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“By Emily Burnet.” 
After three years of working in news, I still get a little excited to write that in 

the byline of a news story. A story I wrote, a story I told.
I move the mouse to hit the “save” button and lean back in my chair. Taking 

my headphones out and dropping them onto the desk, I stand up to stretch. I’ve 
been on a roll, working most of the day to write stories that will appear on the 
website. A few, about big cases, will appear in the local paper. 

It’s time for a break and I need to make a couple calls. After spending all day 
inside, nice and warm, working on stories with a blanket at my desk, I know that 
I’ll be outside for the late newscast to talk about the early October cold front.

“There she is, doing the seventh-inning stretch. Have you finished your 
stories?” 

When I turn around from my desk, a familiar face walks by. 
“Hey stranger, what’s up?”
Nathan, my best friend here at work and the cameraman I’m usually assigned 

to work with, comes walking in. It’s the first time I’ve seen him in a week. 
“That vacation was just what I needed. But nothing kills a beach vacation vibe 

like coming back to Austin in October.”
I laugh, knowing he’s completely right. It’s just warm enough that there’s no 

snow, but the entire town is miserable and cold. Matt, one of our meterologists, 
keeps trying to assure me that this doesn’t mean the rest of the winter will be so 
cold, but I don’t know that I believe him.

 “How is the apartment hunting going?” he asks, knowing that I’m in the 
middle of looking for a new place. 

I shrug. “I signed a lease for a place a few miles down the street from my 
current place. Got a good deal on it, too.”

“It’s like you like being the butt of everyone’s joke,” he says. “Emily Burnet of 
Burnet Road,” he adds the last part in falsetto. 

“I don’t sound like that,” I say, laughing.
“Ssh,” someone down the line leans over her cubicle to scold us.
“Sorry,” I say, waving to her in an apology.
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Here in the newsroom, people are so quiet. Unlike the studio where 
everything is constantly noisy, the silence is almost deafening here.

“We need to get drinks soon,” Nathan says. “We never do anymore.” 
I nod. Even though we work together, it’s been a while since we’ve gone out. 

“Just not tonight,” I say. “I have a date.”
Nathan takes a step back and holds his hand up to his mouth, like he’s 

shocked. “New apartment and a date?” he asks.
It’s been a few months since my boyfriend fell in love with his male coworker 

and I kicked him out. After that, I started looking for a new apartment. 
After six months, it’s time to move. I’ll pick up the keys in the next few days 

and I’m so ready to move out.
“If you need help, let me know. Dan can probably hire someone to help you.”
“Dan? Is that your secret boy toy you spent a week with at the beach?” I ask. 

In the past two months, Nathan has become involved with a man he met while 
working with another reporter, but he’s still private about the man.

“Mhmm, he’s a VP at a tech company.”
I smile. “Sounds like you’ve got it bad.”
Before he can respond, we both stop at the sound of my phone ringing. “Hold 

on, I’m expecting a source to call. Let me see who it is.”
I lean over around the desk and grab my office phone. “Emily Burnet, KATX 

News. Who am I speaking with?” 
“Hey Em, do you have a lunch hour coming up?” 
“Always for you, Rosa. Are you okay?” Rosa Alvaresz is a tough as a woman 

can get, but having known her for almost a decade, I know when she’s hiding 
something. There’s a little shake in her voice and she probably doesn’t even 
know it’s there. But it’s still there. 

“Can you meet me at Lucy’s in half an hour? Early release day.”
“I’ll be there.” Hanging up the phone, I stare at it for a moment. “Something 

happen to Rosa, she’s trying to hide it but something happened. I don’t know if 
it’s with one of her kids, but can you cover for me? Let me know what story we 
get tonight.” 

“She just moved to high school this year, right?” he asks.
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“Yeah, freshman math.” I grab my purse and keys, double checking for my 
badge so I can get back in later and sigh. “All right, I’ll see you later.” 

“Don’t take too long,” he says as I run out the door. 

—-

When I slide into the booth across from Rosa at Lucy’s, I can tell she’s already 
into her second margarita next to the empty glass shoved against the wall. She’s 
almost finished this second one, too, and I can feel the pain across the table. 

“Thank goodness you’re here. I need someone to talk to and I may need you 
to call the police,” she says.

“Well that’s one way to start a conversation.” 
The waitress pops in to offer me a drink. I opt for water since I have to go 

back to work and wait for her to leave. Once she’s out of ear shot, I lean into the 
table. “What happened?” I ask and I realize I’m whispering.

