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MO DAU

Budi chiéu ngay 9 thang 9 cling gidong hét nhw bat cit budi chiéu nao khac.
Khéng mot ai bi dinh liu vao cac su kién trong ngay hom do6 c6 thé xac
nhan minh tirng c6 linh cdm vé tai hoa. (Ngoai trt mot ngwdi, ba Packer &
s0 47, Wilbraham Crescent, von la chuyén gia vé linh cam, va sau khi c6
linh cAm van luén miéng mo ta hét sitc dai dong nhirng tién doan dac sac va
nhitng ring dong triu nang trong long minh. Nhung ba Packer lai & so 47
qua xa nha s6 19 va cha lién quan tGi nhitng chuyén xdy ra ¢ dé, nén duong
nhw doi vdi ba chang phai linh cdm linh kiéc gi hét.)

O Phong Thu ky va Panh may Cavendish véi truéng phong 1a ¢ K.
Martindale, thi ngay 9 thang 9 la mot ngay té nhat, mot ngay nham chan.
Chudng dién thoai reng, may danh chit go 16c coc, ap lwc cong viéc binh
thwong, khong hon khong kém khoi lwgng thwong ngay. Chang cé chuyén
gl ddc biét dang quan tam ca. Trwdc 2 gio 35 phut, thi ngay 9 thang 9 la
mot ngay giong nhw bat c ngay nao khac.

Lic 2 gio 35 c6 tiéng kéu vo ve vang 1én. Co6 Martindale goi dién thoai
ndi bo, va Edna Brent & phong bén ngoai bat may, nhu thuwong 1€ hoi cé
giong miii va lan vdi tiéng hit vao thd ra, trong ltc khéo 1éo ltra cuc keo bo
doc theo ham rang cua minh.

“Vang, thra c6 Martindale?”

“Nay Edna — day chdng phai la cach néi nang t6i da bao co khi tra 10i
dién thoai. Phai phat am cho r6 tirng tir mot va gitt cho hoi thé dirng 1an at
tiéng noi chi.”
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“Xin 16i c6 Martindale.”

“Kha hon roi ddy. C ¢6 1én thi lam dwoc tat. Bao Sheila Webb vao gap
toi nhé!”

“Co ay di an trwa chwa vé a.”

“A.” Cd Martindale dwa mét liéc nhin dong hd trén ban gidy. 2 gio 36
phtt. Tré ding sau phit. Dao gan day Sheila Webb thuong hay bé tré. “Bao
gi® c6 ay veé thi bao vao gdp t6i nhé!”

“Vang, thua co Martindale.”

Edna lua cuc keo bo quay lai gitta ludi, vira khodi tra mat keo vira tré vé
v6i cong viéc danh mday quyén Naked Love cua Armand Levine. Quyén
truyén khiéu dam rat cong phu nay khién c6 chang thich thu gi — ma vai
phan 16n dbc gia cia ong Levine qua that cling y thé, du 6ng ta da rit co
ging. Ong 4y 1a mot vi du dién hinh vé sy khong gi c6 thé chan chuong
hon sach bao khiéu dam nhat nhéo. Mac du céac bia sach rat gém, cac twra dé
rat khiéu khich, doanh s6 ban sach mo6i nam moi sut giam va héa don thanh
toan tién thué danh mday gan day nhat cta ong ta da dugc gii di ba lan roi.

Ctra md& ra va Sheila Webb di vao, hoi bi hut hoi.

“Meo Hung hoi cau do,” Edna noi.

Sheila Webb nhan mat.

“Thiét xui xéo... ding ngay cai ngay t& vé tré!”

Co vudt téc, cam lay tap gidy va bt chi r6i go ctra phong truédng phong.

Tw ban lam viéc, c60 Martindale ngwéc nhin 1én. Ba c6 ay la mét phu ni
ngoai bon muoi, kho tinh ma c6 nang lwc. Mai téc chéai phong 1én kiéu
pompadour mau hoi dé nhat va cai tén thanh Katherine ctia c6 da dan tdi
biét hieu Sandy Cat - Meo Hung.

“Co ve tré roi day, c6 Webb.”

“Xin 16i c6 Martindale. Cé mot vu ket xe buyt kinh khing a.”

“Ngay nao ma chang ket xe buyt vao gio nay. C6 nhan viéc day.” Co
Martindale 14y tir tap gidy ctia minh ra mot to. “Mot c6 tén Pebmarsh da goi
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dién dén. Co dy muon thué mot ngwoi ghi toc ky lic ba gid. C6 ay yéu cau
dich danh c6 ddy. Trudc day co da tirng lam viéc cho c6 ay a?”

“T6i khong nhé néi minh cé tirng lam hay chwa. Gan day thi khong a.
Sao ciling dugc.”

“Pia chi la nha 19 ph6 Wilbraham Crescent.” C6 Martindale tam dirng,
c6 y do héi, nhung Sheila Webb lac dau.

“T6i khong nhé noéi minh cé titng dén dé hay chwa.” C6 Martindale liéc
nhin dong ho.

“Ba gi0. C6 c6 thé dé dang thu xép viéc ay. Chiéu nay c6 co6 cai hen nao
khac khong nhi? A c6 day...” Mét cd ta luét ti trén xudng dudi quyén s6
hen gio dé gan khuyu tay ctia minh. “Gido st Purdy & Khach san Curlew.
Nam gio. Co phai trd vé trede liuc ay. Néu khong t6i cé thé phai Janet di.”
CO Martindale gat dau ra hiéu da xong va Sheila tr& vé van phong bén
ngoai.

“Co gi thu vi khong, Sheila?”

“Lai thém mot ngay buon chan nhw moi ngay. M6t 1ao meo nao do &
Wilbraham Crescent. Nam gio' la Gido sw Purdy — toan nhitng cai tén c6
quai dé sg. T¢ wdc mong sao co lic xdy ra chuyén gi dé noi dinh noi dam!”

Ctra phong c6 Martindale md ra.

“T6i c6 ban ghi nhé nay cho c6 day, Sheila a. Khi dén noi, néu co
Pebmarsh chwa vé kip thi c6 c vao, ctra sé khong cai then. Hay vao nha,
réi vao trong gian phong bén phéi sanh va cho dgi! C6 nhé dwgc khong,
hay dé toi ghi lai cho?”

“Toi nhd duoc a.”

C0 Martindale quay vé thanh dia cia minh.

Edna Brent mo bén dudi ghé, 1én 16i 1én mot chiéc giay kha hao nhoang,
cai got nhon va cao da bi rot ra.

“Lam sao minh di vé nha bay gio ha trdi?” c6 than thé.

“Thoi dirng nhang xi nita—c twdng c6 chuyén gi,” mot co6 khac noi, roi
trd lai voi viec danh may.
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Edna thé dai cho vao may mot td gidy méi.

“Ham muén da chop ldy han. V&i nhitng ngoén tay cuéng logn hdn xé
toac I6p vdai méng mong manh trén déi go béng ddao ctia nang roi dé nang
xuoéng cuong hiép trén sofa.”

“Po6 chét tiét,” Edna vira ria vira tho tay 1y cuc tay. Sheila cam tdi xach

ctia minh Ién roi ra ngoai.
Wilbraham Crescent la m6t khu nha 1ap di do mot thau khoan thoi N
hoang Victoria xay vao nhitng nam 1880. B4 la nhitng doi nha vuon twa
lvng vao nhau. Céi kiéu xay ky quai do gay khé khan dang ké cho nhitng
nguoi khong quen thudc vdi dia phvong nay. Nhitng ai t6i phia bén ngoai
khong tai nao tim ra cac so6 nha nhé hon, con nhitng ké ti€p can phia bén
trong tredc tién thi bi rdi tri cha biét cac sé nha 16n hon & chon nao. Nhitng
ngoi nha don so ma trang nha, cwc ky gon gang ngan nap, cé ban cong rat
lich 1am va toat 1én vé c6 kinh. Cho t6i nay viéc hién dai héa chi méi dung
t¢i chiung bén ngoai, titc 1a nha bép va buong tam cam nhan luéng gié doi
mai tredc tien.

Khéng c6 gi khac la vé can nha s6 19. Man ra gon gang va ctra tredc
bang dong thau rat bong loang. Nhitng cdy hoa hong tiéu chuan hai bén 16i
di dan tdi cira trudce.

M& cong rao ra, Sheila buéc téi ctra tredc va bam chudng. Khong c6 ai
dap lai. Bgi chitng mot hai phat gi d6 réi ¢6 mdéi lam nhw da dwgc huwéng
dan, va van tay nam. Cfa m@ ra va c6 budc vao. Canh ctra bén phai cai
sanh nhé chi khép ho. C6 go nhe lén do, cho doi, va réi vao bén trong. Do
la mot phong khach binh thwong rat dé thwong, bay bién hoi qua 16 theo thi
hiéu hién dai. Diéu dang Iwu y duy nhat la qua thira thai dong ho: Mot dong
h6 dirng cao to kéu tich tac & géc phong, mot dong ho bang sit Dresden trén
bé 10 suwdi, mot dong ho qua lac cam tay bang bac trén ban gidy, mot dong
h6 kiéu ma vang nho trén ké trung bay gan 16 swéi, va trén mot cai ban
canh ctra s6 con c6 mdt dong ho du lich bang da thuéc bac mau cé chir
ROSEMARY ma vang da bi mon vet mot goc.
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Sheila Webb ng6 chiéc dong ho dé trén ban gidy vGi doi chit ngac nhién.
N6 cho thay thoi gian 1a hon bon giod mwoi phit mot chat xiu. Cai nhin
cham chdp ctia c6 chuyén sang dng khéi 16 swédi. Chiéc dong ho & dé ciling
bao gio y nhu vay.

Co giat ban nguoi khi cé tiéng vu vu va lach cach trén dau, roi tir chiéc
dong ho bang go cham khac trén vach twong, mét con chim cu vot ra qua
canh ctra nho xiu cta né, bao gio 16n tiéng va ré rang. Ctic cu! Cuc cu! Cic
cu! Gigng khoé khoc gan nhw de doa. Chim cu lai bién di cung véi tiéng
canh ctra cua né dong sap lai.

Sheila Webb hoi mim cwoi, vong quanh dau ghé sofa. R6i c6 nglrng phat,
ghim lai mot cai giat ndy ca nguoi.

Nam song soai trén san nha xac ctia mot nguwoi dan 6ng. Mat ong ta hé
md, vo hon. Cé mot mang won wét sam mau trén mat tridc bd dé6 xam sam
ctia ong ta. Gan nhv cai mdy, Sheila cii xudng. Co s0 ma 6ng ta — lanh
ngat — hai ban tay cling vdy... s& cai mang wdt roi dot nhién rut tay lai,
ngo lom lom vai vé kinh hai.

Ngay ltc do cd nghe c6 tiéng lach cach ctia canh cong bén ngoai. Co
may moc quay dau ra cita s0. Qua do6 co thdy bong dang mot ngwoi dan ba
voOi va di trén 16i mon. Sheila nu6t nwdc bot mot cach mady méc — c6 hong
kho rang kho roc. Co ct ditng nhw troi trong ngay tai cho, khong thé nhic
nhich, khong thé kéu lén... c¢ ddm dam nhin vé phia truéc.

Ctra m@ ra va mét phu nit cao rdo da co tudi di vao, tay xach mot cai tii
mua hang. Mai t6c hoa rdm cua ba rat day, chai ngwoc ra sau tran, va doi
mat to mau xanh xinh dep. Cai nhin trao trdo ctia ching lwét qua, khong
trong thay Sheila.

Co thot ra mot tiéng yéu 6t, khong hon mot tiéng kéu rén. B6i mat to
xanh lo huéng tGi cho co gai, va ngudi dan ba dot nhién cat tiéng the thé:
“Ai & day vay?”

“Toi — do la...” Co gai dot nhién ngung bat lic nguoi dan ba le lang
tién vé phia co, vong ra sau ghé sofa.

ROi c6 gai kéu 1én that thanh.
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“Pung — dirng... ba sé giam 1én mat — ong ta... Va 6ng ta dd chét...”
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Loi ké cua Colin Lamb

Vao luc 3 gio 59 phut chiéu ngay 9 thang 9, t6i dang rdo budc trén duwong
Wilbraham Crescent vé hwéng tdy. D6 la lan dau tién t6i dat chan t6i
Wilbraham Crescent, va that tinh ma néi khu Wilbraham Crescent khién toi
r0i tri.

T6i van cit hanh dong theo mot linh cam véi ditc tinh kién tri ngay qua
ngay da tré nén li lgm hon, trong khi linh cdm dwong nhu cang lic cang it
c6 kha nang mang lai két qua. T6i la nhw vay doé.

S6 nha t6i mudn dén la 61, va t6i cé tim dugc né hay khong? Khong, toi
khong tim dugc. Pa cham cha theo doi cac s6 nha tir 1 dén 35 16i, téi do
Wilbraham Crescent cé vé da tan cung. Mot pho 16n cé gan bang Buong
Albany chan ngang 16i di cua t6i khéng nhan nhwong. T6i trd lui. Phia bac
chéd cé nha ctta, chi c6 mét birc twong. Pang sau birc twong dé, mot khu
chung cw gom cac can ho hién dai vuon 1én troi cao, 16i vao khu ay hién
nhién & mot con duwong khac. Vo phuong dén do.

T6i nguwdc nhin 1én cac sé6 nha minh dang di ngang qua. 24, 23, 22, 21.
Diana Lodge (chac la s6 20, c6 mot con meéo 16ng vang cam dang ngoi rira
mat trén cot tru cong), 19...

Ctra nha s6 19 mé toang va mot thiéu nit voi va ra khoi nha roi xu6i theo
16i di duwong nhw vdi van toc ctia mot qua bom. Cai sy giong vdi qua bom
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dwgc tang cuong bai tiéng thét kem theo khi ¢6 tién tGi. Tiéng thét ay the
thé, yéu &t va that ky di chang giong tiéng nguwdi. Qua khoi cong c6 gai
dung vao toi that manh khién t6i suyt bi hat vang ra khoi 1é dwong. Co ay
khong chi va cham. C6 ta tim chat 1dy t6i — mot cai tim chat tuyét vong
dién cuong.

“Binh tinh di!” t6i ndi khi da lay lai thang bang. T6i lac nhe co6 gai.
“Binh tinh nao!”

Co gai binh tinh lai. C6 van tum chat, nhung thoi khong la hét nita. Thay
vao d6 co thd hon hén — nhitng tiéng hit thd sau nhw dang thon thic.

T6i khong thé n6i minh da phan ng gidi giang gi trong tinh hudng ay.
T6i héi 6 chuyén gi khong. Thay cau héi ctia minh ky cuc khong 16 toi siva
lai cho ding: “Cé chuyén gi thé?”

Co gai hit vao mot hoi dai.

“O trong d6,” co chi tay ra ding sau.

“Sao ha?”

“Co6 mot nguwoi dan ong trén san nha... chét roi... ba ay sap giam lén ong

ta.”

“Ai giam? Tai sao?”

“T6i nghi ba ay bi mu. Va cé mau trén nguwdi ong ta.” Co nhin xudng roi
néi 1éng mot ban tay dang nam chat. “Ca trén nguoi tdi nita. C6 mau trén
nguoi toi.”

“Pung vay,” toi néi. To6i nhin nhitng vét ban trén tay do khoac ctia minh.
“Va bay gio trén nguoi toi cling co,” toi chi cho c6 ay xem. T6i thd dai, can
nhac ky tinh huéng nay. “T6t hon hét c6 nén dan t6i vao va chi cho t6i
xem.”

Nhuwng c6 bat dau run 1én ban bat.

“T6i khong thé — khong thé... tdi khong vao trong day nita dau.”

“Cé 1€ co ndi dang do6.” Toi nhin quanh. Duwong nhu cha c6 noi nao that
thich hgp dé an vi m6t co6 gai gan chét ngat. T6i do c6 ngoi xudng 1é
duwong, twa lwng vao hang rao sat.
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“Co ctr ¢ day,” t0i bdo, “cho tdi khi tdi quay lai. Sé khong 1au dau. Roi
co sé on théi. Néu thay kho chiu thi ngd ngudi téi trudce, tira dau gitta hai
dau goi nhé!”

“T6i... toi bay gio da on r6i.”

Co ta néi diéu do véi mot chit khéng chac chan, nhung t6i chang mudn
noi gi thém. T6i vo nhe 1én vai c6 mot cai dé o6 yén tdm cho dgi, réi nhanh
chén rdo budc trén 16i di vao nha. T6i budc qua cira vao trong, chan chw
mot lic trén hanh lang, ngé vao bén trong canh cira bén trai, thady mot
phong an trong vang, ngang qua sanh réi vao phong khach déi dién.

T6i nhin thdy tredc tién mot ngwdi dan ba cao tudi ¢ mai téc hoa ram
dang ngoi trén mot cai ghé. Ba ta dot nhién quay dau lai khi tdi budc vao va
néi: “Ai day?”

T6i dé y thdy ngay nguoi dan ba bi mi. Anh mét ba ta nhin thing, tap
trung vao mot cho sau tai trai cta toi.

T6i no6i cde 16c vao thang van dé: “Mot phu nit tré v6i va lao ra ngoai
dwong bao c6 mot nguwdi dan 6ng chét trong nay.”

T6i cam thay that ngd ngan khi n6i ra nhitng 16i ay. Vo 1€ lai c6 chuyén
mot nguwdi dan ong chét trong gian phong sach sé ngan nap cé mot phu nir
binh tinh ng6i khoanh tay trén ghé thé nay.

Nhung ba ta tra 10i ngay lap ttc.

“Pang sau sofa ay.”

T6i vong theo goc ghé sofa. Ro6i toi nhin thdy—hai canh tay giang ra
16ng thong — do6i mat do dan vo hon — mang mau da dong lai.

“Chuyén nay da xay ra nhw thé nao?” t6i héi coc 1oc.

“Toi co biét gi dau.”

“Nhung — a chic vay. Ong ta 13 ai?”

“Toi cha biét.”

“Chung ta phai bao canh sat.” T6i nhin quanh. “bién thoai ¢ dau?”

“T6i cha c6 dién thoai.”

T6i chd ¥ hoi k§ hon vé ban than ba 4y.
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“Ba song ¢ day sao? DPay la nha ba a?”

“Phai.”

“Ba co6 thé ké cho t6i nghe chuyén gi da xay ra khong?”

“T4t nhién r6i. T6i di mua hang tr& vé... T6i dé y thay c6 mot tdi mua
hang vitt trén cai ghé gan ctra. T6i da vao day. Lap tirc t6i nhan ra c6 ai day
trong phong. Viéc dy rat dé khi ngudi ta mu mat. T6i héi ai vay. Cha c6 ai
trd 101 — chi nghe tiéng thé kha gap gap. To6i di vé phia am thanh 4y — va
roi ai day cha biét nita da kéu lén — kéu 1én gi ddy vé ai day da chét va bao
la t6i sap giam lén O0ng ta. Ro6i ai day cha biét nita vira hap tdp lao ngang
qua cho to6i ra khoi phong vira thét 1én.”

To6i gat dau. Chuyén ho ké trung khdp véi nhau.

“Vaba da lam gi?”

“T6i da do dwong that can than cho dén khi chan t6i cham vao mot
chuwdng ngai vat.”

“Sau do thi sao?”

“T6i quy xudng. Toi s& nham cai gi ddy — mot ban tay dan 6ng. N6 lanh
ngat — cha c6 mach dap... T6i ditng day ro6i di sang day va ngoi xuong —
dé cho dgi. Ai day da dén dung lic dién ra chuyén nay. Cai c6 thiéu nit cha
biét la ai day sé lam cong viéc bado dong. T6i nghi t6t hon hét minh khong
nén bo nha ma di.”

T6i rat c6 an twgng vdi sw diém tinh ctia nguwdi dan ba dé. Ba ta da khong
kéu thét, cling khong pham sai lam vi hodng so ma roi khoi nha. Ba da binh
tinh ngo6i cho. D6 1a mot hanh vi ding dan, nhwng 1€ ra phai lam mdt s6
viéc.

Co tiéng ba gang héi: “Chinh xac cau la ai?”

“Tén toi la Colin Lamb. Tinh c0¢ t6i di ngang qua day.”

“Co gai tré kia dau r6i?”

“T6i dé c6 dy ngoi twra vao cong. Co ta dang bi sdc. Dién thoai gan nhat
& dau ha ba?”
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“Co6 mot buong dién thoai cong cong cach day chirng bon muoi lam mét
xu0i theo con dwdong nay, ngay tredc khi cau dén géc duwong.”

“Pung r6i. T6i nhd céd di ngang qua do. Toi sé di goi cho canh sat. Ba
sé...” tOi ngan ngu.

Toi khong biét nén hoi ‘Ba sé & lai day chit?’ hay 1a ‘Ba sé 6n chit?’

Ba ta lam t6i nhe ca ngudi, khoi can chon lya.

“T6t hon hét cau nén dwa cd gai vao trong nha,” ba néi mot cach dit
khoét.

“T6i khong biét c6 ay c6 chiu hay khong nita,” t6i néi vé ngd vuc.

“Cha phai vao trong phong nay dau, 1é tat nhién la thé. Hay dé c6 ay ngoi
trong phong an ¢ bén kia sanh! Bdo c0 ta toi sé pha tra!”

Ba ding day, di vé phia toi. To6i hoi: “Nhung ba cé 1am n6i khong d6?”

Mot nu cwdi bi hiém mo ho thoang hién mot lat trén khudn mat ba ta.

“Cau trai tré cda toi oi, toi da ty nau an trong nha bép cua riéng minh
ngay ti lic mdi dén ¢ nha nay— céach nay da mwoi lam nam r6i. Bi mu mat
chang nhat thiét 1a khong tw lvc dugc.”

“Xin 16i ba, t6i ngdc qua. Cé 1€ t6i can phai biét tén cua ba a?”

“Millicent Pebmarsh — goi t6i la c6.”

T6i di ra, tré nguwoc theo 16i di vao nha. Co gai nguwdc nhin t6i, va bat dau
gang guwong ding day.

“T6i... toi nghi minh bay gio it nhiéu cling da 6n ro6i a.”

T6i d& co 1én, vui mirng noi: “Tot.”

“C6... c6 mot nguwdi dan 6ng chét trong ay, phai khong a?”

T6i nhanh nhau dong y.

“Han la thé roi. Toi sé di dén buong dién thoai cudi dwong dé bao an cho
canh sat ngay day. Toi sé dgi trong nha néu t6i 1a c6.” Toi Ién giong dé at di
khong cho c6 ta kip phan d6i. “Hay vo nha roi vao phong an & bén trai! Co
Pebmarsh dang pha mot tach tra cho c6 do.”

“Vay do la co Pebmarsh a? Ba c6 dy bi mu sao?”
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“Pung. Ba ta cling bi soc, nhung van dang x@ su rat dung muc. Nao, toi
sé dwa cO vao. Mot tach tra sé tot cho c6 trong khi chd canh sat tGi.”

T6i quang mot tay qua vai co, thic giuc c6 theo 16i vao nha. Toi dat co
ngoi thodi mai canh cai ban trong phong an, roi voi vang di goi dién thoai.
Mot giong lanh lung v6 cdm néi: “Don canh sat Crowdean day.”

“T6i c6 thé néi chuyén vai Thanh tra Hardcastle khong a?”

Giong ndi kia than trong dap: “T6i khong rd 6ng ay cé ¢ day hay khong.
Ai dang no6i day?”

“Bdao vdi anh ay c6 Colin Lamb goi.”

“Xin doi mot lat!”

Toi cho. Roi giong Dick Hardcastle cat 1én.

“Colin ddy u? M6i gap day théi nén chang ngo lai la cau. Pang & dau
day?”

“O Crowdean. Hién t6i dang ¢ Wilbraham Crescent. C6 mot ngudi dan
ong ndm chét trén san nha s6 19. Chic 1a bi ddm. Ong ta di chét khoang
chirng ntra gio ro6i.”

“Ai tim thay 6ng ta? Cau a?”

“Khong, t0i la nguoi qua dwong vo can. Thinh linh mot c6 gai twr trong
nha do lao tdi nhu mot con doi twr dia nguc bay ra. Suyt x0 nga toi. Co ta
néi c6 mot nguwdi dan 6ng chét trén san nha va mot ba mu sap dap 1én 6ng
ta.”

“Cau khong dinh Itra toi day chit?” giong Dick hdi c6 vé nghi ngo.
“Nghe c6 vé ky quai, t6i thra nhan. Nhung sy viéc cé vé ding nhu da
noi. Nguwoi dan ba mu la c6 Millicent Pebmarsh, chi nhan caa can nha dé.”

“Ba mu ay giam lén ngudi chét a?”

“Khong phdi nhv y 6ng anh mudn néi dau. Co 1é ba 4y mu nén chi la
khong biét 6ng ta dang nam do.”

“T6i sé diéu tra. Hay doi t6i ¢ ddy nha! Cau da lam gi v6i co gai r6i?”

“C0 Pebmarsh dang pha cho c6 &y mot tach tra.”

Dick nhan xét: Nghe c6 vé dm cting thodi mai qua nhi.
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O s6 19, Wilbraham Crescent, b may hanh phap dang c6 mit dé bat dau
diéu tra. C6 mot phap y, mét thg chup hinh, may ngwoi 1dy dau van tay, tat
ca déu la canh sat. Ho di chuyén dé tac nghiép that hitu hiéu, moi nguai lo
cong viéc thwong ngay ctia minh.

Cudi cung Thanh tra Hardcastle dén, mot nguwdi dan ong cao 16n, mat
lanh nhw tién vé6i cip 16ng may rdm y nhuw than thanh. Ong thay nhitng viéc
minh cho tién hanh déu da dwgc thwe hién va lam diang, 6ng xem lai cai xac
mot lan chét, trao doi vai cau ngan gon vdi phap y, roi bang qua phong an
noi ba nguwoi dang ngoi bén nhitng tach tra da can. Co6 Pebmarsh, Colin
Lamb va mot c6 gai cao cé mai toc xodan mau nau va doi mat to sg hai.
“Xinh that,” thanh tra nhan xét, rd rang lac de.

Ong tv gidi thidu v6i c6 Pebmarsh.

“Thanh tra Hardcastle.”

Ong c6 biét chiit it vé c6 Pebmarsh, mic du nghé nghiép khién duwong di
ctia ho chwa bao gid giao nhau. Nhung 6ng da gap ba co nay & dau do roi,
va dugc biét ba la mot cyru gido vién, c6 cong viéc day chit noi & Vién
Aaronberg cho tré em khiém thi. Dwong nhw hoan toan khong thé co
chuyén phat hién mot ngwoi dan 6ng bi sat hai trong ng6i nha sach sé gon
gang va don so c6 phan nghéo nan ctia ba c6 nay — nhuwng nhitng chuyén
bat kha van xdy ra thuwong xuyén hon nhitng chuyén ngudi ta san long tin la
co6 that.
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“Pay la mot chuyén khing khiép, c6 Pebmarsh a,” 6ng néi. “Han 1a mot
ct s6c ghé godm dodi véi co. Toi can duge nghe twong trinh rd rang chinh
xac nhitng gi da xay ra twr tat ca cac vi. T6i hiéu chinh c6...” 6ng li€c nhanh
quyén s6 ghi chép ma vién canh sét trao cho ong, “Sheila Webb da phat
hién cai xac. Néu c6 cho t6i dugc dung nha bép, c6 Pebmarsh, t6i sé dan co
Webb vao trong ay, dé ching t6i duwgc yén tinh.”

Ong mé& canh ctta néi tir phong dn sang nha bép roi chd cho t&i khi co
gai di qua ctra. MOt canh sat diéu tra tré tudi mac thwong phuc da dugc bo
tri san trong nha bép, dang viét lach mot cach kin ddo & mét cai ban nho ¢
mat ban lam bang formica.

“Chiéc ghé nay trong c6 vé thodi mai,” Hardcastle vira noi vira kéo ra
mot cai ghé Windsor phién ban hién dai.

Sheila Webb ngoi xudng, c6 vé bon chon lo lang, doi mat to sg sét nhin
cham cham ong ta.

Suyt chut nita 6ng thanh tra da buot miéng noi ‘Co oi, toi sé khong an
thit co dau,” nhung ghim lai dugc, thay vao dé ong bao: “Cha c6 gi phai lo
au cd. Chung t6i chi muon hiéu ro tinh hinh. Nao, tén c6 la Sheila Webb —
con dia chi caa c6?”

“Mudi bon, duong Palmerstone — doi dién nha may khi dot.”

“U, biét thé. Tbi nghi c6 1a nhan vién vin phong?”

“Phai, toi la thu ky danh may kiém t6c ky — lam viéc cho Phong Thu ky
cua co Martindale a.”

“Phong Thu ky va Banh may Cavendish — la tén day du cua no, ding
khong?”

“Thua dung.”

“Va c6 da lam viéc ¢ ddy bao lau r6i?”

“Chitng mot ndm. A, diing ra 1a muoi thang.”

“T6i hiéu. Bay gio c6 hay ké theo y ctia minh cho t6i biét hom nay c6 da
dén s6 19, Wilbraham Crescent nhu thé nao.”
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“A, 1a thé nay.” Sheila Webb gid néi ning c6 vé ty tin hon. “Co
Pebmarsh da goi tGi phong, yéu cau mét nguwoi ghi toc ky t6i day lac ba
gi0. Vi vay khi toi an trua ve tdi, thi c6 Martindale da bao t6i di.”

“Pay chi 1a viéc 1am thuong ngay, phai khong? Y t6i — c6 1a nguoi ké
tiép trong danh sach — hay c6 da sap xép nhitng chuyén nay nhu thé nao
do?”

“Khong han. Co6 Pebmarsh chi dinh toi a.”

“Co Pebmarsh chi dinh c0 sao?” Long may Hardcastles nhiu lai, ghi
nhan diém nay. “T6i hiéu... Vi tredc day co ting lam viéc cho ba dy a?”

“Toi chua ting a,” Sheila dap nhanh.

“Chua tirng sao? Co c6 hoan toan chac chan khéng?”

“Co chtt, t6i khang dinh. Téi mudn noéi ba dy dau phai kiéu ngudi ma
nguoi ta c6 thé quén dugce.”

“Pung thé. A, ngay bay gid chiing ta s& khong di vao chuyén ay. Co da
dén day lic nao?”

“Chac la ngay truéc ba gio, vi dong ho ctc cu...” Co dot ngot ding lai.
Mat ¢6 md to. “Ky qua! Ky quai qua chirng! That tinh t6i khong hé dé y
gio giac.”

“Co khong hé dé y diéu gi, co Webb?”

“A — mady cai dong ho.”

“Nhitng chiéc dong ho thi sao?”

“Pong ho cuc cu go dung ba tiéng, nhung may cai khac déu chay nhanh
hon chtrng mot gio. Sao ky qua!”

“Qua that rat quai dan,” ong thanh tra dong y. “Lan dau tién c6 nhin thay
cai xac chét la Iic nao?”

“Mai tGi khi di vong ra sau ghé sofa t6i méi thay. Va... ong ta... & do.
That dé sg, ding la dé sg...”

“Dang sg that, t6i dong y. Bay gid c6 da nhan ra nguwdi dan ong dy ro6i
chit? C6 phai la ai day co tirng gap trwdc day khong?”

“O, khong dau a.”
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“Co hoan toan chac chan chit? Co6 thé trong ong ta da doi khac kha nhiéu
so v6i lic binh thwong, c6 biét r6i day, hay suy nghi ki di! C6 hoan toan
chdc chén 6ng ta la ngudi c6 chwa ting gap?”

“Hoan toan chac chan.”

“Pugc. Thé ddy. Va c6 da lam gi?”

“Toi da lam gi u?”

