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1. Bubble Gum on the Sidewalk
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It was so hot, I was melting into the sidewalk, like the purple bubble gum I stepped in on my way home from summer camp.

“ICK!” I was stuck.

My shoes were special. They gave me Zapato Power, the power to run faster than a train. A little grape bubble gum shouldn’t have stopped me.
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I bent down and pulled on my right foot. That unstuck my sneaker but unbalanced me. SPLAT!

My bottom hit the ground, and I felt something underneath me. I hoped it wasn’t dog poop.

Sometimes superheroes have to be brave even when they don’t want to be. I looked to see what I was sitting on.

Luckily, it wasn’t dog poop. It was a pink wallet.
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Who dropped a wallet? I opened it. Superheroes don’t steal, but they do snoop. There were two twenty-dollar bills inside. Wow!

Before I could find out more, a girl with short, dark hair rode up on a green bike. Maybe the wallet was hers.
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“Is this yours?” I asked, holding it out.

“NO!” she said, swiping the wallet from my hand. “But it’s not yours either.”

The girl rode off on her green bike. I couldn’t let her get away with that! I had Zapato Power, and I could outrun a bike.
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I stood up and put on my silver goggles, the ones that almost make me look like a superhero. Then I pressed the button on my purple wristband, the one that controls my Zapato Power. I was ready to catch that girl crook in the blink of an eye.

[image: img]

I fell backward on my bottom again.
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Huh? My Zapato Power wasn’t working!

“Freddie?” a deep voice called. “What happened?”

It was Mr. Vaslov. He’s the man who takes care of Starwood Park, where I live. He’s also the only other person who knows about my Zapato Power, because he’s the guy who made my special shoes.

“I don’t know,” I said, looking at the purple wad of bubble gum underneath my right sneaker.

Mr. Vaslov took a flat blade out of his pocket. He’s an inventor and a fixer, so he always has tools handy.

“Looks like you need a cleanup,” he said.

While Mr. Vaslov scraped the gum, I told him about the girl on the green bike.

“I think I’ve seen her before,” I said.

“Maybe she goes to your school.”

“Maybe,” I agreed, trying to remember. She was bigger than I was, so I guessed she was older.

“There!” Mr. Vaslov said. “The gum is gone. See if you can run now.”

I stood up on my purple zapatos. I could feel them humming, itching to race. And there was a girl on a green bike with a stolen wallet. I had a hero job to do.
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2. The Girl on the Green Bike
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When I run, smoke whooshes out of my shoes. No one can see me, but I can see just fine. The smoke from my super sneakers gives me Zapato Power eyes. That means I can see things way down the block.
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At the very end of the street, I saw something shiny and green.
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I was there in half a blink, ready to face the girl on the green bike. But it wasn’t her. It was my friend Geraldo on a green scooter. He opened his mouth like a fish.

“Hey, Freddie! Did you just step out of that puff of smoke?”

Zapato Power is the best thing in the world. But keeping it a secret sometimes confuses my friends.

I raced off, leaving Geraldo on his green scooter with his mouth hanging open.
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The next green thing I saw was over by the entrance sign to Starwood Park. I zoomed over, hoping it was the girl on the green bike. Instead, it was my next-door neighbor, Gio, pulling a green wagon.

“Look, Freddie! Puppy likes to ride!”
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Gio’s little black dog, Puppy, stood in the wagon. [image: ]

Sometimes it takes more than superspeed to catch a crook.

Sometimes, you have to ask questions, too.

“Did you see a girl on a green bike?”

“Did she have black hair?” Gio asked.

“Yes,” I said. “When did you see her?”

“Right now!” Gio pointed over my shoulder. “Behind you.”

I turned around. The girl on the green bike was speeding past us.
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She rode down the sidewalk fast, but that was no trouble for a guy with Zapato Power. In one blink, I was behind her, pushing a button on my wristband.
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My super zapatos do more than run. They can jump—right over the girl on the green bike. As I sailed in the air, I looked down to see something very lucky.
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The bike had a basket, and the pink wallet was sitting inside, ready for a Zapato Power rescue.

