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Tuesday, May 5, 2020

Loveland, CO

Breezy had a spot of guacamole on his nose, and it was driving Annalisa crazy. Her need to wipe it away approached desperation. Of course, he might take that as an invitation to get a little fresh with her, and even though she wasn’t opposed to a kiss now and then, she’d have died from embarrassment if it happened in front of her parents—and his mom, too. Sure, she was almost fifteen—practically a grownup—but public displays of affection were still outside her comfort zone.

Breezy’s real name was Bryson, but he hated it. He’d gone by Breezy as long as Annalisa had known him, even before his powers emerged. He had the ability to generate and control the winds. He could even fly using his cape as a reverse parachute, letting his winds support him like an airy cushion.

Annalisa could fly too, and she didn’t need a cape for it, either. She wore one anyway, though, because it was part of La Capitána’s costume. Like Breezy, she was a superhero, and like him she was almost official. They’d had superpowers for a few years, but they were still a couple weeks from finishing middle school, and then would come the longest, most interminable summer break of all time as they counted down the days until they and their teammates in the Neighborhood Watch would attend the Hero Academy as freshmen. That would set all of them off on their way to becoming full-fledged licensed superheroes, eligible to be drafted by any of the Just Cause teams around the country. It was like getting picked for sports or games, but instead, you got to be a superhero.

Annalisa had already picked the team upon which she wanted to be. She was going to New York. It wasn’t a done deal or anything, but ever since she’d first discovered she was super-strong and could fly, she knew New York was the only team for her. She idolized its former commander, Mustang Sally, and now Sally was an instructor at the Hero Academy. Annalisa met her two years ago when she and her teammates managed to catch a real live supervillain.

Besides her and Breezy, the Neighborhood Watch had three other teens helping defend Loveland from . . . well, to be fair, there wasn’t much to defend it from. The most the small town had going for it was its thriving business of sending postcards and valentines from its postal code. And, of course, it was home to the Neighborhood Watch. Annalisa had founded the team with her friend Wheels, a brilliant engineer who was developing prototype prosthetic legs to get her out of her wheelchair for the first time in years.

Then there was Rascal, a skateboarder and graffiti artist who used his ability to climb up sheer vertical surfaces like a bug to tag places nobody else could reach. He could extend his power through his skateboard wheels, and could ride it along almost any smooth surface—even walls. He was barely hanging onto the minimum required grades to enter the Hero Academy. Annalisa and Wheels were helping him with his science and history classes as much as they could. That was what teammates did; they helped each other.

Annalisa had helped Hothead too, albeit unintentionally. When he got angry, his hair would catch on fire. That wasn’t especially super in most circumstances, but one time Annalisa made him absolutely furious, and his entire body ignited. The conflagration created a distraction that allowed her to take down a supervillain.

That had been two years ago, and it was the high point for the kids of the Neighborhood Watch. They were featured as a group on the Power Profiles cable show and got a couple of nice articles in Newsweek and Parahumans. They even earned a commendation from the Mayor and police department as honorary crimefighters even though they were all minors and couldn’t be recognized as a real superteam. Still, it was better than nothing, and Annalisa figured any good work she could do would help bolster her chances of getting into the Big Time with Just Cause New York.

Finally, Annalisa couldn’t stand it anymore, and she reached out and thumbed away the spot of green from the rich mahogany of Breezy’s nose. “Hey, what—”

She showed him the smear. “You’re supposed to eat it, not wear it, stupid.” She deposited the green glob onto a paper napkin and set it aside.

He wiped the back of his hand across his nose and then regarded his half-eaten fajita. “Maybe I used too much?”

Annalisa laughed. “There’s no such thing as too much guacamole.” She brushed her fingers through her hair. She cut it short for the summer in a cute curly bob that she liked so much, she thought she might keep it even when the weather turned. At any rate, it was easier to take care of and didn’t tangle so much when she was flying.

“Es verdad, Halcónita,” Annalisa’s father interjected. Halcónita meant little falcon, which was his favorite nickname for her. She knew he wished she would pick it as her superhero name, but she was set upon calling herself La Capitána.

“Speaking of guacamole,” Breezy’s mom said, “this is fantastic, Sara. Mine always turns brown right away when I try to make it.”

“Mom makes lousy guac,” Breezy whispered to Annalisa, his dreadlocks tickling her cheek as he leaned in to her.

“Lime juice,” Annalisa’s mom said. “It’s easy.”