“Pung.”

“A — khong 1am gi hét... hoan toan khong 1am gi. Tdi khong thé.”

“T6i hiéu. C6 hoan toan khong s& dén ong ta sao?”

“C6... t0i c6 s0. D€ xem... t0i mudn néi — chi dé xem thi*r — nhung
ong ta... lanh ngat — va... va ban tay t6i bi dinh mau. That kinh t&m, mau
dac sét va nhét nhot.”

Co bat dau run 1én.

“Pay, day,” Hardcastle n6i vGi giong diéu y hét mot ong chu. “Bay gio
chuyén da xong, c6 biét r6i day. Quén chuyén mau me di! Hay néi tdi
chuyén tiép theo! Chuyén gi da xdy ra ngay sau d6?”

“Toi khong biét... A vang, ba dy vé t&i nha.”

“Y c6 muén néi 1a cd Pebmarsh?”

“Pung. Chi la Iic d6 t6i khong nghi ba dy la ¢c6 Pebmarsh. Ba dy chi
xach mot cdi tii mua hang di vao.” Co dan giong néi vé cdi tii mua hang
nhuw mot cai gi do phi ly va khong thich hop.

“Va co da noi gi?”

“T6i khong nghi minh c6 noéi gi... Toéi c6 ndi, nhung ndi khong dugc.
T6i c6 cam gidc hoan toan nghet thd ¢ ddy né.” Co chi vao c6 hong minh.

Thanh tra gat dau.

“Varoi... sau do... ba ta hoi: ‘Ai day?’ roi di vong ra sau cai ghé sofa va
t0i nghi... t6i nghi ba ta sap stta — giam lén né. T6i thét 1én... Va mot khi
da bat dau thét thi t6i khong thé nao ngtrng duwgc nita. Va cach nao dé toi da
ra khéi can phong r6i bang qua ctra truéce...”
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“Nhu mot con doi bay ra khoi dia nguc,” thanh tra nhé lai miéu ta cua
Colin.

Sheila Webb nhin 6ng bang con mat khiép sg khon kho, va ndi kha bat
ngo: “T6i xin 16i.”

“Cha viéc gi phai xin 16i ca. Co da ké chuyén ctia minh rat tot. Bay gio
dirng nghi ngoi gi dén chuyén ay nita. A, chi mdt van dé nita théi. Tai sao
co lai ¢ trong can phong dy thé?”

“Tai sao a?” Trong co gai co vé chung hirng.

“U. C6 da dén day, c6 thé s6m hon vai phit, va c6 da nhan chuong, t6i
cho la thé. Nhung néu chang ai dap lai, tai sao c6 lai di vao?”

“A ra 1a vay. Vi ba ta bao t6i.”

“Ai bao co?”

“Co Pebmarsh a.”

“Nhung toi twdng co chwa tirng néi chuyén véi ba ay ma?”

“Da, chwa a. Chinh la ¢6 Martindale do6, c6 ta bao t6i ct di vao va cho
trong phong khach ¢ bén phai sanh.”

Thanh tra néi vé dam chiéu suy nghi: “Ra thé.”

Sheila Webb rut re hoi: “Xong chwa a?”

“T6i nghi la xong. T6i muodn c6 cho & day thém chitng mwdi phit nita.
C& do, phong khi c6 chuyén gi xay ra, c6 thé t6i sé mudn hoi co. Sau day
t0i sé cho xe canh sat chd c6 vé nha. Con gia dinh c6 thi sao — ¢6 c6 gia
dinh ch?”

“Cha me t6i déu mat ro6i. Toi song vGi mot nguoi di.”

“Ba ta tén gi?”

“Ba Lawton.”

Thanh tra ding day va chia tay ra.

“Cam on rat nhiéu, c6 Webb a,” 6ng néi. “Dém nay c6 c6 nghi cho khée
nha! C6 can nghi ngoi sau nhitng gi da trai qua.”

Co0 gai rut re mim cuw0oi v6i ong trong khi budc qua cira vao phong an.

https://thuviensach.vn



“Cau cham so6c c6 Webb nhé, Colin,” thanh tra noi. “Nao, c6 Pebmarsh,
xin cdm phién vao trong nay!”

Hardcastle da dom chia tay ra dinh dat cha nha di, nhung ba c6 cwong
quyét budc ngang qua 6ng, may ngoén tay mo mam dé xac dinh vi tri ctaa
cai ghé dwa twong, kéo né ra mot chit réi ngoi xuéng.

Hardcastle déng cta lai. Ong chwa kip néi thi Millicent Pebmarsh dot
nhién hoi: “Cau thanh nién ay la ai?”

“Tén cau dy la Colin Lamb.”

“Cau 4y da cho t6i biét nhw thé r6i. Nhung ma cdu ta la ai? Tai sao cau ta
vao day?”

Hardcastle nhin ba hoi ngac nhién.

“Tinh c0 cdu dy dang di bd trén dwong thi c6 Webb thinh linh tr trong
nha nay nhao ra, hét 1én bao c6é an mang. Sau khi di vao va ty giai dap thac
mac vé chuyén gi da xdy ra, cau ay goi cho ching t6i, va dwgc yéu cau trg@
vé day cho doi.”

“Ong goi cau ay 1a Colin, nghe c6 vé than mat 1am.”

“C0 rdt c6 6c quan sat, c6 Pebmarsh a,” — (quan sat? khong phai tir nay,
tuy vay chang c6 tir nao khac thich hgp ca) — “Colin Lamb la m6t nguoi
ban ctia t6i, mdc du it lau nay t6i khong gip cau dy.” Ong néi thém: “Cau
ay la mot nha hai duwong hoc.”

“A, t6i hiéu roi.”

“Nao, co6 Pebmarsh, t6i sé rat vui néu co6 c6 thé ké cho téi nghe bat ci
diéu gi vé vu viéc kha dang ngac nhién nay.”

“Xin san long. Nhung chang c6 gi nhiéu dé ké.”

“Co da cu tra ¢ day mot thoi gian, toi tin 1a thé?”

“Tt nam 1950. T6i 1a — khi ay nghé nghiép cua t6i la c6 gido day trong
trrong. Khi to6i duwgce bao cho biét chang thé lam gi véi thi lyc gidm sit cia
minh va mot thdi gian ngan nita sé bi mu, t6i da tw thich &ng dé tré thanh
chuyén vién chit néi va cac ky thuat khac dé gitip do nguwoi mu. Hién t6i co
mot cong viéc ¢ day, tai Vién Aaronberg danh cho tré em khiém thi.”
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“Cam on c6. Bay gio noi téi sy kién chiéu nay. Co c6 trong doi vi khach
nao khong?”

“Khong.”

“T6i sé doc cho c6 nghe mot ban miéu ta ngwoi chét dé xem cé thé goi
cho c6 nhé dén ai day dac biét hay khong. Cao khodng mot mét bay nham
dén m6t mét bay muoi tam, tudi chirng sau muoi, toc den dang tré thanh
hoa ram, mat nau, rdu cao nhan nhui, mat gay, ham rang chac, dinh dudng
tot nhung khong béo phi. Bo d6 xam sam, hai ban tay dwgc cham séc ky.
Co thé 1a mot vién chitc ngan hang, ké toan, ludt su hay mot nguwdi chuyén
nghiép thudc linh virc nao ddy. Thé cé goi cho c6 nghi dén ai ma co biét
hay khong?”

Millicent Pebmarsh can nhac ky trwdc khi dap.

“T6i khong thé ndi la c6. Tat nhién do6 1a mot mo ta rat tong quat. Co thé
phu hop véi mot so6 ngudi. Cé thé 1a ai ddy t6i tirng tréng thay hay gap g0,
nhung chac chan khong phai 1a nguoi toi biét rd.”

“Gan day c6 khong hé nhan dwgc bat cit birc thw nao caa bat ky ai dé
nghi sé dén viéng tham?”

“R0 la khong co6.”

“Rat tot. Nao, cb da goi dién dén Phong Thu ky va Banh may Cavendish,
yéu cau cung cap mot nguwoi ghi toc ky, va...”

Ba c6 ngat 10i 6ng. “Xin 16i. T6i chang hé lam viéc gi dai loai nhu thé.”

“C0 khong c6 goi dén Phong Thu ky va Banh may Cavendish, va yéu
cau...” Hardcastle nhin cham chap.

“Nha toi khong c6 dien thoai.”

“Co6 mot buong dién thoai cong cong & cudi duwdng nay co ma,” Thanh
tra Hardcastle néu ro.

“Phai, tat nhién la c6. Nhung toi chi cé thé cam doan véi 6ng, Thanh tra
Hardcastle a, t6i chang can nguoi ghi toc ky, cling khong hé — xin nhac lai
la khong — goi dén cho Cavendish dy v&i bat cit yéu cau nao nhu thé.”

“Co khong c6 dac biét yéu cau cd Sheila Webb sao?”
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“Trudc gio toi chwa tirng nghe cai tén dy.”

Hardcastle kinh ngac ng6 ba ta lom lom.

“Co da dé cia trvdc khong khéa?” 6ng haéi.

“Ban ngay t6i van thudng xuyén lam nhw thé.”

“Bat ky ai cling c6 thé budc vao day?”

“Dwong nhw c6 ngudi da lam thé trong vu an nay,” co Pebmarsh néi mot
cach lanh dam.

“CO Pebmarsh a, theo gidm dinh phap y nguoi dan 6ng nay da chét
khodng tir m6t gid ba muoi dén hai gio bon muoi lam. Lic dy c6 dang &
dau?”

Cht nha tram ngam suy nghi.

“Lic mot rudi chac toi da di roi, hodc dang chuan bi dé roi khéi nha. Toi
phai di mua vai mon.”

“C0 thé cho t0i biét dich xac c6 da di dau khong a?”

“Pé toi xem nao! T6i da dén buu dién & duong Albany, giti mot buu
kién, mua tem thw roi di sam may moén can dung trong nha, phai, va t6i da
mua it bd cai moc 4o quan va ghim an toan, c6 nhan hiéu han hoi, & ctra
hang vai Field and Wren. Sau do toi trd vé day. T6i c6 thé cho 6ng biét
chinh x4c lic 4y may gio. Bong ho clc cu caa t6i hot ciic cu ba lan khi toi
vé dén cong nha, va t6i co thé nghe thay tir ngoai duong.”

“Con nhitng chiéc dong ho khac cta c6 thi sao?”

“Xin 16i, 6ng noi gi ca?”

“Nhirng chiéc dong ho khac déu chay nhanh hon mot gio.”

“Chay nhanh v? Ong muén néi chiéc dong hé ditng & géc phong u?”

“Cha phai chi chiéc ay thoi dau — tat ca cac dong ho khac trong phong
khach déu nhu thé.”

“T6i khong hiéu 6ng néi cac dong ho khac la mudn néi gi. Cha c6 dong
h6 nao khac trong phong khach.”

https://thuviensach.vn



Hardcastle tr6 mat.

“A nay, c6 Pebmarsh. Con chiéc dong hod béng sit Dresden rat dep trén
bé 10 swai thi sao? Va chiéc dong hé nhé bang vang gia cia Phap. Con mot
chiéc dong ho qua lac mang di dwong bang bac, va — a dung roi, chiéc
dong ho6 co6 chit Rosemary chéo gbc nita chit.”

T&i lwgt c6 Pebmarsh trd mat kinh ngac.

“Hodc 6ng hodc t6i chac da dién mat r6i, 6ng thanh tra a. Xin cam doan
v6i ong t6i cha cé chiéc dong ho st Dresden nao ca. Va... cad cai ma ong
vira noi la... chiéc dong ho c6 chit Rosemary chéo ngang — chd c6 dong
h6 vang gia ctia Phap — con mot cai nita la gi thé nhi?”

“Dong ho qua lac mang di dwong bang bac,” Hardcastle dap nhu cai
may.

“Chiéc dy ciling khong c6. Néu chang tin t6i, ong c6 thé hoi ba gitp viéc
don vé sinh cho t6i. Ten ba ta la Curtin.”

Thanh tra Hardcastle sttng sot. C6 mot si cam doan xac thie, sy lanh 1gi
trong 10i ¢6 Pebmarsh néi 1am cho né c6 strc thuyét phuc. Ong danh doi
chut thoi gian 14t di 1at lai cac sy viéc trong dau, roi dirng day.

“C0 Pebmarsh a, liéu c6 c6 thé cam phién theo t6i vao trong phong bén
canh khong?”

“Pugc théi. That tinh t6i cling mudn ty minh xem may chiéc déng ho
ay.”

“Xem a?” Hardcastle thac mac vé cai tir dé that nhanh nhay.
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“Dung tit xem xét sé hay hon,” c6 Pebmarsh noéi, “nhwng 6ng thanh tra a,
ngay ca nguwoi mu ciing dung kiéu no6i thuwong tinh ma thye ra chang hop
v6i kha nang cia ho. Khi bdo minh mu6n xem nhitng chiéc dong ho &y, y
néi la mudn xem xét va s¢ chiing bang nhitng ngon tay ctia chinh minh
th6i.”

C0 Pebmarsh theo sau Hardcastle ra khéi nha bép, bang qua sanh nhé roi
vao phong khach. Nhan vién 14y dau tay ngwéc nhin 6ng.

“T6i vira hoan tat trong nay, thuwa sép. SE€p c6 thé dung vao bat ci thit gi
minh muon.”

Hardcastle gat dau réi cam lén chiéc dong ho du lich nhé c6 chir
Rosemary chéo géc. Ong dit né vao 1ong ban tay cd Pebmarsh. Ba cd sO
soang khap c4, that ky luwong.

“Co vé la mot chiéc dong ho du lich binh thwong,” ba néi, “loai c6 boc
da. Khong phai ctua t6i, Thanh tra Hardcastle a, va n6 khong c6 trong
phong nay khi t6i roi khéi nha lic mot gio rudi, toi cé thé noéi kha chac
chan.”

“Céam on c0.”

Thanh tra 1ay lai chiéc dong ho tir tay c6 Pebmarsh. Rat than trong, 6ng
nhac chiéc dong ho nho bang st Dresden ti bé 16 swdi 1én.

“Hay can than vGi chiéc nay!” ong vira noi vira dat no vao tay ba. “Co
thé bi v& day.”

Millicent Pebmarsh mo mam xem xét that k§j dong hé nho bang st véi
nhitng dau ngon tay tinh té. R6i ba lac dau. “Han day la mot chiéc dong ho
tuyét dep,” ba néi, “nhung khong phéi cta t6i. Ong bao né da & dau ha?”

“Bén hong phai bé 10 sudi.”

“L.é ra phdi c6 cdp chan nén bang s ¢ day chi.”

“Pung la c6 mot chan nén & day, nhung da bi day vao trong cung roi.”

“Ong bao van con c6 mdt chiéc dong ho khac hay sao?”

“Hai chiéc ntra.”

https://thuviensach.vn



Hardcastle 1ay lai chiéc dong ho st Dresden r6i dwa cho c6 Pebmarsh
chiéc dong ho nhé ma vang gia cia Phap. Ba mo mam khap ca that nhanh,
r6i trd lai cho ong.

“Khong. Ciing khong phai cua t6i.”

Ong trao cho ba chiéc bang bac, va chiéc nay ba cfing dua lai.

“Thong thwong may chiéc dong hé duy nhat trong phong nay la chiéc
dong ho dirng & day, trong gbc gan ctra so kia kia...”

“Hoan toan diung.”

“...va mot chiéc dong ho cic cu trén twong & gan ctra.” Hardcastle thay
that khé 1ong biét phai néi gi tiép sau d6. Ong nhin soi méi ngwdi phu nit
tredc mat minh v6i cam gidc thém phan yén chi vi biét ba ta chang thay
viéc diéu nghién ctia 6ng. C6 mo6t nét nhiu may nhé nhe nhw thé bdi rdi trén
tran ba. Ba ndi gay gat: “T6i khong hiéu noi. Hoan toan khong hiéu n6i.”

Ba quo mot tay, dé dang nhan biét minh dang & dau trong phong, roi
ngo6i xuéng. Hardcastle nhin nhan vién 1ay dau van tay dang ditng gan ctta.

“Anh da lam xong vé&i nhitng chiéc dong ho nay roi chit?” ong hoi.

“Vang, toi da lam xong hét ca roi, thwa sép. Khong c6 chit xiu dau vét
nao trén chiéc dong hé ma vang, nhung thuwong bé mat tron lang khong bi
dinh dau vét. Ciling y nhw vay véi cai bang sit. Ciing khong c6 vét do nao
dinh trén dong ho du lich boc da, cai bang bac cling khong — va c6 mot
chut bat thwong vi binh thudng néu c6 ai cam ching... thi phai cé dau vét
chit. Nhan tién xin bdo cdo: khong c6 cai dong ho nao duwgce 1én day ca, va
déu dugc dé dirng cung mot thoi diém — bon gio mwdi ba phut.”

“Nhitng do dac con lai trong phong thi sao?”

“Co chtrng ba hay bén bd dau tay khac nhau trong phong, tat ca la phu
nit, c6 thé néi nhw vay a. Nhitng thit dé trong cac tdi déu & trén ban.”

Bang cach hat dau chi cho, anh ta thu hit si chd y dén mot dong dé nho
dé trén mot cai ban. Hardcastle di téi xem nhitng mén d6. C6 mot cai vi
duwng bay dong shilling, mot it tién 1é dé bén ngoai, mot khan tay bé tii nho
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bang lua khong nhan mac, m6t hop nho ding nhitng vién thudc tiéu va mot
danh thiép in. Thanh tra cti xuéng nhin tam thiép.

Ong R. H. Curry,
Metropolis and Provincial Insurrance Co. Itd.
7, duong Denvers,
London, UU2.

Hardcastle tré lai ghé sofa noi c6 Pebmarsh dang ngoi.

“Co6 1€ nao c6 da mong ai day tir mot cong ty bao hiém dén viéng tham?”

“Cong ty bao hiém a? Khong. Chac chan khong.”

“Metropolis and Provincial Insurrance ay.”

C0 Pebmarsh lac dau. “T6i chwa bao gio nghe néi dén cong ty dé.”

“Co khong c6 dang tinh chuyén lanh tién bao hiém, bat cit loai hinh nao
sao?”

“Khong, khong dau a. Toi dwgc bdo hiém hoa hoan va trom cap vé dém
véi Cong ty Bao hiém Jove c6 chi nhanh & day. T6i khong dong y mua bao
hiém ca nhan. Cha c6 gia dinh hay ho hang than thich nén t6i thay khong
viéc gi phdi bdo hiém cudc séng ctia minh hét.”

“T6i hiéu,” Hardcastle néi. “Liéu cai tén Curry cé y nghia gi véi co
khong? Ong R. H. Curry ay?”

Ong dang quan sat k§ ba ta. Khong c6 phan tng nao trén mit ba ca.

“Curry?” ba lap lai céi tén, ré6i lac dau. “Mot cai tén khong thong dung
lam, phai khong? T6i khong nghi minh tirtng nghe cai tén ay, hay biét nguoi
nao cé cai tén ay. Co phdi la tén nguwoi dan 6ng da chét khong?”

“Dwong nhw c6 kha nang la thé day.”

Co Pebmarsh ngan ngr mot lic r6i méi néi: “Co phdi 6ng mudn t6i
s0...”

Hardcastle nhanh chéng hiéu y ba ta.

“Co sé giap chit, co Pebmarsh? Chang phai la doi hoi qua nhiéu, ding
khong? T6i chang hiéu biét gi miy vé chuyén nay, nhung co6 1é may ngon
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tay cta co sé cho c6 biét dich xadc mot nguwdi trong nhw thé nao, hon 1a nhan
biét qua miéu ta.”

“Chinh xac,” c6 Pebmarsh n6i. “T6i dong y la phai lam viéc ay that cha
thich thu gi, nhwng t6i san long lam néu 6ng nghi c6 thé giip ich cho 6ng.”

“Xin cam on,” Hardcastle néi. “Co dé t6i dan dwong cho...”

Ong dét ba ta vong qua ci ghé sofa, chi chd cho ba quy xuéng roi nhe
nhang cam tay hwéng dan cho ba s& mat ngwoi chét. Ba rat binh than,
khong dé 10 cam xtuc gi. May ngo6n tay do dam trén mai téc, hai 16 tai, chan
chtr mot 14t sau tai trai, trén song miii, miéng va cam. Sau dé ba lac dau roi
diéng day.

“T6i c6 mot y niém rat ro rang vé hinh dang cia 6ng ta, nhung téi hoan
toan chac chan day khong phai ngwdi toi tirng gap hay quen biét.”

Vién canh sat 1dy dau van tay da thu don dé nghé va ra khoi phong. Anh
ta tho dau trd vao.

“Ho tdi rwdc ong dy,” anh ta trd cai xac chét. “Chd 6ng ay di dugc
khong?”

“Pugc,” thanh tra n6i. “Pén ngoi day di, dwgc khong c6 Pebmarsh?”

Ong dit ba an toa trén mot cai ghé trong géc. Hai ngudi dan ong di vao
phong. Viéc di chuyén 6ng Curry qua cd that nhanh chong va chuyén
nghiép. Hardcastle di ra c6ng, roi sau d6 quay vé phong khach. Ong ngbi
xuong gan ba chu nha.

“Pay la mot vu an di thwong, c6 Pebmarsh a,” 6ng néi. “T6i mudn duyét
qua nhitng diém chinh véi c6 dé xem t6i nam van dé c6 ding hay khong.
Xin stra sai néu t6i nham lan. H6m nay c6 chang trong doi vi khach nao c3,
c6 chang hé mua bao hiém bat ci¥ loai hinh nao, c6 chang hé nhan thw nao
tir bat c¥ ai n6i r6 hom nay dai dién ctia mot cong ty bdo hiém sé dén tham.
bung khong?”

“Hoan toan ding.”

“Co chang can dich vu thw ky danh may kiém t6c ky hodac mot toc ky
vién va co khong c6 goi dién thoai dén Phong Cavendish hodc yéu cau
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nguoi ta dén day liuc ba gio.”

“Lai ding nira roi.”

“Khoang chung 1 gio 30 khi c6 roi khoi nha, trong phong nay chi c6 hai
chiéc dong ho, chiéc dong ho cic cu va chiéc dong ho ding. Cha cé chiéc
nao khac.”

Trudc khi dap, ba chd nha ty kiém lai ban than.

“Néu phdi n6i mdt cach tuyét doi xac thuc, toi chang thé tuyén thé veé 16i
khai ctia minh. Thi lyc da bi mat, t6i cha lwu y dén sy vang mat hay cé mat
ctia bat ctt thit gi thwong khéng c6 trong phong. Phai néi rang lan cudi cung
t0i c6 thé chac chan vé nhitng gi dé trong phong la khi t6i quét bui sang
sém hom nay. Moi thit khi &y déu & cho cua né. T6i thwong tw minh lam
lay vi ba gitp viéc don vé sinh hay bat can véi nhitng vat trang tri.”

“C0 c6 roi khéi nha ca bubi sang hém nay khéng?”

“Co6. Toi di lic mudoi gio nhw thwong 1€ dén Vién Aaronberg. Toi ditng
16p mai dén muoi hai gio mwoi lam. Toi trd vé day lic chitng mot gio kém
muoi lam, ty ndu cho minh mén tritng bat trong nha bép va uéng mot tach
ca phé ro6i lai ra di nhw da néi Ilic mot gio rudi. Nhan tién xin néi thém, toi
dung bita trong nha bép chit chang vao phong nay.”

“T6i hiéu,” Hardcastle n6i. “Nhw thé trong khi c6 c6 thé n6i mét cach
xac dinh Iic mwoi gio sang nay khong hé cé nhitng chiéc dong ho thira thai
¢ day, toi cho rang c6 kha nang ching da dwgc dwa vao day lic nao day
trong budi sang nay.”

“Chuyén ay thi 6ng phai hoi ba giip viéc don vé sinh la ba Curtin. Ba dy
thwong dén day khoang chirng muoi gio va ra vé khoang chirng mwoi hai
gio. Nha ba dy & s0 17, dwong Dipper.”

“Cam on c6 Pebmarsh. Bay gio chiing ta con lai nhitng sy kién tiép theo
nay va dén day toi mudn co cho biét bat ky y twdng hay ggi y nao xdy dén
v6i cd. Vao lic nao day trong ngay hom nay bon chiéc dong hé da dugc
mang dén day. Ca bon dong ho dy déu dugc van ditng ¢ bon gid mudi ba
phut. Liéu gio ay c6 goi cho c6 nghi dén diéu gi hay khong?”

“BoOn gio mwoi ba phit.” C6 Pebmarsh lac dau. “Hoan toan khong.”
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“Bay gio ching ta chuyén ti* nhitng chiéc dong ho sang ngudi chét.
Duwong nhu khong thé c6 chuyén ong ta duge ba gitp viéc don vé sinh cho
vao roi ba dy dé ong ta & lai trong nha, trir phi c6 c6 néi véi ba ta rang c6
dang doi gip 6ng dy. Nhung chiing ta c6 thé hoi ba ta vé chuyén d6. Ong dy
dén day co6 thé la dé gap co vi mot ly do nao day, vi c6 cong viéc hodc vi 1y
do riéng tw. Tr mot gio ba mwoi dén hai giod bon muoi lam 6ng ta da bi
dam chét. Co6 phai 6ng ta dén vi c6 hen hay khong, chuyén nay c6 da bdo la
cha biét gi. C6 thé ong ta c6 lién quan vGi bdo hiém — nhuwng cd cling
chang gitp dwoc gi cho ching t6i. Cira khong khda, nén ong ta da vao doi
cd6 — nhuwng ma dé lam gi chit?”

“Toan bd chuyén nay that v@ van,” c6 Pebmarsh néi vé sot rudt. “Vay
ong nghi cai ong — khong ro c6 phai tén la Curry hay khong ay — da
mang theo nhitng chiéc dong ho u?”

“Khong c6 dau hiéu nao cho thdy c6 do dé dung ching dau ca. Ong ta
chang thé nao dé bon chiéc dong ho trong tii cia minh. Nao, c6 Pebmarsh,
hay suy nghi that k. Cé lién twdng nao trong dau c6 khong, co cé thé goi y
diéu gi lién quan t6i dong hé khong, hodc néu khong lién quan t6i dong ho
thi vé thoi gian di! Bon gio mudi ba phit. Bon gid mwoi ba phat?”

Ba c6 lac dau.

“T6i van c6 tw nha véi long minh day la viéc lam cia mot ké dién
cuobng, hay la ai dé6 da vao nham nha. Nhung ngay cé nhu thé thyc sy cling
cha giai thich dugc gi. Khong, ong thanh tra a, toi khong gitp dugc ong
r6i.”

Mot vién canh sat tré nhin vao. Hardcastle di ra gdp anh ta trong sanh, va
tir d6 cung di ra cong. Ong néi chuyén mot lic véi cac canh sat vién.

“Bay gio cac cau c6 thé dwa quy c6 ay vé nha,” éng bdo, “dia chi la s6
muoi bon, dwong Palmerston.”

Ong tré vao trong phong dn. Qua ctta m& dan vo nha bép, dng co thé
nghe tiéng c6 Pebmarsh dang ban ron bén bon rita chén. Ong ding &
nguong cia.
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“T6i dinh sé 14y di mdy chiéc dong ho dy, c6 Pebmarsh a. Toi sé dé lai
bién nhan cho co6.”

“Khong sao cd, ong thanh tra a. Ching chang thudc vé t6i.”

Hardcastle quay sang Sheila Webb.

“Bay gid co c6 thé vé nha, c6 Webb. Xe canh sat sé dwa co ve.”

Sheila va Colin ding lén.

“Cau tién co ay ra xe, dugce khong Colin?” Hardcastle vira noéi vira kéo
mot cai gh€ t6i ban an va bat dau ghi bién nhan.

Colin va Sheila xu6i theo 16i ra cong. Dot nhién Sheila dirng lai.

“Gang tay cua t6i... t6i dé quén...”

“Pé t6i di lay cho!”

“Thoi — dé toi... tdi biét ro minh da dé ¢ dau. Toi khong dé y lic nay —
by gid ho da lay di hay chwa.”

Lat sau co chay tr@ ra gap anh ta.

“Xin 16i vi hoi ldc dau t6i ngd ngan qua.”

“Ai cling thé thoi,” Colin noi.

Thanh tra Hardcastle ra thi gap ho, ding ltic Sheila 1én xe. Sau dé khi xe
da chay di, ong noi vdi vién canh sat tré.

“T6i muon nhitng chiéc dong ho trong phong khach duwgc dong goi can
than — tat ca trir chiéc dong ho cuc cu trén twong va chiéc dong ho ding
16m.”

Ong chi dan thém vai viéc r6i quay sang ban minh: “Tbi dinh di mot vai
ch6. Muo6n di khong?”

“Hgp y toi do,” Colin dap.
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Loi ké cua Colin Lamb

“Pi dau day?” toi hoi Dick Hardcastle.

Ong noi véi tai xé& “Phong Thu ky Cavendish. Trén dudng Palace, di
ngugc vé phia pho di bo Esplanade vé bén phai.”

“Vang, thwa sép.”

Chiéc xe chay di. Gio day chi c6 mdy nguoi givong mat nhin theo végi vé
quan tam thich thi. Con méo 16ng vang cam van con ngoi trén cgt cong cua
Diana Lodge nha ké bén. N6 khong rita mat nita ma dang ngoi that thang
thém, hoi ve vay cdai dudi va ng6 lom lom trén dau trén c6 dam ngudi kia
v6i thai do hoan toan miét thi loai nguwdi, von la dac quyén cuaa riéng loai
meo va lac da.

“Phong Thu ky, roi dén ba gitup viéc don vé sinh, theo trinh ty ay,”
Hardcastle néi, “bédi vi thdi gian dang tr6i di.” Ong liéc nhin dong ho deo
tay. “Hon bén gid 16i.” Ong ngitng mot lat 1di néi tiép, “Mot cd gai kha hap
dan nhi?”

“Qua hap dan,” t6i dap.

Ong ném céai nhin thich thd vé phia téi.

“Nhung c6 dy da ké mot cau chuyén rat dang chua y. Kiém tra lai chuyén
ay cang sGm cang tot.”

“Ong anh khong nghi 1a c6 ay...”
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Ong ngét 15i t6i. “T6i van ludn quan tdm dén nhitng nguwdi phét hién cac
xac chét.”

“Nhung c6 gai dé6 da gan nhv phét dién 1én vi khiép sg. Gia 6ng anh
nghe thay c6 ta thét 1én thé nao...”

Ong lai ném cho t6i mot cai nhin tréu choc nita, réi nhic ring cd ta la
mot c6 gai cuc ky hap dan.

“Va lam sao nén noi cau phai lang thang trén duong Wilbraham Crescent
vay, Colin? Chiém nguwdng kién tric quy phai thoi Nit hoang Victoria cta
chung ta, hay la cau c6 muc dich rieng?”

“T6i c6 muc dich chir. T6i ct tim mai nha s6 sdu mot ma van khong ra.
Khong 1€ s6 nha d6 khong ton tai?”

“T6n tai chit. SO nha Ién dén — tam tam 1an ma, t6i nghi thé.”

“Nhung 6ng anh xem day nay, Dick a, khi t6i dén s6 hai mwoi tam,
Wilbraham Crescent da tan cung roi.”

“Piéu nay van luén lam nhitng ngudi la nwéce la céi bi r6i. Gia nhw cau ré
phai ngwoc dwong Albany ro6i lai ré phéi lan nita, han cau da thay minh
dang & nita con lai ctia Wilbraham Crescent. N6 dugc xay dung kiéu lung
twa lung, cau thay day. Cac khu vwon twa lwng vao nhau.”

