way, it’s also about me... and maybe even about you or someone you know. It’s about how life can take you places you never expected—through handcuffs, cages, silence, betrayal, and hard choices that shape who you are.

In these pages, you’ll see what it means to be locked up, not just physically—but mentally and emotionally. You’ll feel the tension of prison politics, the weight of loyalty, and the way freedom can be both a blessing and a burden.

But this story ain’t all tragedy.

It’s about resilience. About standing tall when everything and everyone tries to break you. It’s about keeping your humanity when the system tries to take it. It’s about choices—the ones we make, the ones we regret, and the ones that save our lives.

I wrote this for the brothers behind the wall who feel forgotten.
For the people out here trying to stay clean when the streets keep calling.
For the mothers, sisters, and kids who never stop loving us—even when we fall.
Most of all, I wrote this for the ones who think it’s too late to change. It’s not.

If Ray Ray could fight through the system and still search for his purpose, maybe there’s still hope for all of us.

Welcome to Tales from the Cell.
May it move you. May it open your eyes.
And may it make you feel something real.
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​Chapter 1: The Spot
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It was a bone-chilling Detroit night, the kind that made the streetlights flicker like dying stars. 

Ray Ray sat low on a milk crate in the basement off Grand River, the spot buzzing with low conversations and the occasional sound of rocks being weighed and bagged.

[image: image]

The air smelled of kerosene, sweat, and secrets—like every other spot in the city.

Ray Ray was sixteen, a baby to some but grown enough to hold his own. Big John John, the man who ran this operation, knew the game better than most. 

He had lieutenants spread across every major block from 7 Mile to the Riverfront, each one moving product like clockwork. He wasn’t just slinging rocks; he was running an empire.

Ray Ray learned quick: sell a $25 rock, keep $5 for yourself. A $12 rock meant $2 in his pocket. The sevens? Same deal. 

It added up fast if you stayed sharp and kept your mouth shut. On a good night, the spot could bring in $7,000—sometimes even twenty. 

That kind of money was enough to buy a pair of fresh kicks and a new coat to keep the cold off his back.

But John John wasn’t stupid. He knew the streets ran red with the blood of the reckless. 

He also knew the cops were hungrier than ever—kicking in doors, slapping cuffs on kids barely old enough to drive. 

They called it the War on Drugs, but to Ray Ray, it felt more like a war on survival.

Ray Ray sat with his eyes on the door. Every sound—a car pulling up, a footstep outside—made his heart thump against his ribs. John John’s voice came back to him, cold and calm: “If the spot get hot, dump the dope in the kerosene. Let it burn. Don’t give them nothin’.”

Ray Ray knew the drill. He’d practiced it in his mind a thousand times. But when the door flew open and the cold air slammed into the basement like a punch to the gut, his mind went blank.

Flashlights cut through the darkness. Boots hit the stairs like a drumline. Shouts—“Down on the ground! Hands up!”—echoed off the walls.

Ray Ray’s body moved before his mind did. He grabbed the bag—thousands of dollars’ worth of rocks—and froze. Instead of tossing it into the kerosene, he panicked. 

He shoved it behind a filthy mattress, hoping it’d disappear like a bad dream.
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But nothing disappeared in Detroit. The narcs found it. Every last piece.

They slammed him face-down on the cold concrete, the metal cuffs biting his wrists. His breath fogged in the freezing air. Sixteen years old and already feeling like a ghost in his own city.

In Michigan, seventeen meant grown, and grown meant prison. Ray Ray’s birthday was just around the corner.

As they led him up the stairs, his head low and his thoughts racing, he realized this was just the beginning.

This was the start of his time.

Tales from the Cell had begun

​Numbers

It hit Ray Ray like a punch to the gut: he wasn’t getting out. 

He sat on the edge of the bunk in the holding cell, staring at the gray cinderblock walls, the scent of bleach and old sweat thick in the air. 

The raid on the spot hadn’t just been a hit on one little basement hustle; it was a hit on Big John John’s whole operation.

The narcs wanted the kingpin, not the kid running rocks at the bottom of the chain. 

But Ray Ray had been in the wrong place at the wrong time.
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When they kicked the door in that night, they weren’t just after Ray Ray’s stash. They were after John John’s empire—every spot, every corner, every kid. 

Ray Ray was just collateral damage, a name on a list.

Big John John had money, enough to buy his way into the feds instead of the state pen. But Ray Ray? 

He was just another number in the system. His mother didn’t have the money to bail him out or hire a lawyer to fight his case. 

She worked two jobs just to keep the lights on. When they hit her with the news, she cried in the hallway outside the courtroom, clutching her purse like it held her whole life.

The bond was too high—nobody was coming to save him. No fancy attorney, no slick-talking street lawyer to twist the truth. Just Ray Ray and the cold, hard system.

They gave him a choice: sign up for the army, or take the 1 to 20 years in the state pen. But Ray Ray never cared much for authority. 

He’d been hustling since he could count, and wearing a uniform didn’t suit him—so he chose the pen.

On the bus to Jackson Parole Camp, he felt the weight of it all. This was where all the underage and low-risk guys got processed before they were sent deeper into the system. 

Ray Ray knew the stories—some boys came out harder, some came out broken. Some never came out at all.

They gave him a number: 208-077. It was drilled into his head from the moment he stepped off the bus. From that point on, no one called him Ray Ray. They called him 208-077.

That’s how the system worked—it didn’t just lock you up; it stripped you down, piece by piece, until you didn’t even have a name left.

Penitentiary life was different. The lessons came hard and fast. They took your name, your clothes, your pride—everything. 

But for Ray Ray, the hardest lesson was that freedom wasn’t something you got to hold onto. It was something you had to fight for, every single day.

He’d always known somebody in the cells—everywhere he went, there was a homeboy from the block, an older cousin, or a neighbor. That helped. It made things a little less cold. But the number was what stuck with him most.

208-077.
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Every time a guard called it out, it felt like a piece of him slipped away.

That’s when the real story began.

That’s when Ray Ray started learning what it really meant to be locked up.
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