
ELMER MARTIN'S PRIZE ROSE 

 

The tea cup had been the proverbial straw on the camel's back. 

The delicate china cup with the red rose pattern that was part of a complete set of dishes Hilda's 

grandmother had given us for a wedding present — "A woman needs a decent plate if she intends on 

entertaining descent people," — she had said, pointedly looking at me as if I should never be allowed 

anywhere near them. 

Hilda had laughed then; whether to agree with her grandmother's prejudices about a man's 

worth as it related to his parentage or to ease the tension generated whenever I met the family, I will 

never know, but for years afterward I tended to believe the former. 

Her family never said or did anything overt.  On the contrary, whenever I was in their presence, 

they seemed gracious, almost fawning at my feet as if I were some sort of visiting god bestowing my 

magnificence on his disciples.   They would bring me refreshments without inducement.   Presenting cup 

and plate with crocodile smiles and pretty words of venomous politeness. They would speak of ordinary 

things, soliciting my opinions on the various subjects under discussion and praise me for my insight and 

knowledge.   Yet the second I turned away, the first moment I dropped my guard and diverted my 

attention elsewhere, I could see them from the corner of my eye hiding their malicious whispers behind 

their lecherous hands.  I could feel the weighted stares as they stabbed my unprotected back with their 

poisonous leers. 

I know what you think.  This man is as crazy as a Japanese kamikaze, paranoid to the point of 

psychosis.  But I tell you that is not true.  I am a sane man.   As sane as many people who walk the 

sidewalks of freedom and lead normal lives. 

I had a very happy childhood.  I played baseball in the park every day after school with my 

friends.  My father took me, hunting and fishing whenever he could find the time and my mother baked 

me chocolate chip cookies as a reward for good marks on my homework.  I used to go sledding with my 

friends over on Snider's Apple Farm, gliding happily down the slopes, dodging the trunks of the winter 

barren trees.  I would come home cold and tired and she would place a plate of gooey cookies in front of 



me with a steaming mug of cocoa . . .   

. . . That tea cup haunts my dreams. 

I see it sitting innocently on the dining room table to my right, on its own little matching saucer, 

filled with the enticing aroma of fresh brewed coffee, as I read my daily edition of the Pleasant Valley 

Press. 

I turn the page I am reading, giving the paper a good snap to flatten it out, and somehow, as if 

guided by some perverse cosmic hand, my knuckles skim the side of the cup and send it tumbling, end 

over end, to the hardwood floor, spilling the coffee in a perfect brown wave across the dining room. 

But in my dreams, the coffee is not brown; it is maroon. 

The splash it makes is not just a cupful — no it could not just be a cupful, it is gallons and gallons 

of blood splashing all over the table, spreading like red butter over the white enamel refrigerator, 

blanketing the stainless steel stove, carpeting the walls and floor in a red wash.  Splotches of liquid 

crimson coat the ceiling like heavy paint slathered by an uncaring artisan. 

Even Hilda is not immune from the spreading red wave.  The blood engulfs her, sheathing her 

from head to toe in the scarlet ooze.  Yet she seems not to notice.  Instead she sits, munching on her 

morning bagel smeared with a pound of cream cheese, as if nothing is wrong. 

The nightmare does not stop there.  Why would it?  Why would my tortured soul ease my guilty 

conscience?  The massive pools of blood begin to congeal and converge.  Vibrating with some internal 

force, until it has coalesced into dozens — no, hundreds — of slithering dog-sized maggots turning their 

hungry mouths toward me with lunch in their expressions.  I try to get out of my chair to run but I can't.  

Somehow the blood has seeped underneath my pants and I am glued helplessly to the chair as I stare at 

the monstrous worms marching unabated toward me. 

I try to scream.  Yell for help as loud as I can, but no sound issues from my throat.  My vocal 

cords have failed me in my time of direst need.  Then, as the leading edge of the maggots prepares to 

fall ravenously upon my lap, I awake in a sweat grasping my cot in white knuckled fear. 

But that is the dream. 