The two women fell to discussing the finer points of recipes while Annalisa and Breezy stuffed fajitas in their faces with teenage gusto. Annalisa invited Breezy and his mom over for Cinco de Mayo. It wasn’t a school or work holiday, so they dined in the early evening and the crickets were already hard at work in the flowers in her mom’s garden. None of the other Neighborhood Watch members could come by, but Annalisa didn’t mind that so much so long as Breezy was there. They were kind of boyfriend-girlfriend. At least, she was pretty sure that was what they were. They kissed sometimes, and held hands, and flew together. It was a low-pressure kind of relationship, and Annalisa was good with that. She wasn’t anywhere near ready for any of the stuff they’d been told about in Health class—and actually thought it mostly sounded kind of icky.

“So what else do you do for Cinco de Mayo?” Breezy asked. “Besides eat, I mean. There was a parade earlier, right? I saw it before.”

“What’s wrong with eating?” Annalisa regarded her own fajita. “There’s tres leches cake later. That’s cake soaked in milk.”

“That’s what now?”

“It’s actually really good.”

“Is that, like, Mexican Independence Day cake?”

Annalisa laughed. “Cinco de Mayo isn’t Mexican Independence Day. It’s just to celebrate a Mexican war victory.”

“Oh yeah? Who’d you beat?”

Annalisa’s dad took a pull from his beer. “Las ranas.”

“That means the frogs,” Annalisa supplied when Breezy looked lost. “Mexico beat the French.”

Breezy chuckled. Like her, he was doing well in History. “That ain’t no thing. Everybody beats on the French.”

“There will be some fireworks later, over at the Fairgrounds,” Annalisa said. “And . . . I guess that’s about it.”

“See, now that’s just poor plannin’,” Breezy said. “We should have gotten the day off. We get Martin Luther King Day off.”

“Yeah, but that’s in January. Who wants a day off in January?”

Breezy pointed at himself. “This dude.”

Annalisa ate a spoonful of barbecue baked beans. Breezy’s mom asked what she should bring and Annalisa’s parents said she didn’t need to bring anything. Breezy said his mom wouldn’t dream of showing up empty handed, so she mixed up a homemade batch of baked beans with caramelized onions and thick-cut bacon. They were delicious, if not exactly traditional Cinco de Mayo fare.

A faraway look crossed Breezy’s face and he stopped eating for a moment.

“What’s up?” Annalisa asked him.

“Oh, nothin’. I was just, you know, thinkin’ about the fall. The Academy. That’s gonna be such a trip.”

“Yeah,” Annalisa said. “I’m glad you’re going with me. Us. With all of us.”

“What if we ain’t good enough? What if we can’t hang with the other students? We could get stuck as Champions. Or maybe even not get picked up anywhere at all. That happens. It happens all the time, Annalisa.”

Annalisa reached out and squeezed his hand, hoping her parents wouldn’t see. They wouldn’t be upset or anything—they liked Breezy. It would be embarrassing, though, and it had been bad enough when her mom sat her down and had the sex talk with her. “It won’t happen to us, Breezy.”

He smiled at her, his white teeth gleaming in his dark face. “Oh Captain my Captain.”

His words gave Annalisa a special little shiver in the small of her back. She wasn’t sure what that meant, but she liked it. She smiled back at him and opened her mouth to follow up with something suitably inspiring.

A loud series of pops from somewhere nearby made the words back up in her throat.

“Firecrackers?” Breezy asked.

Breezy’s mom frowned. “Those were gunshots. Ain’t no firecrackers sound like that. Everyone get in the house. Y’all got a basement?”

Annalisa’s parents looked at each other and nodded. “Yes, I think you’re right, Amanda,” Annalisa’s mom said. “Kids, inside, right now. Leave the food.”

“Mom,” Annalisa began.

“No, Annalisa.”

“Mamá, I’m bulletproof. I got shot two years ago and nothing happened.”

“Hija, that could have just been lucky. Get in the house!”

“Mom! Someone could be hurt. Let me go look, at least. I’ll be careful!”

“It’s okay, Miz Torres. She’s La Capitána. She knows what she’s doin’.” Breezy followed his mom into the house. “Come inside. We’ll be safe here.”

Annalisa nodded her silent thanks to Breezy. He nodded back at her, worry written all over his face the way his lips were pressed tight together. Then he disappeared into the house with the adults.

Annalisa wished she had her cape, but she didn’t want to take the time to go dig it out of her room. Breezy couldn’t fly without his, so he couldn’t back her up. She’d have to deal with whatever it was on her own, but it wouldn’t be the first time she had to be a solo hero.

