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	Jim Belton was usually called “The Professor” by his fellow inmates on death row. They called him “The Professor” because he always had his nose in a book. Actually, it was a misnomer. While intellectual enough, Belton wasn’t a professor of anything; he simply loved to read.


	Belton was reading now, stretched out on his bunk with one book in his hands and another beneath his head, overlaid with a thin, prison-issue pillow. He was totally absorbed, as always, even though he had long ago lost count of the number of times he had read this particular book. It was one of his all time favorites and he had shut out the world, trying to finish it one more time before his execution--and he was using it to try to shut out the overpowering unfairness of his date with the electric chair at midnight.


	A guard walked down the aisle separating the double row of cells and stopped in front of the one where Belton was spending his last day on earth. The guard spoke Belton’s name, then raised his voice and repeated it when he got no response.


	“Belton!”


	Belton blinked and looked up. “Huh?”


	“That’s the third time I’ve called you,” the guard complained. “Is it that good of a book?”


	Belton sat up, then glanced down at the worn binding of his book. He smiled and a bit of tension drained from his face. He thought of explaining to the guard just how wonderful this particular book was then let it go. “Yeah, it’s a pretty fair read,” he said. “What’s up?”


	“Your lawyer is here.”


	“Oh. Okay.” Belton folded the corner of the page he was on into the book to mark his place then remembered he had promised himself to quit doing that and use bookmarks instead. He had been promising himself the same thing since he was a small boy, wiling away summer afternoons while his contemporaries pitched balls and rode bicycles in the small east Texas town where he had grown up. He hesitated, then left the corner of the page folded over. I’ll start tomorrow, he told himself, then chuckled silently. If I’m still around, that is.


	The wait was interminable. Belton couldn’t go anywhere. He was already in the death cell, only a few steps from the execution chamber. He paced the cell’s narrow confines, wondering what this last lawyer might want, other than a pro forma visit on execution day. Belton knew he hadn’t convinced him of his innocence; he had never convinced anyone, not even when he still had money to hire the best. Now he was solely dependant on the state for his defense---the same state which was also trying very hard to put him to death, and was almost certainly going to succeed tonight..


***


	“I’m sorry, Jim, but your last appeal was denied,” Teddy Morton, Belton’s public defender said, trying to inject a note of sympathy into his voice. “I thought for awhile I could get to the next appellate court but there’s a stickler of a judge presiding. He won’t consider any sort of motion unless it’s submitted during regular court hours, and today is Sunday.”


	“Would he consider an appeal tomorrow?” Belton asked, wondering as he did why he had asked the question. He wasn’t going to be around tomorrow. He wasn’t going to be anywhere. Belton didn’t believe in an afterlife.


	“Possibly, but what’s the point, Jim? You’re scheduled to be executed tonight,” the non-descript little attorney exclaimed, sympathy dissolving into indignation at the thought that if today were Monday he could collect another fee from the state for the appeal. Teddy Morton wasn’t so much avaricious as almost totally dependant on his public defender’s fees. 


	A hint of an idea was trying to form in Belton’s mind, tenuous as yet but somehow it seemed important. He stood up, still holding his book, wondering if he would manage to finish it one last time before he was strapped into the electric chair and his brain burned to cinders. His rugged face was set in lines of resignation. “Thanks anyway,” he said to his attorney. “I know you tried.”  A thought stirred in his mind then was lost again.


	The little lawyer fluffed the lapels of his jacket and stuck out his hand. “Is there anything else I can do for you?” He didn’t think there was, and he didn’t really believe Belton’s story of mistaken identity.  He had heard that tale too many times before.


	“No, reckon not,” Belton said, shaking the attorney’s limp paw. “I guess I’ll get on back and finish my book.” He turned to go then stopped in mid-stride, the elusive idea finally popping full blown into existence like three bars on a slot machine. Book, he thought. Executioner. 


	“Wait!” Belton called to his attorney. “Wait up! Maybe there is something you can do for me after all. Maybe you can!”


	Morton halted and turned. Belton was an exception to his usual class of clients; intellectual, quiet, unassuming except when proclaiming his innocence. It was hard to picture him as a killer, but there it was. Nevertheless, Morton had developed a liking for the convict.  If there was something he could do to make his last hours go easier, he wouldn’t mind. It was little enough, and certainly no one else was available. After Belton was convicted of slaughtering his wife and child, his family had deserted him. He was alone in the world.


***


	“You’re sure, now,” Belton asked for the third time, but trying not to get his hopes up too high. “If the regular executioner doesn’t show up tonight they’ll have to postpone it until they find another one?”


	“I’m sure of that much,” Morton agreed. “They can’t find just anyone to pull the switch, you know.”


	“And you can reach him tonight? You’re sure now?”


	“That’s no problem either, Jim. But why?”


