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“Two thousand bucks on the line and you’re using your limited brain power to answer sappy texts from a girl?” Josh Lindor eyes my cell phone screen in disgust. “Geez, Connor. From the pathetic look on your face, I thought you received the name of our target. Senior Assassin e-mails are supposed to go out at five o’clock.”
I pluck my phone from his crumb-encrusted fingers and drop it into the grass next to my soda, behind the basketball hoop at the side of the Lindors’ driveway. I glare at him, daring him to steal it again. “I wasn’t answering the text, I was reading it. There a law against that?”
Ever since my parents handed me my first cell phone so I’d have it for emergencies way back in fourth grade, Josh has acted as if it’s his right to read whatever’s on there. Like it’s a privilege he gets for being my best friend.
Josh shrugs before grabbing another dozen or so Goldfish crackers from the oversize carton we brought outside with us. As he pops them into his mouth, one falls out the pinky side of his fist and skitters across the driveway where Josh’s dog, an elderly St. Bernard mix named Buster, snarfs it up.
“Why’s Molly Cannon still texting you, anyway?” He bounces the basketball in a lazy hand-to-hand rhythm, practically begging me to jump forward and steal it. I let him keep dribbling. “Didn’t you tell her you’re not interested?”
Only Josh would think it’s that simple. “I’ve tried, but there’s no good way to reject a girl. It’s even harder when it’s a cool girl like Molly.” When Josh starts to argue, I hold up a hand to stop him. “Reading her texts doesn’t mean I’m going to screw up Senior Assassin.”
“You’d better not,” he mumbles through his mouthful of Goldfish. A few orange particles land on the basketball but bounce off as he takes a foul shot. He misses—a rarity for Josh—allowing me to nab the long rebound and sink a perfect three-pointer. He pretends not to see and snags another fistful of Goldfish. Buster follows him at a lope, hoping more crackers will fall his way.
Normally, we head inside to raid the Lindors’ pantry the minute we finish soccer practice, maybe hang out and watch ESPN or play video games in his family room while we eat, but with only a few hours before the annual Senior Assassin tournament officially begins, we want to seize every possible minute of stress-free outdoor time. Once the game’s underway at midnight, we won’t be able to walk down the street without looking over our shoulders for squirt-gun snipers.
As Josh has been pointing out ad nauseum since this year’s prize amounts were announced, there’s a two-thousand-dollar payout for the team finishing in first place. I have nearly four grand set aside from mowing lawns the last three summers, and when I get to five, my parents said they’ll accept it as payment for the four year-old Toyota my dad currently drives. They even promised to cover the insurance and repairs until I graduate college.
I’m tired of working in the neighbors’ yards while they stare at me from their swanky patios, just waiting for an opportunity to find fault with my edging technique or the height of my mower blade. And then—when I finally finish—spending another ten or fifteen minutes picking itchy grass clippings off my sunscreened, bug-sprayed arms and legs before Mom will allow me back into the house. I’m doubly tired of relying on Josh and my parents for transportation despite the fact I’ve had my license for over a year. The Toyota’s nothing fancy, but it’s reliable and I want it with such an intensity that I have a recurring dream where I’m flying down the road with the windows open and beach tunes on the radio. In the dream, I’m not irritated by the smell of freshly-mown grass. I’m actually enjoying it, the way all those people sitting on their patios in the sunshine should be instead of spending their free time nagging me.
Winning Senior Assassin isn’t only about winning money. It’s about winning my freedom.
“Whatever you’ve said to Molly, she’s not taking the hint,” Josh says, finally sinking a shot now that his mouth is empty. “The longer this goes on, the worse it’s gonna get for both of you. Maybe you need to spell it out in all caps: I AM NOT INTO YOU.”
I roll my eyes. We both know Molly isn’t the kind of girl who would handle blunt rejection well, and with good reason. Her ex, Drew, humiliated her last spring by breaking up with her the week before Junior Prom. She’d already bought a dress and everything. He’d heard via the lunchtime rumor mill that Sofia Magaro, this incredibly hot girl who moved to another school district the summer before, was dying to find someone to take her to Eastwood’s Junior Prom. Drew practically bolted from the cafeteria to text Sofia and ask her. He dumped Molly less than an hour later, between fifth and sixth period, while Molly was standing at her locker in junior hall trying to figure out whether or not she needed her dictionary for Spanish class. He left her standing in front of dozens of people with a horrified look on her face and huge tears in her eyes. He claimed the breakup was in the works for weeks, that Molly knew it was coming, and that Sofia’s long, tan legs and D-cup bra had zero to do with it. We all knew better.
