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The Sun Shines Through

She choked violently and gasped as she caught her breath. Her head was pounding with the intensity of a drummer at a rock concert. She reached up and felt her skull. There was a solid bump where she had been hit. Her eyes adjusted to the dim light and she could make out some fuzzy shapes through the resounding pain behind her eyes. She coughed again and tried to stand up but her body would not allow for the movement. Where am I? What happened? Adrienne stuffed down the panic and counted to ten. Mr. Willis had taught her that trick when she was in the ninth grade. He had found her behind the school having a panic attack.

“You must take a deep breath, hold it, and count to ten. Then release. You will feel much better,” he had said. And to her surprise, it had worked.

As she slowly exhaled, she looked around the dark hole she was trapped within and counted several crates, an old dilapidated rocking horse, and a dead rat. Then the terror of her situation came flooding through her full force. She had taken Paola and César to the empanada stand for lunch and then nothing. She could not remember anything. Oh no! Where are the children? Adrienne tried to stand again and this time, she was successful. Painfully, she began to walk around, learning her surroundings. It became apparent that she was in some sort of root cellar. She walked cautiously toward the steps leading up and tried to peer between the wood slats but she could see nothing. She tested her voice.

“Help!” she croaked. “Help me!” 

But even if anyone had been outside, there was no way they would have heard her almost inaudible rasping. Her throat was parched and her lips were cracked. She needed water desperately. Of course, there was no form of liquid to be seen. Miserably, Adrienne sat on the last stair, trembling. She closed her tear-filled eyes and began to pray. When she opened them again, a figure was standing before her in the shadows.

THURSDAY

Tick tock. Tick tock. The clock was ticking. Not only was time running out for Adrienne Patrick but the wall clock was clicking above Cruz’s head tauntingly, wearing on her already frazzled nerves. The worn window air conditioner was pushing out a lukewarm breeze to counter the stifling Mexican heat but Cruz was still a puddle of sweat and stress as she stared at the witness statement before her. The Vieja from the roadside empanada stand had been virtually useless in terms of a description of the kidnappers but she did identify the white, older model Dodge Caravan through her anguish. No license plate, of course. 

“Oh, those poor niños, those poor, poor children!” The old lady had moaned in Spanish, tears streaming down her face. “I only looked away for a moment and then they were grabbing them. Even the little ones! I didn’t have time to act! What could I do? I am old and have arthritis! I am no match for three of lá familía!”

Oficíal Montaña had looked up sharply at the woman at the drug lords. 

“They were cartel?” She demanded. “How do you know?”

“Oh...I just assumed...I mean; I guess they could have been anyone...” the grandmother faltered. 

Cruz shook her head, trying to clear out the fuzz on her brain and a shiny, dark tendril of hair escaped her loose bun from atop her head. She wished she could go back to the modern, high-tech building of the Policía Federal headquarters in Mexico City to run some data analysis of the little information she had before her. She was stuck in the small, sleepy town of Lá Julía as per Inspector Hernandez request. She was to lead the investigation from the dusty outskirts of Tijuana while her superiors followed up back at home. 

Sighing heavily, Cruz rubbed her eyes and looked out the filthy window. Where did she go from here?  All she knew was that Adrienne and her two young Mexican companions, a five or six-year-old girl, and a young teenage boy had been grabbed from an empanada stand where they frequently went for lunch. The boy and girl were yet to be identified but members of Adrienne’s missionary group claimed the children had been hanging around the newly built school for the better part of their trip and had Adrienne had become friendly with them, according to the volunteer group. Local officers were out attempting to learn their names. The trio had been waiting for the elderly stand owner to package their food when a van pulled up and snatched the group in its entirety. Aside from the woman, no one had been around to witness. Or they were too afraid to speak up. The kidnapping was more than likely the work of the drug lords who had upped their earning by venturing into the realm of human trafficking over the past decade. She also knew that the chances that Adrienne Patrick of being found unharmed were slimming with each passing moment. Yet, what could she do? She had no leads.

Suddenly, the door to the cramped office flew open and Cruz turned, startled. A man stood, breathing heavily in the framework, his blonde hair plastered to his forehead with sweat. His eyes were a stunning cerulean blue but red-rimmed as if he hadn’t slept in days. The hair on his face was more that of an eight o’clock shadow than one of five. Yet, his haggard appearance seemed to bring out a rugged handsomeness in what was already a very attractive face.

“Are you Oficíal Montaña?” he demanded, entering the room. Ah, he must be family, Cruz thought, nodding at the man. She knew Adrienne’s mother was on her way from Florida but she wasn’t sure who else might make an appearance. This was one of the reasons that Hernandez had insisted she stay in Lá Julía. Damage control. 