I landed and ran back toward the girl on the green bike. She only saw me for half a second. I grabbed the wallet and zipped off in a puff of smoke.
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3. A Not-So-Easy Hero Job
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At the entrance to Starwood Park, I stopped to look inside the wallet.

Whew! The two twenty-dollar bills were still safely inside. Returning a wallet with missing money wouldn’t have made me look much like a superhero.

But who did the wallet belong to? A library card gave me the answer: ADRIANA SOTO.

I knew Adriana. She was a counselor at my summer camp. She also lived at Starwood Park. This was going to be an easy hero job. I pressed the button on my wristband.
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I raced down the sidewalk, looking for a tall girl with a long ponytail. She wasn’t hard to find. Adriana was on her way home to Starwood Park, walking sideways, staring at the ground. She didn’t see the fire hydrant she was about to run into. My hero job just got a little harder.
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I reached Adriana just in time to bump into her. [image: ]
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We both fell over. The pink wallet flew out of my hand.

“Freddie!” Adriana shouted. “What are you doing?”

“Saving you from the fire hydrant.”

Adriana rubbed her elbow.

“Thanks. I guess.”

“Are you all right?” a deep voice said.
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I looked up at Mr. Vaslov. This was the second time in one afternoon he’d found me on the ground. Superheroes should fly, not fall on their bottoms. They should also do a better job of catching people.

“We’re fine,” Adriana said. “But I lost my wallet. Did you see it?”

Mr. Vaslov pointed at something behind us. “Is it pink?”

“Yes!” Adriana leaned over and grabbed it. “Thanks! My wallet must have fallen out of my pocket. I’m glad to have it back.”

I was glad Adriana had her wallet back, too. I just wanted to be the one to give it to her. Sometimes hero jobs turn out to be duds.

“How’s summer camp going?” Mr. Vaslov asked.

“Freddie is one of my Tadpoles,” Adriana said, “in swimming lessons.”

The Tadpoles were the beginners. After that came the Frogs, the Dolphins, and the Sharks. One day, I wanted to be a Shark. But so far, all I’d learned how to do was cling to the side of the pool and kick my legs.

“Not enough kids at Starwood Park know how to swim,” Mr. Vaslov said. “I’m glad you’re teaching Freddie how to be safe in the water.”

“Mrs. Barlow, the swim coach, wants to do more than that,” Adriana said. “She wants to teach Freddie and lots of other kids to be lifeguards one day.”

Lifeguards save people! That was for me. If I could learn to put my face in the water, I could be a lifeguard!

Adriana put her hand on my shoulder. “Tomorrow, Mrs. Barlow plans to spend extra time with Freddie while I help the other campers.”

Extra time? Mrs. Barlow liked the way I kicked the water. She said if I’d just let go of the side of the pool, I’d do great.

“Good!” Mr. Vaslov said, just as his cell phone rang. “Leaking bathtub in 15C? I’ll be right there.”

Since Mr. Vaslov hurried off to fix the bathtub, Adriana and I walked home together. We said good-bye at her apartment, and I went on alone to 29G, where I live.

That’s when two things happened at once. I stepped in another wad of grape bubble gum, and the girl on the green bike rode up.



4. POP!
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The girl on the green bike parked in front of me, blocking my way.

“How’d you get that wallet out of my basket?”

Her voice sounded like a growl. I wanted to back away—nice and slow—the way I’ve seen people do on TV when they meet bears in the woods. But my shoe was sticky with bubble gum. I needed to clean it off first. Who was throwing gum on the sidewalk?

“Tell me how you got the wallet!” The girl leaned forward into my face. I smelled grapes. That answered one question. She was the one spitting bubble gum at Starwood Park.

I watched the girl’s jaws move up and down, trying to remember where I’d seen her before. The gum made a popping sound under her teeth. Something inside me felt like it was being chewed up, too.

A purple bubble poked out of her lips, growing bigger and bigger, heading right for my nose.
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If I didn’t do something, I was going to have a sticky purple face! Could I jump? I pressed the button on my wristband. There was no tingling or humming in my feet. Zapato Power wasn’t going to save me this time. I had to use brain power. “Watch out!” I shouted, ducking down low.