She clenched her fists, strong and resolute, and leaped into the sky.
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Annalisa rose into the sky quickly, clearing the treetops and heading straight up to get a bird’s-eye view of the situation. Being late spring, a sparse leafy canopy covered much of the neighborhood, interspersed with residential rooftops in gray, brown and beige. She could smell the smoke from dozens of cookouts, but beneath that lay the sharp scent of gunpowder.

It was a smell Annalisa knew all too well.

Two years ago, when the Neighborhood Watch fought and captured the French supervillain known as Le Masque, he pulled a gun and shot Annalisa. At the time, she merely shrugged off the bullet as she took him down, but much later, she came to the sober realization that she could very well have been killed. She still had nightmares about the gun going off and the sharp punch to the gut as the bullet flattened itself against her side. In her worst dreams, the bullet didn’t stop, but tore through her flesh. She always awakened as she was bleeding out in her dream, and then she’d have to turn on her light with shaking fingers and try to find anything to distract herself so she might eventually go back to sleep. Anything to avoid thinking about that bright muzzle flash and the stink of burnt powder.

She was smelling it now, and she knew Breezy’s mom had been correct in her initial assumption.

She hoped someone had just been stupidly celebrating by firing their gun into the air. Such a thing wasn’t unheard of, because some people were idiots. Bullets came back down. One of Annalisa’s classmates had an aunt who had nearly died on an Independence Day when a random bullet had crashed through her sunroof and cracked her skull.

A flicker of flashing color caught her eye and she flew in that direction until she was hovering over the park where a pair of police SUVs sat parked, doors open, lights flashing. Two officers had a man face-down on the grass. She was about to fly down to see if they needed any help but froze as one officer stood from where he’d been busy cuffing the suspect.

The suspect’s back was a bloodied mess, several wounds showing through his t-shirt. He had dark, curly hair like Breezy’s and skin like Annalisa’s dad. It made shivers run up and down her spine. She’d heard so many times about white officers shooting minorities, and here it looked like maybe she’d encountered it for herself. The older officer who’d applied the cuffs grimaced at his hands and wiped them on his trousers. His youthful partner turned and vomited on the grass, collapsing to his hands and knees.

“Get up,” the older officer said. “Get your ass up. We don’t have time for this.” He said something else but Annalisa couldn’t hear. The older man hauled the younger to his feet and recoiled at the young officer’s foul breath. “Jesus, go get a drink of water or something.”

With fumbling fingers, Annalisa found her phone and touched the video record button. She wasn’t sure what she was seeing, but she wanted to document it. She hoped she wouldn’t drop her phone.

The two officers spoke in low, rapid tones. She couldn’t hear it, but they kept looking toward the handcuffed man on the ground. His blue shirt had darkened with blood until it had transformed to a rich burgundy. He hadn’t moved since Annalisa arrived. She had a sick feeling in her stomach that he might be dead. If he wasn’t dead, the cops didn’t seem particularly concerned about his wounds. Should she call an ambulance? The only number she knew to call was 9-1-1, and the police were already there. Surely they’d already called someone.

“Check him,” said the older officer at last.

“Check him yourself,” retorted the younger man. He pulled his hat off and wiped his forehead. Annalisa saw he really was just a kid, maybe only a couple years out of the police academy. His head was inexpertly shaved and sweat dotted the stubble on his scalp. He looked like he might throw up again.

The older officer had the look of a man who had seen it all in a lengthy career behind the badge. He grunted as he knelt down to check the pulse of the man on the ground. Then he cursed and stood. “He’s gone.”

“What do we do?” cried the younger man. “Phelps, what do we do?”

“We don’t do anything, and especially you don’t do anything, Hembeck. Stand there and shut up. I’m calling this in. Anybody asks, he went for your gun.”

The younger man looked like he was about to burst into tears. Annalisa knew how he felt. She felt tears pricking at the corners of her eyes. “Aw, no, Phelps. Don’t say that. Don’t make me say that.”

“Shut up. You say anything else and your career is over, understand? He went. For. Your. Gun.” Phelps pulled his radio from its shoulder clip and spoke into it. When he finished, he looked back at his partner. “You pulled your gun too, Rich, same as me. How many shots did you fire? Three? Four? You’re in this just as much as I am. Only way we get out of this is if we get our stories straight.”

Annalisa heard sirens in the distance and both officers looked in that direction. She realized how much closer she’d drifted to the men, trying to listen to their conversation. If one of them so much as glanced just the slightest bit upward, they would see her. She launched herself up and away, putting as much space between herself and the two officers as she could.