“Hiéu ro6i,” toi ndi khi cudi cung ong ay dai dong gidng gidi xong dac
diém dia du nay. “Giéng nhw cac quang trwong va vuon hoa & London.
Quang treong Onslow, ding khéng? Hay la Cadogan. Anh bat dau di xubi
theo mot bén ctia mot quang truwdng, va roi dot nhién né hoa thanh mot khu
nha hay nhitng khu vueon. Ngay ca tai xé taxi cling thwong xuyén bj r6i. Du
sao cling c6 s6 sau muoi mot. Co biét gi vé ngwoi & dé khong, ong anh?”

“Sau mot u? Pé toi xem... Chac day la cha thau xay dung Bland.”

“Troi oi,” t6i néi. “Chét r6i.”

“Cau khong mudn tim chua thau xay dung sao?”

“Khong. Hoan toan khong dinh tim cha thau xay dung. Trit phi — c6 1€
han chi viva méi dén day thoi. MGi vao nghé ha?”
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“Bland sinh truédng ¢ day, t6i nghi thé. Chac chan la ngudi dia phuong
hanh nghé lau nam r6i.”

“That dang that vong.”

“Han la mot cha thau xay dung rat t6i,” Hardcastle néi. “Thuong s
dung vat liéu kha kém chat lwgng. Xay 1én mot thi nha it nhiéu trong cling
on cho dén khi ciu vao 6 trong ay, roi moi thi sup d6 hay tré nén hw hong.
DPo6i khi lam an kha manh mung, Iwon leo. Tha doan bat lwong — nhung
cling xoay x& thoat dugc hét.”

“Thuyét phuc t6i ciing chang ich gi dau, Dick a. Nguoi t6i can gan nhw
chac chan phai la rwong cot cua tinh chinh tryce. ”

“Cach day do mot nam Bland vé bon tién — hay néi ding ra la vg han.
Co ta la nguwoi Canada, da dén day trong thoi ky c6 chién tranh va gap han.
Gia dinh c6 chang mudn c6 lay han, va it nhiéu da cat dit vdi co khi c6 lam
thé. R6i nam ngoai mot 6ng chd mat, con trai doc nhat cua 6ng cu tredc
day da chét vi tai nan mdy bay roi, va c6 lién quan gi day vé6i thuvong vong
chién tranh hay sao d6. Va ba Bland la ngudi duy nhat con lai trong gia tdc.
Bdi thé, 6ng cu dé tién cta cho cd. Vira van ctru Bland khoi bi pha san, t6i
tin thé.”

“Ong anh c6 vé ranh ré vé dng Bland.”

“Piéu nay — a, cau thay day, co quan thué vu luén dé mat dén nhitng ké
qua mot dém dot nhién tré nén giau c6. Ho thac mac liéu cé phai han da gio
tro bip bom gian lan gi day hay khong — vi thé ho da kiém tra toan bg. Ho
da kiém tra va tat ca déu OK.”

“T6i chang bao gid quan tdm dén nhitng ké dot nhién trd nén giau cé. PBo
khong phai thit tro bat lwong ma t6i dang tim kiém.”

“Cau da tim ra r6i, phai khong?”

T6i gat dau.

“Va da két thuic r6i? Hay la — van chwa két thiac?”

“P6 la mot chuyén trong cé cau chuyén,” toi néi lang di. “T6i nay minh
co dung bita cung nhau nhuv dy dinh khong — hay la vu nay sé pha hong
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bita an, ha ong anh?”

“Khong, sé on thoi. Liic nay viéc can lam trwdc tién la cho tién hanh diéu
tra. Chiing ta muon tim ra moi diéu vé 6ng Curry. Trong tat ca truong hop
c6 thé xdy ra, mot khi ching ta biét dich xac ong ta la ai va lam ngheé gi,
ching ta sé c6 y niém kha r6 rang vé viéc ai muon ong ta phdi tr gia coi
doi.” Ong ngo ra ctra s6. “Dén 16i.”

Phong Thuv ky va Panh mdy Cavendish toa lac trén con phé mua sam
chinh, dugc goi mot cach kha cao ngao la duwong Cung bién. Tt mot can
nha phong cach thoi Victoria, né da dugc chinh trang lai cho hgp mot, nhw
nhiéu co ngoi khac & con dwong dé. Vé bén phdi la mot can nha hao hao
giong nhu vay, c6 dé hang chit: Edwin Glen, Nhiép dnh gia nghé thudt,
Chuyén gia chup anh, Thiéu nhi, Pam cudi, v.v... Bé minh chitng cho hang
chit tv bach dé, khung kinh tring bay day nhitng bitc dnh phéng dai du
kich c& cua tré em moi Iita tu6i, tir bé so sinh dén tré 1én sau. C6 thé doan
nhitng bitc anh d6 la dé du do cac ba ma cung con di vao. Vai cdp doi cling
c6 hinh lam tiéu biéu. Nam thanh nién trong cé vé bén 1én bén thiéu nit twoi
cuoi. Poi dién Phong Thw ky Cavendish la cac van phong cia mot nha
budn than d4 lau doi c6 ha. Bén kia nita nhitng ngdi nha ¢6 kinh nguyén
goc da bi giat sap va mot toa nha ba tang nguy nga trang 1é mang bang hiéu
Café va Nha hang bong Phuong.

Hardcastle va toi bwdc 1én bon bac thém, di qua ctta tredc dang ma roi
tuan theo dong chit tren mot canh ctra bén phai bao: ‘Xin mai vao’, chung
toi buwdc vo trong. D6 la mot gian phong kich thwéc vira phai, ba phu nit tré
dang danh may mot cach siéng nang cham chi. Hai ngudi trong bon ho van
tiép tuc danh may, chang dé y gi dén hai khach la méi vao. Nguwoi thit ba
dang danh may & mot cai ban c6 may dién thoai, doi dién truc tiép vdi canh
ctra, dirng lai ngo6 ching tdi c6 vé do hoi. Hinh nhu ¢6 ta dang mut mot thi
keo nao do.

Sau khi da lua cuc keo vao mot vi tri thuan tién trong miéng minh, co ta
md&i gang hdi ching toi vGi giong diéu kha buc boi kho chiu: “Cac 6ng can
gi?”
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“Co Martindale dau a?” Hardcastle hoi.

“T6i nghi lic nay ba dy dang noi chuyén dién thoai...”

Ngay lic d6 c6 mot tiéng lach cach va co6 gai nhac 6ng nghe may dién
thoai, vira chot chet mot nit bdm vira néi: “Hai quy 6ng can gap c6
Martindale a.” C6 nhin ching t6i va héi: “Xin hai 6ng vui long cho biét quy
danh!”

“Hardcastle,” Dick dap.

“Vang, mot ong tén la Hardcastle, thwa c6 Martindale.” Co gac ong nghe
roi ding day. “Xin vui long di 16i nay!” ¢6 néi r6i di tdi mot canh cira céd
tam bién bang dong ‘C6 Martindale’.

C0 mé cira, vira nép minh sat rat vao dé dé nhwong cho ching t6i di qua,
vira néi: “Ong Hardcastle day a,” r6i ¢6 dong ctia lai sau lung ching t6i.

Ng6i sau mot chiéc ban gidy rong 16n c6 Martindale ngwéc nhin chiing
toi. D6 la mot phu nit c6 vé nang dong chirng nam muoi tudi, dé téc boi
kiéu pompadour mau do6 nhat va mét cai liéc nhin canh giac.

Ba nhin ching t6i, hét nguwdi nay qua ngudi khac.

“Ong Hardcastle ddy sao?”

Dick méc ra tdm thé cong vu trao cho ba ta. T6i tranh di bang cach ngoi
thang thdm trén mot cai ghé gan cita.

Cap long may vang hung ctia c6 Martindale nhuwén 1én vi kinh ngac va c6
phan nao bue bdi.

“Thanh tra Hardcastle w? T6i c6 thé lam gi cho 6ng thanh tra day?”

“T6i dén gap co6 hoi tham mot it thong tin, c6 Martindale a. T6i nghi c6
18 c6 c6 thé giap t6i.”

Tw giong diéu 6ng ay noi, t6i danh gia Dick sap choi tro héi vong veo,
mé hodc ngudi ta. Toi thay hoai nghi khong biét ba tridng phong nay cé de
bi du hay khong nita. Ba dy thudc mdt typ nguwdi ma nguwoi Phap dan cho
cai nhan qua doi phu hop, femme ormidable — ngwoi dan ba ghé gém,
dang sg.
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T6i nghién cttu cach bay tri tong quat. Cac vach twdng phia trén ban giay
cua co Martindale co treo bo swu tap nhitng anh chup c6 ky tén. Toi nhan ra
c6 mot birc dnh cua ba Ariadne Oliver, nha van viét truyén trinh tham ma
toi c6 hoi quen biét. Ban chdn thanh cta ba, Ariadne Oliver, dugc viét tay
ngang qua birc anh vdi nhitng chit mau den ro nét. Thanh kinh tri an, Garry
Gregson trang hoang bitc dnh khéac cia mdt nha van viét nhitng truyén trinh
tham that rung ron da chét cach nay chitng muwdi sdu nam. Mdi mdi la ban
ctua ba, Miriam t6 diém cho bitc anh ctia Miriam Hogg, nit van si chuyén
vé van tho lang man. Tinh duc c6 dai dién la anh chup mot nguwdi dan 6ng
md&i bi hoi dau tréng cé vé nhiat nhét, ky tang v6i nhitng chit viét nho ri,
Biét on ba, Armand Levine. C6 mdt nét giong nhau gitta nhitng anh trang tri
trén twong nay. Pan 6ng hau hét déu cam ong diéu va mdc com-1é bang vai
len, con dan ba thi trong c6 vé nghiém nghi va c6 khuynh huéng tan phai di
trong trang phuc 1ong thu.

Trong ltic t6i dang ngam nghia, Hardcastle van tiép tuc héi.

“T6i tin c6 da thué mot nhan vién tén la Sheila Webb?”

“Pung vay. Toi e rang hién gio c¢6 dy khong c6 & day.” Ba bam nut dién
thoai ndi bd, ndi v4i van phong bén ngoai: “Edna nay, Sheila Webb da vé
chua?”

“Thwa chwa, c6 Martindale, chwa vé a.”

CO Martindale an nut tat may.

“Co ay da ra ngoai lam viéc dugc giao dau gio chiéu hom nay,” ba giai
thich. “T6i c& twéng chac gid nay co ay da vé roi chit. C6 kha nang co dy di
tiép dén Khach san Curlew & cudi phé di bo Esplanade, ¢6 ay cé mot cudc
hen ltic nam gio @ do.

“T6i hiéu,” Harcastle n6i. “Co6 c6 thé cho t6i biét doi diéu vé co Sheila
Webb dugc khong?”

“T6i chang thé noi gi nhiéu. Co dy lam ¢ day duwgc — dé t6i xem, a, phai
néi rang dén nay da gan dwgc mot nam roi. Co ay da chitng té kha nang
lam viéc hoan toan tot dep.”

“C0 6 biét c6 ay tirng lam viéc ¢ dau truedc khi dén vdi c6 khong?”

https://thuviensach.vn



“T6i dam no6i minh c6 thé tim ra cho 06ng, néu 6ng thywc sy mudn co
thong tin dy, Thanh tra Hardcastle a. H6 s vé c0 ta dang & dau day, toi sé
cho luc lai. Theo nhuw t6i con nhé dwge ngay lic nay thi lic treede c6 dy lam
viéc & London va dwgc cha ¢ day nhan xét rat tot. Toi nghi, nhung khong
chac chan, rang c6 ay da lam viéc cho mot hang buoén — c6 thé 1a cong ty
moi gidi bat dong san.”

“Co0 bao c6 ta lam viéc tot lam a?”

“Hoan toan xirng dang,” c6 Martindale ro rang khong phai la nguoi khen
ngoi lam 10i.

“Chang phai hang nhat sao?”

“Khong, toi khong néi thé. Co ay lam viéc véi téc do trung binh tét va
trinh do hoc van tam tam. C0 ay la mot thw ky danh may can than va chinh
xac.”

“C0 6 biét doi tw cia c6 ta, ngoai quan hé cong viéc khong?”

“Khong, t6i chi biét co dy séng v6i mot nguwdi di.” Noi dén day co
Martindale trd nén hoi ngang phe. “Xin dugc hoi 6ng Thanh tra Hardcastle,
c& sao lai héi t6i nhitng cau ay? Phéi chang c6 gai do da gidy vao chuyén
rac roi thé nao?”

“Khong han thé, co6 Martindale a. C6 c6 biét mot ba tén la Millicent
Pebmarsh khong?”

“Pebmarsh,” c6 Martindale nhiu cip 16ng may vang hung. “A, khi — 9,
tat nhién roi. Chinh l1a Sheila da dén nha c6 Pebmarsh chiéu nay. Hen gap
lic ba gio.”

“Pa hen gap nhu thé nao, c6 Martindale?”

“Qua dién thoai. Co Pebmarsh goi dén va yéu cau mot thw ky danh may
kiém toc ky dén giup viéc, va toi da phai co Webb di.”

“Co phai c6 Pebmarsh ay nhat dinh yéu cau Sheila Webb khong?”

“Phai.”

“Cudc goi do nhan dugc lic may gio?”

Co0 Matindale suy nghi mot lat.
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“Goi truc tiép dén cho t6i. Nhu thé nghia la vao gio an trwa. Co thé néi
khoang chirng hai gi® kém mudi phit. Trwce hai gid, chic chdn nhw thé. A
phai r6i, t6i cé ghi chad trén tap gidy cda t6i day. Chinh xac mot gid bon
chin phut.”

“C0 Pebmarsh dich than noi véi ba hay sao?”

Co0 Martindale c6 vé hoi ngac nhién.

“T6i cho la thé.”

“Nhung c¢6 dau cé nhan ra giong noéi cua ba ay? C6 dau co quen biét
riéng ba ta?”

“Khong. T6i khong biét ba dy. Ba ta ty xwng la c6 Millicent Pebmarsh,
cho toi dia chi cua ba, mot s6 nha & Wilbraham Crescent. Sau d6 nhw da
ndi, ba ay yéu cau Sheila Webb, dén nha ba ta lic ba gio.”

D6 la mot 101 khai xac dinh o rang. T6i nghi c6 Martindale néu lam
nhan chirng sé xudt sac lam.

“Ong c6 thé vui 1ong cho tdi biét tat ca nhitng didu ndy lién quan dén
chuyén gi khéng a?” c6 Martindale héi vé sot rudt.

“A, cb biét khong, cd Pebmarsh khong thita nhan minh da c6 cudc goi
nao nhu thé.”

C0 Martindale nhin cham chap. “That tinh! Ky di qua thé!”

“Ngugc lai, o thi bdo cé cude goi dy, nhung khong thé xac nhan cé phai
co Pebmarsh da goi hay khong.”

“Khong, tat nhién t6i khong thé xac nhan réi. To6i dau co biét ngudi dan
ba ay. Nhwng that tinh t6i khong hiéu n6i lam vay dé lam gi co chit. Mot tro
choi kham kiéu nao day chang?”

“Con hon thé nita 4y chit,” Hardcastle néi. “Co Pebmarsh nay—hay la ai
ddy—c6 néu ly do vi sao lai nhat dinh mu6n thué Sheila Webb khong?”

Co6 Martindale nghi nggi mot lat.

“T6i nghi ba ay bao trwdc day Sheila Webb tirng lam viéc cho ba ta.”

“Va thuc sy c6 phai thé khong?”
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“Sheila n6i khong nhd c6 tirng lam viéc gi cho c6 Pebmarsh hay khong.
Nhung néi thé khdng hoan toan c6 stic thuyét phuc, 6ng thanh tra a. Xét
cho cung, cac 6 ra ngoai qua thuong xuyén dé gap nhiéu ngudi khac nhau
& nhiéu noi khac nhau, nén thwong khong thé nao nhé néu diéu ay xdy ra
cach day hang thang trdi. Sheila khong xac dinh chac chan lam vé diém
nay. Co6 chi n6i khong thé nhé minh cé tirng dén d6. Nhung that ra, 6ng
thanh tra a, ngay ca khi day la mét tro choi kham, t6i khong hiéu noéi su
quan tam lwu y cua ong la do dau.”

“T6i sé dé cap dén diém ay ngay day. Khi co Webb dén sé 19,
Wilbraham Crescent c6 da budc vao nha r6i vao phong khach. Cé ay noi
véi toi day la lam theo huwéng dan. Co xac nhan chi?”

“Hoan toan ding. C6 Pebmarsh bao c6 thé vé dén nha tré mot chat, va
Sheila c& vao cho.”

“Khi c6 Webb vao phong khach,” Hardcastle noi tiép, “co ta phat hién
mot ngwoi dan 6ng da chét nam trén san nha.”

C0 Martindale nhin 6ng thanh tra cham chap. Ba gan nhuw khong néi nén
101 hét mot lac.

“Ong bao mot ngudi dan éng da chét, hé 6ng thanh tra?”

“MGt nguoi bi sat hai,” Hardcastle dap. “Néi chinh xac la bi dam chét.”

“Gioi o6i l1a gioi! Chac han co gai da boi r6i lam.”

Duong nhw d6 1a kiéu n6i giam nhe ddc trung cua c6 Martindale.

“Céi tén Curry c6 ¥ nghia gi v6i ¢6 khong? Ong R. H. Curry ay?”

“T6i khong nghi thé, khong dau a.”

“Tw cong ty Metropolis and Provicial Insurrance?”

Co6 Martindale van lac dau.

“C0 thay tinh thé tién thoai lwdng nan cua toi roi ddy,” ong thanh tra noi.
“C0 bao c6 Pebmarsh da goi dién thoai cho cd va yéu cau Sheila Webb dén
nha ba 4y lic ba gid. Co Pebmarsh chang thira nhan da lam bat ky diéu gi
nhv thé. Sheila Webb da dén ddy, va phat hién ra c6 nguoi chét.”
Hardcastle cho dgi mot cach vo vong.
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C0 Martindale ngay ngwoi nhin ong.

“Poi vdi toi tat cd chuyén nay dwong nhu la khong thé nao la that,” co
néi vé khong dong tinh.

Dick Hardcastle thé dai roi ditng 1én.

“Cho lam viéc cua co that dep,” 6ng néi rat lich sy. “Co lam an dugce mot
thoi gian r6i, phai khong?”

“Muoi lam nam r6i. Ching t6i lam an cyc ky t6t. Ban dau chi lam rat
nho, ching t6i da md rong kinh doanh cho dén khi chiing t6i gan nhw
khong kham néi nita. Bay gio toi thué tam c6 gai, co nao cling tat bat lam
viéc sudt thoi gian.”

“T6i thay co lam dwogc nhiéu tdc pham van hoc nhi.” Hardcastle nguéc
nhin nhitng bitc dnh trén twong.

“Vang, luc khai nghiép to6i da chuyén vé cac tac gia. T6i da tirng nhiéu
ndm lam thw ky cho nha van viét truyén trinh thdm danh tiéng la 6ng Garry
Gregson. Qua that nhd mot di san tinh than tir 6ng ay, t6i da khai trwong
phong nay. T6i quen biét rat nhiéu déong nghiép van chwong cua ong, va ho
giao viéc cho t6i. Kién thitc chuyén mon cta t6i vé doi hdi cua cac tac gia
ap dung vao day rat hitu ich. T6i cung cap mot dich vu rat hitu ich bang
cach nghién cttu nhitng diéu can thiét: ngay thang va cac trich doan, cac
thac mac nhw vé cac van dé phap ly va tha tuc cta canh sat, va chi tiét cia
cac ban ké chat doc. T4t ca nhitng diéu dai loai nhw thé. Roi sau dé la tén
ho, dia chi va nha hang ngoai quoc cho nhitng ngwoi dat béi canh tiéu
thuyét ctia ho & dia diém nuwéc ngoai. Thoi xwa cong chung that ra khong
qua dé y dén tinh xac thyc, nhung thoi nay doc giad tw ddm nhiém viéc viét
thu cho cac tac gia vao bat ky dip nao c6 thé dwgc va chi ra sai sot caa ho.”

C0 Martindale tam dirng. Hardcastle lich sy néi: “To6i chac chan c6 c6
moi ly do dé ty chic mirng minh.”

Ong di vé phia ctta phong. T6i m& cita ra trdc mét 6ng.

O van phong bén ngoai ba c6 gai dang chuan bj ra vé. Cac may danh chit
da dwoc day nap lai. Co 1é tan tén Edna dang ding do6 véi vé dau kho, mot
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tay cam cai got giay cao nhon, con trong tay kia la chiéc giay c6 cai gét da
roi ra.

“T6i mua giay nay mdi c6 mot thang thdi ha,” ¢6 dang than van. “Ma dat
lam nghe. La tdm lwdi sat cho chét d6 — & goc dwong canh tiém ban banh
keo rdt gan day thoi. Toi ket cai gét giay vao do, va né bi rét ra luon. Toi
khong thé bwdc di, phai cdi ca hai chiéc giay ra va tr¢ vé day véi hai cai
banh mi tron nhé, va lam sao vé nha hay lén xe buyt that tinh t6i khong biét
nta...”

Ngay lic 4y nhan ra sy hién dién cta ching t6i, Edna lién hap tap giadu di
chiéc giay da lam cO tirc gian véi mot cai li€c nhin s¢ hai vé phia co
Martindale ma t6i danh gia chang phai hang dan ba chiu di giay cao got. Ba
ta dang mang mat doi giay da dé bang, chi can thoai mai dé chiu la du roi.

“Cam on c6 Martindale,” Hardcastle n6i. “Xin 16i da lam mat qua nhiéu
thoi gian cta c6. Néu cé diéu gi xay dén vdi co...”

“Di nhién,” c6 Martindale dot ngdt ngat 10i ong.

Khi da Ién xe, t6i noi: “Nhw vay cau chuyén cua Sheila Webb, mdc cho
ong hoai nghi, hoa ra lai hoan toan dung s that.”

“Puoc, dugce réi,” Dick noi. “Cau thang r6i.”
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“Ma 0i!” Ernie Curtin cit tiéng goi. Cau bé tam ding trong chdc lat viéc
diéu khién mo6 hinh nhé bang kim loai Ién 1én xuéng xuéng mat kinh ctra
s0, nho vay tam tat cai am thanh ntra rén 11 nra vu vu am T moé phong mot
tén Ira vii tru dang xuyén qua khong gian trén duwong dén sao Kim. “Ma
nghi sao ha, ma oi?”

Ba Curtin, mot phu nit nét mat nghiém nghi dang ban rita chén bang sanh
trong bon, khong dap lai tiéng nao.

“Ma 01, cO xe canh sat dau lai bén ngoai nha minh kia.”

“Dep may cai chuyén ba xao ctia con di nghen, Ernie!” ba Curtin vira noi
vira dat bo chén tach xuéng mat bon cho rdo nwéc kéu lach cach. “Con biét
ma da noi gi vGi con vé chuyén dé réi ma.”

“Con hong c6 néi xao,” Ernie nghiém tic dap lai. “Xe canh sat thiét ma,
va c6 hai 6ng dang xudng xe.”

Ba Curtin quay lai ngé thang con.

“Dao nay c6 lam chuyén gi khong ha con?” ba hach hoi. “Lai gay
chuyén nhuc nha cho nha minh, thiét tinh ma!”

“Pau c6 dau,” cau bé Ernie dap lai. “Con hong c6 lam gi hét 4.”

“Thang Alf bi tim r6i. N6 va ca bang ctia nd. Bang dang thiét d6! Ma da
bao con roi, va cha ciing tirng néi bang dang hong cé ditng dan dang hoang
dau. Cudi cung sinh chuyén roi. Trwdc hét sé la tda an X con nit, r6i sau dé
may sé bi goi vo mat trai gido duwdng dé nhw khong. Con ma sé khong chap
nhan chuyén do dau, may c6 nghe khong?”
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“Ho da tGi ctra trudc roi,” Ernie thong bao.

Ba me roi cai bon rita chén, dén vai thang con cho cira so.

“O h4,” ba 1am bam.

Ngay ltic ay tiéng btia gd cra vang lén. Le lang chui tay vao cai khan lau
chén, ba Curtin di ra hanh lang mé ctra. Ba nhin hai nguwoi dan 6ng trén bac
thém trudc ctira nha minh véi vé khinh khinh ngo vuc.

“Ba Curtin, phai khong a?” ngwoi cao hon trong hai nguoi hoéi, giong vui
Ve.

“Pung r6i,” chu nha dap.

“Toi vao mot luc duge khong? Toi la Thanh tra Hardcastle.”

Ba Curtin bwdc 1ui lai vé kha 1a mién cwdng. Ba mé mot canh cira, roi ra
hiéu cho 6ng thanh tra vao bén trong. D6 la mot can phong nhé sach sé, rat
ngan nap gon gang, cho ta cam twdng it khi c6 ai vao, ma cam tuwéng ay lai
hoan toan chinh xac.

Bi tinh t0 mo 16i kéo, Ernie ti* nha bép di ra hanh lang r6i len 1én lach
vao bén trong canh ctra.

“Con trai ba a?” Thanh tra Hardcastle hoi.

“Phai,” ba Curtin dap, roi néi thém vé thu dich, “n6 la mot thang nho
ngoan, may ong c6 noi gi cling vay.”

“Chac chan n6 ngoan lam,” thanh tra lich sy néi.

Vé thach thic trén madt ba chu nha gian ra doi chat. “Toi dén dé héi ba
vai cau vé nha s6 muoi chin, Wilbraham Crescent. Ba lam viéc & day, t6i
dwoc biét the.”

“Chd tui c6 bao gio ndi la hong lam dau na,” ba Curtin chwa thé rii bo cai
tinh khi ky khéi ltic nay.

“Lam cho mot co tén la Pebmarsh?”

“Phai, tui lam cho c6 Pebmarsh. Ba tot lam d6.”

“Mu loa,” thanh tra Hardcastle néi.

“Phai roi, tdi nghiép ba thiét d6. Nhung 6ng hong bao gio biét dau. Ba c6
thé quo tay so soang do vat ma do dugc dwong di khap nha siéu lam. Con
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di ra dwong tdi tan giao 10 nita d6. Ba hong phai 1a ngudi hay lam om som
vi chuyén nay chuyén no, hong giong mot s6 nguwdi ma tui biét.”

“Ba lam viéc ¢ day vao bubi sang?”

“Pung. Tui t6i d6 khoang chin rudi tdi muwdi gio, va ra vé khodng mudi
hai gi® hay khi da 1am xong viéc.” Rdi ba ta héi git géng: “Ong héng dinh
nai cai gi do da bi an cap day chi?”

“Hoan toan nguoc lai,” thanh tra n6i, nghi dén bon chiéc dong ho la.

Ba Curtin ngo ngac ngé ong thanh tra, chang hiéu gi ca.

“Co6 chuyén rac roi gi vay ha?”

“Mot ngwoi dan 6ng dugce tim thdy da chét trong phong khach nha so
muoi chin, Wilbraham Crescent, chiéu hém nay.”

Ba Curtin trd6 mat nhin. Ernie Curtin van veo nguwdi khodi chi ti, m¢&
miéng dinh kéu lén ‘& v’, nhung r6i thang nhéc nghi lam cho nguoi ta dé y
dén s hién dién ctia minh la khong khon ngoan, va ngdm miéng lai.

“Chét ha?” ba Curtin néi c6 vé khong tin. Va con hoai nghi hon khi ba
héi tiép: “Trong phong khdch a?”

“Pung, 6ng ay bi dam chét.”

“Ong muén néi 1a dn mang ha?”

“Pung, la an mang.”

“Prira nao giét ong chét vay?” ba Curtin gang hoi.

“Toi e rang dén nay diéu ay chung t6i van hoan toan chwa nam dwogc,”
thanh tra dap. “Chung toi twdng co 1€ ba gitp duge cho ching toi chit.”

“Tui hong biét &n mang gi hét 4,” ba Curtin khang dinh.

“Ba khong biét, nhung c6 mot vai van dé can lam ro nguyén do. Chang
han nhu sang nay c6 ai ghé tham nha ay khong?”

“Tui nhd 1a hong cé. Bita nay hong c6. Ong 1a loai nguoi nao vay ha?”

“Mot nguwdi dan 6ng cao nién do sdu muaoi tudi, mac mot b com-1é sam
mau that chinh té. C6 1é 6ng dy da ty xung la nhan vién bao hiém.”

“Tui hong c6é dé cho 6ng vo nha. Hong c6 nhan vién bao hiém nao hét,
cling hong c6 ai ban may hut bui hay Tt dién Bach khoa. Hong c6 cai gi
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nhw vay hét 4. C6 Pebmarsh hong mua ban tai nha, va tui cling vay.”

“Tén cha nguwoi dan 6ng, theo tdim danh thiép trong nguwdi 6ng ta, la
Curry. Ba c6 bao gio nghe cai tén dy chwa?”

“Curry? Curry ha?” ba Curtin lac dau. “Tui nghe c6 vé gidong tén nguoi
An D6 qué ha,” ba ta néi vé hoai nghi.

“Cha phai thé dau,” thanh tra Hardcastle néi, “6ng dy chang phai ngudi
An Ds.”

“Ai da tim thdy ong — Co Pebmarsh a?”

“MOot co gai tré lam thw ky danh may kiém t6c ky, do nham lan, c6 nghi
minh dwgc cr t6i do dé lam viéc gi ddy cho ¢6 Pebmarsh. Chinh c6 nay da
phat hién cai xac. C6 Pebmarsh tré vé gan nhw ngay lic ay.”

Ba Curtin budng mot tiéng thé dai thwon thwgt. “Chuyén 1 xéo qua xa!
Qua x4 troi luon!”

“Xin ba bé chut thoi gian,” thanh tra dé nghi, “dé xem anh céi xac nguoi
dan 6ng va cho ching t6i biét c6 phdi ong ta la ngwdi ma ba tirng gap &
Wilbraham Crescent hodc tredc day tirng c6 ghé tham nha dy. Co Pebmarsh
da khang dinh 6ng ta chwa bao gio dén day. Bay gio cé nhitng van dé nho
khac nhau ma t6i muon biét. Ba c6 thé nhé ra ngay tic thi cé bao nhiéu
dong ho trong phong khach hay khéng?”

Ba Curtin tham chi khong can suy nghi.

“Co6 cai dong ho by trong goc phong ma nguoi ta kéu la dong ho ong noi,
con c6 cai dong ho chim cu trén twong nita. N6 vot ra va kéu ‘ctc cu!” Cé
khi lam cho ngudi ta suyt ti nita la giat ndy lén.” Ba voi va noi them: “Tui
hoéng cé rd tdi ca hai cai dé6 dau nha. Khong bao gio. Co Pebmarsh thich tw
tay lén day hai cai dong ho do.”

“Cha c6 van deé gi vGi ching ca,” thanh tra trdn an. “Ba c6 chac day la
hai chiéc déng hé duy nhat trong phong sang nay hay khéng?”

“Puong nhién. Con c6 cai nao khac nita sao?”

“Chang han nhw khong c6 mot chiéc dong ho vudng bang bac ma ngudi
ta goi la dong ho mang di duong, hay mot chiéc dong hé ma vang bé ti teo

https://thuviensach.vn



— chiéc dé trén bé 10 swai ay, hodc la mot chiéc dong ho bang sit c6 hoa
van — hay mot chiéc déong ho boc da vGi cai tén Rosemary chéo ngang mot
goc.”

“Puwong nhién la hong c6. Hong c6 cai nao nhw vay hét 4.”

“Ba han da dé y thay ching néu nhuw ching cé ¢ day?”

“Puwong nhién ro6i.”

“Ca bon chiéc dong ho ay déu chi thoi gian mudn hon chirtng mot gid so
v&i chiéc dong ho cuc cu va chiéc dong ho dirng.”