Most of guys didn’t blame Drew, though. I mean, Sofia’s that gorgeous.
I didn’t say anything, but I thought it was damned cold.
Worse, Sofia accepted Drew’s invite that same afternoon, then acted like she didn’t know Drew already had a girlfriend. That’s because Sofia’s one of those girls. The type Molly is not. Molly volunteers for the jobs no one else wants to do, like setting up the tables at six a.m. before a bake sale or staying late to calculate the receipts from a class fundraiser while everyone else is rushing off to watch a football game or to hit Sal’s Pizza. She’ll even extend the buy-one, get-one free hour when she’s working at Cumberland Farms if you show up five minutes late for your Chill Zone fix. She’s nice, which is why I’ve been extra friendly to her since the Drew incident.
Unfortunately, she apparently read more into my attention than I intended, so now I’m flailing with my answers to her flirty texts. How do you let a nice girl, one you hate to see hurt, know you’re not interested in her like that? Especially when she suffered an epic breakup in the not-too-distant past?
It’d be easier if I did like Molly. Not that she’s ugly or anything; in fact, she’s well up there on the hotness scale. But that jolt you get when the right girl starts talking to you? The one that tells you kissing her would pump adrenaline through your veins harder than drilling the winning goal in the final seconds of a soccer game? Yeah, that jolt’s simply not there.
“Maybe you should ask her out and see how it goes? Can’t hurt.”
“Forget it.” I dribble in for an easy layup, then tap the ball in his direction. “I’ve known her since we were two years old and in the same Gymboree class. Nothing’s going to change between us if we go to a movie together.”
“Don’t be too sure,” he says. “Ever watch those feel-good segments at the end of the news? They’re always showing couples who grew up together and didn’t pay any attention to each other for years and years. Then one day, maybe in high school, maybe during a college break or something—bam!—they see each other in a different light and end up living happily ever after.”
“It’s news for a reason, Josh: It doesn’t happen that often. Trust me, love at one-millionth sight isn’t in the cards for me. Not with Molly.”
He shakes his head. “You don’t know—”
“If you think it’s such a great idea, you should troll our elementary school photos for a girlfriend. ‘Cause you sure don’t seem that interested in any of the girls who flirt with you now.”
That shuts his trap.
I plop down in the grass behind the hoop to take a swig of my soda as Josh’s sister, Peyton, turns her silver Honda SUV into the driveway and eases it into the garage. Josh is right about one thing: I need to use my brain power to focus on the Senior Assassin tournament and not on Molly. But her texts are driving me nuts. I don’t want to reject her in a way that sticks me with a rep like Drew’s. The guy may be popular, but he’s a jerkwad.
I glance at Josh, who’s lining up on the opposite side of the driveway to take a three-point shot now that Peyton’s out of our way. “Should I ask Peyton?”
He pauses mid-shot to make bug eyes at me. “Out?”
“No, you idiot. What to do about Molly. Peyton’s pretty level-headed. She doesn’t get all emotional about girly stuff. Maybe she’ll have a good idea.” Peyton’s only a year younger than Josh and I are, so she knows a lot of the same people we do and hears all the same gossip. I wouldn’t have to explain why I need to let Molly down easy.
Josh opens his mouth to respond, but at that moment his cell phone vibrates against the front steps, where he left it when we came outside. A beat later, mine buzzes, too. He jogs to the steps, leaving the basketball to roll into the garage and under Peyton’s car. “Targets!”
Since I’m already beside my phone, I’m able to get to the e-mail faster than Josh. “Yep. Return addy is Jayne Dover.”
Jayne, Molly’s best friend, is one of the two seniors organizing the tournament. Though they aren’t allowed to enter, the organizers receive a cut of the pot for collecting fees, entering team data into a program that randomly assigns targets, and then verifying hits. It’s become so desirable to be one of the organizers that the junior class has to vote on who’ll be awarded the position the following year.