[image: img]

The grape bubble exploded all over her face, not mine. Whew!

“YOU’RE GONNA PAY!” she snarled, pulling purple stuff off her cheeks. “No one takes stuff from me!”

That’s when my face got licked.
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Gio’s dog, Puppy, came rushing up to say hello. Gio was behind him, pulling the green wagon. He looked at the girl on the green bike.

“Who are you?” he asked. “And why do you have a purple face?”

Gio is five, so he’s still full of questions older kids are afraid to ask.

“None of your business,” the girl on the green bike said.

She stared at Gio as if she was daring him to ask another question.

[image: ] Puppy jumped in and out of the wagon, barking.

“You should keep your dog quiet,” the girl said.

“How come?” Gio asked.

“Because I said so.” She shoved Gio’s shoulder and rode off.

Gio started crying. “I don’t like her!”
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[image: ] Puppy barked.

Noise always opens doors at Starwood Park. Gio’s big sister, Maria, came out.

“What happened?” she asked.

Maria was in my class during the school year. She was also in the Tadpoles with me at summer camp.

Gio told her about the girl on the green bike.

“I saw her through the window,” Maria said. “Her name is Erika. The girls at summer camp say she’s mean.”

Summer camp? Suddenly, I remembered where I’d seen Erika before. She was a Frog! Her group went into the pool right after the Tadpoles!



5. Worried!

[image: img]

I felt as stiff as a telephone pole. Erika said she was going to make me pay. And I was going to see her the next day at summer camp!

“Freddie!” Maria called. “What’s wrong with you? You’re not moving.”

“You look frozen, Freddie,” Gio agreed.

Superheroes can’t be scared, especially not in front of their friends. What should I say? I looked down at my feet and found an answer.
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“My shoe has bubble gum on it.” I pulled it up to show the sticky purple strings.

“I’ll get a stick,” Maria said.

A few minutes later, Maria had helped me clean the gum off my shoe but not the gunky feeling in my chest. What was Erika going to do to me tomorrow at summer camp? Was she going to throw me in the pool? I couldn’t swim yet!

“See you tomorrow at camp, Freddie!” Maria said. She and Gio went into 28G.

I went home to 29G. The phone was ringing when I opened the door. It was my mom, calling to check up on me from her office.

“How was camp?” she asked. “Did you put your face in the water?”

“Not exactly,” I said. “But I kicked good.”

“I’ll be home in one hour,” Mom said. “Te amo. I love you.”

An hour is a long time if you’re worried about a bully. I tried drinking milk. I tried watching TV. I tried petting my guinea pig, Claude the Second. I even asked him what I should do about Erika at summer camp.

“Are superheroes allowed to hide?”

Claude the Second didn’t have any answers. He just twitched his whiskers and looked cute.

Maybe Mr. Vaslov could help me. He had lots of good ideas. After all, he invented my super zapatos. I gave Claude the Second a carrot and left 29G.
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Mr. Vaslov was not at his toolshed, where he invented things. He was probably still fixing the leaky bathtub in 15C. I turned to go there when I heard a rumbling noise. The metro train was passing Starwood Park on its overhead track.

My feet tingled in my super zapatos, itching to race the train. Even before I got my Zapato Power, I would run beside the track every afternoon with my arms out, pretending to be an airplane. That’s why Mr. Vaslov gave me the super zapatos he invented. He figured that any kid who ran just for fun would know how to take care of special shoes.
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The second I started running, I felt better. My whole body filled with power as my feet moved faster and faster, racing the train.
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Rápido! I zoomed ahead in a swirling cloud of smoke until the train was far behind. Zapato Power! I had super speed! A train couldn’t beat me! Maybe a bully couldn’t either.

I was ready for the next day at summer camp.
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6. I Need My Goggles
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In the morning, I dashed out of 29G with my white backpack on my shoulders and my purple sneakers on my feet. Maria met me on the sidewalk.

“Are you going to put your face in the water today?” she asked.

That was a good question. I wished I had a better answer. “Maybe.”