In reality, she pointed her big fat finger at me and started berating me about being the biggest 



klutz in the world, so inept that I have to be told when to breathe, and if it wasn't for my talent in raising 

prize winning roses, I would be the most worthless specimen of manhood on the entire face of the earth. 

I had heard those lectures before.  She would dress me down until her limited imagination gave 

out and her little tantrum would be over and forgotten fifteen minutes later. 

What finally pushed me over that invisible line between self-control and primal anger, and made 

me make the most important decision of my life, was one simple word, one little word that most of us use 

every day. 

She made the mistake of calling me stupid. 

Everyone tosses that small word around like flour at a pizzeria.  Everyone I know uses that word 

three or four times a day.  I even use the word myself when describing the collective intelligence of our 

legislating body.  But for some reason, a reason I have never understood, and never will, when someone 

calls me by that name, it sets my soul afire. 

I remember getting up from my seat at the table, to get a towel to clean up my mess, but Hilda 

went on nagging; repeating the word 'stupid' like some childish mantra.  She knew how I hated that 

word.  She knew that it would get under my skin and make me furious, yet she continued. 

As I think back on the morning long ago, I cannot remember making the fatal decision to wrap 

the dish towel around my wife's throat.  I have tried, often, to analyze the thoughts that went through 

my mind as I leaped over the invisible line of sanity and into the dark pit of murder, but so far I have 

failed to isolate the particular moment, the exact instant that I decided to take another person's life. 

Maybe there was no crystalizing juncture. 

Maybe the cumulative weight of enduring years of mental abuse from a vindictive, spiteful wife 

and sanctimonious family crushed my moral values into a greasy spot of nothingness. 

Maybe Hilda used the word 'stupid' once too often. 

Whatever the reason, I slowly came up behind her, twisting the ends of the white dish towel 

around my anxious fists, and wrapped the taut cotton rag around her vulnerable fat neck. 

It was so easy. 

At that time some twenty years ago, I could jog a mile without feeling like calling the paramedics, 



so rebuffing Hilda's feeble attempts to escape was easy.  She had long ago fell under the sugary influence 

of chocolate bonbons and Hostess Twinkies, so the excess weight hindered her far more than it helped.  

Hilda clawed at my bulging forearms with her 300-dollar manicure, gouging long red streaks into the taut 

flesh, but pain was something outside; a buzzing fly off in the distance. 

Hilda kicked out her fat feet, knocking over the chairs around the table, and begged for her life.  

Her choked pleading was watery and sounded like an echo in a vacuum.  She pounded at my grip on the 

cotton garrote.  Nevertheless, the blows were weak and soon, her futile efforts of escape subsided and 

her arms dropped impotently to the sides. 

My homicidal lust broke.  The madness that seized my mind slipped away like a guttering flame.  

I stood staring at the alien hands holding a dirty dish towel around my wife's neck and I wondered who 

would do such a thing to another human being.  For a moment, I became angry with the thief who stole 

my wife's life and destroyed my home, then I realized that the thief of sanctity was me. 

I threw the innocent rag to the coffee stained tile floor and stepped back, never taking my eyes 

from the dead woman, until my hip bumped against the corner of the stainless steel sink. 

Hilda's head fell forward, pulling the rest of her lumpy body to the table until her face landed 

squarely in the unfinished bagel. 

For one strange moment, I worried about what the cream cheese would do to her expensive 

nose job and then I laughed.  God help me, but I actually burst out in lunatic laughter.  I leaned against 

the counter to keep myself from steady.  Then the fabric of my world changed.  My hands started to 

shake and my stomach suddenly became queasy from the adrenalin overload.  My interrupted breakfast 

of eggs and toast ended up in the bottom of the basin.  As I heaved the last bitter remnants of acid laced 

coffee, I suddenly realized that I was about to be faced with the electric chair if I did not think of 

something quick. 

I cleaned up the mess around the table and wiped Hilda's face clean with the very towel that 

ended her life.  The thought of the death penalty spurred me on.  Under different circumstances, I would 

have held serious reservations about touching a dead body, but another life was at stake and I shoved 

my fears to the side. 



I glanced at my watch and saw that I was going to be late for work, so I dialed my office number 

and waited for my secretary to answer.  Beatrice picked up on the second ring.  "Good Morning, Martin 

and Osborne certified public accountants," she said sweetly. 