I click on the e-mail and read the names we’ve been assigned, then let out a low whistle. “The Senior Assassin gods must have heard us talking about Molly Cannon.”
“We got Molly? Who’s her partner?” He’s clicking furiously on his phone.
I shake my head. “Not Molly. Better. Would you believe Drew and Grayson?”
“Sweet!” Josh pumps his fist once he’s opened the message on his own phone. “This hit will be the stuff of legend, my friend. They’re both such egomaniacs, they’ll think they’re invincible.”
I shove out of the grass to rescue the basketball, but Peyton’s still in her car with the engine running—it looks like she’s shuffling through papers—so I leave the ball and sit on the stairs beside Josh. Now comes the fun part: we figure out how to eliminate two of the biggest jerks in the senior class and move ourselves closer to the winners’ circle at the same time.
“Drew and Grayson are aggressive,” I say. “They’ll be focused on nailing their targets instead of watching their backs. That plays right into our plans.”
Josh and I have discussed our strategy since we were freshmen, refining it each year as we’ve watched the seniors in classes ahead of us make mistakes. In round one, we plan to strike early—as soon after the midnight start time as possible—then lie low so we can avoid being eliminated ourselves before round two. Since more than half the field is knocked out in the first round every year, smart defense is critical. To that end, we’ve agreed never to be outdoors or in a public place together once the game is underway. Not only does staying separate make us tougher to hit, if one of us is shot we can call or text the other. As long as one of us stays alive at the end of each round and we eliminate both our targets, we advance.
“So we’ll hit them before school tomorrow?” Josh asks.
“Definitely. How early can you get out of the house?”
“You know my parents. They aren’t thrilled with the whole idea of Senior Assassin, but if my homework’s done and I’m not breaking any laws, they’re all for me winning the cash. So I can get out whenever you can.”
I flick a piece of grass off my calf as I think through logistics. “Drew and Grayson probably wake up anywhere from six-thirty to six-forty five so they can leave for school by seven-ten. If we want to stake out their houses, we’d need to be set by six at the very latest so they don’t see us.”
“Agreed.” Josh says. “Sucks, but it’ll be worth it.”
“Do you know if either of them park in the garage?” Under the rules of the game, you can’t eliminate a target while they’re in a car or a private home—which includes the garage—unless they’re stupid enough to invite you inside. You can’t get them on school grounds, during sports practice or games, or when they’re at work or on their way to work.
“Don’t know about Drew, but Grayson usually parks at the end of his driveway. Problem is, he’s on a wide open street in a new development. Hardly any trees or bushes for cover.”
“Maybe crawling under his car would work? Shooting him in the ankles wouldn’t be as fun, but it’d count.”
“Yeah, and if he’s pissed off, it makes it easier for him to run over me.” Josh shoots a sideways glance at me. “You know I have Grayson.”
“Of course.” Josh has hated Grayson for years. They both have L last names and sat together throughout elementary school. Whenever the teacher turned her back, Grayson would flick things at Josh or poke him with the sharp end of his pencil. He’s been a Class-A loudmouth and a ball hog at every basketball and soccer camp we’ve ever attended. Even now, he takes particular joy in making Josh look bad. No way would I deny Josh the opportunity to nail that swaggering moron with a squirt gun or water balloon.
Frankly, I hope he shoots Grayson in the crotch and leaves a fat wet spot.
“My guess is he’ll leave a lot earlier than usual. He and Drew will be trying to eliminate their targets before school, same as we are.” Josh sucks in his lower lip, then lets it out with a pop. “If he does, darkness will work in my favor.”
“I dunno. He’d have to leave pretty early for darkness to help you. Sun’s up before six. He might see you crawling under his car from his bedroom window.”
I lean back on my elbows and look at the sky. It’s one of those perfect late September days like you see in the movies. Even though the trees are starting to shift from green to reds and yellows, the clouds are light and fluffy and it’s still warm enough for shorts. I take a deep breath, savoring the fresh air and the warmth of the sun-heated stone steps. Before long, Josh and I will be bundled head to toe against the bite of the Massachusetts winter and cursing the Red Sox for blowing their playoff chances yet again.