“Chac la gio nwéc ngoai réi. Tui va 6ng chong gia cta tui da co lan di
mot chuyén xe khach t&i Thuy Si va Y, gid gidc ¢ d6 16 ca tiéng dong ho
luén. Chac c6 lién quan gi do véGi cai Thi Treong Chung nay. Tui hong tan
thanh Thi Tredng Chung, 6ng Curtin nha tui cling hong chiu. Véi tui nuwéc
Anh la qué da r6i.”

Thanh tra Hardcastle khong dé minh bj 16i cudn vao dé tai chinh tri.

“Ba c6 thé cho t6i biét chinh xac ba da rdi nha c6 Pebmarsh lic may gio
sang nay khong?”

“Mudi hai gio mudi lam. Lic d6 hau nhw hong cé chuyén gi hét.”

“Khi ay c6 Pebmarsh c6 & nha khong?”

“Hong c6, ba chuwa vé. Thuong ba vé lic nao do khoang tir mwoi hai gio
dén muoi hai gio rudi, nhwng i thay doéi luén.”

“Va ba ay da roi nha lic nao?”

“Trudc khi tui téi do. Tui tdi lic muoi gio.”

“A, cam on ba Curtin.”

“Chuyén may cai dong ho do c6 vé quai dan. Coé 1é co Pebmarsh da mua
& cho ban xon. Do co, phai khong? Nghe 6ng ndi thi c6 vé nhu vay.”

“Co Pebmarsh c6 thuwong dén cho ban x6n khong?”

“C6 mua duwgc mot cudn tham 16ng cach day chirng bon thang & mot cho
ban x0n. Tinh trang thi con rat t6t. Ré lam, ba néi véi tui vay d6. Con mua
dwgc may tdm man nhung nita. Phéi cat b6t, nhung man con to6t nguyén
nhuv mai.”
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“Nhung ba ay khong thwong mua nhitng vat trang tri nho hay nhitng moén
nhv tranh anh, d6 st hoac moén gi day dai loai nhw thé & cac cho ban x6n
chi?”

Ba Curtin lac dau.

“Theo cho tui dugce biét vé ba thi hong cé dau, nhung dwong nhién & cho
ban x6n héng c6 cau chAm ngdn ndo hét 4. Y tui mudn néi 1a 6ng bi cudn di
ludn, vé nha ro6i méi ty nha ‘Minh dinh lam gi vGi cai mén dé day?’ Mot
lan mua t6i sdu hii m#t nhtr. Néu c6 nghi t6i chuyén d6, han tui da mua
duwgc gia ré hon. Nhitng bo chén tach cling vay. May cai dé tui cé thé mua
ban tot hon ngoai chg vao ngay thit tw.”

Ba lac dau vé budn rau. Cam thay khong con gi dé tim hiéu nita, thanh
tra Hardcastle tit gia ra vé. Ernie lic d6 méi dong gop cho cai dé tai con
chwa dugc ban t6i.

“An mang! U hu!” Ernie néi.

Tam thdi cudc chinh phuc khoang khong vii tru trong dau né bi thé cho
bai mot vu ly ky rung ron thuyc su.

“Co Pebmarsh hong thé nao man 6ng trong nha ba, phai hong?” né sot
sang goi y.

“Pirng c6 noi tao lao!” me no la, r6i mot y nghi thoang qua trong dau ba.
“Ma hong biét c6 nén noi vGi ong...”

“Néi v6i ong cai gi hd ma?”

“Con dirng quan tam,” ba Curtin gat di. “Hong c6 gi hét, thiét d6.”
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Loi ké cua Colin Lamb

Khi ching t6i da & bén ngoai dé thwdng thitc nhitng miéng thit nwéng tai,
nuot xudng cung véi nhitng ngum bia, Dick Hardcastle buéng mot tiéng thé
dai xa hoi thodi mai, thong bao ong ay da cam thay kha hon, r6i néi: “Quy
tha ma bat 1 nhan vién bao hiém chét toi, nhitng cai dong ho kiéu cach va
bon con gai la hét di! Ta hdy nghe chuyén cta cau, Lamb a! T6i c& twéng
cau doan tuyét véi phan dat nay cta thé gigi roi chit. Thé ma & day cau
dang lang thang khap cac con duong dang sau Crowdean. Cha c6 dat dung
vo cho mot nha hai dwong hoc & Crowdean dau, to6i cam doan vdi cau day.”

“Ong anh ché c6 cudi nhao mon hai duwong hoc chit, Dick! D6 1a mét
mon hoc rat hitu ich. Chi can dé cap dén no6 thoi cling da lam cho nguoi ta
chan chuong qua doi va sg ta sé no6i vé no nita, cho nén éng anh khong can
phéi ty minh giang giai gi them dau.”

“Cha c6 co hoi nao cho ciu cong hién sao hir?”

“Ong anh da quén,” t6i lanh lung dap lai, “réng t6i 1d mot nha hai dwong
hoc. T6i da lay bang vé m6n d6 & Cambridge. Mot bang cap khong tot 1am,
nhung cling la bang cap. D6 1a mot moén hoc rat thud vi, va mot ngay nao do
t0i sé tré vé vGi nb.”

“Toi biét cau dang lam viéc trong linh viec nao ma, di nhién roi,”
Hardcastle noi. “Va xin chic ming cau. Vu an Larkin thang t6i ra toa, phai

https://thuviensach.vn



khong?”

“Vang.”

“That dang kinh ngac cai cach han ta c6 ti€p tuc chuyén tai liéu ra ngoai
trét lot trong mot thoi gian dai. Cau nghi han c¢6 ngwdi da nghi ngo.”

“Nguoi ta da khong nghi ngo, ong anh biét roi d6. Khi trong dau 6ng anh
ma da dinh ninh dé la m6t anh chang rat tot, thi anh nghi han khong thé
nhu thé.”

“Chac han da khon lanh lam,” Dick nhan xét.

Toi lac dau.

“Khong, t6i khong nghi han khon lanh, that vay d6. To6i nghi han chi lam
theo 10i sai bao. Han da duwgc tiép can nhitng tai liéu rat quan trong. Han
cam chdng di ra ngoai, ching dwgc photd va tra lai cho han, r6i ching lai
tré vé cho cii cling trong ngay hom ay. Sap dat hay that. Han da tao théi
quen an trea hang ngay & nhitng ché khac nhau. Ching t6i nghi han da treo
ao khoac cua han 1én & cho liic nao cling c6 mot cai ao khoac giong hét nhw
thé — du nguoi dan 6ng mdc cai do khoac kia khong phai ltic nao ciing la
cung mot nguwoi. Nhitng cai 4o khoac bi trdo doi, nhung ngudi trdo doi
khong bao gi®o ndi v6i Larkin, va Larkin cling khéng bao gid néi véi han.
Ching t6i mudn biét thém that nhiéu vé co ché van hanh vu viéc ay. N6
duwgce vach ké hoach that ky lwdng vdi lich trinh hoan hdo. Ai d6 cuc ky
thong minh da diéu khién viéc nay.”

“Va chinh vi thé ma cau van lang vang quanh can c* Hai quan &
Portlebury?”

“Phai, bon toi biét r6 dau moi & can c@ Hai quan cta vu an, va bon toi
biét 10 dau moi & London. Bon toi con biét dich xac lic nao va ¢ dau
Larkin lanh tién thu lao, va nhu thé ndo. Nhung c6 mét 16 hong. O giita hai
dau moi dy c6 mot to chirc rat nhd. Do 1a bo phan tui té6i mudn tim hiéu
thém, vi d6 1a bo phan c6 dau ndo. O dau d6 c6 mot bo chi huy rat tai tinh,
1én ké hoach that xuat sac, dé lai mot dau vét réi tung réi mu khong phai
mot 1an ma c6 1é bay tam lan gi do.”
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“Larkin lam thé dé lam gi co chit?” Hardcastle to6 mo hoi. “Vi mot ly
twong chinh tri, vi béc phét vé cai toi ctia han, hay don thuan chi vi tién?”

“Han khong co6 ly twéng ly ti€c gi hét, phdi noi la chi vi tién.”

“Chang phai cu tom dugc han s6m hon nho mua chudc bang tién day
hay sao? Han da tiéu tién, phdi khong? Han da khong danh dum.”

“O khong. Biing 13 hin vung tién nhv rac. Qua that bon t6i di tém dugc
han hoi s6m hon thdi diém da cong bd.” Hardcastle gat dau té ra hiéu biét.

“T6i hiéu. Cac cau da vap vap va roi cau dung han lam moi nhir. C6 phai
thé khong?”

“ft nhieu 1a vay d6. Han da chuyén ra ngoai mot s6 thong tin rat gia tri
tredc khi tui toi tom dwge han, vi thé tui toi dé han chuyén ra thém mot s
thong tin nita bé ngoai cling c6 vé dang gia lam. Trong s& t6i lam, thinh
thodng bon t6i danh phai lam cho minh tréng c6 vé ngdc nghéch.”

“T6i nghi minh khéng nén quan tdm dén cong viéc cua cac cau, Colin a,”
Hardcastle cé vé tram tu.

“Do khong phai cong viéc hitng thi nhuw nguoi ta twdng. Qua that no
thwong hét sitc nham chan. Nhung ngoai ra con c6 mét van dé. Ngay nay
nguoi ta bat dau cam thay khong cé gi thue su bi mat cd. Ta biét bi mat cia
ching, va ching biét bi mat ctua ta. Piép vién cta ta thuwong cling la diép
vién ctia ching, va diép vién cda ching rat thwong xuyén lam viéc cho ta.
Ro6t cudc lai, diép vién hai mang trd thanh con &c mong! Doi khi t6i nghi ai
cling biét bi mat cua ngwdi khac. Va nguwdi ta mac phai cai toi dong 16a gia
vO nhw khong phéi thé.”

“T6i hiéu y cau mudn ndi gi r6i,” Dick cé vé tram ngam. Ro6i 6ng to mo
nhin toi.

“T6i c6 thé hiéu vi sao cau van ct phai quanh quan & Portlebury. Nhung
ma Crowdean cach Portlebury dén muwdi dam day.”

“Cai ma t6i dang thuyc sy theo dudi,” toi dap, “la may cai Crescent.”

“Trang lwoi liém w?” Hardcastle cé vé sing sot.
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“Phai. Hay la cac vang trang luan phién xudt hién. Nhitng trang non,
trang gia cac kiéu dang moc 1én, va van van. Toi khéi sy truy tam tw
Portlebury. O d6 c6 mdt quan nhau goi 1a Vang Trang Khuyét. Tdi da lang
phi mét thoi gian dai vi n6. Nghe cé vé ly twdng lam. Thé réi c6 Trang va
Sao, Trang Moc, Lwoi Liém Vui, Chit Thap va Trang Ludi Liém — & mot
vung nho bé goi 1a Seamede. Khong c6 gi lam. T6i tir bé nhitng vang trang
va bat dau tim hiéu cidc Crescent. Rat nhiéu Crescent ¢ Portlebury.
Lansbury Crescent, Aldridge Crescent, Livermead Crescent, Victoria
Crescent.”

Bat gdp vé madt ngo ngac cua Dick, toi bat cuoi: “Dung roi, Dick a. Toi
da c6 céi ro rang dé khdi sw r6i.”

T6i méc vi riat ra mot to gidy dwa cho 6ng. D6 1a mot to gidy viét thw ctia
khach san, trén do vé nhap mot phac thao.

“Mot anh chang tén la Hanbury da dé cai nay trong vi. Anh ta da lam
nhiéu viéc trong vu an Larkin. La nguoi tot— rat tot. Anh dy bi mot chiéc
xe hoi dung roi can qua nguwoi & London. Khong ai ndam dugc s6 xe. T6i
khong biét cai nay cé y nghia gi, nhung Hanbury da ghi voi hay sao chép
lai, vi anh dy nghi 1a quan trong. Anh ta c6 ngu y gi khong? Hay la cai gi
dé ma anh ta da tirng nhin thay hay nghe thay? Céi gi d6 c6 lién quan tGi
mat trang hay trang ludi liém, s6 sdu mot va chit cai dau M. Toi da tiép
nhan sau khi anh ay mat. T6i chwa biét minh dang tim kiém cai gi, nhung
toi kha chac chan c6 cai gi dé can phai tim ra. T6i khong rd sdu mot cé y
nghia gi. Khong biét chit cadi M nghia la gi. T6i da lam viéc trong vong ban
kinh ttr Portlebury ra bén ngoai. Ba tuan lam viéc cat lvc khong ngirng nghi
va khong c6 két qua. Crowdean nam trén 10 trinh cda t6i. Chi c6 thé thoi.
N6i that tinh, Dick 4, tdi da khong trong mong gi nhiéu 1dm & Crowdean. O
day chi c6 mot Crescent thoi. B6 la Wilbraham Crescent. T6i dinh dao qua
Wilbraham Crescent dé xem minh nghi gi vé s6 61, roi mdi héi 6ng anh cé
nam dwgc mau chuyén vat nao dé cé thé gitp téi khong. D6 la viéc t6i da
lam chiéu nay, va t6i da khong tim ra so6 61.”

“T6i da bao cau r6i ddy, s6 61 la nha mot thau khoan & dia phwong.”
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“Va dé khong phadi la diéu t6i dang theo dudi. Cong ty dy cé nhan vién
trg ndc ngoai kiéu nao dé khong?”

“Cling c6 thé. Ngay nay rat nhiéu nguwdi van lam thé. Néu nhan vién trg,
cong ty ay at c6 dang ky. Mai toi sé tra gitp cau.”

“Cam on ong anh, Dick.”

“Mai toi sé lam coéng viéc diéu tra thwong nhat ¢ hai nha hai bén s6 19.
Ho c6 thdy ai dén day hay khong, van van... C6 thé t6i sé dwa vao ca
nhitng ngdi nha dang sau so6 19, c6 vuwon lién ké véi s6 19. Toi nghi khong
chirng s6 61 gan nhu & ngay sau s6 19 day. T6i c6 thé dan cau theo, néu cau
muon.”

Vo6 cung hao hic, t6i gt lai 10i dé nghi ay ngay: “Toi sé la Trung si
Lamb ctia 6ng anh va sé ghi toc ky.”

Chung t6i dong y sang hom sau t6i sé dén don canh sat lic chin gio rudi.
Sang hom sau tdi dén ding gio da thoa thuan va thdy ong ban minh dang
noi con thinh no.

Khi 6ng ay cho ga nhan vién cdp dwdi bat hanh ra ngoai roi, toi mdi té
nhi hoi tham chuyén gi da xay ra.

Trong choc lat dwong nhw Hardcastle khong néi dwgc nén 10i. Sau do
ong dy lap ba lap bap: “Nhitng chiéc dong ho chét tiét!”

“Pong ho nita sao? Chuyén gi xdy ra vay?”

“Thiéu mat mot chiéc.”

“Thiéu a? Cai nao thé?”

“Chiéc dong ho 1t hanh nho, cé chi¥ ‘Rosemary’ & mot goc ay.”

Toi huyt sao.

“Co vé quai di day. Sao c6 thé xdy ra dugc chii?”

“Li ngoc chét tiét — t6i dung la mot thang trong 14 ngdc ay, toi
twong...” (Dick von la mot nguwdi rat trung thwe) “... nguwdi ta phai nhg
gach ngang moi chit t, chit va dat ddu chdm trén moi chi i, bang khong moi
s sé hong bét. A, nhitng chiéc dong hd hom qua van & day cha sao ca
trong phong khach. Toi da bao c6 Pebmarsh so ching dé xem c6 cam thiy
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quen thudc hay khong. Ba c6 dy da khong gitup dwoc. Roi ho dén dé di doi
cai xac.”

“Roi saon?”

“T6i da ra cong dé giam sat, roi tré vao nha, néi v6i co Pebmarsh dang &
trong bép, bao sé 1dy may chiéc dong ho di va sé cho ba mgt bién nhan.”

“T6i nh& r6i. C6 nghe 6ng anh no6i.”

“Sau do t6i bao véi co gai la cho xe dua co vé nha, roi tdi nhd cau dua cod
ay ra xe.”

“Phai.”

“T6i da dwa bién nhan cho c¢6 Pebmarsh, mac du ba c6 dy bao cha can vi
nhitng chiéc dong ho 4y cha phdi cua ba. Ro6i toi ra gap cau. T6i béao
Edwards rang t6i mudn may chiéc dong ho dugc déng goéi can than mang
vé day. Tat ca tri chiéc dong ho ctc cu, va di nhién ca chiéc dong ho ding
nita. Va day la cho t6i mac sai lam. Dang 1é t6i phai n6éi mét cach hoan toan
xac dinh la bon chiéc dong ho. Edwards néi anh ta da di vao ngay lap tic
va lam nhu t6i bdo. Anh ta ludn khang dinh chi c6 ba chiéc dong ho ngoai
hai chiéc c6 dinh.

“Khong c6 nhiéu thoi gian,” t6i néi, “nghia la...”

“Co thé cai ba co6 Pebmarsh kia da lam chuyén ay. C6 thé ba ta da lay
chiéc dong ho sau khi toi roi khoi phong va ba ta cam né di thang vao nha
bép.”

“Pung roi. Nhung dé lam gi?”

“Ching ta c6 rat nhiéu diéu can phéi tim hiéu. Phédi chang con cé ai
khac? C6 thé nao co gai da lam chuyén ay khong?”

T6i tram ngam suy nghi. “T6i khong nghi thé. T6i...” T6i ngiing lai, suc
nhd ra mot chuyén.

“Thé 1a co ta da lam ro6i,” Hardcastle néi. “Tiép tuc di! Lic nao vay?”

“Chung toi dang di ra xe canh sat,” t6i ndi v6i giong khong dugc vui,
“thi c6 dy noi da bé quén doi gang tay. T6i noi dé toi vao 1y cho thi cb dy
bdo, “Thoi, t6i biét cho da dé chung. Khong con gi phai s¢ khi vao phong

https://thuviensach.vn



nita, vi cdi xac da dugc mang di r6i.” Sau d6 co dy chay tré vao. Nhung chi
di chtrng mot phut théi...”

“Co ta c6 deo gang hay cam chung trén tay khi gap lai cau hay khong?”

T6i ngan ngu. “Co — c6, toi nghi la c6.”

“R0O rang c6 ta khong c6,” Hardcastle, “bang khong cau dau phai ngap
ngung.”

“Co 1€ c6 ay da nhét vao tdi xach r6i.”

“Van dé rac roi la,” Hardcastle c6 vé mudn quy két, “cau mé tit co ta
r6i.”

“Pirng c6 noi vé van nhé,” téi ty vé mot cach manh mé. “T6i gap co ay
lan dau tién chiéu hém qua, khong phdi cai ma 6ng anh thwong goi la budi
ban dau quen nhau lang man dau.”

“Piéu ay thi t6i khong chac lam. Pau phéi ngay nao chang trai tré cling
dugc thiéu nit lao vao trong vong tay ma kéu thét 1én cau citu theo céi kiéu
bang long chdp thuan thoi Nit hoang Victoria. Lam cho nguwdi dan 6ng cam
thdy minh la mot ddng anh hung, mot ngwoi bao vé ga-lang. Chi c6 diéu
cau phai théi di, dirng bao vé c6 ta nita, chi c6 thé théi! Cho dén nay nhw
cau da biét, co gai ay c6 thé ngap dén tan c6 trong vu muu sat nay.”

“Co phai 6ng anh dang noi co6 gai manh khanh dy da dam mot nhat dao
vao nguoi dan 6ng, gidu nd & dau dé qua ky dén noi cac diéu tra vién cta
ong chang dita nao tim thay, sau dé c6 tinh hap tap ra khéi nha roi dién cai
man kéu thét cho toi xem, ding khong?”

“Chac cau sé kinh ngac khi biét nhitng gi t0i tirng trong thay vao thoi cta
toi,” thanh tra n6i vé map mo.

“Chang 1é 6ng anh khong nhan thay,” t6i phan nd cat van, “doi t6i day
ray cac nit diép vién xinh dep di moi quoc tich? Tat ca cac c6 déu c6 s6 do
ba vong thwong lam cho mét gian diép nguwoi My quén bang trong nguc ao
ctia minh c6 moét lo regu whisky ltia mach den nhé xiu. T6i dd mién nhiém
v&i moi quyén ri ctia phai nit r6i.”
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“Cubi cung anh hung khong qua ai my nhan,” Hardcastle néi. “Tuy
thudc vao typ ngudoi hét thoi. Sheila Webb hinh nhw 1a typ ngwdi hop véi
cau day.”

“Du sao di nita toi cting khong hiéu ndi vi 1é gi 6ng anh ci¥ cham cham
budc vu nay vao cd ay?”

Hardcastle thg dai.

“Chang phai t6i dang cao budc co ta, ma t6i phai bat dau tir mot diéu gi
ddy. Cai xac dwoc tim thdy ¢ nha Pebmarsh. Ba ta khong tranh khoi lién
can. Céi xac dugc c6 gai tén Webb tim thdy — t6i khong can noi cau cling
biét rat thwong xuyén nguwdi dau tién tim thdy mot xac chét cling chinh la ké
da gap han lan cubi cung lic con song. Cho dén khi c6 thém nhitng sy kién
khac xuat hién, hai ngudi ay van con nam trong vong diéu tra.”

“Khi t6i vao phong ay ngay sau ba gio, nguoi dan 6ng da chét it nhat nita
gio, co 1é con lau hon thé. Diéu dy thi sao ha?”

“Gio an trrra caa Sheila Webb tir 1 gio 30 dén 2 gio 30 day.”

Tbi by tiec nhin 6ng. “Ong anh da tim thay gi vé Curry roi?”

Hardcastle dap vGi giong cay dang bat ngo: “Cha cé gi.”

“Ong anh noéi cha c6 gi nghia 1a sa0?”

“La ong ay khong ton tai — chd c6 ngudi nao nhw thé ca.”

“Cong ty Bao hiém Metropolis néi gi ha?”

“Ho cling cha cé gi dé ndi, vi cha c6 cai gi nhu thé. Metropolis and
Provincial Insurrance cting khong ton tai. Con chuyén 6ng Curry & duwong
Denver thi cha cé 6ng Curry nao ca. Cha cé duong Denver. Cha c6 nha s6 7
hay bat ctt s6 nha nao khac.”

“Thua vi that,” t6i n6i. “ong anh mudn no6i han ta chi c6 may tdm danh
thiép bip in mdt cai tén gia, mot dia chi ma va céng ty bao hiém ma?”

“C6 1é vay.”

“Theo 6ng anh thi han dinh bip bom kiéu gi?”

Thanh tra Hardcastle nhun vai.
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“Ngay lic nay chi la phéng doan. C6 1€ han di thu phi bao hiém ma. C6
18 d6 1a mot cach dé han lot vao cac ngdi nha roi gid tro. Co6 1é han la mot
tén ltra ddo, mot ké lam dung tin nhiém, hodc mot ga chuyén cam nham
nhitng mén vat vanh khong ai dé y hay mdét tham t tw. Chi la ching ta
khong biét thoi.”

“Nhuwng roi 6ng anh sé tim ra.”

“Sé tim ra chit. Cudi cung ching t6i sé ro. Chung toi da gwri di ddu van
tay cta han dé xem han c6 bat ct kiéu tién an tién sy nao hay khong. Néu
6 sé tién dugc mot budce dai, bang khong sé kha kho khan day.”

“Mot tham tr tw,” toi tram ngam suy nghi. “T6i thich nhw vay hon. N6
mo ra — nhitng kha nang.”

“Nhitng kha nang la tat ca nhitng gi chiing ta c6 dwgc cho dén nay.”

“Bao gid md@i m@ cudc diéu tra chinh thic?”

“Ngay kia. Bon thuan chi 1a hinh thic va thay doi noi tién hanh diéu tra
ma th6i.”

“Ching cw phap y thi sao?”

“Bi dam bang m6t dung cu nhon. Céi gi day nhu la mot con dao thai rau
trong nha bép.”

“Piéu dy phan nao loai trit cO Pebmarsh, phai khong?” t6i néi véi vé
nghi ngoi. “Mot nguwdi dan ba mu hau nhu khong thé nao dam mét nguoi
dan 6ng. Ba dy thyc sy bi mu, t6i néi c6 ding khong?”

“Pung day, ba ta bi mu. Ching t6i da kiém tra. Va ba ta da khai vé ban
than ding sy that. Ba ta titng 1a gido vién day toan trong mot truong & mién
bac — bi mat thi lwc cach nay chitng muwdi sdu nam — bat dau di hoc lai
chir n6i, van van... va cudi cung c6 mot ché lam trong Vién Aaronberg &
day.”

“Ba ay c6 thé bi bénh tam than, diung khong?”

“Vi qua ban tam vé nhitng chiéc dong hoé va nhan vién bdo hiém hay
sao?”
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“Tat ca thue Sy ky quai dén noi khong biét phai noéi sao day.” T6i khong
dwng dugc phai noi voi doi chuat hang hai. “Nhw Ariadne Oliver trong
nhitng gio phut toi té nhat ctia ba, hay Garry Gregson qua co trén dinh cao
sung man cda ong 4y...”

“C ndi tiép... cho théa thich di! Cau c6 phai la thanh tra dam nhiém vu
nay dau chit. Cdu khong phai lam hai long cap trén hay canh sat treéng va
tat ca nhitng nguwdi con lai.”

“U nhi! Khong chitng chiing ta s& c¢6 dugc diéu gi dé hitu ich ti* lang
giéng.”

“T6i nghi ngd diéu dy,” Hardcastle néi mot cach chua chat. “Néu nguoi
dan 6ng ay bi dam trong vuon trudc roi hai ngwdi dan 6ng deo mat na
khiéng han vao nha — cha cé ai nhin ra ctra s6 hodc tréng thay bat ct diéu
gl. Bay dau phai la mot cai lang, that khong may. Wilbraham Crescent la
con dwong gigi thwong lwu cu trd. Lic gan moét gio, nhitng nguwdi dan ba
dén giup viéc hang ngay c6 thé thay gi do thi da vé nha ca roi. Chang cé
ngay ca mot xe dién lan banh trén dwong...”

“Khong cé ngudi dau yéu bénh tat cao nién nao sudt ngay ngobi bén cira
sO hay sao?”

“Pdy la diéu ching t6i mong mu6n ma chang c6 dugc.”

“Con hai nha s6 18 va 20 thi sao?”

“S6 18 la nha ctia 6ng Waterhouse, chwdéng quan thw ky tda an cta
Gainsford va Swettenham, va luén bi ba chi quan ly. T4t ca nhitng gi toi
biét dugc vé sb 20 la nguwdi dan ba séng & day c6 nudi chirng hai mwoi con
meo. Toi khong thich meo...”

T6i bdo 6ng doi canh sat that cwe kho, roi ching téi 1én duong.
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Ong Waterhouse dang chan chir do dy trén cac bac thém nha s 18,
Wilbraham Crescent, quay lai nhin ba chi véi vé bon chon lo lang.

“Chi chac chan minh sé khong sao chit?”

Co Waterhouse khit mii, hoi tirc gian.

“T6i khong hiéu cau mudn néi gi, James.”

Ong Waterhouse c6 vé héi 16i. Ong da phai to ra hoi 16i qua thuong
xuyén dén noi hau nhw lic nao vé hoi 16i ay cling hién 1én trén nét mat.

“A, em chi muén néi, ctt xem nhitng gi da xay ra ¢ nha ké bén hom qua
thi...”

Ong da chuén bi sin sang 1én dwong t6i vin phong ctia cac ¢6 van phap
luat, choé ong dang lam viéc. D6 la mot ngwoi dan 6ng téc hoa ram, an mac
chinh té, vai hoi bi khom va sac mat xam xit chit khéng hong hao, tuy trong
ong khong c6 vé 6m dau bénh hoan mot chut nao.

Co6 Waterhouse cao 16n gay go, la kiéu phu nit ban than khong c6 chuyén
gi bay ba vo ly ca, va khong dung tha chuyén vo ly bay ba cua ké khac.

“C6 ly do nao khong James, bdi hom qua c6 ai do bi muu sat & nha bén
canh, nén hom nay chi sé bi giét chét hay sao?”

“A, chi Edith 0i,” 6ng em néi, “con tiy thudc rat nhiéu vao ké ndo da
gay an mang, phai khong?”

“Cau thyc su nghi la c6 ai d6 c& di lui di t6i trén duwong Wilbraham
Crescent dé tuyén chon m6t nan nhan tir moi can nha hay sao? Cau James
a, chuyén do6 gan nhw la ho do.”
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“H6 do sao?” ong Waterhouse noi vGi vé kinh ngac.

“T6i thich thay c6 ai dén day va tim cach giét toi chét,” ba chi n6éi mot
cach khi khai.

Ong em tham nghi chuyén dé c6 vé khong thé nao xay ra. Néu ong phai
chon lvya nan nhan, 6ng sé khong chon ba chi minh. Néu ai d6 thit lam nhw
vay, nhiéu kha nang la ké tan cong sé bi ha guc bang mét thanh sat nung
hay cay chong ctta r6i bi giao ndp cho canh sat trong tinh trang d6 mau.

“Em chi mu6n noi,” vé hoi 16i rd nét hon trén mat 6ng, “la c6... a... c6
nhitng nhan vat ro rang khong ai wa ¢ dau do.”

“Chung ta chwra biét gi nhiéu vé chuyén gi da xdy ra,” c6 Waterhouse noi.
“Pu thit 107 don dai dang lan truyén khap noi. Ba Head sang nay da ké mot
so chuyén di thwong.”

“Mong la thé, mong 14 thé.” Ong Waterhouse néi roéi nhin dong ho deo
tay. Thuc sy 6ng khong thich nghe nhitng cau chuyén do ba gidp viéc lam
16i mang vao nha. Chi 6ng khong bao gio chiu mat thi gio dé 14t tay nhitng
chuyén khung khiép do tri twéng twong bay bong, ba rat khoai nghe.

“Co nguoi noi,” c6 Waterhouse bao, “rang ngwoi dan éng do la thu quy
hay thanh vién hdi dong quan tri cia Vién Aaronberg; va c6 sai sot trong s
sach ké toan nén 6ng ta da tdi nha c6 Pebmarsh dé hoi chuyén.”

“Va c6 Pebmarsh da giét chét 6ng ta hay sao?” Ong em t6 vé vui thich
mot cach deé dat. “Mot ngwoi dan ba mu sao? Chac chan la...”

“Le lang lu6n mot sgi day quanh c6 0ng ta roi siét cho ong ta nghet tha,”
ba chi néi. “Ong ta d3 mat canh giac, cau hiéu khong? Ai lai canh giac véi
nguwoi mu chit? Chi cling khong tin,” ba n6i thém. “Chac chan c6 Pebmarsh
la nguwdi cé ca tinh rat tuyét. Chi khong déong quan diém vai ba ay vé nhiéu
viéc, nhwng khong phai vi vay ma chi dé vdy mot ban tinh toi pham nao dé
cho ba. Pon gian chi nghi nhitng quan diém cta ba ta that mu quang ca tin
va ngbng cuong vo ly. Suy cho cling con c6 nhitng chuyén khac ngoai giao
duc. T4t ca cac treong co ban mdi thanh 1ap trong cé vé dac sac nay thuc té
dwgc xdy bang thuy tinh. Cau c6 thé nghi nguwdi ta da dinh trong dwa chudt
trong do, hay la ca chua. Chac chan rat c6 hai cho tré em vao nhitng thang
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he. Chinh ba Head da cho chi biét con bé Susan nha ba ay khéng thich cac
phong hoc méi cia ching. N6 khong thé nao cham cha theo doi bai hoc vi
tat ca nhitng cira s6 ay khién ta khong thé nao khong nhin ra bén ngoai suot
ca budi.”

