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Asher walked around in a fog, lost about what had happened with Jim. 
What a sunny day, Asher thought, adjusting his red trench coat for the forty-five-degree wintry February day. He liked winter: It allowed him to show off his style with layering. Asher entered the hospital early, hoping to show a more appreciative demeanor to his peers and Xavier. Asher felt upbeat about the day.
A nurse rushed past Asher. Where is she going? he thought. The hospital had an unfamiliar energy. Asher headed to Mr. King’s room to start his rounds. Mr. Caldwell was lying in bed, the television on the opposite wall turned to Fox News. The O’Reilly Factor blared about the number of immigrants crossing the southern border. “Look at Obama giving amnesty to these illegals coming into my country,” Mr. Caldwell said.
“You mean our country,” Asher commented, trying to hide his irritation.
Mr. Caldwell stared at him with a raised eyebrow. “Nobody is protecting us. We won’t have a country at all if this continues.”
“Mr. Caldwell, tell me about something you do like,” Asher said.
“I didn’t get stuck with that Obamacare,” Mr. Caldwell said with a glare.
Asher held his breath and let it out in a big burst. “How do you think your preexisting condition is being covered?”
Mr. Caldwell turned to face Asher. “The Affordable Care Act was passed to replace it. That’s how I’m getting the help I need,” he said, shaking his head. “Why are you making this so difficult?”
Asher was yelling so loud internally that he worried other people could hear it. “I’m here to check on you. Can we turn the television down for a few minutes so I can check your vitals?” Asher said, reaching for his wrist. Mr. Caldwell continued to glare. Asher took a deep breath. Mr. Caldwell’s blood pressure was a little high but not alarmingly so. 160 over 92. Mr. Caldwell visibly tensed up when Asher touched him. Asher calmed himself. He knew Mr. Caldwell had an aversion to being touched by Asher, but he needed to be able to do his job.
“Where’s the blond nurse?” Mr. Caldwell asked.
Not knowing who he was talking about specifically, Asher answered calmly, “She’s with another patient right now.” Asher listened to Mr. Caldwell's heart. His heart was beating at 106 beats per minute. Pulling the stethoscope out of his ears, he said, “Mr. Caldwell, have you been taking your blood pressure medicine?”
Mr. Caldwell paused. “Yeah.”
Asher could tell he was lying. “Mr. Caldwell, you need to take your medication. If you don’t, I will tell your wife. You need to get some rest. Turn off this television. Read a book. You should try to nourish the soul.”
“Oh, hell,” Mr. Caldwell said in frustration. “Are we done?”
“You need to eat something. I’ll be back in to check on you,” Asher said, putting his chart away. Asher turned toward the door and was reaching for the handle when it was flung open aggressively. Asher stepped back to avoid being hit. A man wearing a coffee-brown suit, collared lime-green shirt, and pink-patterned tie stood with two police officers, and Xavier entered the room behind them. “Asher Tidwell?” the suited man said, flashing a gold police badge. “Asher Tidwell?” he asked again, because Asher was frozen in shock. The officer closest grabbed Asher, spinning him around. He quickly put both of Asher’s hands behind his back. Asher heard the handcuffs snap together as his shoulder blades compressed. “We have a warrant for your arrest.”
Asher paused. His world went silent.
“My name is Detective Rogers. I’m with the Houston Narcotics Division. You are under arrest for drug trafficking,” Detective Rogers said. “Officer Porter, arrest this man. Read him his rights.”
“For what?” Asher asked, avoiding eye contact with the other officer.
“Theft and distribution of a Schedule Two drug. Sir, turn around,” Office Porter commanded. Xavier stood behind the two officers flanking Detective Rogers. Xavier shook his head and visibly took a deep breath.
Forcing Asher’s hands together at the wrists, Officer Porter held the back of his white coat, adding insult to injury. Asher was turned around to face Mr. King. Mr. King flashed a huge grin, which quickly transformed into a booming laugh. He turned the volume up on Fox News and lay back, relaxing into his pillow. “I love it,” Mr. Caldwell whispered loudly as the officers led Asher out the door.
The hallway was eerily quiet; he stopped hearing voices or sounds, though he could see people talking and portable IV poles moving in front of him. He started to feel dizzy—not enough oxygen was getting to his brain, and his flight response had been triggered. The handcuffs created a claustrophobic response that rained over his head and down his body like shower water. He had to convince himself not to struggle so he didn’t give the impression that he was resisting.
