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To my family,
the superheroes in my life.
—T.A.
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First of All

[image: ]’m Jeff Bunter, and I’m a Goofball.

A Goofball who loves mysteries.

But it’s no mystery how I became a Goofball. I’ve been one since the beginning of me.

First of all, I didn’t cry when I was born.

I burped.

Second of all, when I was two, I got Sparky, my pet corgi. He barks like this: “Goof! Goof!”

Third of all, on my first day of preschool, I decided I was a dog and ate my lunch on the floor.
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“Why don’t you sit at your desk like everyone else?” my teacher asked me.

“I can’t wag my tail when I sit down,” I said.

“But Jeff, you don’t really have a tail,” my teacher said.

“Sure, I do,” I said. “It’s the tale of a boy who decides he’s a dog and eats his lunch on the floor!” The class laughed at that.

“Very goofy, Jeff,” the teacher said. “Please take your seat.”

“Where should I take it?” I asked.

The class laughed even more.

“Take it to the front of the class and tell us your tale!” said the teacher.

“Goof! Goof!” I said, and the class laughed even louder!

As you can imagine, I made lots of friends that day. I’ve been making them ever since.

But only three of them are as goofy as me. First of all, there’s Brian Rooney. He’s an inventor of crazy stuff that doesn’t always work but looks cool.

Then there’s Kelly Smitts, who has curly blond hair and is very suspicious and very serious.

Finally, there’s Mara Lubin, who is as skinny as a stick, wears big green glasses, and loves disguises.

They are the nuttiest friends in the world. Which makes them perfect Goofballs.

Together, we solve mysteries.

Super-mysteries.

Like the one yesterday.

We were at the beginning of a long line of hungry people outside Pizza Palace, waiting for the big clock on the library to strike 12:00 noon. At noon, the doors would open.
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It was a big day at Pizza Palace, and it was a big day for the Goofballs. Exactly one year ago, Luigi the baker had named a pizza after us.

The Goofball Pizza has cheese, garlic, pineapple, and peanut butter.

Just listing the toppings makes me hungry.

For the first anniversary of our special pizza, Luigi promised us a new mystery topping.

It was so mysterious, even we didn’t know what it was.

“Brian, what are you doing?” asked Kelly.

Brian was stretching his jaws open as wide as he could. He looked like a lion ready to swallow his own head.

“Exercises,” Brian said. “To see how many slices of pizza I can chew at the same time.” He measured his mouth with a ruler he took from his cargo shorts, where he keeps all his inventor junk.

“My record is three slices at once,” Brian said. “But today I’m going for four. Tomorrow? Who knows?”

“I do,” said Mara. “The hospital!”

The mayor of Badger Point was in line, too. He wore his official top hat. Principal Higgins was also in line. So was Mrs. Bookman, the librarian. It was a long line.

Behind us stood our classmate Billy Carlson with his sister, Millie.

[image: ]

She is the captain of the middle-school gymnastics team.

Billy and Millie. Their names rhyme.

They also have the same red hair. I mean that their hair is the same color red. Not that they share one head of hair. That would be hard, since they go to different schools.

“Mara, what are you doing?” asked Kelly.

Mara was squinting into the window of Pizza Palace, first without her glasses, then with them, then without them, then with them.

“Maybe she’s trying to discover the mystery ingredient,” I said.

“No,” said Mara. “I want to see what I look like without glasses. But I need my glasses to see what I look like, so it’s not working.”

I shook my head. Brian laughed. “That reminds me of the time I tried to look at the back of my head. But I couldn’t turn around fast enough. The front of my head was everywhere I looked.”

Me? I was jotting down everything in my cluebook. Things like this:
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My cluebook is a small notebook I carry everywhere. Detectives throughout history have written down their clues and used them later to solve mysteries. You never know when clues will come in handy.

Besides that, I was working on a theory.

I was trying to prove that Goofballs are even goofier when they’re hungry. So I wrote down what my friends were doing:
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“Kelly, what are you doing?” I asked.

Kelly power walks everywhere, and right now she was power walking back and forth in front of the restaurant, faster and faster, her arms flying like propellers.

“I’m trying to make time go faster,” said Kelly. “So we don’t have to wait so long until our next real mystery.”

It was true. The only mystery we were solving was the mystery topping on the Anniversary Goofball Pizza.

And that would be solved as soon as the clock struck twelve.

But we never heard the clock striking twelve. Or any other number, either.

Instead we heard something else.

“Pssst!”

Mara giggled. “Someone say ‘excuse me.’ ”

“It wasn’t me,” Brian said. “I’m empty. I need all my space for pizza—”

“Pssst!” came the sound again.

“Maybe it was Jeff,” said Kelly.

“Not me!” I said. “I’m busy writing.”

When the sound came a third time—“Psssssst!”—we spun around on our heels and saw a tall, skinny man in a funny round hat hiding behind a lamppost.
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One long finger was pointing to the four of us. Then the finger curled back as if he wanted us to come over.

And all the while, he kept making noises as if he was losing air.

“Pssst! Pssssss-ssss-sssssst!”
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