“Troi oi la troi!” ong em lai ngé dong ho. “A, 3, em e rang tré qua mat
roi. Tam biét chi nhé! Chi bao trong nhé! C6 1& t6t hon hét cit budc day
xich vao canh ctra nhi?”

Ba chi lai khit miii. Déng cira lai sau lwng 6ng em r6i va dinh rt lui 1én
lau, chot ba tam dirng véi vé dam chiéu suy nghi, di t6i cho cai tii choi
golf, 16i ra mot cai gay roi dat né ¢ mot vi tri chién lwge gan canh ctra.
“D6,” ba chi c6 vé thod man doi chut. Tat nhién 6ng em James noi vé van.
Tuy nhién ciing phai luén ludén chuan bi san sang. Cai kiéu ngay nay ngudi
ta cho bénh nhan tdm than ra khéi nha thuwong dién, thic giuc ho tré vé vai
cudc song binh thwong, theo ba la qua nguy hiém cho tat ca nhitng nguoi
khac thudc moi tang 16p.

C0O Waterhouse dang ¢ trong buéng ngu thi ba Head hap tap lén lau. Ba nay
nho tho, tron tria y hét mot trai banh cao su — ba ta thich thi véi moi
chuyén xay ra.

“Cé hai quy dng muén gip ba,” ngudi gitp viéc néi vé rat hao hire. “ft
nhat...” ba ta n6i tiép, “thiét ra hong phdi quy 6ng gi rdo — la canh sat do.”

Ba day t6i tredc mot tam thiép. Co Waterhouse cam lay.

“Thanh tra Hardcastle,” ba doc. “Ba c6 dan ho vao phong ti€p khach
chua?”

“Khong, tui dwa may ong vo phong an. Tui da don dep ban an sang réi va
tui nghi cho d6 hop hon. R6t cuc ho chi la canh sat théi ma.”

C0 Waterhouse khong hoan toan nghe theo cai kiéu 1y sy d6. Tuy vay ba
van noi, “Toi sé xuong dwdgi.”

“Tui mong la ho mudn hoi ba vé c6 Pebmarsh. Muon biét ba c6 dé y cai
gi ky cuc trong tinh cach cua ba hay khong. Nguoi ta néi may ngudi tam
than bi ban loan doi khi 1én con bat ttr lam va c6 rat it biéu hién bao trudc.
Nhung thuong co céi gi do, kiéu ndi nao do, ba biét ma. Ba cé thé nhan biét
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qua anh mat cta ho, nguoi ta néi vay dé. Nhung lai khong ap dung dugc
v6&i mot ba mu, ding khong? Ha...” ba ta lac dau.

Cht nha nén budc xudng cau thang roi di vao phong an véi déi chat hiéu
ky thich thu giau kin duwéi cai dang vé thach thitc thuong ngay.

“Thanh tra Hardcastle a?”

“Chao cd Waterhouse.” Hardcastle di ditng day. Ong dét theo mdt thanh
nién cao rao da sam mau ma ba cha nha chang thém chao héi. Ba chang hé
dé y dén tiéng no6i chuyén thi tham nghe khong r6 ctia Trung si Lamb.

“T6i hy vong minh da khéng ghé tham vao mot gio gidc qua s6m,”
Hardcastle néi. “T6i nghi c6 da biét la vé viéc gi roi. Co da nghe néi vé
chuyén xdy ra ¢ nha ké bén ngay hom qua.”

“An mang xay ra & nha hang x6m ké bén, thé ndo nguoi ta ciing c6 dé
y,” ba chi nha néi. “Tham chi t6i da phai dudi di mot vai phéng vién tdi
day hoi t6i c6 quan sat thay gi hay khong.”

“Co da dudi ho di a?”

“Téat nhién.”

“Co0 hoan toan c6 ly,” thanh tra néi. “Di nhién ho thich luén lach vao moi
noi, nhwng t6i chac chan c6 hoan toan c6 kha nang déi phé véi bat ci
chuyén gi dai loai nhu thé.”

C0 Waterhouse cho phép minh thé hién mot phan tng hoi thich tha véi
10i khen dé.

“T6i hy vong co sé khong phién long vi chiing t6i hoi cing mot thit cau
héi ay,” Hardcastle néi, “nhung néu c6 da thdy bat c diéu gi ching t6i cé
thé quan tdm dén, t6i xin cam doan ching t6i sé vo cung biét on. Co da &
day trong nha nay lic ay, diang khong?”

“Toi khong ré an mang da xay ra vao ldac nao.”

“Chung toi nghi la trong khoang tit mot gio rudi dén hai gio rudi.”

“Khi do6 t6i dang & day, vang, chac chan nhw thé.”

“Con em cua c0?”

https://thuviensach.vn



“Cau ay khong vé nha an trua. Dich xac ai da bi giét? Hinh nhw khong
ndi tdi trong ban tin ngan trén nhat bao dia phwong bubi sang.”

“Chung t6i chwa biét ong ta la ai,” Hardcastle dap.

“MOot nguoi la mat?”

“Duong nhu thé.”

“Ong muén néi ciing 1a ngwdi la véi c6 Pebmarsh sao?”

“Co Pebmarsh doan chac véi ching t6i chang hé mong dgi ong khach
dac biét ay, va cling chang nghi ra 6ng ta la ai ca.”

“Ba ta khong thé chac chan diéu dé. Ba ta dau c6 nhin thay.”

“Chung to6i da miéu ta that ky véi ba ay.”

“Ong ta 1a hang ngudi ndo vay?”

Thanh tra rit tir trong phong bi ra mot bitc dnh dugc riva voi, réi trao cho
chu nha.

“Ong ta day. Co c6 nghi ra ong ta c6 thé 1a ai khong?”

C0 Waterhouse nhin bitc anh. “Khoéng. Khong... Chac chan trudc gio toi
chwa hé gap ong ta. Troi oi! Trong ong ta hoan toan cé vé la mot nguoi
dang kinh.”

“Pdy 1a mot nguoi trong kha dang kinh,” thanh tra néi. “Ong dy trong
nhw mot ludt sw hay doanh nhan kiéu nao day. ”

“Pung vay do. Bitc anh nay hoan toan khong c6 gi la dau buon ca. Trong
ong dy ding la nhu dang say ngu vay.”

Thanh tra khong cho ba c6 dy biét trong s6 nhiéu tdm anh canh sat chup
cai xac, ho chon dung tdm nay vi coi dwgc nhat.

“Chét c6 thé la mot viéc binh yén,” 6ng noi. “T6i khong nghi ngwoi dan
ong nay biét chuyén gi xdy ra véi minh.”

“Co Pebmarsh noi gi vé tat ca nhitng chuyén nay?” c6 Waterhouse gang
héi.

“Ba dy vo cung baoi r6i.”

“That kinh khting,” c6 Waterhouse binh pham.
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“Nao, cb c6 thé gitp ching téi dwgc khong? Nhé lai chuyén hém qua di,
c6 6 nhin ra ctra s6 chiit nao khong, hay ngau nhién dang & trong viron vao
lic nao dé tir mudi hai gio rwdi dén ba gio?”

C0 Waterhouse tram ngam.

“Vang, t6i da ¢ trong vuon... DEé t6i xem nao. Khi dé chac la truéc mot
gig. TGi tir ngoai vdn vao nha khoang mot gio kém mudi, riva tay roi ngoi
an trua.”

“C0 c6 trong thay c6 Pebmarsh di vao hay roi khoi nha hay khéng?”

“T6i nghi ba ay vao trong—t6i nghe c6 tiéng canh cong kéu cot ket —
vang, lic nao d6 sau muoi hai gio rudi.”

“Co khong noi chuyén vai ba ay?”

“A khong. Chi 1a tiéng cong kéu cét két 1am t6i ngwde nhin 1én thdi. D6
la gio ba dy tré vé nha nhu thwong 1€. Ba dy thuong két thic gid ding 16p
vao ldc do, t6i tin 1a thé. Ba ay day cho tré em khuyét tat, cé 1€ 6ng da biét
16i.”

“Theo 10i khai ctia c6 Pebmarsh, thi ba ay lai ra ngoai lic khoang chirng
mot giod rudi. Co cé xac nhan nhu thé khong?”

“A, t6i khong thé néi vdi dng gid gidc chinh xac, nhung ma — diing roi,
toi nhd la ba dy da di ngang qua cong.”

“Xin 16i co6 Waterhouse, c6 néi la ngang qua cong a?”

“Chac chan nhv vay. T6i & trong phong khach. Phong khach nha t6i nhin
ra duong, trong khi phong an noi ching ta dang ngoi bay gio day, nhw 6ng
thdy dé, lai nhin ra khu vieon dang sau. Nhung ma t6i da dem ca phé vao
phong khach sau bita an trira va ngoi uéng ca phé trén cai ghé gan ctra so.
Toi lac d6 dang doc to The Times, va toi nghi dung luc toi 1at sang trang thi
dé y thay co Pebmarsh dang di qua cong trwde. Cé gi la thwong khong, ong
thanh tra?”

“Chang la thwong gi, khong dau, ” Hardcastle mim cwoi. “Chi c6 diéu toi
duwgc biét 1a co Pebmarsh ra ngoai dé mua it hang va dén buwu dién, va toi
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nghi rang con dwong ngan nhat dén cac ctra hang va buu dién phai di ngwoc
lai theo 16i kia trén dwong Crescent chi.”

“Con tuy ong di tdi nhitng ctra hang nao,” ba chu nha noi. “Tét nhién
theo 16i d6 cac ctra hang gan hon va c6 mot buwu dién trén duong Albany.”

“Nhung c6 1é c6 Pebmarsh van thuong di ngang qua cong nha ba khoang
chtrng gio ay?”

“A, that tinh t6i khong rd c6 Pebmarsh thuong ra ngoai vao gid nao hay
di hwéng nao. That tinh t6i khong theo doi 161 x6m dau, 6ng thanh tra a. T6i
la ngwdi ban rén va c6 qua nhiéu viéc riéng. Mot s6 ngudi ma t6i biét danh
hét thoi gian cta ho nhin qua ctra s6 va dé y ai di ngang qua va ai ghé tham
nha ai. N6i dung hon do la théi quen cia nhitng ngudi dau yéu bénh tat hay
nhitng ké vo cong roi nghé, khong biét lam gi hon ngoai doan gia doan non
va ngoi 1é doi mach chuyén nay chuyén no vé nha hang x6m.”

Ba c6 Waterhouse n6i quéa chua cay khién ong thanh tra cdm thdy chac
chin trong dau ba dang nghi t6i mdt ngudi cu thé nao d6. Ong hap tdp noi:
“Ping thé day. Pung thé day.” Ong noi thém, “Béi 1& cd6 Pebmarsh da di
ngang qua cong tredc nha co, c6 thé ba dy di goi dién thoai, phdi khong?
DPay la cho buéng dién thoai cong cong?”

“Vang, n6 doi dién véi nha s6 15.”

“Cau hoi quan trong toi phai hoi co, thwva co Waterhouse, co cO trong
thdy nguoi dan ong nay dén hay khong—nguoi dan 6ng bi an, toi e rang
nhat bao budi sang da goi nhu thé.”

Chu nha lac dau: “Khong, t6i khong thdy 6ng ta hay bat cit nguoi viéng
tham nao khac.”

“Co da lam gi tr mot gio rwdi dén ba gio?”

“T6i danh chirng ntra gio dé gidi 6 chit trén to The Times, hodc chi dugc
chang hay chd, sau do toi di vO bép, rita chén dia cua bita an trwa. D€ toi
xem nao. T6i da viét hai 14 thw, ghi mdy tdm séc thanh toan cac hoa don,
sau do toi 1én lau, chon ra mot s6 do6 minh muén dem di hap tdy. T6i nghi
chinh t trong budng ngt cta minh t6i da dé y thay nha ké bén cé luc duc.
T6i nghe rd mon mot ai dé kéu thét 1én, vi vay theo 1€ ti nhién t6i di ra ctra
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s0. C6 mot thanh nién va mét c6 gai ngoai cong. Cau ta hinh nhuw dang 6m
co ay.”

Trung si Lamb dich chuyén hai ban chan, nhung c6 Waterhouse nay gic
khong nhin anh ta nén rd rang khong hé cé y nghi anh ta chinh la cu thanh
nién dang dugc dé cap déen.

“T6i chi thay phia sau 6t cau ay thoi. Hinh nhw cau ta dang cai nhau véi
co gai. Cudi cung cau ta dé c6 ay ngoi xuong, dwa vao cot cong. Mot hanh
dong la thwong. Ro6i cau rdo buéce di vao nha.”

“Ba khong trong thidy c6 Pebmarsh tré vé nha truedce do it lau?”

Chua nha lac dau. “Khong. That tinh t6i khong nghi minh da nhin ra ctra
s6 cho tGi khi nghe tiéng thét ky la d6. Tuy nhién t6i chang chd y nhiéu dén
tat cd chuyén nay. Trai gai Iic nao cling lam nhitng chuyén ky cuc — la hét,
x6 day nhau, cwdi khic khich hay gay 6n kiéu nao do khién t6i chang hé
nghi c6 chuyén gi nghiém trong. Mai t6i khi may chiéc xe ché canh sat dau
lai t6i m&i nhan ra la da c6 chuyén gi dé khong binh thuwong.”

“Co lam gi luc ay?”

“A, 18 ty nhién 1a t6i ra khoéi nha, ditng trén bac thém roi di vong ra sau
vuon. Téi thac mac khong biét chuyén gi da xdy ra, nhung hinh nhw chang
c6 gi nhiéu dé xem tr phia do6. Khi t6i lai trd ra dang tredc, mot vai nguoi
dang tu tap. Mot s6 ngudi noi cho toi biét da cé &n mang trong nha dy. Doi
véi t0i c6 vé qua strc la thwong. Qud la thuwong!” ba chu nha to ra hét sic
bat binh.

“Khong con diéu gi khac c6 c6 thé nghi dén hay sao? Cé thé cho chiing
toi biét khong?”

“That tinh toi e la khong co.”

“Gan day co ai viét thu cho c6 goi y mua bao hiém khong? Hodc 6 ai do
ghé tham c6 hay dé nghi tham viéng hay khong?”

“Khong. Khong c6 chuyén gi kiéu thé. Ca cau James va t6i déu da nhan
duwgc cac hgp dong bao hiém vd&i Hiép hoi Bao hiém Twong trg roi. Tat
nhién ngwoi ta van luén nhan dwgc nhitng 1a thw that ra la gidy bao gui
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khach hang hay quang cao kiéu nao do, nhung gan day to6i khong nhé cé
bat ctt thit gi kiéu nhw thé.”

“Chang c6 btrc thw nao ky tén ai day goi la Curry hay sao?”

“Curry a? Khong, chac chan khéng c6.”

“Va cai tén Curry chang c6 y nghia gi v6i c6 hay sao?”

“Khong. Nghia ly gi chi?”

Hardcastle mim cwoi. “Khong. That tinh toi cting khong cho la co y
nghia gi. Pay chi la cai tén ma nguwdi bi sat hai tw xwng thoi.”

“Khong phai la tén that ctia 6ng ta sao?”

“Chung t6i c6 mot so ly do dé nghi ddy cha phai la tén that.”

“Mot ké lira dao kiéu nao do a?”

“Chuing t6i khong thé noéi thé cho dén khi cé bang chitng chitng minh
nhuv vay.”

“Tat nhién la khéng, tit nhién roi. Cac 6ng phdi can than. Toi biét chi,”
cd6 Waterhouse néi. “Khong nhr mot s6 nguwoi ¢ quanh day. Chuyén gi ho
cling néi dwgc. Toi khéng hiéu sao cé nhitng ngwoi khong bi dwa ra toa vi
cai t0i lic nao ciling cong khai phi bang ngwoi khac.”

“T6i vu khong,” trung si Lamb stta lai cho ding, lan dau tién Ién tiéng.

Ba c6 Waterhouse ngé anh ta vGi doi chit ngac nhién, nhw thé truéc do
ba chang hé biét anh ta c6 ton tai va chang khac gi hon mét phu tung can
thiét cho thanh tra Hardcastle.

“To6i rat tiec khong gitup duge gi cho Ong, that tinh xin 16i,” c6
Waterhouse noi.

“T6i cling rat tiéc,” ong thanh tra néi. “Mot nguwdi c6 tri thong minh va
6c phan doan véi kha nang quan sat nhw co 18 ra da 1a m6t nhan chitng rat
hitu ich can phai c6.”

“T6i wdc chi minh thay dwgc diéu gi dé,” trong phut choc giong ba chu
day noi khao khat y nhw mot co gai tré.

“Con 0ng em cua ba, 6ng James Waterhouse thi sao?”
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“Cau James khong biét gi dau,” c6 Waterhouse noéi vé khinh miét.
“Khong bao gio. Va du sao khi do cau ta cling dang & van phong Gainsford
va Swettenhams trén con dudng chinh cta thanh phé. Oi khong dau, cau ta
khong thé gitip cac 6ng. Nhu t6i da néi, em trai t6i khong vé an trua.”

“Ong ay thuwong an trua & dau?”

“Cau ta thwvong dung sandwich va ca phé ¢ quan Ba Long Vi. Mot ngoi
nha kha 16n va xinh xan, chuyén cung cap bita trwa nhanh cho dan van
phong.”

“Céam on co Waterhouse,” Hardcastle noi. “Chung toi khong nén luu lai
thém nita.”

Ong ditng day, di ra sanh. Ba cha nha di theo. Trung si Lamb cam lén
cay gay danh golf gan ctra cai.

“Gay dep. Pau gay nang ghé.” Anh cam giy quo lén quo xudng. “Toi
thdy ba da chuan bi doéi phé vGi moi tinh hudng c6 thé xay ra.”

Co Waterhouse hoi giat lui.

“That tinh t6i khong hinh dung ra tai sao cai gay ay lai ¢ day.”

Ba giat n6 twr tay Colin r6i bd trd vao tdi choi golf.

“M0ot cach canh gidc rat khon ngoan ddy,” thanh tra nhan xét.

C0o Waterhouse m¢& ctra duwa ho ra ngoai.

Colin Lamb thé dai: “A, chiing ta ching biét dwgc gi nhiéu tir ba 6 nay,
mac du ong anh sudt budi da ninh bg ba ta rat khéo 1éo. C6 phai do la
phuwong phap bat bién ctia 6ng anh khong vay?”

“Thinh thodng cling dat két qua tot véi ngudi cung mot typ cta ba nay.
Nhitng 16i tang boc van luén hiéu qua véi kiéu nguwai kho tinh dy.”

“Ba ta ctt kéu ru rwe thich tha nhv mét con meo sau cung dugc nguoi ta
cho mot dia kem vay d6,” Colin néi. “That khong may, chang tiét 10 dwoc
chuyén gi dang chu y ca.”

“Khong u?” Hardcastle noi.

Colin dwa mét nhin 6ng that nhanh, “Ong anh nghi gi trong dau vay?”
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“Mot van dé rat nho nhat khong dang ké va cé thé khong quan trong. Co
Pebmarsh da ra ngoai di buu dién va cac cira hang nhung lai ré trai thay vi
ré phdi, va cudc goi dién thoai dy, theo c6 Martindale, da nhan dwoc vao
khoang churng hai gio kém muoi.”

Colin to mo ngo6 ong ban.

“Ong anh van nghi mic du ba ta chéi, nhung van cé thé di goi ct dién
thoai d6 hay sao? Ba ta da rat qua quyét ma.”

“Pung. Ba dy da rat qua quyét,” giong Hardcastle ho hitng.

“Nhung néu ding 1a ba ta da lam, thi tai sao?”

“0i, toan nhitng cau hai tai sao,” Hardcastle néi vé non nong. “Tai sao,
tai sao lai thé? Tai sao lai toan chuyén khong dau vao dau thé nay? Néu c6
Pebmarsh da goi dién, tai sao lai muén c6 gai dy dén day? Néu la ké nao
khac, tai sao lai muon lién luy dén c6 Pebmarsh? Ching ta van chwa biét
dwgc bat c diéu gi. Gia nhw cai ba Martindale kia titng quen biét co
Pebmarsh, han ba ta da ro co6 phai la giong no6i ctia ba mu hay khong, hoac
mot mitc do nao day c6 hao hao giong giong ba ta hay khong. Htr, ching ta
cha thu dugc gi nhiéu tir nha s6 18. Bé xem nha s6 20 cé cho ching ta diéu
gi kha hon hay khong.”
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Ngoai s6 nha ra, 20 Wilbraham Crescent con c6 mot cai tén. N6 dwoc goi la
Diana Lodge. Canh cong c6 chuwéng ngai vat chong ké dot nhap bang luwdi
kém gai dan that day & mat trong. Nhitng bui nguyét qué thudc giong hoa
c6 dom kha u sau, canh 14 cat xén con dé dang, cling ngan trd bat cit ké nao
co chui qua cong.

Colin Lamb nhan xét: “Néu c6 ngoi nha nao c6 thé tén la Nguyét Qué thi
dé chinh la nha nay. Tai sao lai goi la Diana Lodge chit? That khong hiéu
noi.”

Anh nhin xung quanh dé danh gia. Diana Lodge chwa dat tGi sy don so
trang nha, cling chang cé thdm hoa. Cac bui cdy um tim moc tran lan la dac
diém no6i bat nhat ctia n6é cung véi mui nwdc dai meéo nong nac. Ngbi nha
dwong nhw dang trong tinh trang sap stta do sap v@i nhitng mang x6i van
con stra chita dwgc. Dau hiéu duy nhat biéu hién bat ¢t kiéu quan tam cha y
nao doi vdi ngbi nha dao gan day la canh ctta tredc méi duwge son mau
xanh da troi twoi sang, khién cang dé nhan thdy vé ngoai néi chung la
nhéch nhac ctia phan con lai cia ngéi nha va khu veon hon. Khong cé
chudng dién, chi thdy mot thit tay nim rd rang 1a dé kéo. Ong thanh tra kéo
né va tr trong nha nghe cé tiéng chdi tai yéu 6t nhu tir xa xam mo ho vong
lai.

Colin no6i: “Co6 vé giong nhw trang trai c6 hao bao quanh.”

Ho doi mot lat, roi nghe thay nhitng am thanh ti* bén trong. Nhitng am
thanh kha ky la. M6t kiéu cao giong ngam nga, nita hat nita noi.

https://thuviensach.vn



“Cai quy quai gi...” Hardcastle bat dau 1én tiéng.

Ca si hay ngam si gi d6 hinh nhw dang t6i gan ctra trudc, va 16i néi bat
dau nghe dugc r6 rang.

“Khong, cung cung oi. Trong day, bo téo a. Mindems tailems Shah-
Shah-Mimi. Cleo-Cleopatra.”

Nghe c6 tiéng nhitng canh ctra dong lai. Cudi cung ctra treéc mé ra. DBoi
mat vdi ho la mot quy ba madc vay do réng bang nhung mau xanh réu nhat
da hoi son. Nhitng lon téc vang hoe hoa ram quan tit theo mot kiéu toc
thinh hanh ba mwoi nam vé tredc. Quanh c¢6 ba ta dang quan mot vong 16ng
thd vang cam. Thanh tra Hardcastle héi, c6 vé chuwa chac chan.

“Ba Hemming phai khong a?”

“T6i 1a ba Hemming day. Ngoan nao, Tia Nang, chac chac ngoan.”

Dén lic do6 6ng thanh tra mdi nhan ra cai vong 16ng thi vang cam that ra
la m6t con meéo. Khong phai la con méo duy nhat. Ba con méo khac xuat
hién trong sanh, hai con dang kéu meo meo. Chiing vao cho cta minh, vira
ng6 lom lom hai 6ng khach vira diu dang quan quanh vay ba chu cta
ching. Cung lic d6 mui méo hoi ham dang lan téa khap noi c lam tinh
lam t6i 16 mdi cta ca hai ngwoi dan ong.

“T6i la Thanh tra Hardcastle.”

“T6i hy vong cac ong dén vé viéc nguoi dan 6ng kinh khiép tir to chirc
Ngan chan hanh ha sdc vat ay da dén gap t6i,” ba Hemming néi. “Nhuc
nha! T6i da viét bdo cdo cho 6ng ta. Bao rang nhitng con méo cua toi duogc
nuoi dudng trong mot diéu kién co hai cho sitc khoe va phic 1gi cta ching.
Nhuc nha qua! T6i song vi may con méo ctia minh, 6ng thanh tra a. Chiing
la niém vui va lac thi duy nhat trong doi t6i. Moi viéc déu dugce lam vi
ching cd. Shah-Shah-Mimi! Khong dugc 1én do dau, cung a!”

Shah-Shah-Mimi chang dé y gi dén mot ban tay dang niu né lai, c¢ nhay
phoc 1én céi ban trong sanh. N6 ng6i xudng, vira rira mat vira nhin cham
cham nhitng ngudi la.

“Vao di,” bA Hemming bao. “O khéng, khong phai phong dy. Téi quén
mat.”
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Ba day dé mé& mot canh ctra bén trai. Khong khi ¢ day tham chi con nang
mui hon.

“Nao, cac con xinh xan cuda ta! Nao!”

Trong phong nhiéu ban chai va lwgc dinh 16ng méo khac nhau nam la liét
khap trén ghé trén ban. C6 nhitng tdim dém dinh dit bac mau, va c6 it nhat
sau con meo nita.

“T6i Song vi bay meéo yéu quy ctia minh,” ba Hemming néi. “Ching
hiéu dugc tirng 101 téi noéi vai ching.”

Thanh tra Hardcastle hung diing buéc vao. That khong may ong la mot
trong s6 nhitng ngwoi mac chitng di (ng véi loai méo. Nhwr van thuwong xay
ra trong nhitng dip nhu thé nay, ca 1 méo 1ap tirc tién tGi chd 6ng ta. Mot
con nhdy 1én dau goi, mot con khac than mat ca vao 6ng quan dai. Vén la
nguoi rat can treong, 6ng thanh tra chi bam moi chiu dung.

“T6i khong biét c6 thé hoi ba vai cau, thwa ba Hemming, vé...”

“Veé bat ctt diéu gi ong muon a,” chu nha ngat ngang. “T6i khong c6 gi
dé giau giém. T6i c6 thé trinh 6ng xem thic dan cho méo, givdng ching
ngu, nam céi trong buong t6i, con bdy cai khac & ngay day. Ching chi an
moén ca ngon tuyét do ty tay toi nau.”

“Viéc nay chang lién quan gi tGi meéo,” thanh tra cdt cao giong noi. “T6i
dén dé tro chuyén vdi ba vé sy viec khong may xay ra & nha ké bén. Co 1é
ba da nghe noi vé chuyén ay.”

“Nha ké bén a? Y 6ng mudn néi may con ché cta 6ng Joshua hé?”

“Khong, khong phai thé. T6i mudn néi ¢ nha s6 19 c6 mot ngwdi dan
ong dugc tim thay bi giét chét ngay hom qua.”

“That vay sao?” ba ta Hemming chi quan tam vi phép lich sy khong hon
khong kém, van lo dang doi mat nhin theo 1 thd cing ctia minh.

“Xin dwgc hoi ba, chiéu hom qua ba c6 & nha hay khong? N6i cho ro
hon, tt* mot gio rwdi dén ba gio rusi?”

“A vang, c6. T6i thudng di mua hang rat sém trong ngdy roi tré vé dé c6
thé ndu bita trva cho bay meéo yéu quy, sau dé g& rdi va chdi long cho
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chuang.”

“Ba khong lwu y dén bat cit hoat dong nao ¢ nha ké bén? Nhitng xe canh
sat — xXe citu thwong — bat ¢t chuyén gi?”

“A, toi e rdng minh da khong nhin ra cac cita s6 ding trudc. Toi da di ra
sau nha, vao trong vuon vi con Arabella than yéu di dau mat. N6 1a mot con
meéo cai con rat nhé, né da leo 1én cay va tbi e rang c6 1é né khong treo
xuong dugce. Toi da co6 du n6é bang mot dia ca nhé nhuwng n6é qua khiép sg,
toi nghiép con nhé qua. Sau cung tdi danh bo cudc va trd vao trong nha. Va
ong c6 tin khong, ngay khi t6i vira budc qua ngudng ctra, n6 lién treo
xuong va theo t6i vao.” Ba hét ngé ngudi nay roi nhin sang nguwdi no nhw
thé thir xem mitc do tin twdng ctia ho thé nao.

“Qua that toi tin chuyén dé,” Colin khong thé git im lang nita.

“Xin 16i 6ng noi gi a?” ba Hemming nhin anh, khé giat minh.

“T6i rat gan bo vGi méo,” Colin néi, “va toi da lam mdot cudc nghién ciru
vé ban tinh cua loai méo. Diéu ba néi v4i t6i minh hoa hoan hdo kiéu mau
cuw XU cta loai méo va cac quy tac ma chung ty dat ra cho chiing. Ciing theo
cung cach d6 ca bay meo ctia ba dang tu tdp quanh ban toi 1a ngwoi that
tinh khong quan tam dén meéo, ching lai chang hé chu y dén t6i mac du toi
ninh not 1ay long ching.”

Tuy ba Hemming chgt ndy ra y nghi la nhitng gi Colin dang néi hau nhw
khong thich hgp véi vai tro mét trung si canh sat, nhung ba chang hé biéu
10 diéu dy trén nét mat. Ba chi 1am bam mo ho: “Lic nao ching ciing hiéu
biét, bay meéo than yéu ay, phai khong?”

Mot chi méo xam Ba Tu rat dep dat hai chan trwéc 1én dau goi ong
thanh tra, nhin 6ng say mé thich thd, va bau manh moéng vudt vao vai
nhitng dong tac xoa bép nhu thé 6ng thanh tra 1a mot cai goi nhé dé cam
kim gut. Ngoai sttc chiu dwng ciia minh, 6ng thanh tra ditng phat day.

“Thwa ba, t6i c6 thé di xem vwron sau nha ba khong a?”

Colin toét miéng cuoi nhe.

“Q, tat nhién, tat nhién. Bat c diéu gi 6ng mudn a,” ba Hemming ditng
lén.
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Con meéo vang cam ty thdo vong quan ra khdi c6 ba ta. Mot cach lo dang
ba dat n6 lai v6i con méo xam Ba Tw. Ba dan duong ra khoi gian phong.
Hardcastle va Colin di theo.

“Chung ta tirng gap nhau roi,” Colin néi v6i con méo vang cam. R6i anh
nai tiép, v4i chii meo xam Ba Tw khac ngdi trén ban canh chiéc dén Trung
Quoc, dang quat nhe dudi, “Con mady la mot con meo tuyét dep.” Colin
vult ve nd, mon trén dang sau 16 tai va chi méo xam ha c6 ban cho anh
nhitng ti€ng gir gu.

“Xin vui long khép cwa lai khi ra ngoai, ong... 0... 0...” ba Hemming
nai tir sanh. “HOom nay c6 gio6 rét budt nén t6i khong mudn bay meo bi cam
lanh. Ngoai ra con c6 may thang bé kinh khing kia nita — thyc si khong
an toan néu dé cho bay meo than yéu mét minh lang thang khap vwon.”

Ba buwéc vé phia vach sau ctia sdnh va m& mot canh ctra bén hong.

“May thang bé kinh khting nao thé?” Hardcastle haéi.

“Hai thang con ctia ba Ramsay. Gia dinh ho séng & phia nam con duwong
dang lam. Hai khu vwon cta ching t6i it nhiéu twa lvng vao nhau. Hai
thang ranh con du con, ching la vay d6. Ching c6 céi na day thun, 6ng biét
do. To6i da khang khang doi tich thu cai na, nhung van con nghi ngd. Ching
lam nhitng ché mai phuc r6i an nap. Mua he ching thuwdng ném nhirng trai
tao.”