They reached the fifth-floor nurse’s station, where Melanie stood. Asher lowered his head as she put her hand over her mouth in shock. Asher turned around and made eye contact with Xavier, who was still standing with Detective Rogers. When the door closed, fight-or-flight dizziness kicked in. Asher checked to see how tight the cuffs were on his wrists, and his breathing started to speed up; he felt like he might faint, but Officer Porter was holding him up, surprisingly. Officer Porter stood imposingly with his radio, restraints, baton, flashlight, gun, taser, and holsters all strapped to his body. The reflection off the elevator doors revealed a little smirk on Officer Porter’s face as he held Asher by his upper arm.
“Terrance, I told you the Texans were going to win some games this season,” the officer behind Asher said.
“Man, the Texans have a long way to go. They didn’t even make the playoffs. I’d rather work in my garden than sit and watch them lose each game,” Officer Porter said. Turning his head to Asher, he flashed him a grin. “What about you, doctor? Do you like the Texans?”
Asher said nothing.
“I’ll bring you guys some tomatoes and cucumbers; I could even go for some cabbage and okra this year. Okra is God’s natural fiber. That’s why you guys stay locked up. Y’all aren’t getting enough fiber. You can’t chase the bad guys daily without a good movement,” Officer Porter said.
The other officer laughed.
The casualness of their conversation pushed Asher almost to tears. These are the types of conversations you have when you are free, Asher realized.
When they reached the ground floor, they walked Asher past the visitor’s booth, and he saw the cute Black girl watch him walk out the front door, handcuffed. He felt her crush on him walk out the door with him. The weather had unexpectedly turned—it was raining. Officer Porter and his companions pulled out their umbrellas and ushered Asher into the rain. They walked him to the police car as if he were a high-level mobster or corrupt politician. The rainwater soothed Asher’s nervous system. He wished he could stand in the rain, alone. The officers opened the squad car door, and Officer Porter pushed his head down. Asher didn’t want to; his body screamed no. He wanted to run, suddenly. Is this why people run? he thought.
Asher put his right foot and then his leg into the floor of the backseat, but he struggled to get his entire right side into the police car backseat. Office Porter couldn’t close the door, and Asher started to hyperventilate. Officer Porter pulled him back out of the car.
“Look at me. Breathe. In your mouth. Out your nose. You’re fine,” Officer Porter consoled, rubbing his shoulder. He breathed with him for a few seconds. “You’re okay, Asher.”
“These seats are hard plastic. Why aren’t they cloth seats,” Asher asked, hoping to stall getting back in the car.
Porter laughed. “Sometimes people urinate on themselves, or they purposefully piss in the car to retaliate against us,” he responded. “This makes cleaning them up at the end of our shift easier.”
Asher nodded shakily.
“Okay. You’re too tall, but you’ve got to go back in. I’ve got to take you to the station. We’ll make sure you’re okay. Relax. I have to keep your handcuffs on. You okay?” Officer Porter said.
For a moment, Asher thought he could maybe talk them into letting him go, they were being so kind.
“I’m better,” Asher responded. What else am I supposed to say, he thought.
“I’ll help you get in,” Officer Porter said, and Asher’s misplaced hopes shattered.
Asher laid his body down: That was the only way to get his large frame into the police car. Officer Porter slammed the door on him once he was in, then rounded the car to get in the front. His partner slammed the front door as he got in the passenger seat.
“Shit, it’s coming down out there,” Officer Porter said. He rapped his knuckles against the plexiglass barrier separating him from Asher. “Sit up so I can see you,” he said.
Asher sat up, though he couldn’t put his feet on the floor. His knees pushed against the back of Officer Porter’s seat. Why are the seats so far back? I can’t put my feet down, he thought.
“Hey, can you move your seat up?” Asher asked hesitantly.
“What?” Officer Porter replied. Asher repeated himself. Officer Porter met his eyes. “Nope.”
The longer he sat in the car, the more Asher’s sense of normalcy disappeared. He was staring out the backseat window at a red light when he noticed a teenage white girl staring back at him. Do criminals speak? he thought to himself. He didn’t want anyone to see him as a criminal. He wanted to wave to alleviate the humiliation of sitting in the back of a police car. The young girl turned away.
As they kept moving, Asher sat back and tried to figure out how the police had learned about him selling drugs. Maybe they had it all wrong.
They arrived at the Harris County Jail near the University of Houston Downtown. The streets around the jail were surprisingly empty, considering that across the bayou, an entire citizenry was trying to make careers to protect themselves from exactly this place. Asher watched the officer talk casually as the radio dispatch kept them abreast of the city’s happenings. The dispatch called out the name Keller. “White male. Be on the lookout. Robbery in progress,” the dispatch said.
“Man, I bet that is the same guy we arrested a few days ago who got out on a personal recognizance bond. You remember the guy. Aggravated crime, but the weak-on-crime judge got this guy released. Did you hear that guy we arrested last night is already out?” Porter’s partner said.