“One of my students. I think the principal has a thing for her, he’s…he’s …
what’s the word?”

“Grooming her?” I ask.
She snaps her fingers in agreement. “That’s the word. On my way to the break 

room, I saw the two of them huddled in a corner by the lockers. He had her 
cornered, had his hand on her cheek. I don’t know if they saw me, but Em, all of 
it made me feel icky. And then I realized that she had mentioned something 
about him in class a few weeks ago, but I didn’t hear all of what she said. What if 
she’s in danger?”

I lean over and hold her hand. “I get it. It takes you back, doesn’t it?”
“It’s a miracle that I made it out of high school after what happened to me. He 

was just a P.E. Coach. This was the principal, everyone loves him. If he’s doing 
this to a girl in my school, I can’t just sit down.”

“Is she one of your students?” I ask.
Rosa nods, taking another sip of her margarita. “Homeroom and fourth 

period math,” she says. “She’s smart, that’s my advanced class.”
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She swears she’ll never have children, but her students are already her kids. 
The ones that comes from unstable situations like she did are the ones she loves 
the most. 

“Okay, what do you need from me?” 
“I need to know if there is anything in his past. If I give you his name, can you 

see what you can find? You know how to find things that people don’t want to be 
found.”

“You need to file a complaint with the police, too. If she’s a freshman, she’s 
not old enough for consent, regardless of the moral implications.” I know what 
Rosa is thinking. She’s thinking that going to the police will think she’s 
overreacting. She’ll try to over-rationalize it, just like I would. But that’s what 
friends are for. 

“What are they going to do about it?” she asks. “For all we know, this was one 
moment and it’ll never happen again. If that’s the case, nothing’s going to 
happen.”

“Rosa, you know first-hand that this wasn’t a one time thing. You didn’t have 
anyone to protect you in high school but you can help protect her. That detective 
I worked with back in March when Claire Scott was in town, I’ll give you his 
number. Call him, talk to him, he’ll help.”

She lets out a sigh and her shoulders drop in relief. You’d do that, even if it 
didn’t end well?” she asks. 

I nod. “I wouldn’t say it didn’t end well, because there was nothing to end. 
Just one night. I’m not sure if he’s even still in town, but if not, he’d be able to 
give you some advice,” I say. The truth is, I have no idea if Austin Cooper is in 
town because I haven’t seen or heard from him in a few months now.

“Here’s your water, hun. Do y’all need some extra napkins?” The waitress 
clearly notices that Rosa is having a moment and in true Southern fashion, she’ll 
do what she can to help.

“Extra napkins would be fantastic,” I say. As the waitress leaves, I take my 
phone out to see if I can find Detective Cooper’s number.

“You haven’t talked to him at all since Claire went back to New York.”
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I shake my head. “No reason to. Here it is,” I say. Copying the number, I text it 
to her. “Rosa, where they still there when you left to come here?” I ask. 

“No, the hallway was empty.”
“So she’s home for the night,” I say.
“She should be,” she says. “She’ll be safe there. I remember her mentioning 

older brothers.”
“Okay, good. When we leave, you need to call him. Do you want to stay at my 

place with me tonight?” I ask.
Back when I was with my ex-boyfriend, Russ, there never seemed to be space 

for Rosa to stay. Or that’s what Russ would always say. 
“Yeah, that would be nice,” she says, nodding.
The waitress reappears with some extra napkins before taking our orders. As 

regulars, we already know what we want. 
“Here, you know how to get in,” I say, pulling a key from my purse and 

giving it to her. “I’ll have to go back to work, but the fridge is stocked and you 
know to work all my technology. I’ll call once I’m heading home.”

“I need to call him now,” Rosa says, wiping her tears away and pulling up her 
phone.

I nod, knowing that she needs to do this. Truth is, since I haven’t spoken to 
the detective since the beginning of April, I’m not sure what he’ll say when she 
calls and says she’s my friend.

“Hi, is this Detective Cooper?” she asks. There’s too much noise for me to 
hear what’s happening on the other line, but she nods. “Hi, my name is Rosa 
Alvarez, I got your number from Emily Burnet.” As she waits for a response, she 
gives me a weak smile. “Yes, I’m a friend of her’s. I’m a teacher and I think one of 
my students might be in danger.”

More silence and it’s killing me to not hear the other end of this conversation. 
“Yes, her name is Anna, she’s a freshman at the school I teach at. Later? Yes, 

yes I can. All right, I can come in…in about an hour and a half?” she asks, 
glancing at her watch. “Will do, thank you.”
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She hangs up the phone and looks at me. “He wants me to come in and talk to 
him about this in after dinner. He also says hi, but to never give his number out 
to someone again.”