“Quay pha,” Colin noi.

Khu vion sau nha giong nhw dang trwdc, chi cé diéu con té hon nita. Co
moc um tum, nhitng bui cay ram rap khong dugc xén tia, giong hoa nguyét
qué c6 dom con nhiéu hon nita, va nhitng cay bach trai to kha thé lwong am
dam. Theo y kién cua Colin thi cd anh lan Hardcastle déu lang phi thoi
gian. Nhitng cdy nguyét qué, bui rdm va cdy cao tao thanh mot rao chan
kién c6, qua dé chang thdy dwogc gi trong khu vuwon nha c6 Pebmarsh.
Diana Lodge c6 thé duwgc m6 ta 1a mot ngdi nha hoan toan biét 1ap. Theo
quan diém cua nhitng ngudi cw ngu trong do thi co 1€ ho chang hé c6 hang
x6m lang giéng gi ca.
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“Ong n6i nha s6 19 sao?” ba chi nha tam dirng buwéc ngay giita viuon, c6
vé phan van do dy. “T6i twéng chi c6 mot nguwdi song trong nha dé, mot
nguoi dan ba mu chi.”

“Nguoi bi giét khong ¢ trong nha ay,” thanh tra ndi.

“A, t6i hiéu,” ba Hemming van cit mo mo ho ho, “6ng ay dén dé bj giét
chét. Quai dan qua!”

‘Dting 1a mot miéu ta cye hay,” Colin tw nhu, vé tram tu.
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Ho lai xe doc theo Wilbraham Crescent, queo phai ngwgc duong Albany réi
lai queo phai doc theo doan duong Wilbraham Crescent thit nhi.

“Thyce sy don gian,” Hardcastle noi.

“M0ot khi ta da biét r6i,” Colin noi.

“S6 61 thuc sy & sau lvng nha ba Hemming — nhuwng mét géc ctia né lai
tiép gidp vGi s6 19, nén ciling tot thoi. Sé cho cau mot dip may dugce thiy
ong Bland ctia cau. Cha c6 tai trg nwdc ngoai dau, nhan tién toi cho cau biét
ludn.”

“Mot gia thuyét hay ho dugce thye hanh thé do.”

Chiéc xe dau lai, va hai ngwoi dan 6ng xuéng xe.

“Cha, cha,” Colin néi. “Khu vuon dang trwéc dep that.”

D6 qua that 1a m6t kifu mau nha ngoai 6 hoan hdo thu nhé. Cé nhitng
tham hoa phong 1, ngoai ria la ctc Lobeli. Nhitng doa thu hai duong trong
map map to 16n va cé nhitng vat trang tri cho khu vwon rat dep: éch, ndm
doc, ngudi lun va tién trong rat khoi hai.

“T6i chac chan 6ng Bland la nguoi tir té dang kinh trong,” Colin rung
minh no6i. “Néu khong phai 1a nguwdi nhw thé han 6ng ta khong nghi ra dugc
nhitng y twéng kinh khiép nay.” Anh néi thém trong lic thanh tra badm
chudng, “Ong anh c6 nghi 6ng ta & nha vao gid ndy cta budi sang hay
khong?”

“T6i da goi dién thoai trwdc,” Hardcastle gidi thich. “Ci héi han ong ay,
néu thuan tién!”
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Ngay lic d6 mot chiéc xe tai du lich nho sang trong dau lai roi ré vao ga-
ra, hién nhién dé 1a chi tiét cudi cing thém vao cho ngdi nha. Ong Josaiah
Bland xudng xe, dong sap ctra roi tién vé phia ho. B6 1a mot nguwdi dan 6ng
tam thuéc v6i cai dau héi va cip mét hoi nhé mau xanh lo. Ong ta tiép dén
khach that von va: “Thanh tra Hardcastle a? Xin vao ngay cho!”

Cht nha dan dwong vao phong khach. Phong khéach c6 rat nhiéu thit cho
thay su giau c6. Nhitng chiéc den dat tién trang tri kha cong phu, ban gidy
Empire, mot b0 do trang tri bé 160 swdi bang dong gia vang sang loang, ta
nho nhiéu ngan bang go c6 kham va mot chau kiéng day hoa noi khung ctra
s0. Nhitng cai ghé kiéu dang tan thai, boc ném 1ong lay.

“M0i ngoi,” ong Bland niém nd noi. “Hut thuéc nhé? Hay cac ong khong
dwoc hut khi dang lam nhiém vu?”

“Khong, cam on,” thanh tra dap.

“Ciing khong uéng rugu, phai khong a? A phai roi, sé tét hon cho ca hai
ching ta, t6i xin man phép ndi nhu thé. Tat cd chuyén nay lién quan dén
viéc gi a? Vu viéc & nha so 19, ding khong? Goc vwon hai nha lién ké
nhau, nhung that ra ching t6i chang thdy bén dy dwgc bao nhiéu triv khi
nhin t* cac ctta sO tang trén. Toan b vu nay cé vé di thwong — hay it ra
theo nhitng gi toi doc trén bao sang nay. To6i that vui thich khi nhan dugc
10i nhan cta 6ng. Mot dip dé dugc biét thém doi diéu da dugc ghi nhan la
c6 that, 6ng cha biét nhitng 10i don dai dang bay di khap chon dau nhé!
Khién ba nha t6i ddm ra hodng s¢ qua chirtng — cam giac c6 mot sat tha
dang mac sitc hoanh hanh, 6ng biét day. Rac roi ¢ cho ngay nay ngudi ta c
tha cd dam d& hoi ay ra khéi nha thwong dién. Puwa ching vé nha theo 10i
hita danh dy hodc goi 1a cai gi ddy ciling thé. Sau d6 ching lam thit nguoi
nao khdac, va ngudi ta lai tong c6 ching tré vao vién. Va nhv toi noi day, c6
nhitng 10i don thdi! Y t6i 1a gid nhw 6ng titng nghe cai ba gitip viéc nha
hang ngay va thang bé giao sita va giao bao cta ching t6i néi gi, han 6ng
sé ngac nhién. Ba nay noi 6ng ta bi siét c6 bang sgi day treo khung anh, con
thang kia lai bao la bi dam. Mot ké khac cho 1a bi danh bang dui cui. Du
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sao thi nan nhan la nam gidi, phai khong? T6i muodn néi khong phai ba gai
gia da lam ch&? M6t nguwdi dan 6ng chwa 10 la ai, bao néi thé day.”

Cudi cung 6ng Bland cling ngirng 105i.

Thanh tra mim cudi, néi véi giong khong dong tinh: “A, néi vé chuyén
chwa biét 1a ai, 6ng ta c6 mot danh thiép va mot dia chi day.”

“Thé thi cling c6 qua nhiéu diéu nhi,” chd nha néi. “Nhung 6ng biét
ngwoi ta lam gi ma. T6i chang rd ai da nghi ra toan bo chuyén nay.”

“Trong ldc ta dang ban vé nan nhan,” Hardcastle bao, “c6 1€ xin 6ng xem
qua cai nay!”

MGt lan nita 6ng thanh tra lai 1y ra bitc anh cénh sat chup.

“Pay la ong ta sao?” Bland hoi. “Tréng nhv mot thang cha hoan toan
binh thwong, phai khong? Binh thwong nhw 6ng va t6i. Khong biét c6 nén
héi 6ng ay vi 1y do gi ma bi sat hai hay khong. ”

“HO6m nay van con qua sém, chwa thé ban chuyén ay dau,” thanh tra néi.
“Piéu td6i mudn biét, ong Bland a, trvdc gid 6ng cé gap ngwoi dan 6ng nay
hay chwa.”

Chu nha lac dau. “Chac chan la chwa. T6i nh¢ mat ngudi rat gioi.”

“Ong ta khong c6 ghé nha 6ng vi bat ky muc dich dic biét ndo — béan
bdo hiém, may hat bui, may giat hay bat ci cai gi dai loai nhw thé?”

“Khong, khong. Chac chan la khong.”

“Co 1€ chiing ta can phai héi ba nha,” Hardcastle n6i. “Rét cudc néu 6ng
ta c6 ghé nha thi chinh ba ay la ngwoi 6ng ta gap mat.”

“Vang, hoan toan ding. Thé nhung, t6i khong biét... Valerie sitc khéde
khong duwoc t6t 1dm, 6ng biét ddy. Toi khong mudn 1am ba nha t6i lo sg. Y
t0i muodn noi, a, toi cho do la birc anh cia 6ng ay khi da chét, ding khong?”

“Pung thé, nhing dau sao ddy khong phai mot bitrc anh dau dén.”

“Pung vay. Anh chup t6t 1dm. Thing cha 4y chitng nhu dang ngt, thuc
vay.”

“Minh dang n6i vé em ha Josaiah?”
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Canh ctra lién ké phong bén dwoc day ra va mot phu nit trung nién buéc
vao. Thanh tra doan chac ndy gio & bén kia canh ctra ba ta da hét sitc chu y
lang nghe.

“A, minh dén r6i. Anh twdng minh dang chgp mat nga budi sang chi.
Pay la ba nha t6i, Thanh tra Hardcastle a.”

“An mang khtng khiép d6,” ba Bland 1am bam. “That sy lam tdi rung
minh khi nghi t6i.” Ba ng6i xudng ghé sofa v&i mot tiéng thé dai dut
quang.

“Minh dé chan 1én ghé di!” chong ba bao.

Ba Bland vang 10i. D6 la mot nguoi dan ba toc vang hung, giong rén ri
yéu 6t. Trong ba cé vé thiéu mau, va cé dang vé cia mot nguoi dau yéu
bénh tat chap nhan tinh trang sitc khoe kém ctia minh v&i phan nao vui tha.
Trong chéc 1t ba ta goi cho thanh tra nhé t6i mdt ngwdi ndo dé. Ong ¢
nghi xem la ai, nhung chang tai nao nhg ra. Cai giong kha ndo nung yéu
duoi dé lai tiép tuc.

“Sttc khée cua t6i khong duwgc tot 1am, thanh tra Hardcastle a, vi vay tat
nhién dng nha tdi c6 tranh cho t6i bi s6c va lo 1dng. T6i rat nhay cam. Ong
da n6i vé mot bitc anh, toi nghi thé, ctia ngwdi — ciia ngudi chét. Oi troi 6i,
nghe sao ma khing khiép qua! Khong biét nhin thdy réi tdi cé chiu néi
khong nita!”

‘Thuc sy chét vi xem a,” thanh tra nghi tham. V&i giong c6 phan ac y
ong noi: “Co 1é toi khéng nén yéu cau ba xem anh, ba Bland a. Chi 1a t6i
twong ba co thé gitp ching t6i trong tredng hop ngwoi dan ong do co ghé
nha nay lic nao day.”

“T6i phdi lam bon phan ctia minh, phai khong?” Ba cht nha néi v6i mot
nu cwoi can dam diu dang. Ba chia tay ra.

“Minh muon lam cho minh lo sg hay sao, Val?”

“Ping c6 ngdc nita, Josaiah! Tat nhién em phéi xem th6i.”

Ba ng6 bic anh rat cham chad va cé phan nao that vong, hodc thanh tra da
nghi nhv vay.
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“Ong ta c6 vé — that tinh hoan toan khéng c6 vé gi 1a da chét. Nhu thé
khong phai bi giét. Liéu — c6 phdi 6ng ta da bi lam cho nghet thd?”

“Ong ay bi dam,” Hardcastle dap.

Ba Bland nhim mit lai va ring minh. “Oi trdi 6i, kinh qua!”

“Ba khong c6 cam giac ting gap ong ta sao?”

“Khong,” ba Bland r6 rang c6 vé mién cuwdng. “Khong, khong, toi e la
khong. Cé phai 6ng ta la hang nguoi—nguwoi hay ghé vao nha nay nha no
dé ban do khong?”

“Duong nhuw 6ng ay tirng la nhan vién bao hiém,” Hardcastle ndéi mot
cach de dat.

“A, t6i hidu. Khong, khong hé c6 ai giéng nhw vay ca, chic chin. Minh
khong nhé la em c6 bao gio dé cap vdi minh chuyén gi giong nhw vay, phai
khong Josaiah?”

“Anh cha nhg,” 6ng Bland dap.

“Ong ta c6 phai 1a ba con ho hang cta cd Pebmarsh khong?” ba Bland
hoi thanh tra.

“Khong, ong dy hoan toan xa la véi ba ta.”

“Quai di nhi,” ba Bland nhan xét.

“Ba c6 quen biét co Pebmarsh khong?”

“A, c6 chi. Téi mudn néi 1a lang giéng quen biét nhau, tat nhién roi. Ba
ta thinh thodng nho 6ng nha t6i khuyén bao vé vuwon twgc.”

Thanh tra quay sang ngudi chong: “Ong 1a mot nha 1am vudn rét sic sao,
toi nghe noi thé.”

“That sy khong phai, khong phai dau.” ong Bland to6 ra khong tan thanh.
“Khong cé thoi gian, ong biét ddy. Di nhién t6i biét co ban phdi lam gi.
Nhwng c6 mot 6ng ban rat xuat sic moi tuan dén hai lan dé lam co, giit cho
khu vuon that sach sé gon gang. C6 thé néi quanh day 6ng khong tim ra
khu vieon nao hon vuon nha ching t6i. Nhung t6i chang phdi 1a mot trong
s0 nhitng ngwoi lam vuon thue thu &y nhw 6ng lang giéng cua t6i.”

“Ong Ramsay sao?” Hardcastle noi c6 vé ngac nhien.

https://thuviensach.vn



“Khong, khong, xa hon thé nita. Nha 63. Ong McNaughton. Ong 4y song
chi vi khu vuon ctia minh. O trong ddy sudt ca ngdy, mé say pha tron phan
bén. Qua that 6ng ay la nguwdi hay noéi vé dé tai phan trén khién nguoi ta
phat chan — nhung t6i khong cho rang day la diéu 6ng muon ban.”

“Khong han,” thanh tra néi. “T6i chi thac mac liéu c6 ngudi nao — ong
hay ba nha — hom qua c6 ra ngoai vuon khong. Rot cudc, nhw 6ng ndi,
qua that vueon nha 6ng cé tiép gidp vGi nha s6 19 va hom qua cé kha nang
ong ba c6 thé nhin thay diéu gi tha vi hay nghe thay chuyén gi, c6 1é thé.”

“Pung gitta trra, phai khong? T6i muén héi, mdy gio xdy ra &n mang?”

“Thaoi gian la trong khodng tir mot gio' dén ba gio.”

Bland lac dau. “Luc ay toi chang thdy gi dau. Toi da & day. Valerie cling
thé, nhwng ching toi dang an trwa, ong biét ddy, va phong an cta ching toi
nhin ra duong. Ching t6i khong thdy dwgc bat ct diéu gi dién ra trong
vuon.”

“Ong ba thuong dung bita trwa ltic may gio?”

“MOt gio hay c& ay. Boi khi 1a mot gio rudi.”

“Sau do 6ng ba hoan toan khong cé ra vieon sao?” Bland lac dau.

“Thuee té€ la ba nha t6i van lu6n 1én lau dé nghi ngoi sau bita trira va néu
khong c6 gi qua ban ron, toi thwong chgp mat mot chut trén cai ghé & dang
kia kia. Chac t6i da roi khéi nha khoang chirtng—a, chac 1a ba gid kém
muoi lam, nhung that khong may t6i hoan toan khong ra vuon sau.”

“A h4,” Hardcastle tha dai, “chiing to6i phai hoi tt cd moi nguoi.”

“Di nhién, di nhién r6i. Udc gi toi c6 thé gidp ich nhiéu hon!”

“Cho ctia 6ng tuyét dep,” thanh tra nhan xét. “Cha con tién dau nita ma
danh dum, t6i xin phép n6i nhuw thé!”

Bland cudi vui vé. “A, ching toi thich nhitng thi? tuyét dep. Ba nha toi
c6 thi hiéu tham my rat da dang. Chuing t6i c6 dwgc mat it 16c gidi cho cach
day mot nam. Ba nha t6i nhan tién thira ké t* mdt 6ng chid. Ba ay khong
gdp Ong ta da hai mwoi nham nam ro6i. That qua doi ngac nhién! Diéu ay
khién cudc séng cia ching tdi doi khac mot chut, t6i co thé noi v6i 6ng
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nhu thé. Ching t6i da co6 thé ty lo liéu rét tot, va dang nghi dén chuyén du
ngoan mot chuyén bang tau thiy cudi nam nay. C6 thé hoc hoéi rat nhiéu
diéu, t6i tin nhw thé. Hy Lap va chi thé th6i. Rat nhiéu gido su dién giang
trén tau. A, 18 di nhién t6i von 1a ngudi tw 1ap it hoc hanh va ching c6 nhiéu
thi gid cho mot chuyén kiéu d6, nhung t6i sé quan tam hoc héi. Thang cha
da dén béi tung thanh Troy ay, han ta la mot ga ban tap hoa, t6i tin thé. Rat
giong trong tiéu thuyét. Phai no6i rang toi thich di dén nhitng vung dat &
nwdc ngoai — chit chang phai la titng di nhiéu noi r6i — mot chuyén di
nhan dip nghi cu6i tuan dén thanh ph6 Taree vui nhon, chi thé thoi. T6i
tirng néi dua minh dinh ban hét & day roi dén sinh song & Tay Ban Nha hay
B0 Dao Nha, thdm chi dén tan West Indies nita. R4t nhiéu ngudi dang lam
vay. Khoi phai dong thué lgi titc hay gi hét. Nhung ba nha t6i chang wa cai
y twong ay.”

“T6i rat thich du lich, nhuwng khéng mudn song & ngoai nwéc Anh,” ba
Bland néi. “Ban bé ctia ching t6i déu ¢ day — chi t6i cling song & day, va
moi nguwdi déu biét ching toi. Néu di ra nwdc ngoai ching toi sé la nhitng
nguoi xa la. Va & day ching t6i con cé6 mot bac si gioi, 6ng dy that sy hiéu
ro tinh trang sttc khoe cua toi. Toi khong thich bac si nwdc ngoai. Toi sé
khong tin dau.”

“Cai do con dé xem,” 6ng Bland c6 vé phan khdi. “Chuing ta sé di du lich
bang tau thuy, va c6 khi minh sé dam ra yéu mén mot hon ddo Hy Lap.”

Ba vo c6 vé nhu dang nghi chuyén dy hoan toan khong thé xay ra.

“Chac ciling phai c6 mé6t bac si ngwoi Anh kha di & trén tau chi, to6i nghi
vay,” ba néi vGi vé hoai nghi.

“Chac chan roi,” chong ba néi.

Ong ta tién khach ra ctra trwdc, nhic lai mot Ian nita 15i xin 16i vi khong
thé gitp gi dugc ho.

Hardcastle hoi ban: “Thé nao... cau nghi gi vé ong ay?”

“T6i khong mudn dé ong ta xay nha cho minh,” Colin dap. “Mot nha
thau tép riu gian d6i khong phai la doi twong t6i theo doi. Toi dang tim
kiém mot nguwdi cong hién hét minh. Con néi vé vu an giét ngudi nay, ong
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anh da danh gia nham vé kiéu gay an roi. Bay gio néu Bland dinh cho vg
x0i thach tin hay day ba ta xuéng bién Aegean dé thira ké tién ctia ba ay va
cuwGi mot co gai toc vang ngon lanh...”

“Chung ta sé xem xét khi chuyén do xdy ra,” thanh tra Hardcastle noi.
“Trong lic chd doi, ching ta phai tiép tuc diéu tra vu an giét nguoi nay.”
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10

O s6 62, Wilbraham Crescent, bA Ramsay dang ty' dong vién minh, “Bay
gio chi con hai ngay. Chi hai ngay nira thoi.”

Ba gat m& toc w6t nhep ra khoi tran minh. Mot tiéng dé vo lodng xoang
cuc to tr nha bép vong 1én. Ba Ramsay cam thdy chan chwong, tham chi
chang muon di xem tiéng d6 v& dy bao c6é chuyén xui xéo gi. Gia ba c6 thé
gid v& nhv ching hé c6 d6 v gi ca. Oi chao — chi thém hai ngdy thdi. Ba
bang qua sdnh, m@& toang ctta nha bép ra roi héi vGi giong kém hung hang
rat nhiéu so véi ba tuan trwdc: “Nay, hai dita bay da lam gi d6?”

“Xin 16i me,” thang Bill con trai ba dap. “Bon con dang choi bowling
mot chit bang may cai lon nay. Cha hiéu lam sao ma ching lai 1an vao day
ta dung do si.”

“Bon con dau c6 co tinh dé ching lan vao day ta dau me,” em trai Ted
ctia no to y tan thanh.

“Thoi, nhat may thit &y 1én va cat lai vo6 ta di, con nhitng manh s vo kia
thi quét r6i cho vao thung rac!”

“Thoi me oi, khong don bay gio dau. ”

“Don di, ngay bay gio!”

“Thang Ted don dugc ma me,” Bill noi.

“U chiu,” thing em phan ddi, “viéc gi cling d6 cho em hét. Anh khong
don thi em cting cha don dau.”

“May phai don.”

“Em khong don.”
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“Thé tao sé don may day.”

“Aidal!”

Hai thang nhoé xap lai ddu vat mét tran ac liét. Ted budc phai lui lai, x0
vao cai ban nha bép lam rung rinh mét céi t6 dwng may qua tri'ng mot cach
dang ngai.

“Thoi, ra khoi bép ngay!” ba Ramsay kéu 1én. Ba day hai thang nhé ra
khoi bép, dong ctra lai r6i bat dau bo may cai lon vao ta va quét sach nhitng
manh su.

‘Hai ngay ntta,” ba nghi, ‘roi ching sé trd lai truong hoc.” Mot y tuwéng
vui thich biét bao, tuyét voi biét bao véi mot nguwdi me!

Ba mo ho nh¢ lai nhan xét doc dia nao dé ctia mét nguwdi phu trach cot
bao chuyén dé phu nit. Chi c6 sdu ngay hanh phtic trong nam doéi véi mot
nguoi dan ba. Nhitng ngay dau tién va cudi cung ctua ky nghi he.

bung qua chtrng, ba nghi trong lic don dep sach sé cac phan an bubi toi
ma ba da phuc vu tan tinh. That vui thich biét bao, that sung swéng dwong
nao khi chao don hai thang con tré vé nha vira ding ndm tuan tredc! Con
bay gio thi sao? “Ngay kia,” ba tu 1dp lai v6i chinh minh, “ngay kia Bill va
Ted sé trd lai treong. Minh hau nhw khong tin n6i. S6t rudt qua chirng!”

That tuyét voi biét bao khi ba don ching & nha ga cach day nam tuan.
Bubi don mirng that triu mén va huyén nao! Cai cach ching voi vang di
khap nha va vuon. Mot cai banh ngot dac biét ba nwéng dé dung bita x&.
Con bay gio — ba dang trong mong gi bay gio day? Mot ngay hoan toan
binh an. Khong phai chuan bi nhitng bita an thinh soan, khong phéi don dep
lién tay. Ba yéu mén hai thang con trai — ching la nhitng thang bé ngoan,
khong c6 gi phai nghi ngo ca. Ba tw hao vé ching. Nhung ching cling lam
ba kiét sitrc. Khau vi ctia ching, sinh lyc cia ching, tiéng on ching gay ra.

Ngay lic d6 mot tiéng kéu la khan khan vang 1én. Ba hodng hot quay dau
lai. Khong sao ca. Chiing ra ngoai vuion thoi. Vay tot hon, c6 rat nhiéu cho
cho ching choi ngoai vieon. C6 16 ching sé quay ray cac lang giéng. Ba cau
mong chiing sé dé cho bay méo ctia ba Hemming dwoc yén than. Phai tha
nhan rang nhw thé khong phai vi 1ii méo, ma bédi vi hang rao kém gai vuon
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nha ba Hemming c6 thé lam rach quan cua ching. Ba dwa mat nhin lwét
qua hdp cttu thuwong dé vira tam tay trén tu chén. Chang phai ba lam am lén
qua dang veé nhitng tai nan ty nhién cua thoi nién thiéu tran day nang lwgng.
Trén thuc té diéu ba lvu y khong tranh khoi tredce tién la: “Nay, chang phai
me da bdo cac con ca tram lan roi, khong dwoc dé chdy mau trong phong
khach! Ct vao thang nha bép ma chdy mau, & d6 me c6 thé lau chui tam 16t
san nha.”

Mot tiéng thét kinh hon tir bén ngoai hinh nhw bi dit quang giita chirng,
tiép theo d6 la mot sy im ldng twéng chirng vo tan khién ba Ramsay cam
giac diéu gi do thuc sy kinh hodng giat ndy lén trong 16ng ngwc. Qua that
st im lang dé rat khong ty nhién. Ba ditng sitng, tay van cam d6 hot rac
chita nhitng ménh sit. Ctra nha bép mé ra va Bill diéng d6. Vé hao hitc bat
thwong hién 1én trén khuon mat thang nhé muwoi mot tudi.

“Me 0i, c6 mot thanh tra canh sat dén day, va mot 6ng khac di cuing ong
ay.”

Ba me thd phao nhe nhdém. “Oi, 6ng 4y muén gi vay ha con?”

“Ong 4y héi me, nhung con nghi chic hin lién quan dén 4n mang, vu 4n
bén nha c6 Pebmarsh hom qua do.”

“Me cha hiéu vi sao 6ng ta lai dén va mu6n gap me,” giong ba Ramsay
hoi bure tire.

Cudc doi ding la hét chuyén nay lai dén chuyén khac, ba nghi. Lam sao
di 1ay khoai tdy dé nau mén thit ham day khi ma thanh tra lai dén vao gio
bat tién nay?

“Thoi dugc,” ba thd dai. “T6t hon hét 1a nén gap.”

Ba trut hét nhitng manh st v& vao thung rac bén dudi bon rita chén, ma@
vOi nuwdc rita tay, vuot toc roi chuan bi di theo thang con dang sét rudt noi:
“Nao, di nao, me!”

Ba Ramsay cung vGi thang Bill dang theo sat mot bén di vao phong
khach. Hai ngudi dan 6ng dang ditng dé. Ted, dita con trai nho tudi hon cta
ba dang ding véi ho, nhin cham chdp hai nguwoi bang doi mat xoe tron
nguong mo.
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“Ba Ramsay phai khong a?”

“Xin chao.”

“T6i hy vong hai chang trai tré nay da no6i cho ba biét t6i 1a thanh tra
Hardcastle r6i phai khéng a?”

“Rat bat tién,” ba Ramsay noi. “Budi sang nay rat bat tién. Toi dang rat
ban. Cé mat nhiéu thoi gian hay khong?”

“Hau nhw khong mat thgi gian,” thanh tra Hardcastle cam doan. “Chting
t0i c6 thé ngbi khong a?”

“A vang, ngoi, ngdi di!”

Cht nha ng6i thang lwng trén mot cai ghé, nhin ho lom lom vGi vé néng
long s6t rudt. Ba nghi ngd cai chuyén hau nhw chang mat thoi gian nay.

“Hai chau khong can & lai dau,” Hardcastle vui vé noi véi hai thang nho.

“Bon chau khong di dau,” thang anh noi.

“Bon chau khong di dau,” thang em ldp lai nhv mét tiéng vang.

“Bon chau mu6n nghe hét,” Bill lai ndi.

“Pung thé day,” Ted phu hoa.

“Co6 nhiéu mau khong, hd 6ng?” thang anh hoi.

“Co phai 1a mot tén trom dot nhap vao nha khong a?” thang em hoi tiép.

Me ching bdo: “Im di nao, hai thang! Cic con khong nghe 6ng
Hardcastle day n6i khong mudn céc con & trong nay sao?”

“Khong chiu dau. Bon con muén nghe,” Bill phan doi.

Hardcastle di t&i ctra va md ra. Ong nhin hai thing nhé. “Ra,” dng béo.

Chi mot tir khé thot ra thoi, nhwng dang sau d6 c6 mot uy lwe. Khong con
lam am 1 nita, ca hai thang nhé ditng 1én, 1€ hai chan roi khoi phong.

‘That tuyét,” ba Ramsay tham nghi, hét sic than phuc. ‘Sao minh lai
khong thé lam dwgc nhu thé chi?’

Nhung ma, ba tram ngam suy nghi, ba la me ctaa hai thang bé, va nghe
nguoi ta n6i maGi biét khi ra ngoai ching cw x* mot cach hoan toan khac
han Iic & nha. Cac ba me lic nao cling lanh dua nhitng diéu t6i té nhat.
Nhung c6 1€ danh chiu vay thoi, ba nghi thé. C6 nhitng dita con ngoan
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ngodn lé phép luon lang lang lang nghe ltic & nha, nhwng khi ra dwong lai la
nhitng thang ranh con du c6n chuyén gay nhitng diéu tiéng khong hay cho
chinh ching né. Thé thi lai con t6i té hon — ding, con t6i té hon nita. Ba
nh¢ lai diéu minh da dugc yéu cau, lac ong thanh tra quay tré lai va ng6i
xuong.

“Néu la chuyén da xdy ra ¢ nha s6 19 hém qua,” ba néi véi vé cang
thang, “that tinh t6i chang thay bat ci diéu gi c6 thé néi cho 6ng biét, 6ng
thanh tra a. T6i chang biét gi vé chuyén ay dau. Tham chi t6i chang hé dé y
dén nhitng nguwoi dang song trong dé.”

“Nha dy la noi c6 Pebmarsh sinh séng. Ba dy bi mu va lam viéc & Vién
Aaronberg.”

“A, t6i hidu. T6i e ring minh hau nhu cha biét bt c ai & doan duwong
Crescent phia dudi.”

“Hom qua, ba c6 & nha khoang tir muwdi hai gio rudi dén ba gio khong?”

“A c6 chit. T6i phai ndu an. Tuy nhién toi da ra ngoai truéc ba gio. Toi
dan hai thang bé di xem phim.”

Thanh tra rit tir trong tdi ra birc dnh va trao cho ba. “T6i muén ba cho
biét triwdc gio co tirng gap nguwoi nay hay chwa?”

Ba Ramsay nhin tdm hinh hoi ho hitng.

“Khong, khong, t6i khong nghi thé. T6i khong chac minh c6 nhé ra da
ti'ng gap ong ta hay chwa.”

“Ong ta khong c6 dén nha nay nhan dip nao ddy — dé ga ban bao hiém
cho ba hay bat ctt gi dai loai nhw thé ch?”

Ba Ramsay lac dau qua quyét hon.

“Khong. Khong, chac chan 6ng ta khong c6 dén.”

“Chung t6i c6 mdt s 1y do dé tin tén dng ay 1a Curry. Ong R. Curry.”

Hardcastle nhin ba c6 y do héi. Ba Ramsay lai lac dau. “T6i e rang minh
that sy khong c6 thi gio' dé nhin thay hodc lvu y dén bat ¢t diéu gi sudt ky
nghi he,” ba néi véi vé xin 16i.
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“Mot ky nghi ban ron, phai khong a?” thanh tra hoi. “Ba c6 hai cau con
trai that tuyét. Day sitc song va khi thé. Nhung doi khi khi thé dy hoi qua
mturc, dang khong?”

Ba Ramsay mim cuoi xac nhan.

“Vang, lam t6i hoi mét, nhung ching that s la hai thang bé rat ngoan.”

“Chac chan r6i,” thanh tra néi. “Nhitng anh chang rat tuyét, ca hai cau.
Co6 thé ndi rat thong minh. T6i sé néi doi 16i v6i cac cau trede khi di, néu
ba khéng phién. Boi khi cac cdu bé dé y nhitng diéu khong c6 ai khac trong
nha dé y dén.”

“That tinh t6i chang hiéu lam sao ching cé thé dé y dén diéu gi chit. Co
phai ching t6i & ké bén nhau hay gi gi do dau.”