“Let’s be honest. The jails are not just crowded but overcrowded. I get it. I don’t know. I struggle with picking up people for low-level drug offenses. We need to make room for violent offenders,” Officer Porter said, turning into the police detention center. “Letting violent offenders back out on the streets isn’t the right way to go about bail reform.”
Their conversation was totally foreign to Asher, so he looked out the window as they pulled the car up to a gate. Barbed wire was everywhere. He had only been in this part of town a few times. He’d never known that this building was the Harris County Jail. Officer Porter typed in a code, a voice addressed him, and the gate opened. Officer Porter drove into a large parking lot full of police cars. The rain stopped right as Officer Porter turned off the car, and he and his partner got out of the car and headed to the building’s front door, leaving Asher alone.
Asher tried to breathe deeply, but claustrophobia labored his breathing. He started to sweat. There were no door handles in the backseat. Unexpectedly, Asher realized he’d had the same trapped feeling whenever his parents argued. There was no A/C running. The police car felt like it was getting hotter and smaller every passing minute.
Officer Porter and his partner walked back, laughing together. Asher’s right arm was starting to go to sleep. The car door finally opened. Asher stretched his body across the seat in order to get his legs out through the door opening. He able to inch his way out.
The officers walked Asher to the building entrance, where they showed identification to pass through a locked door. The officers had removed all their gear: guns, taser, nightstick, handcuffs, etc. This gave Officer Porter a more svelte gait. Looking down at Officer Porter, Asher measured him at a little shorter than six feet tall, mostly belly, probably not that quick anymore. Asher started having an out-of-body experience, imagining himself starting to run from them. Officer Porter glanced at him, and Asher decided against his imaginings. Shit, this is county jail, he thought. The heavy metal door unlocked with a sound that rang of the death of his old life. Asher entered first, then Officer Porter. The temperature was uncomfortably cold—intentionally cold—loud, and brightly lit. Why is it so cold? he wondered. The room resembled controlled chaos, which appeared to be the rule of law.
Sixty people filled the intake area, most people sitting like zombies, except for the homeless-looking man being wrestled to the ground by several officers. This intake area separated the men from the women; Asher was surprised that most of the people that had been arrested were white women and Black men. He continued to look around, making eye contact with a rough-looking Black man; he wanted to smile, but instead, he looked away.
Asher was led to a back room. Again, the room was cold and brutal, Asher felt sedated in some strange way. Inside was Detective Rogers, the detective who had confronted him in the hospital. He graciously asked Asher to sit. Rogers stared at him, leaning against the painted gray cinder block wall. Then, he grabbed the back of a chair and spun it around, sitting backward in the chair. Detective Rogers didn’t smile. “You like selling drugs,” the detective said.
Asher replied with a blank look.
“We know you sold drugs to Little Man,” Detective Rogers said.
Asher paused. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He looked down. “I don’t know anybody named Little Man.”
“We know you did it,” Detective Rogers said. “We have a witness who says you did.” Another detective entered, holding a picture that he handed to Detective Rogers. Rogers held the photo up of a mask. “You know, Little Man. Have you seen this mask before?”
Asher looked away.
“Jim knows Little Man,” Detective Rogers said.
Asher stared at Rogers with a confused look. “I want my lawyer.”
“That’s what you want?” Detective Rogers asked. “Fine, then. But lawyer or no, you will be charged with drug fraud.” The detective exited the room.
Asher sat with a stomach full of anxiety. He wanted to fold himself into a seated fetal position to keep warm. This small room was not brightly lit; instead, shadows filled the corners. Asher rocked in tiny, side-to-side movements. He tried to think about being in the tree house. He slowly lost all reference to time.
The door opened. “Stand up.” Asher was eventually led to a line of about forty people, twenty police with their prisoners. These unlikely couples awaited their turn at a raised front counter. Officer Porter cut the line to some grumbling and led Asher to the counter, where the clerk smiled warmly.
The clerk situated behind the raised counter was a large-chested Black woman with burgundy streaks in her braids; the top two buttons of her shirt were undone, allowing as much cleavage to show as possible. She smacked her chewing gum loudly, only stopping to say, “Hey, sugar.” She batted her eyes. Her fake eyelashes were so long she had to tilt her head up to see.
“Hey, sexy,” Officer Porter said. “What’s it going to take to get my guy processed?”
“Keep talking sweet to me,” the clerk said. Her deep red fingernails contrasted against her dark skin as she pointed at the long line of assailants needing to be processed.
“What’s your name, sugar?” the clerk asked Asher.
Asher leaned forward, whispering his name, hoping no one would hear him.