Winter would be a lot less painful this year if I had my own wheels. Assassinating Drew would be step one.
“Taking out Drew might solve my Molly problem to some extent,” I muse. “She’ll be pissed she didn’t get the chance to make the hit herself.”
“You’re dreaming.” Josh hocks a loogey into the grass, then frowns at me. “There are a hundred and forty teams in this thing. She has to know that the odds of her being assigned Drew as a target are pretty slim. But if you knock him out, you’ll be her knight in shining armor. Or she’ll take it as some kind of sign. You know how girls can get.”
Great. Just what I need.
“You mentioned asking Peyton what you should do,” Josh adds, his tone turning serious. “But I’m not sure anything you say to Molly’s going to help. As long as you’re single, she’s going to be after you. What you need is a girlfriend.”
“I do not need a girlfriend.” Want one? Sure. But no one interests me at the moment and I’m not going to solve my Molly problem by replacing it with another.
“A pretend girlfriend, then. Molly will lose interest immediately if she thinks you’re taken.”
“Now who’s wasting their brain power?” I reach across him for the Goldfish carton. Only crumbs are left, but I dump them into my cupped palm and pour the handful into my mouth. I’m starving. Soccer practice was brutal today.
“Helping you doesn’t require brain power. Tell one or two people at school you’re with Peyton and Molly will hear it by the end of the day. Problem solved.”
Is he insane? “I’m not going to fake date anyone, let alone your sister.”
“You wouldn’t have to fake anything. That’s the beauty of it. You’re at my house all the time, so people will assume you’re hanging out with Peyton while you’re here. No walking around holding hands or pretending you’re together.”
“It’s still wrong, starting a rumor like that.” I gesture toward the garage. “Besides, don’t you think Peyton would have something to say about it?”
“Why? It’s not like she has another boyfriend. It’s Peyton. She’s way more interested in school than guys.”
“That’s not what I meant by—”
“Connor, who cares? It’s for a good cause!”
Yeah, I might have to ask someone besides Josh—or Peyton, since Josh would want to put in his two cents—for help with my Molly situation. Or see if I can ride it out until she loses interest. I shake the Goldfish carton. “Let’s go get some real food. On the way, we can do a quick drive-by of Grayson’s and Drew’s houses to look for stakeout spots.”
“Good idea.” Josh pushes off the steps and pockets his cell phone. “I’ll ask Peyton if we can borrow her car, though. If either of them happen to be outside, they’ll recognize mine and know we’re casing their houses.”
I’m not sure if he’s being smart—because it’s a huge advantage in Senior Assassin if your targets don’t know you’re after them—or sneaky, creating an excuse to have me talk to Peyton.
“Don’t say a word to her about Molly or your stupid fake girlfriend idea. I mean it, Josh.”
“You’re an idiot. It’s a great plan.” At my glare, he lets out an exaggerated sigh. “Whatever. I won’t say a word. But for the record? Peyton could keep you from having to hide out your entire senior year.”
I thwack him in the back of the head as we push up from the stairs. “Get this through your skull: I refuse to hide out from anyone or lie about anything. Not my style.”
“Not even for Senior Assassin?” he asks, jogging a few steps backward on the front walk to keep me from smacking him again.
I grin. “That’s different.”
My brother is certifiable.
“I don’t care if I’m not using it right now, you’re not taking my car,” I tell him. “Especially not for a so-called reconnaissance mission.”
My AP Chemistry homework is spread across the kitchen table, which should be a clue that I’m not in the mood to be bothered. But no. Josh is camped out in the chair next to me with his legs and feet taking up every inch of available space under the table. Worse, his elbows are on top of the lab notes I need to finish my report. The sooner he realizes he’s not getting my car and disappears, the sooner I can rescue my notes without having to yank them out from under him.
Unfortunately, Josh being Josh, if he suspects this he’ll never leave.
I hate confrontation almost as much as I hate the idea of my car being subjected to the horrors of guy-in-car abuse while Josh and his best friend, Connor Strabinowski, go stalking. How Josh and I came from the same DNA pool, I’ll never know. He lives to provoke.