	Belton smiled grimly. “Okay, here’s the deal. I’m going to give you a book. You take the book to the executioner tonight, then you must insist that he start to read it right away. He must start reading it tonight.”


	Morton stared at him. “But what if he refuses? And what’s the point of it all, anyway, Jim?”


	“Never mind what the damned point is,” Belton said, his voice rising. “No, take that back. You can figure it out. Just make sure he starts the book. Tell him it’s a good way to pass the time until midnight. Tell it’s my last request. Tell him anything, damn it, just make sure he starts reading that book!”


	“But--Oh! Oh, now I see it!” Morton grinned hugely. “You’re hoping the executioner will get so involved in that book that he’ll forget the time and not show up until tomorrow when I can file the appeal. Am I right?”


	Belton smiled thinly. “It could happen that way. It’s a chance.”


	“A slim chance,” Morton said, but his countenance brightened at the thought of an additional fee on the morrow, faint though the possibility was. And just maybe it might work! He grinned some more. Trust a bookworm to think of something so bizarre. Belton was fighting right to the end, in any way he could, just as if he were really innocent.


	“Better a slim chance than none at all,” Belton said. “Will you do it?”


	“Why not? I’ve seen stranger things happen. Sure, I’ll do my best.”


	“Thanks, Ted. You know, if I could just last a while longer, Arrendale might still turn up.”


	Morton’s grin faded. Usually a condemned man gave it up and apologized to the victim’s family this close to execution, if he hadn’t done so already. But not Belton. He was going to hang on to his proclaimed innocence, right to the last, along with the fiction of Emil Arrendale, his alibi witness whom he claimed to have been with when the murders occurred. 


	“I’ve done everything I could, Jim. I sent out letters everywhere you said Arrendale might have got off to.”


	“I think now we should have tried to track down the woman he was with, but I never thought it would get this far. I believed in the system.”


	“Don’t give up, Jim,” Morton said, but he couldn’t look Belton in the eye when he said it. He knew in his heart he could have done more if he had really believed in Belton. It was disconcerting when along toward the very end he was beginning to entertain a glimmer of doubt.


	“I’ve never given up,” Belton said quietly. “Arrendale is out there somewhere, and I’ll bet he never knew what happened. He would have come back and testified for me if he did.”


	“Well--” Morton nodded and shrugged his shoulders. What else could he do?


	Belton sighed. “Let’s get that book,” he said. “It’s my last hope.”


***


	At one minute past midnight that same evening, Jim Belton was executed, right on schedule--and across the city a sudden flickering of lights interrupted his erstwhile defender for the first time since curiosity had impelled him to open the book he was supposed to have given to Belton’s executioner. He gazed in horror at his watch, then to the open pages of the book and yet again at his watch. He stared blankly into space for a while, shivering silently, but eventually he shook himself all around, shrugged his shoulders and settled back into his chair.


	Only a few more pages, he told himself. Only a few more pages then I’ll go to bed. Belton was probably guilty anyway. This couldn’t have helped him.


	Hours later Morton turned the last page. He had to struggle to come back to the real world. It was a very good book. A very, very good book. He yawned and wondered what would have happened had he gotten the book to the executioner. Would the trick have worked? With the total, absolute absorption which had overtaken him he could almost believe now that it would have. But what then? Belton would have been executed eventually anyway. He turned out the light and tried to go to sleep.


***


	Teddy Morton tossed and turned but never slept. Finally he got up and dressed. He had one last duty to perform. Belton had named him as putative next of kin and he had to return to the prison and collect such personal effects as Belton had left, then sign the papers for disposal of the body.


	When he arrived at the prison, a guard led him to the small visiting room where Belton’s personal effects had been gathered up. There was little of note other than a briefcase full of  legal papers accumulated during the appeal process and a stack of books, a mix of worn hardcover and paperback volumes. Morton glanced at them guiltily, unable to keep himself from wondering if there were any others as good as the one he had failed to deliver to the executioner.


	An assistant warden arrived and disinterestedly presented papers to be signed. Morton put his signature on  them, and the assistant left. There was nothing left to do now. He picked up the box of books and fumbled for the briefcase. Another guard entered the room.


	“Are you here for Belton’s stuff?” the guard asked.


	“I’ve got it all,” Morton said.


	“Not quite. Here’s today’s mail. Belton had a letter.” He extended an envelope with a laugh. “Don’t guess he’ll get a chance to read it now.”


	Morton set the box down and took the envelope. He looked at the return address and turned pale. Arrendale. It was a letter from Emil Arrendale! He sagged, feeling senselessly for the chair. He dropped into it and clutched at the table. He looked at the name on the envelope again, then put his head down onto his arms and began crying. He cried for a long time while the guard waited in bewildered silence.


	It was a very good book.





The End 