“Use your silver goggles,” Maria suggested. “They’ll protect your eyes.”

“Good idea.” My Uncle Jorge in New York had sent me the goggles for swimming lessons. But I’d been so busy using them with Zapato Power, I didn’t always remember to use them for summer camp.
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Maria and I walked down the street toward the high school, where summer camp was, until we came to Adriana’s building. We saw her opening the door just as Mr. Vaslov came around the corner. He had a pooper-scooper.

“Are you cleaning dog poop today?” Adriana asked him.

“No,” he grumbled. “I’m cleaning bubble gum. Somebody at Starwood Park has been making a mess.”

Erika! Suddenly, I realized something bad. Erika wasn’t just a problem at summer camp, she was a problem at Starwood Park. She must live here, too. People were always moving in and out. But most of them were nice. They didn’t mess up everything with sticky wads of purple bubble gum that stopped my Zapato Power.

“Can I help?” I asked Mr. Vaslov. After all, I needed the same thing—clean sidewalks.

He handed me his pooper-scooper. “Thanks, Freddie! You’re super!”

I told Maria and Adriana to go on without me, and I got right to work.

[image: img]

In two blinks, I ran around all the buildings with Mr. Vaslov’s pooper-scooper. Then I gave it back to him with three more blobs of purple junk inside.

“Who chews so much bubble gum?” he asked.

“Maria says her name is Erika,” I answered. “She’s the girl on the green bike.”

“I’ll watch out for her.” Mr. Vaslov looked at his watch. “You better go, or you’ll be late for camp.

“Don’t worry.” I waved. “With my shoes, I’m never late.”
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Summer camp had two parts—before lunch and after lunch. In the morning, Adriana took us outside to play in a huge sandbox set up with a volleyball net. We pretended we were playing on the beach until we got sweaty. Then we went inside to make American flags for the Fourth of July. I painted popsicle sticks red, white, and blue with everybody else, but I kept my eye on the art room door. Was Erika waiting for me in the hallway, popping bubble gum? I reached down to touch my purple zapatos. It was a good thing I could run fast.

After lunch, we walked over to the pool. The girls went in through one door and the boys went through another. To go swimming, you have to change clothes in a locker room filled with wet towels.

I had a new bathing suit my mom got me for summer camp. She bought it on sale along with a white backpack and flip-flops. Sale means I have to like the colors, even if the bathing suit is bright orange with big, green palm trees all over it.
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“Hurry up, Freddie!” my friend Geraldo called. “You’re going to be the last one in the pool.”

Geraldo didn’t mind putting his face in the water for Mrs. Barlow. But I was happier putting my orange bathing suit on slowly, one leg at a time. After that, I carefully put my super zapatos away in my white backpack beside my clothes, my wristband, and my silver goggles. Just as I was finished and had no other excuses to stay in the locker room, a man with a rolling laundry hamper came in.
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“Why are you in here alone?” he asked. “Aren’t all the other kids swimming?”

“Sure,” I said. “But I’d be happy to stay and help you pick up the towels.”

The man shook his head. “That’s my job. Your job is to learn how to swim.”

He pointed to the door. I gulped and flip-flopped out to the pool.

“Come in the water, Freddie!” Mrs. Barlow called. “It’s your turn.”

The water looked too blue under the lights of the indoor pool. It also looked cold and wet.

“Freddie!” Maria said, jumping in. “Come on!”

I suddenly remembered that I had forgotten my silver goggles. They were still in my backpack.

“Just a minute.” I waved at Mrs. Barlow. “I’ll be right back.”

My flip-flops sure didn’t go as fast as my super zapatos. And the floor was squishy wet. Worst of all was what I saw when I opened the locker room door. My white backpack wasn’t on the bench anymore! It was missing!



7. Flip, Flop! Flip, Flop!
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I looked everywhere. Nada. Nothing. All I saw were other campers’ backpacks and a hamper filled with white towels.

There was only one explanation. Someone took my backpack with my super shoes! How could I be a superhero now?

I sat on the bench to think. Who could have done this? Only one person popped into my mind—Erika! She said she was going to make me pay. Did she know my backpack had my super zapatos, my goggles, and my wristband? Or did she just think she was stealing my clothes?