“Come on, Peyton,” Josh begs. “Shooting doesn’t start until midnight, so your car will be perfectly safe. I promise. This is important.”
“Give me a break.” I look up from my textbook to meet his oh-so-phony pleading gaze. “You and Connor are going to take my freshly-vacuumed, brand-new car straight to Cumby’s, where you’ll buy monster-sized Cherry Chill Zones which you’ll inevitably drip on the front seats. Then you’ll stop at the McDonald’s drive-thru, which means I’ll have to spend tomorrow morning wiping your greasy fingerprints off my steering wheel.”
“I will not—”
I hold up my index finger to stop him. “After that, you’ll go cruising through Grayson’s neighborhood and you’ll be so busy staring at the front of his house trying to find a hiding place that you’ll hit his mailbox. No, thanks.”
“Harsh!” Josh places a hand over his heart in mock anguish as if this is the first time he’s heard me say anything like this. “You know I’ve never had an accident.”
“Excuse me, but I believe the shopping cart corral in the Target parking lot has a sizable dent with your name on it.” Please. I may not be as naturally smart as Josh, but my recall is excellent.
“It wasn’t in your car. And I still think it was one of your friends who left those red spots on your passenger seat. It definitely wasn’t me, because I would’ve—” Even as he argues, I shake my head. I hate taking such a hard line, especially in front of Connor, but sometimes that’s what’s required with Josh. If I act like I might cave, even for an instant, he’ll be doubly persistent.
“You could always drive,” Connor says to me, his voice far more controlled than Josh’s. “Please? We have to eliminate Grayson and Drew early, before they hit their own targets and start watching their backs. If we take Josh’s car and they spot us, we’re toast. They’ll know we drew them as our first-round assignment and they’ll be ready for us.”
It’s easy to say no to my brother. He always has girls willing to say yes to anything he asks, though I can’t fathom why. He’s a typical smelly older brother. Connor’s tougher. Unlike Josh, he eats with his mouth closed. Thanks to soccer and basketball—varsity, both teams—he’s in phenomenal shape. He wears clothes that are vaguely stylish and has soft brown eyes with long lashes that are more convincing than they should be. Like right now, when he’s smiling across the table at me. I bet he even knows he’s showing off his dimples.
Thank God I’m not one of those stupid, needy girls who fall for surface dressing.
I square my focus on Connor. “I’m not trying to be mean, but this lab report’s due tomorrow and I haven’t even started my Hamlet paper—”
“How am I going to pay you back the two hundred bucks I owe you if I don’t finish in the top three of Senior Assassin?” Josh asks.
“I can help you with Hamlet,” Connor offers. “I got an A on it last year.”
I look from Connor, who is sincere, to my brother, who is not. “You’re paying me back no matter what.”
“I know, I know. But it’ll be faster with Senior Assassin money. If you’re driving, you won’t have to worry about dings or about food getting all over your car. Plus you’ll be good cover for us.”
Since Josh will attempt to reason me to death, I address Connor. “Thanks for the offer, but I don’t need help with Hamlet. I know what I’m going to write. I just need time to actually write it without you guys bothering me. Besides, I haven’t had my license long enough to drive you two. Gotta have someone over twenty-one with me if a non-family member is in the car, remember?” I wave my hands in the universal signal for vamoose.
Josh doesn’t move. He’s waiting for me to try to pull my chemistry notes out from under him. I inhale and pretend to read, wondering how much of my time they’ll waste before they leave me alone.
My stomach picks this precise moment to gurgle loud enough for both of them to hear it.
“I’ll bring back dinner for you if we can use your car,” Connor promises. “My treat.”
At the same time, Josh picks up my lab notes and starts critiquing them. Aloud.
He and our older sister, Tessa, are total brains. They can slide into any exam and ace it with minimal study time. But me? I lack that miracle gene. I have to work my tail off for every single point. Ironic, since I’m the one who’s most concerned with grades. Every A I notch raises my odds of getting into MIT, which is my dream school.
Not that I’d tell Josh my goal. He’d only use it as ammo.