"Hey Bea," I said into the mouthpiece, hoping to sound as normal as possible, "How are things?" 

I forget much of the conversation after that, but I did tell her I had a flat tire and when it was 

fixed I would be in. 

I placed the receiver on the hook and held on to it for support.  The first of many hurdles had 

been cleared without stumbling, now I had to run the rest of the track meet. 

Upon calling the local garage, they told me that it would be about forty-five minutes before 

someone could be out to help me.  That gave me time to get Hilda's body out of the house and into the 

garage. 

Forming a plan as I went, I took a long carving knife from the cabinet drawer beside the sink and 

stepped out the back door.  The morning sun was peeking over the eastern ridge of town, promising a 

warm day to come.  A blue jay perched on the garage gutter announcing my guilt in a horrid song. 

Turning my attention away from the mocking stare, I made a quick scan of the neighborhood and 

determined that I had Hill Street to myself.  No one would see me slash my own tire and wonder what 

demons had possessed me. 

The tire made a satisfying hiss as I drove the knife swiftly into the side wall.  I momentarily 

regretted the loss of a two hundred-dollar tire, but compared with my life, I would have been more than 

willing to take a sledge hammer to my beloved Mercedes if it meant staying out of jail. 

Sure that the tire went flat, I went in the side door of the garage and started searching for the 

nylon tarpaulin I used to cover my precious roses whenever the weather forecast called for frost. 

Now, as I reflect back across the march of time, I realize that if it wasn't for my interest in 

growing roses and the calming effect it had on my nerves, I might have committed murder sooner than I 

did. 

The blue tarp lay folded neatly underneath the workbench where I labored carefully to cultivate 

my masterpieces of horticulture.  I tucked it under my arm and raced back into the house.  Time was 



growing short.  I needed to get her body out before the man from the garage arrived. 

After spreading the tarp on the floor beside the table, I slipped my arms under her shoulders and 

locked my wrists in a tight bear hug.  I lifted and was surprised by how heavy she had gotten.  True, we 

had not had sexual intercourse in the past two years, nor had we been intimate, except the occasional 

ceremonial kiss good bye, in the past year, but her immense weight genuinely shocked me. 

Have you ever tried to lift almost two hundred pounds of dead weight? 

As I have said before, I was in very good shape.  I was a health nut long before the words, soy 

bean curd, high-impact aerobics, unsaturated fat, and tofu were part of the American lexicon.  But 

despite my excellent physical conditioning, moving my wife's dead body presented me with a considerable 

challenge. 

I released my hold and studied the problem for a moment.  The only way, the easiest way I 

should say, was to pull the chair out from the table and simply push her over onto the tarp.  Disrespectful 

as it sounds, I did just that.  Hilda fell into the floor like one of those Weebles the neighborhood kids were 

always playing with, but she did not wobble and stand back up.  Instead, she landed with a thick slap and 

bounced slightly as the fat jiggled to a stop. 

Glancing at the timer on the stove, I realized that the mechanic would be arriving in less than 

twenty minutes, so I needed to get a move on. 

I quickly folded the loose ends of the tarp over Hilda and grabbed a fist full of her nylon shroud 

and began dragging her across the kitchen floor.  Damn near heaved myself into a hernia, trying to haul 

that fat ass out of the house. 

Please excuse my insensitivity.  I know that speaking ill of the dead are very bad manners, but it 

was at that exact moment, as I tugged feverishly on the tarpaulin, that I recalled why we quit having sex. 

About three years before, Hilda gave up her job as a teller down at the Miner's Bank with the 

burning need to get pregnant and start a family 'before my biological clock stops ticking' she would say.  I 

agreed wholeheartedly with the idea, because I wasn't getting any younger either and I wanted to be 

able to go to my boy's baseball game without using a cane. 

So we tried, and boy did we practice a lot.  After four months, our efforts were rewarded and we 



began to get excited about the forthcoming child.  Things were going along fine; we bought a crib, 

playpen, clothes and everything else we could think of.  We had never been happier.  Then, on a bright 

sunny day in June, Hilda complained of a stomachache.  I jokingly told her to lay off the peanut butter 

and pickle pizzas and take a dose of Pepto Bismal, but she was insistent.  I finally gave in and drove her 

to the hospital. 