Once she was a safe distance away, she landed atop a convenience store roof and almost collapsed as she realized she was shaking. She needed to get herself under control. There was . . . a dead man—a man who wasn’t white—in the park, and it looked like the police had shot him . . . and it looked like they were trying to cover it up with a lie.

Racism was an ugly word and an uglier concept, and unfortunately, it was something which Annalisa experienced regularly. As a Hispanic girl living in a largely white community, she was often regarded with suspicion. Store security or busybody personnel who decided to act as such would follow her around sometimes if she went into a store by herself. If she spent too long somewhere without spending any money, sometimes she got asked to leave. And sometimes, she got told.

If she had it bad, Breezy had it worse. Annalisa’s parents hadn’t ever had the conversation with her about how to behave if she was stopped and questioned by the police, although she knew they’d talked about it with the growing hatred and distrust that seemed to be everywhere. Breezy’s mom had sat him down and given him some stark directions and warnings about what to do and what not to do, what to say and what not to say if a police officer ever approached him. “It doesn’t matter that you’re a child, or a parahuman, or if you’re in your costume or not. The reality is a police officer is going to see the color of your skin first, and whether it’s a man or a woman, black or white or brown, racist or not, they’ll see you as an elevated threat. You don’t even have to make a mistake to have a gun pulled on you. Or to be put in cuffs. Or . . . or worse.”

Breezy had recapped the conversation to Annalisa in a steady monotone, clearly upset. His mother’s oldest brother was shot and killed in Oklahoma City before Breezy was born just because his car had broken down and a cop got a little too concerned about the black man who might have appeared on the surface to be stealing a car instead of repairing it. Even Breezy’s own father was once arrested simply for complaining about being overcharged at a Denny’s. He’d long since disappeared from Breezy’s life but the teen seemed to be turning out okay.

Thinking of Breezy reminded her that he was back at her house, along with his mom and her parents, and they were all worried about her after hearing the gunshots. She pulled out her phone to text him and paused.

She had recorded some important video, and she wasn’t sure what to do with it. Luckily for her, she had a certified genius on her team in Wheels, and a social-media expert in Rascal. She even had Hothead, who managed to stay grounded in reality despite all their fanciful powers.

Annalisa sent a quick text to her mom to report that she was all right and there wasn’t any danger, but she needed to meet up with her team. Having accomplished that task, she opened the Neighborhood Watch app Wheels had installed on everyone’s phone, and triggered the emergency alert button. “Everyone, it’s La Capitána. Emergency team meeting at headquarters ASAP,” she said into the app. Her voice message would be distributed to all the others.

She tucked her phone back into her pocket, raised her fists over her head, and shot into the sky, heading for the Neighborhood Watch headquarters.
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The Neighborhood Watch headquarters had grown over the past two years as Wheels’ inventions required more and more space. Her dad gave the teens a whole corner of his salvage yard to use as they saw fit. What began as a single Winnebago that the kids cleaned up and refitted into a reasonably comfortable space now included a couple of beat-up Con-Ex containers that Annalisa wrestled into place and pounded back into a semblance of square with her fists, feet, and a lot of attitude. Hothead tried to help but couldn’t quite generate enough heat for his flames to act like a cutting torch. Instead, Wheels hooked up her dad’s rotary diamond-blade saw and they cut doors and windows into the containers. Hothead found his abilities useful enough for sealing clear plastic sheets over the window holes to keep out the constant wind, very occasional rain and snow, and the mosquitoes that were a constant bother in the salvage yard. One container became Wheels’ workshop, where she tinkered on potentially useful gadgets and the other was a garage for the team transport she was building, based upon the frame of a wrecked car.

Wheels was in her workshop when Annalisa touched down in the auto salvage yard with a satisfying thud and a cloud of dust, which was her favorite way to land anywhere. The young engineer appeared at the top of the short ramp leading into the container, wearing her old, stained fishing vest bursting with tools and welding goggles on her forehead. “Hey, Annalisa.” She wiped sweat off her face with the back of her hand.

“Hey, Aighleigh. You working on your quad thingie?” Ever since her legs became paralyzed in the car accident that killed her mother, Wheels dreamed of once again running. Her parahuman ability of super-engineering most closely resembled that of the legendary supervillain Destroyer, but where he had used his tech to attack and kill superheroes, Wheels was using hers to help others. She’d spent years customizing and upgrading her wheelchair to make it into a powerful and effective crimefighting vehicle, but that hadn’t gotten her closer to her goal of new legs. Over the past couple years, she’d been designing and building a four-legged rig with the help of a couple of Boston Dynamics engineers whom she emailed constantly.