“Sugar, you gonna have to speak up. Can’t nobody hear you,” the front clerk said. He unhappily repeated himself. The clerk typed his name and other information. She looked at Asher. “Honey, you’re done. Here, take this.” She handed him a slip of paper.
“Put that on,” the clerk said, showing a bit of frustration when he stood in place, confused. “On your wrist. You’ve never been here before, have you?”
Asher simply stared back at her.
“When am I getting dinner? You’re always teasing me,” the clerk said to Officer Porter.
Officer Porter smiled. “Girl, you know I got you. I’m going to call you,” he said, smiling. He grabbed Asher by the arm, moving him over a few steps to where his strip search and mug shot would be completed and said goodbye to the clerk. Officer Porter turned toward a handcuffed man standing next to one of the waiting room chairs. “Hey, you. Yes, you. Sit down,” he yelled. “These prisoners some days,” he muttered.
Prisoners. Hearing that word scared Asher. I’m a prisoner? he thought.
“Man, I’ve been sitting here for I don’t know how long anymore,” the man said, sounding pissed off.
Another officer approached. “I got it, Porter,” the officer said, forcing the prisoner to sit.
Officer Porter nodded at him. Another guard approached.
“Hey, Steve,” Office Porter said.
“Hey,” Steve replied, grabbing Asher by the arm. Officer Porter removed the handcuffs around Asher’s wrists.
Once the cuffs were removed, Asher rubbed his wrists. The circulation slowly drifted back into his hands, and his sense of control over his own body returned a little. “Be safe, Asher,” Officer Porter said. “Good luck.” Officer Porter turned away. 
Asher felt seen again as a person, not a prisoner.
The guard walked Asher to a table where an already prepared bundle of clothing awaited him. Bright orange. Asher saw a pair of black flip-flops underneath the orange scrubs. The guard handed Asher the bundle then pulled out a clear plastic bag. “Empty your pockets. Put all your belongings in this bag,” he directed.
Asher started to empty his pockets: first his wallet, then his car keys, some cash, and last Emily’s business card. He stopped, bringing the card closer to his face for another glance, then threw the card in the plastic with a tired shrug.
“Let’s go,” the guard said, pointing to the orange bundle.
Asher was appalled. “You want me to put this on?” he said.
“Okay, buddy. We don’t have all day,” the guard said. Asher slowly removed all his clothing for a strip search. He stood there, naked and unsure of himself. Asher bent over and coughed. Asher opened up the scrub top, which read: “HCDC.” Harris County Detention Center. He closed his eyes in disappointment. This was no recast Tom Ford logo. He dressed as slowly as he could without riling up the guard. He hated the hideous clothing. No wonder prisoners are unhappy, he thought. Once his picture had been taken, a uniformed guard approached Asher to take him to another secure area.
Asher’s feet felt heavy. The full-time-guard-slash-part-time-photographer looked like a family member, or at least someone he knew. He looked to his left and saw a bright light; he hated the light—it created shadows across the left side of his face and made his dark skin look ominous. He closed his eyes. Breathing was a challenge. The guard ordered him to open his eyes. He heard several clicks, and then it was over. He stepped forward, and another guard grabbed his arm. They walked down a long corridor of closed doors, now far away from the intake area.
Each door only had a small slit of glass for a window and large purple numbers to designate its function. The guard stopped at room six. Asher froze at the loud noise coming from the room. “Where are you putting me?” Asher said, his voice cracking.
“Look, we put you according to your crime,” the guard said as he unlocked the door.
“Oh.”
“The rapists and murderers are farther down the hall in the gladiator cell. PC is over there. You don’t want inmates to know you’ve been in PC.”
“What’s PC?” Asher questioned.
The guard laughed. “Punk City,” he said, then paused. “I mean, Protective Custody. You know, for all the gays, effeminate guys, and those who get jumped and need protection.” The guard looked Asher up and down. “Maybe you do belong in PC.”
Asher got a little upset.
“Man, I’m messing with you. We’re going to put you here. This is all the nonviolent offenders, old guys, and all the guys who need to sober up,” the guard said, pushing Asher forward.
“Welcome home, doctor,” he said.
The door closed behind him.

      ***What do I do, Asher thought. His heart pounded so hard he could hear it. Shit! Nothing made sense. It still had not occurred that he was not going home, back to the hospital, or to Aunt Sugar’s home. Everything that had occurred ran back through his mind. All the chances he had to stop. He accepted his mistakes, but he did not deserve to be locked up. He was not a criminal. He was not one of them. His body tensed up looking out into the room. The known he knew was what he started to miss suddenly.





OEBPS/cover.jpeg