“Nhung vieon hai nha twa lwng vao nhau co ma.”

“Pung vay,” ba Ramsay dong y. “Nhung van hoan toan cach biét vdi
nhau.”

“Ba c6 biét ba Hemming & nha s6 20 khéng?”

“A, t6i c6 biét, vi may con méo va chuyén ndy chuyén no nita.”

“Ba thich méo sao?”

“O khong, khong phai thé. Y tdi muén néi thwong 1a nhitng 15i than
phién.”

“A, t6i hiéu. Than phién, vé chuyén gi th&?”

Ba Ramsay do mat.

“Van dé rac roi 1a,” ba ndéi, “khi nu6i meéo cai kiéu d6 — c6 dén muoi
bon con — nguoi ta trd nén tuyét doi u mé vi ching. Con rat nhiéu chuyén
v& van nita. Toi thich méo. Nha ching toi trdc day cling c6 nudi mot con
meo khoang. Bat chudt cling giéi lam. Nhung toan b chuyén am 1 nguoi
dan ba dé da lam, niu thic an dac biét — hau nhw khéng bao gid cho
nhitng con vat dang thuwong ra ngoai dé cé cudc song cua riéng minh. Di
nhién chdng van ludn tim cach bo tron. T6i sé lam vay néu la mot con trong
bay méo dy. Con hai thang bé cta toi that sy rat ngoan, chang bao gio hanh
ha méo nao bang bat ctt cach nao. Piéu t6i néi day la loai méo ludn ludn co
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thé tw cham soc rat tot. Chuing 1a nhitng con vat rat nhay cam, loai meo ay,
khi ching duwgc doi xr mot cach tinh t€.”

“Ba noi ding hét,” thanh tra néi. “Chac han ba c6 mot cuéc séng ban
ron, phai lo cho hai ciu con trai cia ba dugc vui vé va no du su6t ky nghi
he. Bao gio cac cau trd lai trvong?”

“Ngay kia.”

“Hy vong ltc ay ba sé dugc nghi ngoi thodi mai.”

“Toi dinh sé ty thwong cho minh mot thoi gian that sy nhan nha,” ba
Ramsay noi.

Chang thanh nién ndy gi¢ lang lang ghi ghi chép chép, chogt cat tiéng
khién ba hoi giat minh.

“Ba phai thué mot trong s6 nhitng c6 gai ngoai quoc dy. Au pair, chang
phai ho goi nhu thé sao, dén lam nhitng viéc lat vat ¢ day dé doi lai viéc
hoc tiéng Anh.”

“T6i cho rang minh cé thé lam vay,” ba Ramsay néi, “mdc du suy xét
cho k¥, t6i ludn cam thay thué nguwdi nuwdc ngoai c6 18 khé. Ong x3 toi
thwong cuwdi nhao téi. Nhung di nhién 6ng ay biét nhiéu hon t6i. Toi di du
lich nwéc ngoai khong nhiéu bang 6ng ay.”

“Bay gio ong dy da di roi, phai khong a?” thanh tra hoi.

“Vang — 6ng ay phai di Thuy Pién dau thang 8. Ong 4y 1a kj su xay
dyng. Péng tiéc 1a phai di ngay liic d6 — ciing 1a dau ky nghi hé. Ong &y
rat tot vGi cac con. That sy thich choi tau dién con hon ca hai thang bé nita.
Doi khi cac tuyén duwong, san ga diéu hanh va moi thi di thang qua sanh roi
vao phong khac. That khé tranh khéi nga nhao lén ching.” Ba lac dau.
“Pan 6ng tré con thé do,” ba n6i mot cach khoan dung.

“Ba nghi bao gi¢ 6ng dy mdi tré vé, ba Ramsay?”

“Toi chang bao gio biét dwgc.” Ba thd dai. “Viéc do6 that kha — khé
néi.” Co tiéng run run trong giong noi cua ba.

Colin nhin ba soi mai.

“Chung t6i khong nén lam mat thi gio ctia ba thém nita, ba Ramsay a.”
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Thanh tra Hardcastle ditng day.

“C0 € cac cau bé cua ba sé cho chung t6i xem khu vueon?”

Bill va Ted dang doi trong sanh, nghe ggi y lién nhao vao bén trong ngay
lap ttrc.

“Tat nhién roi,” Bill c6 vé hoi 16i, “vurdon nay khong rong lam dau a.”

Han da c6 doi chut c6 gang nho nhé dé gitt cho vwon nha s6 62,
Wilbraham Crescent dugc twong d6i gon gang, trat tw. Mot bén cé hang rao
hoa thugc dwgc va clic Michaelmas lam ranh gi¢i. R6i t6i m6t bai cé nhd
dugc cat xén hoi 1ém chdm. Cac 16i mon rat can dugc giay cd, cac mo hinh
may bay, sting vii tru va cac vat tiéu biéu khac ctia khoa hoc hién dai nam
rdi rac khap noi, trong c6 vé hoi mon cii, nhéch nhac. Cuéi veon c6 mot
cdy tao vGi nhitng trai mong do trong that thich mat. Ké dé la mot cay Ié.

“DPo6 kia,” Ted chi khodng trong giira cdy tdo va cay 1€, qua dé phia sau
nha c6 Pebmarsh 10 ra that rd rang. “Do6 la nha s6 19, noi xdy ra an mang.”

“Co thé nhin that rd ngdi nha dy, phai khong?” thanh tra héi. “Con 1o
rang hon nita néu nhin ttr ctra s6 trén lau?”

“Pung vay,” thang anh dap. “Gia nht h6m qua bon chdu t trén d6 ngo
ra, c6 1é da nhin thay gi do roi. Nhung ma khong dwgce.”

“Bon chau lic dy dang & trong rap chiéu phim,” thang em néi ro hon.

“Co dau van tay khong a?” Bill héi.

“Cling c6 nhung khong hitu ich lam. H6m qua cdc chau c6 ra vuon
khong?”

“Co chtt a, ra r6i lai vao,” thang anh dap. “Sudt ca budi sang, tuy vay
bon chau chang nghe thay gi, cling chang nhin thay gi ca.”

“Gia nhw bon chau ra vieon budi chiéu, co6 1é da nghe tiéng la hét roi,”
thang em c6 vé dam chiéu suy nghi. “Pa cé nhitng tiéng la hét ghé ron.”

“Cac cau co6 biét, c6 gap cd Pebmarsh, ba chi ng6i nha ay lan nao
khong?”

Hai thang nho nhin nhau réi gat dau.
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“Ba ta bi mu,” Ted néi, “nhung c6 thé di quanh veon ma cha sao ca.
Khéng can phai quo gay hay bat cir thit gi dé buwdc di. Co lan ba da ném tra
bon chau trai banh. Ba ay that ti té khi lam vay.”

“Hom qua cac cau hoan toan khong thay ba ta sao?”

Hai thang nho lac dau.

“Bon chau thuwong khong thay ba dy vao budi sang. Ba ta ludn ra ngoai,”
Bill gidi thich. “Ba thwong ra vieon sau bita xé.”

Colin khao sat duwong ong dan nwdc twdi noéi véi mot voi nuwde trong nha.
N6 chay doc theo 16i mon trong vwon réi dugc dat xuéng & goc vuon gan
cay lé.

“Chua tirng thay cdy 1é ma ciing can twdi nudc,” Colin nhan xét.

“A, viéc ndy...” thing anh c6 vé hoi béi r6i.

“Mat khac, néu treéo 1én cay ay,” Colin nhin céd hai thang nho, bat chgt
cwoi nhan nhd, “hai dita c6 thé 1lay dugc it nwdc that tuyét trong 6ng dé
choi dua véi mot con meo, phai khong nao?”

Ca hai thang nhé vira boi roi 14y chan da séi vira nhin vé moi huwéng khac
chtt khong dam ngd6 Colin.

“Hai dwa da lam vay, phai khong?” Colin hoi.

“A, dau c6 lam ching dau dau a. Pau co6 phai,” Bill lam ra vé dao dic,
“nhw ban na day thun dau a.”

“T6i cho rang c6 lic hai dita van quen dung na cao su.”

“Khong han thé,” Ted dap lai. “Bon chau hau nhw chang ban tring bat c
cai g1.”

“A nay, thinh thoang hai difa c6 vui choi mdt chit véi cai voi nuéce ay,”
Colin noi, “réi sau d6 ba Hemming xuat hién va than phién khéng?”

“Ba ta lic nao ma chang than phién,” thang anh dap.

“Co bao gid chui qua hang rao nha ba dy hay khong?”

“Khong phdi qua luéi kém gai ¢ day dau a,” thang em dap mot cach hé
hénh.
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“Nhung c6 ltuc hai dita chui vao vuon nha ba ta, dang khong? Lam cach
nao ha?”

“Ong c6 thé chui qua hang rdo — vao trong vudn nha cd Pebmarsh. Sau
dé xudi vé bén phai mot chit, 6ng c6 thé day hang rao cay chui vao vuon
nha ba Hemming. O d6, lu6i kém gai c6 mot 16 hong.”

“May khong ngam miéng lai dwgc ha, d6 ngu?” thang anh nat thang em.

“Chac la cac cau da c6 mét cudc di san manh moi nho nho tir ldc xay ra
an mang?” Hardcastle hoi chung.

Hai thang nho dwa mat nhin nhau.

“Khi cac cau di xem phim vé va nghe ké chuyén da xdy ra, t6i dam ca
cac cau da chui qua hang rao vao vwon nha s6 19 va da vui swéng nhin
quanh nhin quat.”

“A...” Bill im bét c6 vé canh giéc.

“Van ludn cé kha nang,” Hardcastle n6i mot cach nghiém tdc, “cac cau
c6 thé tim thdy cai gi ddy ma ching t6i da bo sét. Néu cac cau c6 — 0—
mot bo suru tap, toi sé hét sitc biét on néu cac cau cho t6i xem.”

Thang anh di dén quyét dinh: “bi 14y di, Ted!”

Thang em ngoan ngoan chay di.

“E. rang bon chau chang tim dwgc cai gi thuc sy cé gia tri,” Bill thira
nhan. “Bon chéu chi... chi la gid bo ma th6i.” N6 lo lang nhin Hardcastle.

“T6i hiéu ma,” 6ng thanh tra ndi. “Hau hét cong viéc ctia canh sat déu
nhw thé. That vong rat nhiéu.”

Bill c6 vé yén tam.

Ted da chay trd lai. N6 dwa ra mét cai khan tay do ban duwgc budc that
nat lai, bén trong kéu léng xéng. Hardcastle m& that nit, hai thang nhé
ding & hai bén, roi 6ng trai ra nhitng thit boc trong dé.

Co cai quai roi khéi mot chén tach, mot manh s trang tri hinh liéu rq,
mot cai bay thg né bi gdy, mot cai nia ri sét, mot dong tién, mot cai kep
quan 4o, mot miéng thuy tinh nhé xiu 6ng anh nhiéu mau sac va ntra cay
kéo.

https://thuviensach.vn



“Ca mot 16 mot 16¢ toan nhitng moén tha vi,” thanh tra néi that trang
nghiém.

Ong nhin vé nhiét tinh trén hai gwong mit tré tho ma tdi nghiép, va 6ng
nhdt manh thuy tinh lén.

“T6i lay cai nay. Co thé né c6 kha nang lién quan dén diéu gi day.”

Colin da cam dong tién lén va dang xem xét.

“Khong phdi tiéen Anh,” Ted néi.

“Pung. Khong phai tién cia nuwdc Anh,” Colin noi.

Anh nhin sang Hardcastle. “Chting ta c6 thé 1ay ca cai nay,” anh ggi y.

“Pirng n6i mot 101 nao vé chuyén nay vdi bat ky ai nhé,” Hardcastle noi
theo kiéu cach cua nhitng ké dong muru.

Hai thang bé sung swdng hita sé khong néi gi.
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“Ong Ramsay,” Colin néi véi vé dam chiéu tw ly.

“Ong ta thi sao?”

“Tdi thich ci tén nghe hay hay, chi vay thdi. Ong ta thuwong ra nudc
ngoai — c vira bao xong la di ngay. Ba vo noi ong ta la ky sv xay dung,
nhung hinh nhw chi biét vé 6ng ay c6 vay thoi.”

“Ba ta la mot phu nit rat tuyét,” Hardcastle noi.

“Phai — va khong hanh phtc lam.”

“Mét moi, chi thé thoi. Tré con thuwdng lam cho ta mét moi.”

“To6i nghi con hon vay nita.”

“Chac chan hang ngudi cau mudn tim khong dwgc mang ganh nang gia
dinh mot vo hai con,” Hardcastle ndi vé hoai nghi.

“Ong anh ching bao gid biét dugc dau,” Colin dap. “Ong anh s& ngac
nhién vdi sy nguy trang ctia mdy thang gian diép. Mot ba géa cé cude song
kho khan véi hai diva con nit sé san 1ong chiu chap nhan.”

“T6i c& twong ba ta khéng phdi hang nguwoi dy chit,” Hardcastle ra vé
nghiém nghi.

“T6i khong c6 y noi la song trong toi 16i, 6ng anh than mén cua t6i a. To6i
muon noéi ba ta bang long lam ba Ramsay va tao mot cai nén. Di nhién ong
ay thuong bia chuyén, khong cho biét rd minh 1am cai quai gi. Ong ta dang
choi cdi tro gian diép, titc la cung phe ta. Chi la yéu nuwéc thé thoi.”

Hardcastle lac dau.
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“Cac cau song trong mot thé gidi that la ky, Colin a.”

“Vang, ding 1a vy d6. Ong anh biét khong, tdi nghi roi sé c6 ngay minh
phai rdi bé n6 — nguwoi ta bat dau quén di cai gi 1a cai gi va ai la ai. Phan
ntra s6 ngwoi nay lam viéc cho ca hai bén va sau rét chinh ho cling chang
biét minh that ra thudc vé bén nao nita. Cac chuan muc 16n nhao hét. — A
ma thoi — Chung ta hay ti€p tuc cong viéc.”

“T6t hon hét ching ta nén lam viéc véi nha McNaughton,” Hardcastle
bdo, dirng xe lai trdc nha s6 63. “Vwon nha 6ng nay tiép giap mét chit véi
s6 nha 19 — cling nhu nha Bland.”

“Ong anh biét gi vé nha McNaughton r6i?”

“Khong nhiéu — ho m@i dén day cach nay do mot nam. Mot cap doéi cao
tudi — gido su vé huu, toi tin thé. Ong ay lam vuon.”

Trong khu vuon tredc nha c6 nhitng khém hoa héng, va mot tham hoa
ky phu lam day bén duéi ctra so.

Mot phu nit tré vui twoi mac do khoac c6 hoa van twoi tham mé ctra cho
ho, va héi: “Cac 6ng muén gi? — Gi a?”

Hardcastle Iam bam, “Cu6i cing c6 nguwoi nwéc ngoai giup cho roi,” va
trao danh thiép cho o ta.

“Canh sat,” cd6 gai no6i. Co lui lai chirng vai bwdc, tr6 mat nhin
Hardcastle nhu thé 6ng ta 1a ma quy hién hinh nguoi.

“Ba McNaughton dau?” Hardcastle hoi.

“Ba McNaughton dang ¢ day.”

Co dan ho vao phong khach. Phong nay ng6 ra vieon sau nha, trong vang
chang c6 ai.

“Ba trén lau do6,” co gai tré khong con vui twoi nita néi. Co di ra sanh, cat
tiéng goi, “Ba McNaughton — Ba McNaughton!”

Mot giong ndi tir xa xam vong t6i: “Nghe roi. Co chuyén gi vay, Gretel?”

“Co6 canh sat a — hai 6ng canh sat. Con cho may 6ng vo phong khach
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Nghe loang thoang c6 tiéng chay gdp gap trén lau va tiéng ai d6 néi “Oi,
troi oi. Oi, trdi oi, gi nita day?” bong bénh troi xudng. Réi co tiéng chan
budc 10p cOp va ngay sau do ba chu nha di vao phong véi vé lo au hién 1én
trén khuon mat. Hardcastle suy doan rat nhanh la ba ta thuwong van c6 nét
madt lo au ay.

“Oi, troi 0i,” ba lai néi, “6i, troi oi. Thanh tra — gi day — Hardcastle —
a vang.” Ba ta nhin tam thiép. “Nhung tai sao 6ng mudn gap ching t6i?
Ching to6i cha biét gi ca. T6i mudn néi cé 1€ la vu 4&n mang & day, phai
khong? T6i muén noi, khong phai la dang ky thué bao truyén hinh chit a?”

Thanh tra tran an ba vé diém ay.

“Toan bo vu nay c6 vé qua ky di, phai khong a?” Nét mdt ba twoi tinh
han 1én. “Lai con ngay trudc hay sau gitta tria nita chi¢. Bén dot nhap vao
nha trém cap gio do that la ky quai. PBung lic nguwoi ta thwong & nha.
Nhung ngay nay ngudi ta lai doc thay tin vé nhitng chuyén khung khiép dé.
Toan xdy ra gitta thanh thién bach nhat. Nay nhé, vai ngwoi ban cua ching
toi — ho ra ngoai dé an trwa, va mot chiéc xe tai chuyén chd dé dac nodi that
do lai r6i mot i dan 6ng x6ng vao va khuan ra hét sach do dac 16n bé. Ca
phé déu trong thdy nhung tat nhién ho khong hé nghi c6 gi sai quay ca. Ong
biét khong, qua that to6i c6 nghi t6i chuyén da nghe ai la hét hom qua,
nhung 6ng Angus lai bdo do 1a hai thang bé nha ba Ramsay. Chiing thwong
x0ng vao vuon, gay ra nhirng tiéng on ao nhu tau vii try, 6ng biét do, tén
ltra hay bom nguyeén tir. Poi luc con lam nguoi ta hoang sg nira.”

MGt 1an nita thanh tra lai dwa birc anh ra.

“Ba c06 bao gio gdp nguoi dan 6ng nay chua, ba McNaughton?”

Cht nha nhin bitc anh cham chap nhw ngau nhw nghién.

“T6i gan nhu chac chan da ting gap ong ta. Vang. Vang, to6i hau nhw
chic chin. A, & dau thé nhi? C6 phai d6 1a cai 6ng dén héi téi c6 mudn mua
bd bach khoa tir dién muwdi bon tap hay khong? Hodc c6 phéi dé la ngwoi
dan 6ng ban may hut bui doi mai? Toi cha c6 viéc gi v6i ong ta, nén ong ta
ra ngoai va lam phién chéng téi trong vuon hoa ding trudc. Ong Angus
dang trong mot s6 ci nghé, 6ng biét do, va khong muén cong viéc bi gian
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doan, con 6ng kia lai cit néi hoai néi mai vé tdc dung cia mén hang. Ong
biét cai may chay lén chay xuéng cac birc man ra sao, lam sach cac bac
thém tredc ctra, cac bac thang, cac tdm dém va ca téng vé sinh mua xuan
nita. Moi thit, ong ta ndi, tuyét doi du moi thit. Thé roi chong t6i chi ngudc
nhin 6ng ta va bao, ‘N6 c6 trong duwgc cu nghé khong?’ Phdi néi la toi
khong nin cuwdi dugc vi cau do, n6 khién 6ng ta giat lui lai r6i bé di mot
mach.”

“Va ba thuc si nghi do la ngudi dan ong trong bitrc anh nay?”

“A khong, that tinh tdi khong nghi thé, vi d6 1a mot nguoi dan ong tré
hon nhiéu, bay gio t6i méi nghi ra. Nhung du sao di nita t6i van nghi minh
tirng thay khuén mat nay truedc day roi. Vang, cang nhin t6i cang chac chan
ong ta da dén day va maoi to6i mua cai gi dé.”

“Co 1é 1a mua bao hiém?”

“Khong, khong, khong phai bao hiém. Chong t6i tham gia da moi loai
hinh d6. Ching t6i dwgc bdo hiém day da vé moi mat. Khong phai thé.
Nhung du sao di nita—vang, cang nhin tam anh...”

Hardcastle kém hing thu v6i chuyén nay hon ong twong. Tuw cai kho
kinh nghiém ctia minh, 6ng cho ba McNaughton la mot phu nit thuwong hay
bon chon lo lang vi bi kich dong khi trong thay ai do lién can t§i &n mang.
Cang nhin tdm hinh lau hon, ba ta cang chac chan minh c6 thé nhé ra ai doé
giong hét nhu vay.

Ong thé dai.

“Ong 4y da lai mot chiéc xe tai, t6i tin 1a thé,” ba McNaughton tiép tuc.
“Nhung toi trong thdy 6ng ta chinh xac lic nao thi téi khong nhé dugc.
Mot xe ban banh mi, t6i nghi vay.”

“H6m qua ba khong gap ong dy, phai khong ba McNaughton?”

Mat ba chta nha hoi chung xudng. Ba vu6t ngwgc mé téc phat pho kha
bac mau ra khoi tran.

“Khong. Khong, khong phdi hom qua. it ra la...” ba tam ding lai. “Toi
khong nghi thé.” Ro6i ba twoi tinh hon mot chat. “Cé 1é chong toi sé nhg
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“Ong ay c6 & nha khong?”

“Oi, 6ng dy O ngoai vuon.” Ba chi tay qua cta s6, mot ngudi dan dng co
tudi dang day mot cai xe cut kit doc theo 16i mon.

“Pé ching toi sé ra ngoai va néi chuyén vai 6ng ay.”

“Vang. Xin di 16i nay!”

Ba dan duong di qua mot ctra héng va vao trong vieon. Ong McNaughton
dang mo hoi mo ké dam dia.

“Quy Ong day tir co quan canh sat dén, Angus a,” vg 6ng ta néi nhw
muon hut hoi. “Pén vi vu &n mang bén nha c6 Pebmarsh. C6 mot bitc anh
ho chup ngudi chét. Anh biét khong, em chac chan da gap 6ng ta ¢ dau dé.
Khoéng phai ngudi dé phai khong, cai 6ng da dén tuan trwdc va hoi chiing
minh c6 m6n dé c6 nao mudn ban khong d6?”

“Xem nao,” ong chong néi. “Cit cam no cho to6i xem di, dwgc khong?”
ong bao Hardcastle. “Tay t6i dinh nhiéu dat qua khong thé dung vao bat ct
thi gi.”

Ong ta nhin so qua roi nhan xét, “Ca doi t6i chwa bao gi® gip thang cha
nay.”

“Léang giéng cua 6ng bao t6i la 6ng rat say mé lam vuwon,” thanh tra ndi.

“Ai bdo ong thé — khong phdai 6ng Ramsay chi?”

“Khong phai. La ong Bland néi.”

Angus McNaughton khit mii.

“Ong Bland cha biét 1am vwon nghia 1a gi. Uom trong cy con, dng ta
chi lam c6 thé th6i. C¥ trong xen vao thu hdi dwong, phong I va cic
Lobeli ngoai ria. Cai ma t6i goi la Iam viron chang phai thé. Thé thi song
trong cong vién di cho roi. Ong thanh tra c6 quan tdm dén cac cdy bui chit
nao khong a? Tat nhién bay gid khong phai thdi gian thich hgp trong nam,
nhuwng t6i c6 mot vai cay bui ¢ day sé khién ong ngac nhién vi t6i c6 thé
trong duwgce. Nhitng cay bui ma nguoi ta bao chi phat trién t6t @ Devon va
Cornwall ma thoi.”
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“T6i e minh khong thé phat biéu gi véi mot nha lam vuon dang hanh
nghé,” Hardcastle ndi.

McNaughton nhin 6ng ta y nhv mot hoa si nhin ai d6 n6i minh khong
biét gi vé my thuat nhwng lai rat r6 minh thich cai gi.

“T6i e rang phdi dé cap dén mot dé tai rat kém thu vi,” Hardcastle néi.

“T4t nhién réi. Vu viéc nay hom qua. T6i dang & ngoai vwon, ong biét
day, khi chuyén dé xay ra.”

“That thé sao?”

“A, tdi mudn néi téi dang & day lic c6 gai thét 1én.”

“Ong da lam gi?”

“A,” dng cht nha dap khé ling ting, “t6i cha lam gi ca. Qua that toi cif
twong do la may thang cu trdi danh nha Ramsay dy. Lic nao ciing kéu la
thét 1ac va gay o6n ao.”

“Nhung chac chan tiéng thét nay khong dén tir hwéng d6?”

“Thi ding la khong, néu nhw hai thang cu troi danh kia van con & trong
vuon nha ching. Nhung chiing thuwong khong nhw thé, 6ng biét d6. Ching
chui qua hang rao va bo gidu nha nguwoi ta. Ching dudi bat 1ii méo khon
kho nha ba Hemming khap noi. Cha c6 ai kiém ché ching c4, rac roi la @
d6. Me ching thi mém yéu nhw sén ay.”

“Ong Ramsay ra nwdc ngoai rat nhiéu, toi nghe néi thé.”

“K¥ st xay dung, hinh nhe vay,” McNaughton n6i cé6 vé mo ho khong
chac lam. “Ludn bo di dau d6. Cac dap nudc, 6ng biét ma. Téi mudn néi
nhitng cong viéc c6 lién quan téi xay dung dap nuwdc, hodc cac dudong ong
dan dau khi hay céi gi dai loai nhw thé. Thyc sy tdi khong biét r5. Ong ay
phai di Thuy Pién cach day mot thang, vira bao la di ngay. Thé 1a bo lai me
hai thang cu véi rat nhiéu viéc phai lam — ndu an va viéc nha va diéu do
— a —-tat nhién la hai thang nhoc tré nén hoang da. Chang phai ching huw
don, xin 6ng lwu y cho, nhung ching can cé ky luat.”

“Chinh 6ng khong thay bat cit diéu gi — t6i mu6n noi la ngoai viéc nghe
thay tiéng thét? A nay, nghe thay liic nao thé nhi?”
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“Khong biét. T6i luén cdi dong ho deo tay trwdc khi ra day. Ba dé voi
nwdc lam wét né hom no, nén sau dé phai mat cong dem di stta. Em o1, ldc
d6é may gio vay em? Em nghe thay, phai khong?”

“Co 1€ 1a hai gio rudi — it nhat nita gio sau khi chiing toi an trwa xong.”

“T6i hiéu. Ong ba thudng dung bita trva liic may gio?”

“M0ot gio rudi,” ong McNaughton dap, “néu ching t6i gap may. Co gai
nguwoi Dan Mach giip viéc cho ching t6i vo y vo t, chang chiu xem gio
xem giac gi ca.”

“Va sau do — ong ba c6 thuwong ngu trva khong?”

“Thinh thodng thoi. HOm nay t6i da khong nga. T6i muon tiép tuc cong
viéc dang lam d@. T6i dang don dep nhiéu thit, cho thém vao déng phan
tron. Thé thoi.”

“That tuyét voi, mot dong phan tron,” thanh tra Hardcastle néi véi thai
do nghiém tuc.

Ong McNaughton twoi tinh 1én ngay 1ap tic: “Tuyét d6i ding. Cha c6 gi
bang phan tron ca. A! S6 ngwoi toi da lam doi y cling nhiéu. Cit dung toan
la phan hoa hoc! Ty sat! Dé téi cho 6ng xem nhé!”

Ong ta hang hai cam tay Hardcastle 16i di, va vira ddy cai xe ctt kit vira
di doc theo 161 mon tdi tan ngoai ria hang rao phan cach vuedn nha 6ng vdi
vuon nha s6 19. Pugc nhitng khom tir dinh hwong che gidu, dong phan tron
da bi doi cho. Nha lam vuwon day xe cit kit t6i mot cai lan nhé bén canh.
Bén trong lan nhitng cong cu dugc xép dat that ngan nap.

“Ong gin giit moi thit that sach s& gon gh# nhi,” Hardcastle nhan xét.

“Phai cham s6c d6 nghé ctia minh chit,” McNaughton ndi.

Thanh tra dam chiéu nhin sang nha s6 19. Bén kia hang rao la mot gian
hoa hong dan t6i tan sat hong nha.

“Ong khong trong thdy ai & trong vuom nha sd 19 hay nhin ra ctra s6
hodc bét ci diéu gi nhu thé Iic 6ng dang & bén dong phan tron ctia minh?”

McNaughton lac dau.

“Hoan toan khong thay gi ca. Rat tiéc khong giup dugc o6ng, thanh tra a.”
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“Anh biét khong, Angus,” vg 6ng n6i. “Em tin minh c6 thdy mot béng
dang 1én It 1an tranh trong khu vieon ay.”

“Anh khong nghi em da thdy dau, em a,” chong ba té ra kién quyét.
“Anh cling chang thay.”

Khi da trd ra va 1én xe roi, Hardcastle lau bau: “Nguoi dan ba ay cit noi
la da thdy moi chuyén.”

“Ong anh khong nghi ba ta nhan ra ngudi trong tim anh hay sao?”

Thanh tra lac dau. “T6i nghi ngd diéu ay. Ba ta chi muén nghi la da thay
han. T6i biét nhan chitng cai kiéu nay qua ma. Khi t6i budc ba ta phai xac
nhan, ba ta khong thé ké lai ro rang ranh mach, ding khong?”

“Pung vay.”

“Di nhién ba ta c6 thé ng6i doi dién vGi han trén xe buyt, hay cai gi day.
To6i dé cho cau nghi thé. Nhuwng néu cau hdi t6i, thi ddy la lan 16n mdng va
thyc. Cau nghi sao?”

“T0i cling nghi y nhu vay.”

“Chung ta chang dat dwgc gi,” thanh tra thd dai. “Di nhién cé nhitng diéu
dwong nhw ky qudi. Chang han, hau nhw khong thé nao ba Hemming —
dau c6 cham cham lii méo dén mitc nao di nita — lai biét qua it vé nguoi
lang giéng Pebmarsh ctia minh. Va con nita, chuyén gi ba ta ciing khong
chdc chan va chang quan tdm dén an mang.”

“Ba dy la hang phu ni* hiéu biét lo0 mo r6i.”

“Ngo nghéch!” Hardcastle noi. “Khi cau gap mot mu dan ba ngd nghéch
— 3, hoa hoan, trdom cwép va an mang dién ra xung quanh ho, nhung ho
chang thém dé y dén.”

“Ba dy dwoc tat ca nhitng Iwéi kém gai che chan that k¥, va bui cay thoi
nit hoang Victoria ay ngan tré khong cho ta mé rong tam nhin.”

Ho vé t6i don canh sat. Hardcastle toét miéng cuwdi vdi ban va noi: “Nay,
trung si Lamb, bay gi0 toi c6 thé dé cau théi lam nhiém vu.”

“Khong con viéng tham nha ai nita sao?”
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“Khong phai ngay bay gio. T6i con phdi dén mdt nha nita, nhung toi
khong dinh ru cau di cung.”

“A, cam on 6ng anh veé budi sang nay. C6 thé cho ddnh may céc ghi chép
cta to6i hay khong?” Colin trao tap gidy. “Ong anh néi ngady mét sé& 1a budi
so tham chinh thitc, phdi khong? May gio ha?”

“Muoi mot gio.”

“Puoc, toi sé quay lai dé tham du.”

“Cau sé di dau dé u?”

“Mai t6i phai di London dé cap nhat bao cao.”

“T6i c6 thé doan cau di gap ai r6i.”

“Ong anh khong doan duoc dau.”

Hardcastle cu0i toe toét.

“Nhan gitp vGi ong trai gia dy toi yéu ong ay lam!”

“Cling c6 thé toi sé di gdap mot chuyén gia,” Colin néi.

“Chuyén gia a? Dé lam gi? Cau c6 gi khong 6n sao?”

“Khong c6 gi hét — trir cam gidc u am ndng né. To6i khong mudn ndi ra
loai chuyén gia d6 dau. Mot ngudi cung chién tuyén vdi 6ng anh.”