“Freddie!” Mrs. Barlow knocked on the door. “Swimming time is almost over. Did you find your goggles?”

When I went back out to the pool, I didn’t have my goggles, my super zapatos, or my courage. Mrs. Barlow said we should try again next time.
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On the way home, my flip-flops hurt my ears. Every flip and every flop asked how I was going to get my super zapatos back. Where did Erika take them? Could I find out where she lived? Starwood Park had lots of buildings, and my only clue was purple bubble gum. I walked slowly, with my eyes on the ground, searching.

At first, all I found was Adriana. “Hey, Freddie!” she said. “What are you looking for?”

I wanted to tell her I was following a trail of bubble gum to find a thief, but then I realized I couldn’t accuse anyone, not even Erika, without evidence.

“My white backpack,” I said.

“Did you try the lost-and-found?” she asked. “Summer camp has a bin in the cafeteria.”

The bin in the cafeteria was for lost things, not stolen things. Could I trust Adriana if I told her more?

“I don’t think my backpack is lost. Somebody took it.”

“That’s what I thought about my wallet,” Adriana said. “Then I decided to check and be sure I didn’t just drop it. Accidents happen, Freddie.”

“Thanks for the advice,” I said, walking off. The trail could be getting cold. I didn’t have time to waste.

At the next corner, I found a blob of grape bubble gum. Then, I found two more outside 25D. Could it be Erika’s apartment?

I tiptoed into the bushes and peeked over the windowsill. Bingo! This had to be Erika’s bedroom. There was a green bike inside! What about my backpack? I raised my head higher to search the room. I didn’t find what I wanted.

“You little snoop!” Erika opened the window and hollered at me. “If you don’t get out of here, I’m calling the police!”

Superheroes are supposed to help the police, not be chased by them. I learned something: when I had to, I could still run fast, even without my zapatos.

The next day was the Fourth of July. We didn’t have summer camp. Instead, I went to a parade with Maria and Gio.

[image: img]

My feet made such a sad sound as we walked.

“Why aren’t you wearing your purple sneakers?” Gio asked.
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It was the last question I wanted to answer but the only thing on my mind. Sometimes you have to talk over your problems with friends.

“I lost my backpack,” I said.

“The new one?” Maria asked.

I nodded my head.

“What does it look like?” Gio asked.

“It’s white,” I said. “All over.”

“Like a T-shirt?” Gio asked.

“Yes.” Maria giggled. “Or a towel at the summer camp pool.”

Everybody in the parade was happy to be celebrating America’s birthday. There were marching bands and lots of red, white, and blue. Sometimes it was hard to see because so many people were watching. I would have had more fun if I wasn’t wearing flip-flops. With Zapato Power, I could have bounced up high and seen over the crowd.

Where were my super shoes? Did Erika have them? When I thought about her, my stomach twisted up, just like it did when I tried to put my face into the water at swimming lessons.

At night, my mom took me to see the fireworks at the high school.

“The Fourth of July is my favorite holiday,” Mom said as we sat down in the football seats. “It was your dad’s, too.”
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“Really?” I liked learning stuff about my dad. He was a soldier and a hero for our country. We will always miss him.

“Sí.” Mom kissed my forehead. “Your dad loved America’s birthday.”

A band played happy music. Then the dark sky filled with colors, bursting open like gigantic flowers. I looked over at my mom. Her smile was as bright as all the colors. We clapped and cheered together. For a little while, I forgot all my worries.

On the way home, Mom and I passed by the building with the summer camp pool, the last place I saw my white backpack with my super zapatos inside. Maybe it was all the noise from the fireworks, but something in my brain popped open with questions. What if Erika didn’t steal my white backpack? What if it was just lost, like Adriana said?

How could a white backpack get lost? I remembered something Maria had said on the way to the parade. Suddenly, I had an idea.