Three hours after arriving, the doctor told us that Hilda had suffered a miscarriage.  The news 

devastated us both.   Life did not seem worth living after that.  I walked around in a haze of pain and 

frustration.  My friends kept telling me to buck up and give it another go, but unfortunately the 

miscarriage had damaged something inside of Hilda.  The doctor told us that she could not conceive 

another child.  We discussed the possibility of adoption, but our hearts were simply not in it. 

That is when Hilda began to pray at the altar of Godiva chocolate and Haagen Daaz ice cream.  

There never seemed to be a moment when food did not become the focal point of her life.  She turned 

dinner into an obsessive need to forget her troubles.  Hilda would begin her day with a half-dozen eggs, 

toast, bacon, and a heaping helping of fried potatoes; then for lunch she might eat a rack of ribs or a 

whole chicken; and not wanting to starve before going to bed she would eat an entire roast beef or a 

six-pound ham.  Between, she gorged on assorted candies, snacks, and potato chips.  I knew she was 

only substituting food for grief, but I could not convince her to get help.  Whenever I broached the 

subject, she told me to mind my own business and leave her alone. 

Since I was still grieving over the loss of our unborn child, I did not have the strength or the 

courage to fight her so I eventually gave up and crawled into my own shell of despair. 

Things snowballed from there.  We grew further and further apart until we bogged down in a 

loveless marriage.  I eventually moved into the spare bedroom and we settled into a casual acquaintance 

relationship. 

I finally managed to wallow the corpse into the cool darkness of the garage.  I checked the time 

and saw that I had barely made it.  The guy from the garage would be there at any minute. 

After I unwrapped my late wife, I lifted her off the floor and wrestled her heavy body into the 

slop sink I used to pot flowers.  The sink was just big enough to hold her inert body, except the legs, 



which hung over the end like doughy white tree trunks. 

Now for the next step in my plan.  I retrieved the carving knife from the workbench and went 

over and stared down at the lifeless human being lying in my potting basin.  I thought about the good 

times we had before the conception and felt a tear puddle in the corner of my eye, then I thought about 

the abuse her and her family had heaped on me over the years and my rage returned in full force. 

I bent down and placed the sharp edge of the knife on her pasty fat neck and took a deep 

breath.  The thin bevel dented into her skin, enveloping the bottom half of the knife, as if she were 

sucking the tool into her throat. 

A loud horn blared from outside the garage door. 

I jerked. 

The razor sharp edge bit deep into the fatty tissue surrounding her esophagus.  I felt the knife 

slice cleanly through the tough fibrous cartilage underneath.  A fountain of blood spouted from the hole, 

shooting into the air like a Texas oil rig.  I watched in fascination as the gusher became less substantial 

and began pouring down the drain.  Horrified at my actions, I stepped back in shock.  It seemed that I 

actually began to enjoy what I was doing.  I wanted to take that sharp knife and start hacking.  Slash her 

fat face and giggle while doing it. 

Another toot on the air horn from the wrecker broke me from my trance and I quickly washed the 

blood from my knife and my hand before heading outside to meet the mechanic. 

Step three of my plan had been initiated.  Now came the hardest part; trying to act normal in 

front of everyone for the rest of the day. 

By the time I stepped in the driveway, the man from the garage was kneeling beside the tire I 

had punctured, inspecting the damage.  "Looks like somebody took a knife to it," he grunted when he 

saw me. 

"Yeah, the neighborhood kids have been getting more destructive.  They are not satisfied with 

toilet paper and stink bombs anymore," I answered as smoothly as possible. 

"Damn kids have no respect no more."  The name patch on his uniform said his name was Art, 

later, during the trial, I would find out his name was Artis Jenkins and he lived at 503 Laurel Street.  At 



the time, I was thankful because he was pointedly avoiding me, but in his testimony, he was consciously 

trying not to look at the blood stains on my shirt sleeve. 

