
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
 


 


A WAY TO THE MANGER

A Ben Pecos Christmas Mystery

 


by Susan Slater


 


 


ONE

 


 


She banged the stall door shut, pushed the
latch in place, then listened. No one had followed her. But she
could only choke back the waves of nausea so long. The game was
tied. She was expected back on the floor. Her team, Valley 26,
Chama 26. She was the center—the star center, Coach Leonard would
say. Well, wouldn’t everyone just think she was a star if they
could see her now? She put her forehead against the cold tile wall
and tried to block out the roar of the crowd. Valley must have
scored. She pulled up her jersey and slipped the elastic waistband
of her shorts down to rest on her hips—shorts from her freshman
year that were now baggy but becoming increasingly uncomfortable.
She unpinned a long strip of Ace bandage from around her stomach,
working her hand down between skin and tan textured fabric—holding
the confining material away from her body. She took a deep breath.
How much longer could she hide what was happening?

 


Christmas vacation started today. This was
the last game before break. Maybe by the time they came back to
school she wouldn’t have to worry anymore.

“Charlene, you in there?” The door to the
bathroom banged against the wall.

She took another deep breath. “Yeah, I was
just a little dizzy.”

“You fell pretty hard, but me and Chantelle
got even. That bitch won’t trip you again.”

Charlene smiled. She had friends, good ones.
But ones who wouldn’t understand what she was thinking of doing.
She quickly tightened the bandage, slipped the safety pin in place
and closed it. A pause, she exhaled. She pulled her shorts up and
settled her jersey in place. Number twenty-one was ready to return
to the hoop wars.

“Hey, you got the truck?” Jeni had to yell to
be heard, but dumped a stack of damp towels on the gym floor to
make room for her on the bench.

“Yeah.” Charlene sank down, elbows on knees,
chin in her palms and watched Valley score the last ten points—pull
away and keep their lead. Then it was over. A hundred excited fans
swarmed the floor.

“Let’s get out of here.” Jeni grabbed
Charlene by the hand and ducked under the bleachers, heading for
the back door. “Where you parked?”

“Outside the gate.” They were both running
now—beat the crowd or be thirty minutes caught in traffic. The cold
air took her breath away. She was glad she had stuffed a pair of
jeans behind the truck’s seat. She now wore them unzipped, but with
an oversize sweatshirt pulled almost to her knees, nobody guessed
her secret. She hoped there was a sweatshirt somewhere among the
fast-food wrappers on the floor of the truck. Thank goodness it was
Friday night and she was staying over with Jeni; she could borrow
what she needed. Stupid, but she’d forgotten her gym bag.

“I’m starved.” Jeni was hopping along on one
leg at a time pulling on sweatpants, then the hooded top.

“You’re always hungry.” Charlene beeped the
truck open and clambered behind the wheel. Would her brothers ever
forgive her for buying a Toyota? Probably not. But the money had
been hers, left to her by her grandfather. A truck to take her into
Albuquerque for school next year and home on weekends. Only now,
plans had changed. Would there even be college? Ever?

“Pizza?” Jeni rolled down the window and
leaned out.

“Huh?” Charlene accelerated backward, then
pulled forward and fell in line behind three other cars trying to
beat the rush.

“Pizza. Do you want to go into
Bernalillo?”

“Sure. Why not?”

“Charlene, quick, there he is. Oh, he’s sooo
cute.”

“Jeni. Not now.”

“He’s looking this way.”

Charlene floored the accelerator and spun out
around the other cars in the loose gravel before her tires bit into
the pavement that led uphill to the highway.

“What’s wrong with you? He could have gone
with us.”

“Jason Arnold doesn’t want to go with us
anywhere.”

“Hey, you’re the one who used to drool all
over him.”

“Well, that’s past tense.” She cut the
steering wheel and bounced the Tacoma onto the pavement.

“Be careful.”

“Wear a seat belt.”

“Why are you in such a bad mood?”

“Sorry. I’m just hungry, too.”