8. Splash!
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The next morning, I left 29G early, wearing my orange bathing suit with the palm trees. I was all ready to check out the pool before summer camp started.
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The flopping sound was so slow compared to Zapato Power. Would I ever be fast again? Or was I doomed to flip-flop around for the rest of my life? I hoped my brainpower was working, and that Maria had given me a good clue for finding my white backpack in the boys’ locker room.

When I got there, I was happy to see the laundry hamper still in the corner, still filled with white towels, the same color as my backpack. Could my backpack be mixed in there by mistake? I sure hoped so. That’s why I dumped the hamper over, just as the man who cleans things up came in.

“What are you doing?” he hollered.

He wasn’t as friendly as the day my backpack disappeared. First, he made me clean everything up. Then, he grabbed my arm and marched me out to the pool.

“Is this kid with the palm trees one of your campers?” he asked my swim coach.

Mrs. Barlow looked at my orange bathing suit. “Yes,” she said. “This is Freddie.”

“Well, Freddie made a huge mess in the boys’ locker room,” the man said.

“That’s not nice.” Mrs. Barlow frowned and fingered the whistle around her neck.
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“I’m sorry,” I said. “I was looking for my backpack.”

“Backpack?” the man repeated. “Was it a white one?”

“Yes!” I jumped up as high as I could in my flip-flops. “Where is it?”

“He’ll tell you later,” Mrs. Barlow said, putting her hand on my arm. “First, we’re going to have a swimming lesson.”

“But I need my backpack,” I pleaded.

“Why?” Mrs. Barlow asked. “Does it have your goggles in it?”

I nodded my head. Superheroes don’t lie, but they don’t tell everything they know either.

“If I had my goggles, I might be able to put my face in the water.”

“Then let’s find your backpack.” Mrs. Barlow smiled.

She went with me to the lost-and-found, the place where the man who took care of the wet towels said he put my white backpack after finding it in the hamper.

“Sorry,” he explained. “I must have picked it up with the towels by mistake.”
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My feet couldn’t move fast enough. Was I really about to get my Zapato Power back?

The bin in the cafeteria was filled to the top. Underneath a couple of lost hats and a red T-shirt was a white backpack. I grabbed it and looked inside.

“My zapatos!” I shouted. “My wristband! My goggles!”

Everything was back. I could outrun a train or Erika’s bicycle. I could help Mr. Vaslov keep the sidewalks clean. But before I did, there was something I had to do first.

I put on my silver goggles and looked at my swim coach.

“Are you ready?” Mrs. Barlow asked.

We walked back to the pool together.
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My goggles gave me the courage to jump in the water and get my whole head wet.

“Terrific!” Mrs. Barlow said. “Now put your arms out with your face down.”

We practiced for an hour before summer camp. And when I came back with the Tadpoles after lunch,

I showed Maria and Adriana what I had learned.

“Freddie!” Maria shouted.

“You’re almost swimming!”

“Wow!” Adriana agreed.

At the end of the day, I climbed out of the pool, ready to be a superhero again. I got dressed and put on my purple sneakers to race home at super speed.
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When I reached 29G, Gio and Puppy were playing outside.

“Look!” Gio said. “Puppy has a new toy!”

[image: ] Puppy dropped a giant squeaky bone at my feet. I picked it up.

[image: ] Puppy barked.

“He wants to play with you,” Gio said. “Throw it.”
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Just as I raised my arm to throw, Erika came speeding by on her green bike. She swiped Puppy’s bone right out of my hand and rode off.

“NO!” Gio cried. “Not fair!”
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Erika didn’t steal my backpack, but she was still a bully. I had my Zapato Power back—and my courage. I could fix this.
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Erika turned the corner to Building H, right past a wad of purple bubble gum.
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I jumped over the gum and the bike, landing a few feet in front of her with my arms crossed. Erika stopped her bike with a screech.

“Give back Puppy’s bone,” I said.

Erika opened her mouth so wide her bubble gum fell out. I don’t think she was used to people telling her what to do. She handed me Puppy’s bone.

[image: ] came a little boy’s voice.

[image: ]

I heard Gio and Puppy back at 29G and turned around. Mr. Vaslov was walking toward us with his pooper-scooper.

“Puppy and Gio need you, Freddie,” he said in his deep voice. “I’ll take over from here.”