Art went to the truck and retrieved his tire iron, while I excused myself to go in and finish getting 

ready for work.  He grunted again and I hurried inside.  That was when I discovered the blood on my 

right cuff.  I literally ripped the shirt off my back, wanting desperately to rid myself of the slightest shred 

of evidence.  I tossed the shirt in the hamper and went upstairs.  Quickly, I put on a fresh shirt, knotted 

my tie, and slipped on my navy blue blazer.  By the time I locked the back door behind me, Art was 

letting my Mercedes down from the jack.  "What do I owe you?" 

He pulled a receipt book from his pocket and flipped it open.  Grabbing a pen from another 

pocket, he began scribbling.  He listed the different charges and summed up the total.  I thought it was a 

little overpriced, but I really was unable to argue nor did I really feel a need too.  I extracted my wallet 

from my trousers and paid him.  He, in turn, handed me a receipt and told me to have a good day. 

I waited until he left, then I got in my car and drove the ten miles to my office. 

The rest of the day progressed rather uneventfully.  In fact, when Bea gave her testimony, she 

swore that I was cool and collected.  The prosecuting attorney told the jury I was calm because I was 'a 

cold-blooded murderer and I did not feel the slightest remorse in butchering my wife.' 

But that was far from the truth.  I was as nervous as a two-tailed cat in a room full of rockers.   

Every time I heard the phone ring, I felt a jolt of electricity race through my nerves because I knew it was 

one of Hilda's relatives calling to find out what I did to her.  Once, about lunch time, a police siren wailed 

by my window and a quick dash to the restroom was all that kept me from wetting myself.  All that day I 

jumped whenever the front door opened, expecting to see the dreaded vision of the boys in blue coming 

after me. 

It had to be the worst day of my life. 

At five o'clock, nerves stretched to the breaking point and stomach churning like a hurricane, I 

thankfully left the office and headed home to finish my dastardly work. 

The garage was my first stop. 

Opening the side door, a wave of the sweet-sick smell of rapidly spoiling meat washed over me.  



I gagged in reflex and tried to shut out the nauseating stench by covering my nose with my sport coat, 

but I failed.  What was I going to do?  Any minute one of my neighbors was going to catch a whiff of my 

rotting wife and call the police. 

I had to act fast.  I picked up the knife and went to work. 

I tied my handkerchief around my face like some bandit in an old John Wayne movie and 

approached the wash basin.  Hilda lay there blanched, and somewhat distended.  A small swarm of black 

buzzing flies hovered protectively around her face and neck, landing and feeding from the open gash. 

My stomach lurched at the sight, but the thoughts of going to jail drove me forward.  I had gone 

too far and I needed to continue.  This was not my wife.  Instead, it was a side of beef that required 

tending. 

I grabbed a fistful of hair and began to dismember the body. 

So intent was I on my project that I was surprised to find it had gotten dark by the time I was 

finished. 

I paused, trying to catch my breath, and stared at the remains of what had been Hilda.  Except 

the head, no one would have known that was a human body lying there in my sink.  It looked like one of 

those deer you see lying beside the interstate that a eighteen wheeler had mangled. 

Repentance still has not come. 

After winning my first blue ribbon at the West Virginia State Fair for my Purple Candy Mistress 

rose, Hilda bought me a chipper/shredder to help me turn the lawn debris into a rich mulch so that I 

would have something to put around my rose beds to enrich the soil and help in fertilization. 

What a galactic irony it was going to be when I used the shredder to pulverize my ex-wife. 

I unhooked the canvas catch bag from the shoot and taped a heavy duty garbage bag in its place 

with duct tape.  Sure that the plastic bag was secure I turned the growling machine on and began 

feeding the butchered pieces into the hopper.  I feared that the bone may be too hard for the grinding 

teeth and foul its operation, but the thing worked well. 

In no time, I had her body turned into hamburger, except the head, which wouldn't fit into the 

slot.  Short of taking a saber saw and cutting the skull in half, I could think of no way to shove it through. 



 Not wanting use more tools than was necessary, I decided to leave it alone and I added it to the bag. 