She could feel Jeni eyeing her, but kept her
own eyes on the road. Jason Arnold was already represented in the
cab of the truck—only Jeni didn’t know it. For that matter, neither
did Jason. She had been stupid. She wasn’t going to risk
humiliation by telling him that their one night by the river last
spring resulted in something that could only cause heartache. She
felt the baby kick. In protest? Maybe it didn’t like being called
heartache. Maybe it knew already that its mother hated it, didn’t
want it, considered her life ruined because of it.

“Charlene. You just passed Pizza Hut. What is
wrong with you?”

“Sorry.” Charlene slowed, made a U-turn and
had barely rolled to a stop before Jeni jumped out to join a group
of girls standing by the door.

“Come on.” Jeni turned back to wave.

“You go on. I just remembered I need to pick
up a prescription at Walgreens. I’ll meet you back here, unless I
find something more interesting to do.” She laughed. She and Jeni
talked at length about how, as firm as their friendship was, a date
could change all that in a heartbeat. One time they’d planned to go
to the movies in Albuquerque, but Jason had asked her out. Jeni
understood. There was no question but that the date came first.
Charlene rolled up her window and couldn’t hear what Jeni yelled
back. It sounded like “Good luck.” She must think that Charlene was
meeting someone. Jeni was popular; she wouldn’t lack for rides home
if Charlene was late. What she was about to do couldn’t be put
off.

The stretch of I-25 between Bernalillo and
Albuquerque would take about fifteen minutes. She had the address
of where she wanted to go on a slip of paper in her billfold, which
was still in her gym bag, but she had it memorized. How many times
had she stood in front of a pay phone at the edge of the Pueblo’s
recreational center and couldn’t reach for the numbers, couldn’t
lift the receiver? Why? Because she didn’t know what she would
say.

Almost eight months pregnant—or was it past
eight months? She never could figure out stuff like trimesters. But
she’d put a star around the date when “it” happened. What had been
the first words out of his mouth when his body had finished the
spasmodic bucking? “Don’t tell.” And then he had felt it necessary
to say he wondered how many others she’d “lured” to the river, how
many others she’d professed to love. Had she said that she loved
him? She didn’t think so. But there in the dampness of the
riverbank, her own coming-of-age trickling down her leg to mingle
with the sand and moss, she knew before any end-of-the-month would
come, her body had betrayed her.

She’d lain motionless long after his hurried
footsteps took him to the road and his car. She heard the engine
turn over ... once ... twice... then roar to life. There was a
squeal of tires and he was gone. Jason Arnold. Class president, son
of the superintendent of schools, liar, cheat and so good-looking
he made her heart ache. Even now.

She’d let things go too long to have an
abortion. But she couldn’t have done that. Adoption, that would be
perfect. If her timing was right, she might even deliver and be
back at school before anyone would be the wiser. She’d read about
agencies that helped. Ones that placed children with families who
picked up the expenses. And from what she’d read, she’d have a
choice. She could pick which Mr. and Mrs. Right she wanted. It all
seemed too easy, too contrived. But what else was there? What else
could she do? Her father would be livid and she knew she couldn’t
stop him from confronting the Arnolds. Father and son.

She slowed when she neared the outskirts of
town. It was already dark. She knew the agency would be closed, but
she’d brought the letter to slip through the mail slot. The letter
that gave the number of the pay phone in front of the recreational
center. Four o’clock tomorrow. Her instructions were that they call
her at exactly four and ask for Persi. That was her mother’s
nickname. She asked that someone try three days in a row before
giving up in case she couldn’t make it tomorrow. She couldn’t go
into town during the day and cut mandatory weekend practice; maybe
someone could meet with her in the evening. But first they needed
to talk.

The agency was on Central, past Nob Hill
about two blocks west of San Mateo Boulevard. She’d have to drive
right by the University of New Mexico. The school she hoped to
attend. Coach Flanagan had already scouted her and had talked with
Leonard. She’d tried to get Leonard to tell her what had been said,
but he just smiled and said she’d know soon enough. Would there be
a full scholarship? Would she start in the fall?

With a jolt she admonished herself for false
hopes; no pregnant girl would be given a scholarship. Not now and
maybe not after the baby was born. Could she keep it a secret and
get back on the court and back in shape? She’d beg her parents to
let her go to camp next summer. She’d be ready by fall; she had to
be.