He handed his pooper-scooper to Erika. “Clean up your bubble gum!”

Without saying a word, Erika took the pooper-scooper and got busy. Starwood Park’s bully was under control—at least for the moment. I squeezed Puppy’s toy and took off.
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Turn the page to begin reading from Jacqueline Jules’s Freddie Ramos Stomps the Snow
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1. Too Slippery for Zapato Power?
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Sparkly white flakes swirled down from the clouds.

“It’s sticking!” Geraldo hollered.

Even though it was March, this was the first time we’d seen snow all year. Geraldo, Maria, Jason, and all the kids at recess were jumping for joy. I was too.

“HOORAY!” Jason screamed.

Usually I saved my super-powered sneakers for hero stuff. But I was too excited about the snow. I pressed the button on my Zapato Power wristband. Smoke whooshed out of my shoes, covering me in a cloud.

“Where’d Freddie go?” Maria asked.

Maria couldn’t see me bouncing higher than the basketball hoop and sailing over the swing set. [image: image]

“Freddie!” Maria called for me.

“Mrs. Blake says recess is over.”


[image: image]I landed at Maria’s feet and turned off my Zapato Power. It was time to turn back into a regular kid, even if it was snowing.

[image: image]

“Let’s go!” I said to Maria. When we got into the classroom,

Mrs. Blake asked us to open our math books and study for our Friday test.

But everyone’s eyes, even Mrs. Blake’s, kept drifting to the window, where fat snowflakes were falling. First the grass turned white, then the road.

“How much snow do we need to cancel school?” Jason asked.

“In Wisconsin, where I grew up,” Mrs. Blake said, “we needed two feet of snow. But around here, it just needs to be slippery outside.”

Slippery? Was that good for my super speed? I chewed my pencil.

[image: image] Something was squealing outside. We dashed out of our seats to watch by the window.

“That blue car is stuck,” Mrs. Blake said. “It can’t get up the hill.”


The snow was making everyone—even our teacher—forget it was math time. Part of me was excited. Slippery roads meant no school and no test tomorrow. The other part of me was worried. If cars couldn’t move in the snow, could my super-powered sneakers?

[image: image]

“ANNOUNCEMENT!” The principal’s voice came through the intercom. “SCHOOL WILL BE CLOSING EARLY.”

“YAY!” everybody shouted, even Mrs. Blake. I was the only one in the room who wasn’t smiling.

Maria and I walked home together.

By that time, snow had completely covered the steps leading up to Starwood Park, where we lived.

“Help!” Maria giggled, grabbing the rail.

We couldn’t keep from slipping, and my purple zapatos were soaked. How could I run at super speed with wet shoes?

“I need my boots,” Maria said. “At least you have some,” I grumbled.

Maria looked at me. “You don’t?” I shook my head. My super zapatos were the only shoes I had. 

She patted my arm. “Don’t worry. Alonzo probably has some boots that are too small for him.”

Maria’s big brother, Alonzo, went to high school, and her youngest brother, Gio, was in first grade. Since we were neighbors, Maria’s mom let me wear Alonzo’s clothes until Gio was big enough for them. At Starwood Park, people shared.

“Keep your fingers crossed for a snow day tomorrow!” Maria said at the door of her apartment, 28G.

I watched her go inside. But I didn’t open my door to 29G, even though my nose was a Popsicle and I knew my guinea pig, Claude the Second, was waiting for me.

The metro train was rumbling by Starwood Park on its overhead track. Claude the Second would understand. There was something important I needed to find out.

I pulled my silver goggles out of my coat pocket and took a big breath. What would happen when I pressed the button on my purple wristband?

[image: image]
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A puff of smoke cut right through the snowflakes. In half a blink, I was behind Starwood Park, running beside the overhead train track. The train zoomed by! Rápido! But not as fast as my Zapato Power!

As I ran, my speed made so much heat that it pushed the curtain of snow away from me and dried up the ground. I went faster and faster, not feeling cold at all—not even my nose!