“Of course. I’m not too far from a field trial. Few more hours of work and I’ll be out running around. Well, sort of, anyway.” Wheels rolled down the ramp and over to the Winnebago where the Neighborhood Watch still met to discuss being superheroes, watch TV, and drink Mexican Cokes.

“You know we can’t keep calling you Wheels if you have legs.” Annalisa held the door open for her friend.

“I’m still thinking about that. Superhero names are hard.”

Breezy floated down, light as a feather, riding the parachute of his cape, connected to his wrists, ankles, and shoulders. Except for the cape, he still wore the basketball shorts and tank top he’d worn to Annalisa’s party instead of his full costume. “They ain’t that hard.”

“Are you gonna be Breezy forever?” Wheels asked, using her chair’s power assist to roll up the ramp into the Winnebago. It was hot and stuffy inside but at her arrival, the air-conditioning unit on the roof squalled to life and ice-cold air emerged from it.

Breezy gathered the folds of his cape so he wouldn’t trip. “Maybe. It ain’t a bad name.” He looked at Annalisa. “So the cops shot a dude?”

“I think so, yeah.” Annalisa frowned.

Wheels spun her chair around. “The police shot someone? Dead?”

Annalisa shrugged. “I think so. He wasn’t moving and they weren’t, you know, trying to save his life.”

“He’s definitely dead.” Vinnie walked into the Winnebago, his skateboard stuck to his back thanks to his powers. He hadn’t bothered with his Rascal costume either, and had on baggy cargo shorts and a thin t-shirt. “I’ve got a couple Ragers over there reporting on what they see.”

The Ragers were Vinnie’s field operatives. He cultivated a huge fan base on social media, thanks to his carefree attitude and willingness to record his graffiti escapades. By focusing his attention on local followers, he had a virtual army of eyes spread across the city, mobile on bikes, boards, and blades, ready to report in with Instagram and Twitter at a moment’s notice. The prevailing belief among the Ragers was they could go anywhere, and because they were just a bunch of kids, adults wouldn’t pay attention to them. More recently, he even recruited some older Ragers, who had drivers’ licenses and cars of their own.

“Where are they?” Wheels asked. Vinnie told her which park. Her fingers danced across her tablet. “I’ve got a cage in that park. I’ll send a dragonfly to check it out.” Wheels scattered small solar-powered boxes all over town, placed in hard-to-reach areas with Vinnie’s help. They contained hand-sized drones shaped like dragonflies with cameras and microphones. They could run for fifteen minutes on a full battery charge and were completely reusable so long as she got them back into their cages before they drained.

Annalisa caught movement in the corner of her eye and turned to look out the window. A car pulled up by the gate of the salvage yard and a pale, redheaded boy got out. “Thanks, mom.” He waved as the driver beeped her horn twice and drove away. He trotted across the yard to headquarters.

“Cole’s here,” Annalisa said. “His mom brought him.” Cole was their last teammate, Hothead.

Wheels smiled. “At least she’s supportive of him. It’d be worse if he had to ride his bike everywhere. He’d never catch up with us.”

“Maybe you get the Watchmobile runnin’, we don’t have to worry about that,” Breezy said.

“He’d still have to get here to get in it,” Wheels pointed out. “Or we’d have to go pick him up.” She looked up at the biggest TV on the Winnebago wall and smiled as the screen changed from a no signal notification to an image. “Dragonfly is on site.”

The screen showed green treetops and blue sky in a wide-angle view, then swung down to a scene of flashing lights and police activity. The officers had strung crime-scene tape around the area where Annalisa had seen the dead man, now covered by a sheet. CSI-types were marking and gathering evidence, like bullet casings and, Annalisa realized, one of the dead man’s shoes.

He’d been shot right out of his shoes. Annalisa’s dinner came up and she barely made it to the Winnebago’s bathroom in time. The others groaned and fled out the door as she heaved her guts out. After a minute, when she was sure she was done, she flushed, closed the lid, and grimaced at the sourness of her mouth. Her hands were shaking so bad she could barely get the sink faucet turned on, and she accidentally cracked one of the cheap plastic handles when she grabbed it too hard. She splashed water on her face but her eyes kept watering and she realized she was crying.