“Yes, señor, I’m Oficíal Cruz Montaña. You must Adrienne’s father.” She moved toward him, her hand outstretched but was met with a scowl.

“Is this the way the Mexican police conduct investigations with child abductions? By daydreaming out the window?” Cruz was momentarily caught off guard but she steeled herself from making a sharp retort. His loved one was in trouble. He was only speaking out of fear. She was familiar with these types of reactions from friends and family members in previous cases. Sadly, there had been many in her twelve years as a federal officer.

“I assure you, sir, we have a fully staffed team combing the area in search of Adrienne and the other two children.” He stared coldly at her.  She offered him a brief smile to disarm him.

“I didn’t catch your name,” she continued, motioning for him to sit down. Reluctantly, he took a seat and seemed to soften slightly.

“I’m sorry,” he said gruffly. “I’ve been awake for two days. My name is Brody Willis. I am Adrienne’s Social Science teacher back home in Fort Lauderdale.” 

Cruz felt her sixth sense spark up. Why would her teacher make the trip across the border? Adrienne’s own mother hadn’t made it to Mexico yet. It seemed like highly suspicious behavior – especially since the school year was still in session. 

“Oh? Are you two very close?” She asked innocently, meanwhile gauging his responses. His face lit up instantaneously.

“She is my star pupil!” He said excitedly. “She is going to be valedictorian of her class when she graduates in June.” Cruz nodded encouragingly, the hairs on the back of her neck prickling slightly.  An umbra passed through those stunning eyes and Brody slumped back in his seat putting his head in his hands. 

“I can’t believe this is happening! She’s such a smart girl. She never gets in any trouble!” he moaned. “Do you have any leads at all? How did it happen?”

Cruz paused delicately. 

“Señor Willis, I understand what you must be feeling right now but I am really not comfortable discussing the case with you, at least not until Adrienne’s mother has arrived. Do you happen to know when her plane is coming in?”

The fire was back in Brody’s eyes. He rose to his feet. 

“I can help you if you let me! I speak Spanish fluently. I rented a car. I can help! Just give me somewhere to start!”

Cruz stood also and smiled sympathetically. 

“I understand your position, Señor Willis. I really do. But you have to understand mine also. There are protocols to follow.”

Brody threw up his hands in frustration and headed toward the door. 

“I’m staying at the Motel Casablanca if you need to contact me. Her mother will be arriving Tijuana International Airport at 6:45 tonight.”

Cruz sighed again. 

“I’m sorry I can’t be more help to you at this time,” she said quietly but Brody was already leaving the three room station house. I’ve got my eye on you, Señor Willis, Cruz thought as she watched him storm off into the blazing sun and she realized she was watching him well after he had driven away.

Brody had been awake since Adrienne’s mother, Cathy had called on Tuesday night. She hadn’t made a lot of sense but that was typical of Cathy Morrison-Patrick. He had known Cathy since high school as they had grown up in a small outskirt of Fort Lauderdale together. It was clear back then that something was amiss with the outspoken blonde and she had earned herself the moniker “Crazy Cathy” by jumping off the roof of their school, after stripping down to her underwear during Junior Year, breaking her leg in the process. It was never clear if that incident was an accident or a cry for help but not too long after that, she was diagnosed as schizophrenic. Upon learning this, Brody had become very protective of her, fending off bullies and befriending her when no one would. Cathy’s own parents did their best to ignore their middle child and her teachers pretended there was nothing wrong so Brody became like a surrogate father to his peer, who was actually six months older than he. He made sure she took her medication, walked her to school and took her out to movies and for ice cream on the weekend. He shared with her his deep love for Jesus and the Bible and on Sundays after church, they often went to the beach and discussed the various passages they had recently read. Cathy had seemed to be doing extremely well by the time Brody went off to teacher’s college in Texas. She had a part-time job as a secretary and while she hadn’t graduated at the top of her class, she had earned her high school diploma. Every holiday break when he was home, Brody ensured he spent time with her and as far as he could tell, she was happy and healthy. 

Then, at Christmas of his second year in college, Brody came home and found Cathy married. The husband was a mechanic named Joel Patrick with a surly attitude and a drinking problem. Cathy was also three months pregnant. Brody had attempted to maintain their once close friendship but Joel was having none of it. And slowly, Cathy began to slip back to her reckless, paranoid ways. 

Over the years, Brody had watched Adrienne grow up in the midst of a turbulent home life and blossom against the odds. She was a lovely girl with her mother’s honey blonde hair and sea green eyes. She was tall like her father and had an engaging smile which seemed to infect everyone impartially. She was
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