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In honor of all those inmates

who cannot afford to buy from the commissary.

— J.M.P.V.
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— ✦ —

This book was not born in a library or in front of a screen. It was born in the silence of a windowless cell, in the long hours between one count and the next, in the moments when the only thing left to do was think and write to keep from losing oneself entirely.

It is a testimony. Not a novel, not an essay, not an academic analysis of the American penitentiary system, though something of all that appears in its pages. It is the story of what one sees, feels, and learns when the door closes behind you and the outside world becomes a voice on the other end of the phone.

The title is not a metaphor. The ramen — instant soup, Maruchan, the kind mixed with tuna and Cheetos and given its own name — is the currency that circulates within those walls. Haircuts are paid for with ramen. Debts are settled with ramen. Alliances are built with ramen, and the days when the commissary account runs dry are survived with ramen. Ramen is the money of those who have no money. And understanding that is understanding more about that world than any statistic the system publishes in its annual reports.

What follows are eleven chapters that trace the full journey: from the first day in solitary in a straitjacket, to the ankle monitor outside and the door that won't open when the background check finds what it finds. From the jungle of the floor and its unwritten rules, to the abandonment of those one thought would always be there. From the time that won't pass, to the release one dreams of and that, when it comes, doesn't quite look like what one imagined.

This book does not ask for pity. It asks for attention. It asks that whoever reads it comes away with a fuller picture of what happens in the places that society builds, finances, and then prefers not to see. It asks that whoever is going through something similar knows they are not alone, that others lived it and named it, that there is a record. And it asks, above all, that whoever is tempted to cast the first stone remember what someone said two thousand years ago about who has the right to do so.

The cemetery of the living dead exists. It is in Miami-Dade. It operates every day. And inside it are men who only want to do their time and get out. This book belongs to them.

— Jose M. Perez Vila
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The Hunger

— ✦ —

In Miami-Dade, food was not food — it was instinct, survival, desperation made routine. Hunger had nothing to do with filling the stomach, but with a deeper void, one that opened the moment the cell door closed behind you. Physical hunger, yes, but also hunger for control, for respect, for something that still belonged to you in a place where everything had been taken away. The first tray you received — that watery, nearly transparent broth — was not nourishment: it was a warning. There is never enough for everyone here. The faint, almost nonexistent smell made some look at it as if it were a treasure, and others as if it were a punishment.

There you learned quickly that hunger was not excess, but fear. Fear of not eating tomorrow. Fear of having the little you were given taken away. Fear of showing weakness. Men devoured that soup as if each spoonful wagered their place in the invisible hierarchy of confinement. It was the first time you understood that prison doesn’t just lock up your body — it also locks up your appetite: the appetite to survive one more day. Among plastic spoons, hard stares, and tense silence, you discovered that hunger was the system’s first lesson.

The power of ramen is not the ramen. The ramen is money. It is power inside the jail. It is everything. Here ramen gets mixed with tuna, potato, Cheetos, and mayonnaise. That mixture is called “gula.” It’s not a craving — it’s survival. It’s status. It’s trade. It’s control. When you arrive here, everything changes. Everything is new. It’s a world you know nothing about. And no matter how psychologically strong you think you are, nobody is prepared for everything that comes.

The guards treat you badly from the very first moment. Not like a person, but as if you no longer exist. As if you were an alien. And the truth is, for them, you are. You stop being a human being and become a number. An inmate. Marked by the system. These guards are trained to abuse you physically and psychologically. They yell at you, insult you. It’s not by accident. They’re trying to knock you off your mental footing. They want you to react, to lash out, to fight, so they have the perfect excuse to remove you from the floor.

Here you see the reality of life without filters. Who commands. Who controls. Everything is divided into factions, almost always by ethnicity. The Black inmates on one side. The Latinos on another. Among the Latinos, the Cubans are separate, the Central Americans apart. The occasional lone wolf walking alone. There is always someone who receives you. It depends on what country you come from. And almost always, the welcome is the same: they give you a ramen.

The government gives you the basics. An orange uniform. A pair of sandals. Two sheets. A blanket. The cheapest. The essential. Though the reality is something else: Dade County pays around three hundred twenty-five dollars per inmate per day. You get three meals a day. Breakfast arrives between two and three in the morning. They always change something — scrambled eggs, pancakes... but it is the bare minimum. Nothing a man can actually fill up on.

Lunch arrives between eleven and noon. A bologna sandwich or a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. That is not food. And certainly not lunch. The bread comes frozen, and often ruined by the cold. Dinner arrives between four-thirty and six in the evening. There are no fixed schedules. A plate of mashed potatoes and, if you’re lucky, a boiled beef or chicken patty. Nobody fills their stomach with that. Here you don’t survive on the system’s food. You survive on the commissary.

The commissary is like an old ATM. Your family members have to put money into an account using your inmate number. There you can buy everything from Maruchan ramen to sweets like Honey Buns and cupcakes. Everything is limited. Everything has rules. Everything costs. Without it, you starve. And that’s how it all begins. With a ramen. With hunger. With a system that strips you down piece by piece.

My first night was not in a regular cell. After the interview with the psychologist — a woman with cold eyes and a forced smile who seemed more interested in my file than in me as a person — the verdict came. According to her, my offense — one that weighed on me like a slab — warranted special treatment. They sent me straight to the hole. Isolated. In a straitjacket that pressed against my chest, immobilized my arms, and stole my breath with every second.

In solitary there was nothing to remind you that you were human. No photos, no books, no letters, not even a mirror to see yourself reflected in the misery. Just four walls of cold concrete, painted a ghostly gray that seemed to absorb light and hope. A rusted metal bed, no mattress, no blanket, nothing to protect you from the cold that seeped to the bone. And a hole in the floor, a black, repugnant circle that served as a toilet. Silence. A dense, oppressive silence broken only by the echo of my own thoughts. Cold. Desperation.

There I understood, in the worst way possible, that the system didn’t just take away your freedom — it also took away your identity. You became less than an animal. A number branded onto a piece of plastic. A file full of labels and prejudices. A nuisance to be kept locked up, silenced, forgotten.

Food arrived many hours later, when the clock in my head registered an uncertain hour somewhere between night and dawn. A metallic bang on the door woke me. A slot opened and through it they slid a plastic tray with three compartments. In the first, a shapeless mass of powdered scrambled eggs, a nauseating artificial yellow. In the second, watery, tasteless
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