When she emerged from the bathroom, a subdued Breezy was sitting on the couch, waiting for her. He stood and handed her a Mexican Coke. “Here, I know you probably need somethin’ after that. My mom always gives ginger ale for a rumbly tumbly, but we ain’t got any.” He lowered his voice. “When I seen that dude laid out, I didn’t feel too good either.” He reached out, tentative, and squeezed her hand.

Annalisa sipped at the Coke, letting the flavored bubbles swirl away the puke taste in her mouth. “Thanks, Breezy.”

“I got you, Capitána. Always.”

“You gonna make out right after she puked? Man, you’re braver than me.” Annalisa and Breezy whirled to see Vinnie lounging against the Winnebago’s door frame, an insouciant grin plastered across his face. “I wish I had some popcorn.”

“Jerk,” Annalisa said without rancor; Vinnie was just that way and she didn’t take it personally.

Vinnie grinned. “You guys oughtta start your own streaming channel. Hashtag pukey teen romance.”

Breezy snorted.

The cool air from the air conditioning helped Annalisa to feel better. “Whatever. You guys can come back in. I’m okay now.” She steeled herself and turned back to look at the police investigation as it played out on the screen.

Vinnie pointed to a van on the edge of the screen. “News crew.” He checked his phone. “Ragers say there are three networks here already.”

“Police-involved shootings are usually big news, aren’t they?” asked Cole. “Besides, it’s kind of a slow news day, otherwise.”

“It’s not going to be slow for long.” Wheels sounded grim.

“Why not?” Cole asked.

Wheels turned on a second television and played the footage from Annalisa’s phone on it. “Do you see it?”

Annalisa felt weak and sat on the couch. Breezy dropped beside her and took her hand in his. His skin was cool and clammy to the touch, and he was clenching his teeth so tight she could see the muscles of his jaw twitching beneath his skin. “I see it,” Breezy said softly.

“See what?” Cole asked, a tiny plume of smoke rising from his scalp as he started to get angry about not knowing what the others already knew.

“The bullet wounds. They’re all in his back,” said Wheels.

“So?” Cole challenged.

“So he wasn’t facing them,” Vinnie said. “They shot him in the back.”
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Wednesday, May 6, 2020

Loveland, CO

The police shooting was the talk of the school the next day. Half the kids were trading rumors from questionable sources, while the other half were fact-checking, noses buried in their phones and shouting about what was and wasn’t fake news. Everyone had their own theories on what happened and whose fault it was. There were a few things everyone agreed upon: the victim was a half-black, half-Hispanic man named Dominic Ortega, and he’d been pronounced dead at the scene by the paramedics. The officers involved had been placed on administrative leave during the investigation.

Annalisa and her teammates had a long discussion about what would be the best course of action with her video recording. Breezy and Vinnie had been all for releasing it onto the internet and letting people’s natural inclination to pile on run its course. Aighleigh was against that for the very same reason. There were too many self-styled internet vigilantes eager to destroy lives just so they could watch the carnage unfold. “It’ll take them about a minute to track down Annalisa and the rest of us,” she said. “Half of them will be trying to make us into figureheads and the others will be threatening us with rape and murder.” Cole agreed with Aighleigh. When they’d put it to a vote, Annalisa’s tie-breaking vote had been with Aighleigh. She knew they would need to share the video at some point, but they needed to figure out the best time and way to do it. Aighleigh promised she’d give it a lot of thought, and Annalisa knew her friend would come up with a good solution.

The kids of the Neighborhood Watch actually had better information than most other kids in school, partly because they’d been direct witnesses to the minutes shortly after the shooting thanks to Annalisa’s video, and partly because Breezy’s mom knew the victim. Ortega’s wife was one of her coworkers at her fabrics store. “My mom said he worked at the bottlin’ plant,” Breezy said to Annalisa as they ate limp, flavorless fries in the school lunchroom. She didn’t know why he would have been at the park, though.”

“Maybe it was on his way home?” Annalisa said. “Did he like to walk after work? My folks do that, except when my dad’s too tired.”

Breezy shrugged. “I dunno. Could have been any reason he was there.”

Annalisa lowered her voice so the other kids in the lunchroom wouldn’t hear her. “Why do you think the cops shot him?”

Breezy frowned. “He was black. Cops shoot black people.”

“He was half Mexican,” Annalisa said. “And not all cops.”

“No, not all cops, but those two cops did. And they shot him in the back. That means he was either runnin’ away or he wasn’t lookin’ when they did him. That ain’t right, Annalisa.”

“Maybe they had a good reason.” Annalisa didn
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