“Fine, buy me dinner,” I mutter when Josh’s critique goes past teasing and into torture. I slam my chem book shut and steal the notes back from Josh so he’ll shut his mouth. “But I’m coming with you and I need to be back by five-thirty. Deal?”
“Deal,” Connor and Josh say together, practically crashing into each other in a rush toward the garage. As I locate my sandals on the shoe rack beside the door, Connor drops to the concrete floor to retrieve a wayward basketball from under the front of my car. Josh leaps over him, then races to the driver’s seat. I wonder—not for the first time—how these two ended up best friends.
I raise an eyebrow at Josh. “You mock my homework, then make Connor crawl for your basketball and think you’re going to drive? Huh-uh. You ride in the back.”
Josh looks at Connor and shrugs, then opens the rear door without an argument as I hand my car keys to Connor. When I stow my purse between the two front seats, I catch sight of Josh waggling his eyebrows at Connor as if the seating arrangement is part of some grand plan. Connor ignores him.
I bite back a sigh as Connor shifts into reverse. I have the worst feeling that my well-planned evening is about to make a similar shift.
“I’m sorry, Peyton,” I say for about the millionth time. She’s following me up and down Aisle 14 in Lowe’s, helping me search for the rubber tubing the clerk insisted was here. To save time, Josh took off in the opposite direction to find a plastic funnel. I hope he’s having better luck.
“It’s all right.” Peyton’s words are muffled as she stretches for a cardboard box on one of the higher shelves. “I’ll never admit this to Josh, but I’d love to see you guys win. As long as I get my homework done, I’m okay helping out.”
“Thanks.”
She shrugs and glances at me. “It also means Josh won’t have an excuse not to pay me back, so I won’t have to keep bugging him for my money.”
“Good point.” I try to flag down an employee, but a customer at the far end of the aisle nabs him first.
“Wish I knew what we were looking for.” Peyton scans the label on the front of the box, then sets it back on the shelf. “You’d think tubing would be on a roll or hanging from a hook so it could be cut to length, but I don’t see anything like that.”
“I have no idea.” I’m not a rubber tubing expert. “If we can’t find any here, we could run across the street to Sports Authority and buy a resistance tube. You know, the kind people use for workouts. That might work.”
Our recon mission made it clear we’d have to hit Grayson long distance. Not only did we confirm that it’d be impossible to hide near Grayson’s driveway, we discovered that he’s already watching his back. His younger brother, a sophomore, was staked out in the front yard checking each and every car that passed to see if anyone was spying on their house. The good news: With Peyton in the passenger seat and Josh ducked down in the back, he didn’t pay much attention to us. The bad news: The situation meant buying equipment to build a balloon launcher ASAP since Josh and I broke the one I’d inherited from my older brother while taking practice shots.
On the way to Lowe’s, we circled by Drew’s and saw that I could use a squirt gun, no problem. A massive oak tree stands in the perfect spot at the side of his house, within easy shooting distance of both his garage and front door. The plan is for me to walk the mile to his place at four a.m., cutting through the woods between our houses to sneak into his yard from behind, climb the oak, then wait. That way, even if Drew leaves extra early, I’ll already be in position. Simultaneous hits will prevent Grayson and Drew from warning each other.
“Found it!”
I spin to see Peyton crouching down and reaching for something on the bottom shelf. Her shirt is hiked up in back to reveal a thin strip of skin that’s still tan from the summer. As I walk toward her, she bends further for a better look at the shelf’s contents, causing the front of her shirt to swing down enough in the front to give me a two-second peek at a flat, equally tan stomach before she yanks the fabric back in place. As much time as she spends sitting on her butt studying, it surprises me to see that she doesn’t have a bit of muffin top.
In fact, her bod is head to toe smokin’. Seriously smokin’.
Funny how, after all these years hanging out at the Lindors’ house, I haven’t noticed before. Has Peyton never been in a swimsuit near me? Or was I so busy horsing around whenever Josh and I went to the town pool that I didn’t enjoy the view?
Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad to have Peyton as a fake girlfriend. I could certainly do worse.
I wipe my palm over my face, squelching the thought as soon as it enters my brain. The fake girlfriend idea has to be one of Josh’s craziest, not to mention the fact that Peyton is Josh’s sister. Zero possibility of a hook-up without Josh breaking my jaw.