Whether by providence or some weird cosmic joke, I already had a hole dug in the back yard to 

accept my latest rose bush.  So I placed the bag of Hilda in the wheel barrow, added a bucket of lime 

dust, the pot containing the rose, and the shovel, then I trundled my load into the yard. 

This part was easy.  I put the head, face down, in the bottom of the hole and then dumped the 

contents of the bag on top.  I covered the exposed meat with lime and planted my rose patiently over the 

evidence. 

I paused and said a short prayer. 

Wasn't much of a funeral service, but I was aiming for expedition not extravagance. 

My next step in the plan called for me to assemble the needed ingredients for the cover up, after 

I made sure the garage was spic and span. 

I went upstairs and packed a suitcase for Hilda.  I really did not know what to include.  What 

does a woman take when she goes on vacation?  I knew she would take underwear and her makeup, but 

after that I was at a loss. So I decided to gather four complete outfits, with accessories, and added a 

couple pairs of shoes for good measure. 

While rifling through the drawers, I came upon a momentous pile of luck. Tucked away, among 

some old photos of us on vacation in Myrtle Beach, I found a note she had written sometime after the 

miscarriage. 

I put the letter in my shirt pocket and snapped the suitcase closed. 

When I went downstairs, I shoved the Ziploc bag into the case and put the stuff in the back seat 

of my car. 

My plan called for me to take the clothes to some isolated place and destroy them by setting 

them on fire.  Which I did.  I drove north on Route 27 until I was deep inside the Monongahela National 

Forest.  Turning on the first dirt trail I saw leading away from the highway, I followed it a couple miles 

and found a secluded spot to burn the remaining evidence. 

Then I came home and spent my first night alone in what seemed ages. 

I came home the next day for lunch and immediately called Hilda's sister Cora over in Paineville.  



No, she had not seen or talked to Hilda in almost a week.  No, she did not know Hilda intended on 

leaving me.  She left a note? What did it say?  She might have gone to Edna's.  Did you have another 

fight? On and on the questions went, then I finally told her I needed to call Edna and hung up the phone. 

The conversation with Edna went about the same way.  She told me she would call if Hilda got in 

touch with her. 

I was sowing the seeds of doubt quite effectively.  Most of the family knew we were having our 

troubles, so the thought of my wife leaving me came as no surprise, but she not telling anyone where she 

was going did cause some concern. 

After talking to most of our relatives, I called the police.  Since she left a note, they could not 

consider her kidnapped and to file a missing persons report I had to wait twenty four hours since she was 

an adult.  I thanked them and told them I would call tomorrow if she had not come home. 

I then called Bea and told her I wouldn't be back in and explained why. 

The next three days were sheer hell. 

The police arrived and went over everything meticulously.  I answered their endless questions 

carefully.  Yes, there are some clothes and a suitcase missing.  No, I do not know exactly what dresses 

were taken. Her make-up is gone from the dresser.  Yes, we had a fight the night before she left.  Same 

old things.  She had a miscarriage a few years ago.  They left no scenario or option unasked. 

Cora and Edna came while the cops were there and they supported my story about the marital 

problems, adding only that leaving without notifying anyone was strange for Hilda. 

A young officer came by the office the next day and said they had failed to come up with any 

leads, but they would keep me posted.  It was all I could do to keep from laughing.  They were never 

going to find anything; they were never going to find a lead. 

My mental state in those days bordered on breakdown status.  I could not take a step for fear of 

discovery.  I sat at the bedroom window at night and gazed down at the struggling plant growing on top 

of my wife. 

The third day was the worst.  That young officer showed up on my door step again with a legal 

looking piece of paper gripped in his hand.  He looked at me with the most serious expression on his face 



and said, "Mr. Martin, I have a warrant to search the premises." 

For a moment, I thought he said he had a warrant for my arrest.  My knees went weak and I 

almost fainted, until I realized that I misheard him.  Trying hard to regain my composure, I stepped back 

and let him enter. 

Again the forensics people failed to find anything substantial. I was still free to do whatever I 

wanted.  I had gotten away with the perfect murder. 

But the police caught you, I hear you screaming. 

Yes they did. 