[image: image]

The train fell behind me, just like every other day with Zapato Power in my shoes. If someone needed a superhero, Freddie Ramos would be ready. But in the meantime, my guinea pig was waiting for me back at 29G.

[image: image]



2. A March Blizzard

[image: image]

When I opened the door, my guinea pig wasn’t the only one waiting.

“Freddie!” Mom frowned. “How come you didn’t come straight home after school?”

“Mom! How come you’re not at your office?”

[image: image]

“WHEET!” Claude the Second stood up in his cage and squealed. He didn’t care who was home first. He wanted his afternoon carrot.

“Everybody canceled because of the storm. We closed the office early.”

“So you get a snow day too!” I said.

Mom stopped frowning. “Sí, mi hijito.” She kissed my forehead. “Let’s have some hot cocoa.”

“Great idea!”

While Mom heated the milk, I took off my purple zapatos. They were as dry as a warm blanket. So were my socks. My friend Mr. Vaslov would be happy to hear this. Just because he invented my super shoes didn’t mean he knew everything about them. Inventions can do unexpected things. That’s why you have to test them. Lucky for me, Mr. Vaslov chose me to be the Zapato Power tester.

We drank our hot cocoa on the couch in front of the television news.

A weatherman was standing beside a snow-covered highway with a microphone.

“It’s a March blizzard,” he said. “Wind gusts of fifty miles per hour are expected as the storm drops almost a foot of snow.”

“A whole foot!” Mom put her hands on her cheeks. “And high winds! This sounds serious!”

I turned away from Mom to wink at Claude the Second, munching on his carrot. With Zapato Power, I could take care of us. But Mom didn’t know my superhero secret. Shoes with super speed and super bounce are the sort of thing moms think are dangerous. And a good superhero doesn’t upset his mom.

“Remember the jigsaw puzzle Uncle Jorge sent me for Christmas?” Mom said.

“The one called Snow Queen?” I asked. “With a thousand pieces?”

“Yes,” Mom answered. “This might be a good time to put it together.”

[image: image]

We settled down at the table with the puzzle. My job was to find all the straight edge pieces for the border. Mom sorted the different colors. That kept us busy until nine o’clock. In between, we ate dinner and watched the snow through the window. We could see it piling up on the ground under the sidewalk lamps. Sometimes it poured out of the sky in a steady stream. Other times, the wind roared like a speeding motorcycle, and snow blew around in crazy circles.

[image: image]

Just before I went to bed, we watched the news again. The reporter was still outside with his microphone, telling people to stay home. Some people do not listen to their own advice.

The next morning, I looked out the window and saw cars completely buried in snow. The street had disappeared beneath a white blanket. So had the sidewalks and the bushes.


“Qué bonito.” I whistled. “Wow!” Mom turned on the news. Every school in the city was closed. So were the government offices and most businesses. It was a snow day

“Hooray!” Mom bounced in her blue fuzzy slippers. She was still wearing her nightgown, and her long black hair wasn’t combed.

“What do you want to do?” I asked.

Mom yawned. “Dormir. Sleep.” 

“Go back to bed, Mom!” I laughed. “Pretend it’s Saturday morning.”

While Mom took off her blue slippers and got under the covers, I put on my purple zapatos. There was a big white world outside I wanted to explore.

But first I had to open my front door. I pushed and pushed with my shoulder. Something was blocking me. It was snow!

“The wind made drifts of two feet in some places,” a voice behind me said. “People can’t get out of their houses.”

I looked back at the television.

The news reporter was talking about how this was the first time in five years we had a big snow in March.

“Get out and enjoy it, kids!” he said.

I opened the window for another way out. That’s when I saw a man in a red hat. It was Mr. Vaslov, my friend who takes care of Starwood Park. He waved a red mitten as he pulled a sled behind him.

“Climb out, Freddie,” he said. 

Our apartment is on the first floor. With the snow so high, stepping out of the window was almost as easy as stepping out of a bathtub. Mr. Vaslov helped me onto his sled.

“Where are we going?” I asked. “To my tool shed,” Mr. Vaslov said. “I have a new invention to show you.”

 Buy Freddie Ramos Stomps the Snow Now!
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