“You find it?” I ask.
“I think so,” Peyton loops her blond hair behind her ears, then ducks her head between the shelves and reaches in. A few feet back, there’s a thick, industrial-sized spool wound with dark yellow tubing.
“No wonder we couldn’t see it.” I squat beside her to help. The shelf is an open metal grid, making it difficult to slide the spool out without the screws on its underside catching in shelf’s crossbars. We grab the sides of the spool, pulling it forward. I can’t help but laugh at how ridiculous we must look with our rear ends sticking into the aisle.
“Someone’s going to hit me with their shopping cart,” Peyton says as we heave the tubing a few inches closer to the front of the shelf. She looks around the back of the spool at me. “How would I explain that injury to emergency room docs?”
“I’m more worried about Josh,” I tell her. “If he sees my butt hanging out and realizes I can’t stop him—”
“He’d have a hard time deciding which of us to kick first.” She feigns a look of panic before sliding her gaze toward the aisle. “We should move faster. If he comes looking for us, the temptation will be too much for him.”
Finally, we maneuver the heavy spool to the front of the shelf. While I unhook my shirt from where it’s caught in the metal grid, Peyton wiggles her way out, then sits back on her heels.
“Peyton? What in the world are you doing down there?”
I nearly bang my head at the unexpected voice. I see feet behind me—two sets, both in jeweled sandals with painted toenails—but can’t tell who the girls are until I scoot backward into the aisle.
“Um, hello,” the taller one says to me. They’re both juniors whose names I don’t know, though I think the one who said hello is the twin sister of a guy on my soccer team. They’re looking at Peyton and me as if they’ve stumbled upon Eastwood High’s juiciest piece of gossip.
“Hi,” I say. Lame.
“Hey, Kerry, hey, Emily. How are you guys?” Peyton greets them with the same cheer as if she’d met them for a movie or game of putt-putt.
“Uh, we’re fine. So—?” The tall one, who I take to be Kerry, makes a swirly hand motion toward the bottom shelf and raises one dark eyebrow.
“Stupid errand for my mom,” Peyton says, a convincing level of irritation in her voice. “She’s packing a bunch of cartons and wanted me to find one of those supersize rolls of bubble wrap. The guy at the help desk said it was on a bottom shelf in this aisle, but I can’t find it. I figured it might be down here, but…” She shrugs. She’s babbling, but I don’t think the two girls have noticed. They’re still trying to figure out why I was crawling into the Lowe’s shelves with Peyton. They probably heard us laughing down there.
Peyton turns to me, her blue eyes wide and apologetic, as if she’s embarrassed to have bothered me. “Thanks for stopping to help me move that thing out of the way so I could look for the bubble wrap. It was really nice of you, but the guy obviously sent me to the wrong aisle.”
“Yeah, you might want to find another person to ask. Good luck.” Taking the hint, I brush myself off and tell her I’ll see her around, give the girls a half-hearted wave, then go hunting for Josh. I spot him paying for the funnel and signal him to meet me at the car.
Once he’s outside, he waggles his cell phone at me, then points across the lot. “Pey says, ‘Subway in five, clerk cutting tubing.’ What happened?”
I explain as Josh and I cross the parking lot and enter the restaurant. While he’s placing his order, I receive a text from Molly asking if I had a good day and wishing me good luck in Senior Assassin. A second text arrives while I’m filling my soda cup, adding, but u know im gonna win!
When Josh asks an employee for extra napkins, I turn my back to him and discreetly type a quick, we’ll see…good luck. Hopefully, Molly will view it as more friendly than flirtatious. I turn off the phone and slide it into my pocket as Peyton sails in through the glass door.
