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PEARL GOT STABBED!
By Charles P. Norman

I needed a request slip, and as I walked out of my room on my way to the laundry I stopped by the officer’s station to ask for one. There’s a heavy metal drawer that slides in and out, where you can put your ID tag to get Tylenol, cold pills, envelopes or requests. I was about to lean over and speak into the drawer, until I looked through the bulletproof glass window and realized that both guards were asleep sitting up, both their mouths hanging open. I could never sleep that way. I stood there for a minute or so. I hated to wake them up – they might ‘cop’ an attitude and shine a flashlight in my eyes when they came around on the midnight shift to get even – but I needed that request slip, and if I didn’t hurry, the laundry would close. I figured that if I just stood there one of them was bound to wake up soon on his own.
Just as I was about to tap on the glass, this sissy named Jerome came screaming down the stairs from the 2nd floor, yelling at the top of his lungs, “Pearl got stabbed’ Pearl got stabbed! My God, you gotta help her! PEARL’S BEEN STABBED….!” It was bloodcurdling, Jerome’s screeching, so panic-stricken and desperate that I thought for sure I’d see a butcher knife sticking out of Jerome’s back as he raced past me. Jerome screamed into the drawer to the sleeping guards, “PEARL GOT STABBED, PEARL GOT STABBED,” and the shock of those words caused the guards to almost jump out of their socks. They snapped awake like they’d been shot. Confused and befuddles, not knowing what to do, they stared at Jerome as he hammered on the impregnable glass with his fists hollering over and over, “PEARL GOT STABBED, PEARL GOT STABBED”.
I knew this wasn’t a good time to ask for a request slip, so I stood there for a moment, frozen, like everyone else. The guards were arguing over who would call it in on the telephone, and who would go back upstairs to see what happened. Neither one of the guards seemed to want to race up the stairs to investigate. Survival instincts are strong.
We all went back up the stairs together. As the guard came out of the control room and walked out of the building, the blood on his hands unnoticed. When I got up to the 2nd floor, I saw a crowd of prisoners looking down the hallway. I didn’t need to see any more, I’d seen enough of death and dying in prison, and I didn’t want to see poor Pearl butchered up. I turned away, walked downstairs, and headed to the laundry to drop off my clothes before it was too late.
As I walked down the back road, I thought of the last time I’d seen Pearl, the day before. I had been by the window of the upstairs TV room when I looked out and saw Pearl spreading his freshly washed underclothes out on the grass to dry. Pearl had on a bleached-white T-shirt and white cutoff shorts, a stark contrast to his jet black skin. Pearl was small and slight, like a young boy physically, but toughened beyond his years by the time he’d spent in prison, playing a woman’s role in an abnormal environment. I had known Pearl since we’d both been at “The Rock,” Raiford Prison, and I had signed him up for the GOLAB program (Growth Orientation Laboratory), for which I was working at the time. 
I knew him then by his given name, Emerson Jackson. In the GOLAB, prisoners spent 8 days talking together without any free people observing them, going through a series of events that give them the chance to talk about their lives, to hear other people’s stories, and to gain insight into their own situations. I remembered Pearl talking about his early life. He was reticent, shy, unwilling to share his experiences at first, then finally opening up, talking and talking, about his childhood, how he came to prison, how he’d come to that point in his life. We listened with rapt attention. Pearl and I had virtually nothing in common, it seemed, besides being prisoners, and under normal circumstances in prison we’d not likely have even so much as spoken to one another, but in the GOLAB we developed a mutual respect and camaraderie that transcended racial, ethnic, cultural and social boundaries. I came to know Emerson Jackson as a sensitive human being, a decent person, a man who had endured incredible hardships, who had survived and succeeded in the harsh prison atmosphere, and as Pearl, had pursued a lifestyle that was alien to me. It was Pearl’s life though, and I respected him. He was my friend. 