Time passed and as the months floated by, the memories of killing my wife faded into the 

background.  The police, failing to find any evidence of any criminal wrong doing, closed the case and 

soon my wife's family also decided that Hilda had left of her own volition. 

Have you ever noticed that people tend to get careless the farther they remove themselves from 

danger?  Like a child who takes a nasty spill from a bicycle, as time goes by the accident fades from his 

memory and he again gains the confidence to try even more daring things than before. 

That is what happened to me. 

The rose I had planted grew rapidly over the spring, growing far faster than the rest of the 

garden, and in late May, it blossomed into the most beautiful scarlet red I had ever seen.  The color was 

so bright that it practically glowed at night. 

I knew it was going to be worthy of my eighth blue ribbon in a row.  In fact, I believed it might 

win me my first national competition.  I became so enamored with the possibility that I completely forgot 

about what lay underneath. 

Strange how the mind works.  I had actually convinced myself that Hilda had left me and was 

alive and free, sunning herself on some Caribbean beach with a margarita in her hand, instead of feeding 

my prize possession with her decomposing flesh. 

The week before the judging competition, a representative of the floral panel, Bill Tyler, called me 

at the office and asked when I was going to drop my entry by the viewing hall.  "The deadline is three 

o'clock this afternoon," he told me crisply, "and I know you don't want to miss it." 



I remember that conversation clearly, word for word.  I have lain awake many dark nights 

wishing I could snatch those words from the air.  Grab them between my fingers and snatch them back 

through the phone line, like naughty children.  But of course I couldn't, my fate was sealed. 

"I thought the deadline was tomorrow." 

"No, they must register all entrants by 3:00 p.m. today," Bill said efficiently. 

"Damn, I can't get free from here until at least four-thirty," I said in exasperation.  Nothing was 

going to get in the way of my winning that competition.  Bill wasn't my best friend in the world, but I 

figured he might be a friend enough possibly to do me a favor.  "Do you have anyone available to go get 

it for me?". 

There was a pause on the line.  I knew he was thinking about the possible rules' infractions.  

Then he said much to my relief, "I can go by and get it." 

"Great!  It is in the back yard.  Tagged 'In Hilda's Honor'."  I almost shouted. 

"O.K., I'll leave now and go get it," he said and then hung up the phone. 

I put the receiver in the cradle and clapped my hands.  I am going to win again, I told myself in 

congratulations. 

Then the blood drained from my face.  What had I done?  What was I thinking about?  I grabbed 

the telephone and hurriedly dialed Bill's number. 

I let it ring three times before I slammed down the phone and raced out of the office, heading for 

home in hopes of cutting him off. 

I cursed myself for being so stupid.  I cursed the house for being twenty miles away from my 

office.  I cursed stop signs, kids on bikes, slow drivers, and everything else that seemed to be impeding 

my flight home. 

I careened around the corner of Hill Street and realized my luck had finally run out.  I could see 

Bill's green Pacer parked in my driveway and a police car, with the siren and lights blaring, coming down 

the street in the opposite direction. 

Defeated and too tired to flee, I pulled to the curb and waited for the inevitable. 

The trial lasted all of two days.  I pleaded not guilty of course, and the only evidence against me 



was Hilda's skull.  Still, the jury found me guilty in less than fifteen minutes and the judge pronounced 

that I would be strapped to the electric chair because of the 'atrocious and deliberate manner for which 

the crime had been committed'. 

They transferred me from the Washington County Jail to the State penitentiary in Moundsville 

immediately upon sentencing and I have been here ever since. 

You would think that I would remember killing my wife, but I do not.  I remember that terrible 

cup though.  The psychologist calls it selective repression of memory; I call it a blessing. 

The guard has opened my cell to admit the warden and the priest. 

I ordered lobster for dinner and said my goodbyes. 

If the governor finds it in his heart to give me a stay of execution, then you will never read this. 

The warden hands over my final request.  He refused to give it to me before, because he thought 

I might cheat the state out of an execution. 

I hold the delicate china cup in my hand as I write these final words, studying the intricate detail 

of the floral rose pattern before I place it carefully in the pocket of my state issued orange coveralls. 

Please excuse me.  I have to take a walk. 

 