“Sorry about abandoning you, Peyton,” I say as she slides into the booth next to me and eyes the food I bought for her. Josh swore Peyton’s fave order is a footlong Veggie Delite with extra pickles on wheat bread, Baked Lays, and a Diet Coke. It looks bland to me—I’m all about the Chicken Teriyaki—but I decided that since Josh and I stuck her at Lowe’s buying our tubing, the least I could do was have her order ready when she arrived. “I couldn’t figure out why you were telling that bubble wrap story, but—”
“I didn’t want anyone putting two and two together.” Peyton lifts the top of the sub, inspects the contents, then smiles her thanks. “Grayson’s brother is tight with Kerry and Emily; he may even be going out with Kerry. If the either girl mentions seeing me buying rubber tubing with Connor right after Grayson’s brother saw me driving by his house, they might realize that you and Connor have Grayson as your target. And that you’re building a balloon launcher. It wouldn’t take a genius to figure out where you’d need to set up if you wanted to attack him anywhere near his house.”
I can’t believe she thought of that on the fly. “I’m impressed.”
“No kidding. Thanks,” Josh says. He’s looking past Peyton, out the large glass windows plastered with posters of Subway’s bread selections, to study the comings and goings in the parking lot. Last year, Josh and I mocked the seniors and their paranoia. Now we completely get it. With so much money on the line, you can’t be too careful. At this very moment, anyone could be following us, studying our routines to map out the best places to hide and make a hit on us.
“See anything?” I ask, resting my arm across the back of the booth so I can turn and look over my shoulder without being obvious.
“Nope. No one out there but landscapers and contractors running into Lowe’s.”
My hand grazes Peyton’s back as I spin to face the table and finish my sandwich. She doesn’t look up from her soda, but I’m hyper-aware of how close we’re sitting. Her leg is so close to mine under the table that the hairs on the side of my leg keep brushing her jeans.
“Wanna spend the night at my house tonight?” Josh asks.
Peyton twitches. I feel it more than see it.
“I don’t know—” Now her leg is right against mine.
“We could build the launcher tonight, then I’ll drop you off at the end of Drew’s street early tomorrow morning,” Josh says between bites of his turkey sub. “My mom said she’d let me park in the garage tonight so no one can hit me in the driveway.”
“It’s a weeknight, so I probably shouldn’t.” Would Peyton think it’s strange? I’ve spent the night at Josh’s hundreds of times since we were little, but today feels different. Does Peyton notice what I’m noticing? “Besides, my parents are skeptical of all the time I’ve spent on Senior Assassin, and it hasn’t even started yet.”
“C’mon, Connor.”
My cell phone picks that moment to vibrate in my pocket. Five bucks says it’s Molly. Again.
“You two can argue in the car.” Peyton squashes up her sub wrapper and two-points it into the trash can. “I need to get that lab report done. Let’s go.”
When she leaves the booth, I miss the heat of her leg against mine. It’s annoying, and I blame Josh.
He never should have put the Peyton-as-girlfriend idea into my head. Because now I’m totally lusting after his sister.
Two thousand dollars. Two thousand dollars.
Two friggin’ grand.
Well, one grand, once Josh and I split it. But repeating the larger number to myself as I shiver in the tree alongside Drew’s house makes the leg cramping tolerable. I check my watch for what feels like the zillionth time. Five-thirty and still no sign of movement inside the house.
I’ve never considered it before, but being a real-life sniper must suck.
Resting my cheek against the cool, rough bark of the trunk, I survey the grass. I left footprints in the dew as I crossed Drew’s lawn, but now, ninety minutes later, they’ve shrunk until they’re nearly impossible to detect. When I first climbed the tree, I worried the well-defined footprints leading from the woods to the oak would give away my hiding place. I stared at the discolored grass for a long time, wondering if I should climb down and try to brush it over. In the end, I decided that being out in the open posed a greater risk. If Drew didn’t see me fluffing the grass, the neighbors might, and grass-fluffing is highly suspicious behavior in Eastwood, Massachusetts, at 5 a.m.
It’s risky enough that I’m lurking in a tree.
My perch is level with the top of the garage doors, high enough that Drew shouldn’t be able to see me if he scans the yard from the front door or his living room windows before venturing outside, but low enough to make an accurate shot when he approaches his car. His ancient green Hyundai is parked about halfway down the driveway, so he’ll have to pass under me to get to it if he comes from the front of his house or the garage. It’s the perfect spot, as long as the neighbors don’t look my way when they hop in the shower. If I twist to look behind me, I can see straight into their bathroom window. No shade or frosted glass to obscure the view, either.
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