Years went by. I left “The Rock” and went on a tour of Florida prisons after making the mistake of thinking that filing grievances would have any effect besides causing me to be bused from one prison to another until I wised up and shut up. I finally made it to Central Florida, 38 miles from my family in Tampa, and decided that for their sake I’d keep a low profile. My mother was getting too old to drive out to swamps in the middle of nowhere trying to find where they’d shipped her son this time.
When you’re serving a life sentence, and you’ve served a chunk of years, no matter where you go you find people you’ve done time with before. It was no different this time. When I got off the bus and hit the yard, it was like old home week at the reformatory, seeing men I’d known for years, when we’d all been younger, thinner, with more hair and fewer tattoos. We laughed, talked, compared notes, asked about mutual acquaintances, who’d gotten out, who’d come back, who’d died and who’d escaped.
A day or two later I saw Pearl standing in a line. He glanced at me as I walked by, averting his eyes, and we both continued on. There are barriers beyond the razor wire that surrounds us and keeps us in, racial barriers, gay versus straight barriers, homeboy barriers, among others that constitute etiquette of sorts in prison. I didn’t want to embarrass Pearl in front of his friends by letting it be known that some White person knew him, and perhaps Pearl didn’t want anyone to think the wrong thing if he spoke to me.
One day I was walking some laps on the back field when I saw Pearl running the opposite way, coming toward me. I remembered that at “The Rock” Pearl had logged many miles on the prison track. A lot of men jog in prison, some just barely shuffling along, others moving a little faster, not much more than walking speed, but not Pearl. Pearl was a runner. I used to wonder what demons were chasing Pearl to make him run so fast and for so long. He was watching the ground ahead of him as he approached me, his face showing the exhaustion, rivulets of sweat running down his ebony cheeks, lost in his world, oblivious to any outsiders.
 As he came abreast of me, I said, “Pearl,” in a sort of acknowledgement, like the “Howdy,” or “Good Morning,” that normal folks in a society might say to an acquaintance on passing. People are on guard in prison – you never know where or when something might jump off – and my saying “Pearl” was just enough of a shock to cause Pearl’s eyes to dart upward from the ground to mine, a moment of panic, then a breathless “Hi,” as he registered “no threat,” and continued on. On the next lap Pearl was smiling as he came around, his glistening countenance completely different from the previous lap, recognition shining through as he ran past. It was amusing to me in a way, how we hadn’t spoken or acknowledged each other for a week or so, then when we did, every  time Pearl made a lap past me he’d smile real big and say “Hi.”

That episode broke the ice, and from then on, whenever we passed each other we’d speak, and Pearl would say to his companions, “That’s my friend, Norman, from Raiford.” Pearl was very courteous and polite to his old acquaintances and took pride in being friendly and gracious. Not everybody in prison is a Neanderthal.

Every now and then we’d be walking the same way and we’d talk. Pearl would remind me of the GOLAB, of someone I’d forgotten, and I’d tell him about someone we’d known then, where he was now. “I was so scared, at first, Norman, on that trust walk, with that blindfold on, I never liked to trust anybody.” I suppose we were being a bit maudlin, two prisoners trapped in the Twilight Zone time warp of prison recalling a lost youth. Times had changed, we were all older, but the invisible bonds of that other time still linked us together. 

I heard the whole story later, about the chain gang love triangle, how Pearl hadn’t been true to Kilgore, how Kilgore threatened to kill him if he caught him with a certain individual again, how Pearl had ignored the threats.
Kilgore had it all planned out. He got a knife somewhere and hid it outside the building. The day before, he’d gotten some paint thinner from the chair factory and hidden it in a trash drum. On the day of the killing the guards were asleep, catching a little rest before the midnight shift got off at 8 A.M. Kilgore sauntered right past them, loaded for bear, with murder on his mind. 
He’d stabbed Pearl first, several times, as Jerome and other prisoners stood and watched. Pearl fell by the shower, and Kilgore poured the paint thinner over his face and body, intending to burn him up. He tried to light a book of matches, but his hands were so bloody that the matches got wet and he couldn’t light them. Another, larger, stronger prisoner took the matches away from him, perhaps thinking enough is enough, saving Pearl from flames. Kilgore walked out, leaving Pearl there on his back, dead.
It was 8:05 A.M. when they wheeled Pearl into medical on a stretcher. About the same time Kilgore turned himself in to the guards, they cuffed him and escorted him to confinement. Pearl went out for the last time in an ambulance, slow, no light or sirens for a dead man. Kilgore went out in the back seat of a deputy’s car to the county jail and a 1st degree murder charge.
They did an autopsy on poor Emerson Jackson, the Black Pearl, violating his lifeless body one more time, verifying that he’d been murdered, intimating that the volatile liquid killed him before the stab wounds did. They said Pearl tested positive for AIDS, so he probably wouldn’t have lived long anyway. That institutional “oh well” justification didn’t minimize his death to me. Even after witnessing years of mind-numbing atrocities, after enduring incident after incident of dehumanization, after building up walls to hold back emotions, Pearl’s death had a profound effect on me. I was silent that day, lost in my own thoughts, facing my own mortality, grieving for a friend. I wondered if anyone would grieve for me when my turn came.
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