“One thing that hasn’t changed? Still sounds like he’s got a stick up his ass,” I 
say, trying to fight back a smile. “I’m glad you’re going to speak to him though, 
hopefully you can get some reassurance that she’ll get the help she needs.”

“Right,” Rosa says. “I just need to calm down and relax for a moment.”
She reaches for her margarita, and while she does, I take a moment to send 

one quick text to the detective. “Thank you.”
When we worked together in March when a college classmate of mine went 

missing, the detective had plenty of rules he tried to force upon me. Many of 
them I ignored out pure stubbornness. 

The entire investigation was only four days long, in the lead up to South by 
Southwest, and yet a lot of things happened in four days from realizing we grew 
up down the street from each other to a one night stand in a pickup truck.

Either way, we went our separate ways and I can’t say I think too much about 
it, though all my friends seem to.

Setting my phone aside, I look at Rosa. Even with splotches on her face, she’s 
trying to smile, enjoy the moment at Lucy’s and not get caught up in the 
negative. Don’t know if I’d say she’s winning that fight, but she’s trying. 

“Thank you,” she says. “I don’t know what I’d be doing right now if you 
weren’t here to keep my head on straight.” Another sigh escapes and her 
shoulders give in again like she’s defeated.

“Hey, you’re going to go talk to Detective Cooper in a little bit and let him 
know your concerns. If Anna is in serious danger, he’ll stop it before something 
does happen and you’ll have helped her. Right now, worrying will only exhaust 
you.”

She nods. “I wish you could come with me to meet him.”
I laugh. “You might be the only one who feels that way. Once you’re done, let 

me know how it went.”
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“Like I’d keep that from you. I’m meeting your one night-stand that was 
actually your childhood sweetheart. Even if he’s a pain in the ass cop, I need to 
know what he’s like as a man.”

“Remember you are going to be talking to the police officer. It doesn’t matter 
what my past might be with him. We’re here to help protect a girl.”

“Right, but who says I can’t do both? The only time I ever had any interaction 
with him was when he bought us that Uber because we were drunk off our 
asses.” 

“Let’s not think about that either, and please do not mention that to him,” I 
say, reaching for a sip of my water. 

“Your face is all red, can you feel it, Em?”
“Ah, now you’re feeling better,” I say. “Making fun of me.”
“Why are you embarrassed?” 
I know what’s she’s doing, trying to distract herself from her own worries. 

Something lighthearted while darker things linger in the back of her mind, I’m 
guilty of doing that, too.

“I guess now that you’re meeting the infamous Detective Cooper, I realize I 
don’t know what he thinks about me and that kind of bugs me. When it was just 
that case, I guess it didn’t matter. Now you’re going to see him and he’s gonna 
think about me again.”

“What do you think he thinks about you?” she asks.
She wants the shallow and while I don’t want to talk about this, it’s not as 

heavy of a subject as what she’s dealing with, so I’ll give it to her.
“Think about the times we’ve crossed paths in life. We grew up down the 

street from each other. Does he think of me still as that little girl he hung out 
with? Or does he think of me as the drunk blonde that fell on top of him at a bar? 
Or the annoying journalist that wouldn’t take no as an answer?” I ask.

“Or maybe the sexy woman who got away.”
“It was one night. He has my number. If he thinks that, that’s all on him,” I 

say.
“Damn right it is. Aren’t you supposed to have a date soon?”
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I stare up at her. “That was supposed to be tonight. Hold on.” I lean into my 
bag and grab my phone so I can cancel on my date. Rosa needs me more and I 
want to be home as soon as possible for  her tonight.

Sending him a quick text, I put the phone down and smile. “I’m all your’s 
tonight. After work, at least.”

“Thank you,” she says.
“You don’t need to thank me, Rosa. You’re stuck with me whether you want 

me or not,” I say, smiling.
“I love you, but I may love that food coming a little bit more.” 
The waitress reappears with our food and everything else we may need.
After an hour of food and time with Rosa, it’s time for us to head our separate 

ways. I walk with her to our cars and look up at her before we split. “Are you 
going to be all right?” I ask.

She nods. “I think so. I’ll call when I’m done,” she says.
“Awesome. Good luck, remember, he’s there to help you.” Reaching in, I pull 

my best friend in for a hug.
“See you tonight,” she says.
“See ya then.” 