The low, single-story building was set back
from the road with a parking lot in front. Deciduous trees lined
the drive on the right and several sprawling arborvitaes crowded
the entryway. Charlene pulled into the drive, parked a couple
spaces from the door, turned off the engine and just sat there.
There was one other car in the lot, a white Honda sedan closer to
the street. She could see the mail slot to the right of the door.
It was big enough for packages.

Her note was in the glove compartment. She
drew it out and quickly looked it over one last time. That would do
it. It would have to. She’d only given the phone number of the pay
phone and said that she needed to talk to someone—no mention of the
problem, and, of course, not her real name.

She slipped out from behind the wheel and
closed the door behind her. The night was raw compared to the warm
cocoon of the truck’s cab. She shivered and pulled the hood of her
sweatshirt over her still-damp hair. When she caught a glimpse of
her silhouette in the plate glass of the building’s front door, she
almost laughed. She looked like someone caught by those secret
cameras in banks. Men with hoods pulled low, holding a bag.

She lifted the brass flap of the mail slot,
hesitated, then let the envelope slip from her fingers to disappear
from view. It was done. She had just made an important decision.
Maybe the most important one of her life.

“Turn around and keep walking. I have a
gun.”

Suddenly the entryway was bathed in light.
Charlene hadn’t noticed the door ajar or the smallish woman with
hair tucked behind each ear who stood stiff-armed, holding a gun
pointed at Charlene’s chest. Charlene opened her mouth to protest
as the woman stepped across the threshold, the gun now dangerously
close. Close enough that Charlene could see its owner’s hands
tremble. A gust of wind pulled the woman’s long skirt back against
her ankles, ankles made thick by ribbed wool socks.

“We don’t keep money here and we don’t have
drugs.”

“No. Wait. I just left a letter. All I want
to do is talk to someone.”

“It could be a bomb for all I know. Or maybe
anthrax.”

“I don’t know who you think I am, but I’m
Charlene Toya. I live in the Tewa pueblo.” Charlene paused. “I’m
pregnant. I need your help.” She waited and watched the eyes of the
woman in the doorway as they swept over her. She thought the hand
holding the gun relaxed a bit.

“What do you want?”

“To talk.”

“Why don’t you come back in the morning?”

“Can’t. I have practice—basketball.”

“How far along are you?”

“Seven, eight months.”

A sigh. “How do you think we can help?”

“Do you have time to talk now?” Charlene
pulled the hood back and let her hair escape to curl over her
shoulders. She was taller than this diminutive woman in the
doorway, taller by six inches at least. Charlene was proud of her
six foot, almost six-feet-one-inch frame. A long-torso frame that
tucked a baby up under her rib cage. With loose shirts it hid a
pregnancy even from her parents.

“Come with me.” The gun was now tucked in a
pocket and out of sight. “We can meet in here. I’m Molly. I’m the
physician’s assistant here at the clinic. Have you been here
before?”

“No.”

The woman turned once to look at Charlene and
this time she smiled and laid a reassuring hand on her arm. “I’m
sorry about the gun. We’ve been broken into three times since last
summer and probably have three bomb scares a week. We’re not in a
popular business.”

Charlene nodded and followed her down a short
hallway to a brightly lit corner that held an examining table, a
desk, two chairs. The walls were covered with prenatal posters
outlining the body’s changes and growth of the fetus at various
stages.

“Who’s your regular doctor?”

Charlene shrugged.

“Does that mean there isn’t one?”

“Guess so.”

“Have you been seen at all?”

Charlene shook her head. Who could she have
told who wouldn’t have told? Seeing a doctor had been out of the
question.

“Why don’t we start with an examination now?
Here’s a gown. I’m going to double-check the front door. I think I
locked it but I’m so paranoid.” The woman pulled the door shut
behind her.

It was difficult not to trust this smallish
woman with graying hair and large, bright-green-rimmed glasses. Or
was Charlene just desperate enough to grasp at anything? Any bit of
friendly authority who might help? She shrugged, slipped out of
sweatshirt, pants and
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