“Scotland Yard a?”

“Khong phai. Mot tham tt tt—ban cta ba t0i, va cling la ban cta toi. Vu
viéc quai dan nay cua 6ng anh sé dén tai 6ng ay ngay thoi, 6ng ay sé yéu
thich n6 — sé lam cho 6ng phan chén lén. T6i nghi 6ng dy can phan chan
léen.”

“Ong ta tén gi?”

“Hercule Poirot.”

“T6i c6 nghe néi vé 6ng ay. Cit twdng ong dy chét roi chir.”

“Chua chét. Nhung t6i c6 cam giac 6ng buon chan lam. Nhw vay con té
hai hon.”

Hardcastle to mo nhin Colin.

“Cau la mot anh chang ky khoi. Co nhitng nguoi ban that la doi.”

“Bao gom ca ong anh nita,” Colin cuoi toe.

https://thuviensach.vn



12

Sau khi cho Colin di roi, thanh tra Hardcastle nhin dia chi dwgc viét ro nét
trong quyén so ctia minh va gat dau. Sau d6 ong dut quyén so tr@ vao trong
tii va bat dau giai quyét nhitng van dé thwong nhat da chat thanh dong trén
ban giay.

V6i dng dé 1a mot ngdy ban ron. Ong bao ngudi di 1dy ca phé va
sandwich, nhan cac bao cdo cuda trung si Cray— chang c6 chi ddu hitu ich
nao xuat hién ca. Chang c6 ai & nha ga xe Itra hay xe buyt nhan dién dwgc
bitc dnh ctia 6ng Curry. Cac bao cdo ctia phong thi nghiém vé y phuc thém
vao mot con sd khong. B6 com-1€é ctia 0ng ta do mdt thg may lanh nghé lam
nén, nhung nhan hiéu tiém may da bi g& bo. Phai chang 6ng Curry c6 tinh
muon gidu tén? Hay d6 1a mong muon cua ké giét ong. Cac chi tiét nha
khoa da duwgc chuyén tdi bo phan thich hgp va cé 1€ 1a nhitng chi dau hitu
ich nhat — can it thoi gian — nhwng cudi cung dat duwoc két qua. Tat nhién
trv treong hgp ong Curry la ngwoi nwéc ngoai? Thanh tra xem xét gia
thuyét d6. C6 thé cé kha nang nguwdoi chét la ngwoi Phap — tuy nhién y
phuc cta ong ta ré rang khong phai cua Phap.

Chang c6 nhan hiéu tiém gidt ti nao dé gidp ich cho viéc diéu tra. Thanh
tra khong hé nan chi. Nhan dang la mot viéc thuwong cham chap, nhung cudi
cung ludn luon 10i ra ai d6. Mot chu tiém giat i, nha si, bac si, mot ba cha
nha tro. Anh ngudi chét sé dugc chuyén t6i cac don canh sét, sé dugc dang
lai trén cac nhat bao. S6Gm mudn gi roi cling biét dwgc nhan than chinh xac
cua ong Curry.
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Trong khi chd dgi con cé lam viéc khac phai lam, khong phai chi c6 vu
an Curry nay. Hardcastle lam viéc khong nghi gidi lao mai tGi nam gio ruoi.
Ong nhin dong ho deo tay va quyét dinh di dén ding ldc phai goi ct dién
thoai 6ng muon goi.

Theo bao cao cua trung si Cray thi Sheila Webb da tré lai Phong
Cavendish. Lic nam gio c6 sé lam viéc su6t véi Gido s Purdy & Khach
san Curlew va khong thé nao roi khéi do, mai rat 1au sau sau gio mdi dugc
Ve.

bé xem lai tén ba di la gi? Lawton — ba Lawton. S6 14, duong
Palmerston. Thay vi di xe canh sat, 6ng di bd trén quang duong ngan.

Palmerston la mot con dwdng u &m ma, ngwoi ta noéi, tirng noi tiéng vai
nhitng ngay thang tot dep hon. Thanh tra Iwu y nha ctta da dwgc chinh trang
chu yéu thanh cac can ho va nha nho. Khi 6ng ré ¢ goc duong, mét co6 gai
di trén lé tGi gan 6ng véi vé ngan ngtt. Trong dau dang ban ron, thanh tra
thodng cé y nghi c6 gai dinh héi minh duwong dén noi nao d6. Tuy nhién,
néu 1a vay, hin co géi da d6i y va lai tiép tuc di ngang qua 6ng. Ong thic
mac chang hiéu vi sao y twdng vé doi giay lai dot ngot ndy ra trong dau
ong. Boi giay... Khong, mot chiéc giay. Gwong mat co gai 6ng thay hoi
quen quen. La ai vdy nhi — mot nguwdi nao dé 6ng mdi gap gan day... Co
1€ c0 ta da nhan ra ong va dinh noi vdi ong chang?

Ong ditng mot lat, quay lai nhin theo c6. Gio ddy cd dang budc rat
nhanh. Rac r6i la & cho, 6ng nghi, c6 ta c6 mot guwong mat mo mo ho ho rat
kho6 nhan ra trtv phi cé6 mot ly do dac biét nao dé dé lam nhw vay. D6i mat
mau xanh lo, lan da dep, cai miéng hoi hé ma. Cai mieng. Ciling goi nhd
mot dieu gi do. Mot diéu gi do cd ta da lam véi cai miéng cta c6? Noi
chuyén? Thoa son méi? Khong phai. Ong cam thdy hoi buc bdi véi chinh
minh. Hardcastle lu6n lay lam ti hao vé kha nang nhan ra cac guwong mat.
Ong hay n6i minh khong bao gi®& quén mot ban miit titng thy & vanh méng
ngua hay trén buc nhan chitng, nhung dau sao con cé nhitng noi giao tiép
khac. Chang han, 6ng khong tai nao nhé ra moi nit tiép vién tirng phuc vu
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ban cho minh. Ong khong nhé hét cac co 14i xe buyt, 6ng xua van dé dy ra
khoi dau minh.

Gio day ong da t6i nha so6 14. Canh ctta khép ho va c6 bon nit bam
chudng bén duéi cé ghi tén. Ba Lawton, ong thdy ba & trong mot can hd
tang trét, ong budc vao va bam chudng trén ctra bén trai sanh. Vai phit sau
md&i dugc dap lai. Cudi cung 6ng nghe c6 tiéng chan buwdc & bén trong, roi
ctta dwgc mé ra bdi mot nguwdi dan ba cao gay véi mai toc den rdi bu, mac
ao khoac lam viéc va cé vé nhw bi hut hoi. Mui hanh phang phat bay t6i twr
mot huwdng hién nhién la nha bép.

“Ba Lawton phai khong a?”

“Vang?” Ba ng6 Hardcastle vdi vé ngd vyc va hoi byc minh.

Ong nghi ba ta chitng bén muoi 1dm tudi, vé bé ngoai c6 gi dé hoi giong
giong nguoi di-gan lvu linh lac dia.

“Co6 chuyén gi thé?”

“T6i rat han hanh néu ba c6 thé danh cho t6i doi chut thoi gian.”

“A, vé chuyén gi vay? Luc ndy thi t6i dang kha ban.” Ba néi thém, giong
gay git, “Ong khong phai phéng vién chii?”

“Di nhién la khong ro6i,” giong diéu ctia Hardcastle ra vé than tinh. “Chac
dam phong vién da lam phién ba nhiéu lam a.”

“Pung thé. Ctt g6 ctta, bAm chudng r6i héi téi da thi cau vé va vé van.”

“T6i biét la rat bue boi. Udc gi cé thé chia sé vdi ba tat cd chuyén ay, ba
Lawton a. Tién thé xin thwa v&i ba t6i 1a Thanh tra Hardcastle, phu trach vu
an ma dam phong vién da qudy ray ba. Gia nhw c6 thé, han ching t6i sé dep
di rat nhiéu, nhung ching t6i chang c6 quyén han vé chuyén do, ba biét
ddy. Bao chi c6 quyeén cta ho.”

“T6i tw gia lam phién ngudi ta nhw ho thwong lam that dang ho then. C&
lay c@ la phai c6 tin titc cho cong chiing. Diéu duy nhat toi thay la tin tirc
ho dang bao toan la mot mdé toan nhirng thit ldo toét tir dau téi cudi. Cho tGi
nay nhuw t6i dwogc biét, bdt cir chuyén gi ho cling xao ndu lai ca. Nhung moi
ong vao nha da!”
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Ba lui lai. Thanh tra budc qua ngudng ctra va ba dong lai. C6 hai 1a thw
roi trén tdm tham. Cht nha cui t6i trede dinh lwgm 1én, nhung thanh tra da
lich sy chan trwdc ba ta. Mat 6ng lwét qua ching trong niva gidy khi trao
cho ba, wu tien xem cac dia chi.

“Céam on ong.”

Ba dat chung 1én cai ban trong sanh.

“Moi 6ng vao phong khach, dwoc khong a? It ra 1a — 6ng di vao cai cira
nay va xin cho toi mot lat thoi. Cai gi dé dang soi sung suc.”

Ba rit lui that nhanh vao nha bép. Thanh tra Hardcastle than trong nhin
mot lan chot may 14 thw dé trén cai ban trong sanh. Mot 14 giti cho ba
Lawton va hai 14 khac gti cho c6 R.S.Webb. Ong buwéc vao cin phong duoc
chi dinh. D6 1a mot can phong nhé kha btra bon, bay bién dé dac toi tan
nhung dé day trung bay mot cai den chiéu sang nhiéu mau va nhitng do vat
la thwong. M6t céi ly thuy tinh Venice pha nhiéu mau sac va hinh thu trttu
twgng trong that hap dan, co 1é dat tién, hai tdm dém nhung mau twoi tham
va mot dia 16n bang dat nung can nhitng vo so kiéu nuwdc ngoai. Ca di lan
chau déu c6 nét doc dao, 6ng ngh.

Chu nha quay tr¢ lai, con hut hoi hon truéc.

“Bay gio sé on ca thoi,” ba noi c6 vé khong may chac chan.

Mot lan nita thanh tra té ra an han.

“Xin 16i vi da dén nha ba vao mot gio gidc khong thuan tién, nhwng t6i
tinh cd di qua day, va mudn xac minh thém vai diém nita vé sy viéc ma
chau gai ba that khong may da dinh liu vao. Hy vong c6 ay khong phai trai
qua nhitng thoi khac t6i té nhat, phdi thé khéng? Chac han ddy 1a mot cua
sOc nang né vai bat ky co gai nao.”

“Vang, qua dung thé a,” ba Lawton noéi. “Sheila tré vé trong mot tinh
trang kinh khung. Nhung sang nay n6 da binh thwong va di lam tré lai.”

“A phai, toi biét diéu dy,” thanh tra n6i. “Nhung t6i duoc biét cd dy da ra
ngoai lam viéc cho mot khach hang ¢ dau day va t6i chang muo6n lam gian
doan mot cong viéc nhu thé nén t6i nghi sé tot hon néu dén day noi chuyén
v&i c6 ay ¢ nha riéng. Nhung c6 ay chua vé, phai thé khong?”
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“Co 1€ t6i nay n6é vé kha muon. Pang lam cho mot gido su tén Purdy va
theo 101 n6 noi thi 6ng dy cha bao gio c6 y niém vé thdi gian. Lic nao cling
néi ‘viéc nay sé mat khong hon mwdi phit nita nén téi nghi ching ta cling
c6 thé lam cho xong’ va roi di nhién mat gan ca bon mwoi lam phut. Tuy
nhién, 6ng ta la ngwoi rat ti té€ va rat phuc thién. Mot vai lan 6ng dy da co
moi né & lai dung bita t6i, va cd vé hét sirc ai ngai vi da gitt n6 lai qua lau
ma chang hé nhan ra. Tuy thé doi khi cling kha byc minh. Cé chuyén gi toi
c6 thé ké cho ong nghe khong, 6ng thanh tra? Trong treong hop con bé vé
qua tré.”

“A, khong hin,” thanh tra mim cudi ddp. “Di nhién hém no chiing téi chi
ghi nhan nhitng chi tiét so sai thoi, va téi thyc sy khong chac minh nam
nhitng chi tiét &y c6 ding khong.” Ong lai xem qua quyén s6 ctia minh mot
lan nita. “Pé t6i xem nao! Co Sheila Webb — ddy c6 phadi la tén day da hay
co dy con c6 tén thanh khac? Chuing t6i phai nam that chinh xac, ba biét
ddy, dé lap ho so & budi so tham.”

“Bubi so tham la vao ngay kia, phai khong a? N6 da nhan dugc thong
bao phai dén dw.”

“Phai, nhung ¢6 ay khong nén dé chuyén do6 lam c6 lo lang. Chi can ké
lai chuyén minh da phat hién cai xac nhw thé nao thoi.”

“Cac 6ng van chwra biét ngwoi dan 6ng do la ai sao?”

“Chua. T6i e rang md&i may ngay dau th6i nén chwa biét dwgc. Trong tai
ong ta c6 mot tdm danh thi€p, nén ban dau ching t6i twédng ong ta la nhan
vién bao hiém kiéu nao day. Nhung bay gid dwong nhw cé nhiéu kha nang
ai d6 da dwa tdm thiép cho 6ng ta. Cé lé 6ng ta dw dinh mua bado hiém cho
chinh minh.”

“A, t6i hiéu roi,” ba Lawton c6 vé ho hirng.

“Bay gio t6i chi can ndam cho ding nhitng cai tén. Toi nghi minh da ghi
la c6 Sheila Webb hay c6 Sheila R. Webb. T6i cha nhé ra cai tén kia. Co
phéi Rosalie khong?”

“Rosemary,” chu nha dap. “Rosemary Sheila nhung Sheila lic nao cling
nghi cai tén Rosemary qua ky khdi nén chang bao gio dung cai tén nao
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khac ngoai Sheila.”

“T6i hiéu r6i,” giong diéu ong thanh tra khong hé 16 vé vui mirng vi mot
trong cac linh cdm ctia 6ng da thanh sy that. Ong chi ¥ dén mot diém nita.
Cai tén Rosemary chang hé lam cho ba Lawton lo lang. Ddi véi ba,
Rosemary don gian chi la mot tén thanh ma chau ba cha chiu dung thaoi.

“T6i da ghi dugc ngay r6i day,” thanh tra mim cuwdi. “Toi dwgc biét chau
gai ba tr London dén va da lam viéc cho Phong Cavendish khodng chirng
muoi thang nay roi. Chac ba khong ré ngay thang chinh xac?”

“A, diing vay, t6i khong thé nhé dugc. La lic nao d6 vao thang mudi
mot nam ngodi. Chac la gan cu6i thang mwoi mot.”

“Han thé. That sy khong thanh van dé. Co dy khong séng vdi ba & day
trede khi xin dugc viéc lam ¢ Phong Cavendish?”

“Khong. Trudc do no6 séng & London.”

“Ba c06 dia chi cua c6 ay ¢ London khong?”

“A, t6i dé & dau day ne,” ba ng6 xung quanh minh véi vé mit 1o ngo cta
nguwoi quen song bira bon. “Tri nhé cua toi kém lam. Céi gi d6 nhu la
Allington Grove, toi nghi la cach xa Fulham. N6 & chung mot can ho vai
hai dita con géi khac. Nhitng can phong gia dat kinh khung ¢ London danh
cho bon con gai.”

“Ba c6 nhd tén cong ty co dy lam viéc ¢ day khong?”

“A, c6 chit. Hopgood va Trent. Mot cong ty bat dong san trén dwong
Fulham.”

“Cam on ba. A, tat ca c6 vé rat ro rang roi. CoO Webb la tré mo c6i, co
diang khong?”

“Pung,” ba Lawton dap. Ba cwa qudy cé vé khong thodi mai. Mat ba lo
dang nhin ra phia ctta phong. “Ong cam phién cho tdi tré vao nha bép dugc
khong?”

“Di nhién ro6i.”

Ong mé cira cho ba ta. Ba di ra. Ong ty héi minh ding hay sai khi nghi
rang cau héi vira roi ctia 6ng cach nao dé da khién ba baoi r6i. Cho t6i lic dy
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cau tra 1oi cua ba dugc thot ra mot cach hét sitc san sang va dé dang, 6ng
suy nghi vé diéu do cho tGi khi ba Lawton quay trd lai.

“T6i rat xin 16i,” ba n6i vGi vé dy ndy, “nhung 6ng biét ndu an la thé nao
roi ddy. Bay gio moi thit déu hoan toan 6n théa roi. Con diéu gi khac 6ng
muén héi tdi khdng? A nay, toi nhé lai khong phai 1a Allington Grove. D6
la Carrington Grove va so nhala 17.”

“Cam on ba. T6i nghi minh vira héi ba cé phédi c6 Webb la tré mo6 coi
khong.”

“Vang, né mo c6i. B6 me n6 da mat roi.”

“Cach day da 1au roi a?”

“Ho mat khi n6é con bé.”

Co6 thé nhan thay vé coi thuwong trong giong diéu ctia ba ta.

“C0 4y la con cta chi ba, hay ctia anh ba?”

“Chi t6i.”

“A vang. Va 6ng Webb lam nghé gi?”

Ba Lawton tam dirng mot chat truedce khi tra 10i. Ba dang can méi. Sau do
ba néi, “T6i khong biét.”

“Ba khong biét u?”

“T'6i muon noi la khéng nhd, cach day da qua lau r6i.” Thanh tra chd doi
vi biét ba sé ndi tiép. Qua that ba néi tiép.

“Xin cho t6i héi toan bd chuyén nay c6 lién quan gi dén vu dy — toi
muon noi bd me no la ai, b6 né lam gi, tir dau dén va bat ct chuyén gi nhw
thé, c6 gi quan trong chi?”

“T6i cho rang that ra thi khong quan trong, ba Lawton a, khong quan
trong theo quan diém cta ba. Nhuwng ba thay day, hoan canh that kha bat
thuong.”

“Ong bao hoan canh bat thuwong 1a y gi?”

“A, ching ti c6 ly do dé tin ring c6 Webb da dén ngdi nha &y hém qua
vi dugc dac biét yéu cau dich danh & Phong Cavendish. Vi thé cé vé nhuv ai
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ddy da co tinh sap dat dé co dy dén ddy. Ai day co 1é...” dng ngan ngwr “...
c6 ac cam vdi co ay.”

“To6i khong thé twdng twong ai d6 lai ac cam vdi Sheila. N6 la mot dira
con gai rat diu dang. Mot diva con gai hién lanh tot bung va than thién.”

“Phai,” thanh tra n6i that nha nhan. “Chinh t6i cling tirng nghi thé day.”

“Va toi cha thich nghe ai c6 y noi ngugc lai,” ba ta noi vé khiéu khich.

“Chinh x4c.” Hardcastle tiép tuc mim cuwdi dé gidng hoa. “Nhwng ba phai
nhan ra, ba Lawton a, c6 vé nhw ai day da co tinh lam cho chéau gai ba tré
thanh nan nhan. C6 ay bi dwa vao hién treong, nhu phim anh thwong noi. Ai
ddy da sap dat dé c6 vao mot ngoi nha cé nguwoi chét, va ngudi do chi vira
md&i chét thdi. Xem ra bé mat ctia sy viéc nay la mét chuyén hiém ac.”

“Ong muén n6i — dng mudn néi ai d6 dang cd 1am cho c6 vé nhw Sheila
da giét chét ong kia? O khong dau, to6i khong thé tin chuyén dy.”

“Kho tin that,” thanh tra dong y, “nhung chiing t6i phai hoan toan chac
chdn va lam sang té van dé. Chang han khong chitng c6 mdt thanh nién, ai
ddy co 1€ da phai long chau gai ba, va chau gai ba c6 1& da khong hé dé mat
dén cau ta? Bon con trai doi lic van lam nhitng viéc tra thu cay doc, nhat la
khi da mat binh tinh.”

“To6i khong nghi chuyén la nhuw vay,” ba Lawton nhiu mat cau may ra
chiéu dam chiéu suy nghi va nhan nhé. “Sheila c6 quen mot vai thang,
nhung khong cé gi nghiém trong. Khong c6 dita nao kién tri deo dudi bat
c kiéu nao ca.”

“Biét dau chuyén xdy ra trong thoi gian c6 dy séng ¢ London?” thanh tra
goi y. “Dau sao, to6i khong cho rang ba biét nhiéu vé chuyén c6 Webb c6
nhitng ban bé nao ¢ day.”

“Khong, khong, c6 18 1a khong... A, chuyén d6 6ng phai dich than héi
nd, thanh tra Hardcastle. Con t6i thi chwa bao gio nghe cé chuyén rac réi
nao.”

“Hay c6 thé la mot co gai khac,” thanh tra lai goi y. “C6 1€ mot c6 gai
song chung phong & day da ghen vd&i Sheila.”
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“T6i nghi c6 thé c6 mbt diva con gai mudn choi xau,” ba Lawton noéi vé
ngo vuc. “Nhung khong lién quan téi chuyén giét ngwoi, chac chan nhw
vay.”

D6 1a mot danh gid sac sdo va thanh tra lvu y ba Lawton tuyét nhién
khong phai ngudi kho khao. Ong néi that nhanh: “T6i biét toan b chuyén
nay nghe c6 vé dit khoat khong thé nao xdy ra, nhung néu thé thi toan bo
vu viéc ay cling dit khoat khong thé xdy ra.”

“Chac phai c6 ké dién khung nao dé,” ba chti nha nhan xét.

“Ngay ca treong hgp dién ro ciling c6 mot 1y do ro rét dang sau sy dién ro
ay, ba biét ddy,” Hardcastle noi. “Cai gi day xui khién né xdy ra. Va thuyc
sw,” ong noi tiép, “chinh vi vay t6i méi hoi ba vé b me cta Sheila Webb.
Ba sé ngac nhién khi biét nhitng dong co pham t6i c6 goc ré trong qua khi
thwong xuyén ndy sinh dén thé nao. Vi bd me ctia c6 Webb da mat lic c6
con rat bé, di nhién c6 dy chang thé cho t6i biét bat cit chuyén gi vé ho.
Chinh vi thé t6i mdi hoi ba day.”

“Vang, toi hiéu, nhung ma —a...”

Thanh tra dé y thay giong ba ta trd lai béi ri va khong chic chdn. Ong
héi: “Cé phai ho bi giét chét cing mot lic trong mot tai nan, hay dai loai
nhu thé?”

“Khong, khong co tai nan gi ca.”

“Thé ca hai déu mat vi nhitng ly do ty nhién hay sao?”

“T6i — a vang, toi mudn no6i — that ra téi khong ro.”

“Chac han ba phai biét nhiéu hon mot chit so véi nhitng gi ba vira néi
v0i toi, ba Lawton a.” Ong doan liéu mot cau. “Co 18 ho da ly di — dai loai
thé?”

“Khong, ho khong ly di.”

“Nao nao, ba Lawton. Ba biét—ba phai biét chi ba chét vi chuyén gi
chi?”

“Tdi khong hiéu chuyén gi — Y ciia tdi 1a t6i khong thé néi — réat khé.
C khoi lai chuyén nay chuyén no. T6t hon hét ditng c6 khoi ggi lai nita.”
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Co6 mot nét boi roi tuyét vong trong cai li€c nhin cuda ba ta.

Thanh tra nhin ba soi méi. R6i 6ng néi mot cach nhe nhang: “Co 1€
Sheila Webb la con ngoai gia thu?”

Ong 14p ttc trong thay mot ndi kinh s¢ pha 14n vé nhe nhdm hién 1én trén
guong madt ba ta.

“No khong phai con t6i,” ba noi.

“Co phdi c6 ay la con ngoai gia thu cta chi ba?”

“Phai, nhung n6 khong biét chuyén dé. To6i chia bao gio cho né biét. Toi
néi vGi n6 bé me né da chét lic con tré. B&i thé cho nén — a, 6ng hiéu réi
do...”

“0, vang, toi hiéu,” thanh tra néi, “va téi cam doan v&i ba trtv phi co gi
xdy dén trong chuyén an dac biét nay, t6i khong can thiét thdm véan co
Webb vé dé tai nay.”

“Ong muén néi khong can cho no biét sao?”

“Khong can, trtt phi cé lién quan dén vu an. Nhung t6i can biét tat cd
nhitng sy kién ma ba biét, ba Lawton a, va toi cam doan vGi ba sé lam hét
sttc minh dé gitr bi mat nhitng gi ba ndi vdi t6i, hoan toan chi cé hai ching
ta biét ma thoi.”

“Chuyén xay ra khong hay ho gi,” ba Lawton noéi, “va toi rat dau buon vi
no, co thé ndi véi ong nhw vay. Chi téi van luon la mot ngwoi tai gioi trong
gia dinh. Chi la gido vién giéi. Rat dugc kinh trong va moi chuyén khac
nita. Ngwoi cudi cung nguoi ta nghi sé...”

“A,” thanh tra néi rat khéo, “van thudng xdy ra nhv thé ddy. Ba ay da
quen vGi ngwoi dan 6ng nay — ong Webb nay...”

“Ngay ca tén anh ta la gi toi cling khong biét. Toi chwa tirng gdp anh ta.
Nhung chi ay tdi gap toi va ké chuyén da xdy ra. Chi sap c6 mét diva con
nhung nguoi dan ong lai khong thé, hay khong mudn — t6i khong biét nita
— anh ta khong chiu cwéi. Chi dy la ngudi c6 nhiéu hoai bao, va diéu dé cé
nghia la phai bé viéc néu chuyén bai 19. Vi vay 1é duwong nhién t6i — toi da
noi la sé giap.”
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“Hiéen gio chi ba ¢ dau, ba Lawton?”

“T6i khong biét gi ca. Hoan toan khong biét gi cd.” Ba ta nhan manbh.

“Dau sao ba dy van con song chi?”

“Chac la vay.”

“Ba da khong duy tri lién lac véi ba dy sao?”

“La do chi &y muon vay. Chi dy nghi sé t6t hon cho dita bé lan chi ay néu
hoan toan cat ditt quan hé. Vi vay moi su da dugc dinh doat theo cach do.
Ca hai chi em t6i déu c6 mot khoan thu nhap nhé do me ching to6i dé lai.
Chi Ann giao phan dugc chia déi ctia chi cho t6i dé lo nudi day con bé. Con
chi thi tiép tuc hanh nghé, chi néi vay, nhung sé chuyén treong. Cé nguoi
da nghi, toi tin thé, chi dy da trao d6i mét nién khéa v6i mot gido vién &
nudc ngoai. Nuwdc Uc hay dau dé. Tat ca nhitng gi tdi dugce biét chi o thé,
thanh tra Hardcastle a, va la tat ca nhitng gi t6i c6 thé ké cho 6ng nghe.”

Ong nhin ba ta c¢6 vé nghi ngoi. C6 that d6 1a tit ca nhitng gi ba ta biét?
MGt cau héi kho tra 101, rat khé. Chac chan do 1a tat ca nhitng gi ba ta muon
ké cho 6ng nghe. Cling c6 thé dé la tat ca nhitng gi ba ta biét. Tuy két qua
situ tra vé ba chi con so sai, Hardcastle van c6 an twgng vé mot ca tinh
manh mé, chua cay, gian dit cia nguwdi nay. Dang phu nit quyét khong dé
minh tan doi vi mot sai lam. Mot cach kién dinh lanh lung, ba ta da chuan
bi day du dé nu6i day va c6 thé con lo cho hanh phic ctia con minh nita. Tw
dé trd di ba tw cat diit dé 1énh dénh phiéu bat, bat dau lai mot cudc song tuy
y minh.

Ong nghi, sao ba ta cAm thdy nhw thé vé dita con thi cé thé hidu dugc,
nhung con em gai ba thi sao? 6ng n6i mot cach nhe nhang: “Ba ay da
khong gitr lién lac t6i thiéu véi ba qua thu tr cling ky that, bo khong muon
biét diva bé phat trién thé nao hay sao?”

Ba Lawton lac dau.

“Khong dau, gia nhr 6ng c6 quen biét chi Ann thi sé r6. Chi ay lic nao
cling rat dit khoat khi quyét dinh mot viéc gi. Va t6i véi chi ay khong than
thiét 1am. T6i nho tudi hon chi dy rat nhiéu — muwoi hai tudi. Nhw téi noéi
do, ching t6i chwra bao gid than véi nhau lam.”
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“Con chong ba thi nghi gi vé viéc nhan nudi nay?”

“Luc do t6i da ¢ goa. Toi 1dy chong lic con tré va chong t6i chét trong
chién tranh. Thoi gian dy t6i trong coi mot ctra hang banh keo.”

“Téat ca chuyén nay xdy ra ¢ dau thé? Khong phai & Crowdean nay?”

“Khong phdi. Thoi gian do chiing t6i song & Lincolnshire. T6i da dén
day mot lan vao ky nghi he, va t6i thich qua chirng nén da ban ctra hang roi
don t6i song & day. Veé sau, khi Sheila tdi tudi di hoc, t6i xin vao lam &
Roscoe va West, ctta hang ban vai 1én noi nay. T6i van con lam viéc & dé.
Ho la nhitng ngudi rat vui tinh.”

“A, xin cam on ba rat nhiéu, ba Lawton,” Hardcastle ditng ddy, “vi da
thanh that ké cho t6i biét chuyén.”

“Ong s& khong néi mot 15i ndo véi Sheila chi?”

“Khong dau, triv phi viéc ay trd nén can thiét, va chi xdy ra néu mot so
hoan canh tr qua khit té ra c6 dinh liu v&i &n mang & nha s6 19, Wilbraham
Crescent. Va diéu dy t6i nghi khong thé nao xay ra ca.” Ong it trong tii ra
btrc 4anh ma 6ng da dwa cho qua nhiéu nguwdi xem, roi chia né cho ba
Lawton xem. “Ba c6 biét ngudi dan 6ng nay la ai khong?”

“Nguoi ta da dua cho t6i xem roi.” Ba Lawton cam 14y bitc anh, sam soi
mot cach sot sang.

“Khong. T6i chac chan, hoan toan chac chan, trudc gio toi chwa hé gap
nguwoi nay. Toi khong nght ong ta la nguoi ¢ day hay nhé da ting gap ¢ dau
d6. Di nhién...” ba nhin that k. Ngirng lai mot 14t, r6i ba n6i thém, kha bat
ngd: “Ong ndy trong c6 vé 1a ngudi tir t&, t6i nghi vay. Mot quy ong, phai
n6i nhv thé. Ong nghi sao?”

Do 1a kiéu noéi da 16i thai theo kinh nghiém ctia 6ng thanh tra, thé nhing
lai roi ra mot cach ty nhién tw doi moi cua ba chu nha. ‘Bugc nuoi day &
thon qué,” 6ng nghi. ‘Ho van quen nghi vé chuyén nay chuyén no cai kiéu
ay.” Ong tw ngo lai birc anh, trim ngdm suy nghi vé6i ddi chit ngac nhién vi
da khong nghi vé ngudi chét theo kiéu do. C6 phéi ong ta la ngudi tw té?
Thanh tra van luon nghi diéu ngwgc lai. Cho la nhw thé c6 1€ vi vo thitc,
hodc bi anh hwéng bai sw kién ngwdi dan 6ng c6 mot danh thiép trong tai
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mang mot cai tén va mot dia chi hién nhién la sai. Nhung 16i 6ng da giai
thich v6i ba Lawton ngay bay gio c6 thé la diung. Cé thé tam thiép do tiéu
biéu cho mét nhan vién bao hiém gia mao da ép nguwoi chét nhan tam thiép.
Va, ong nghi mot cach guong gao, diéu do thuc sy khién cho toan bo s
viéc cang thém kho khan.

Ong lai liéc nhin dong hd deo tay.

“T6i khong nén tach ba khoi viéc nau nwéng lau hon nita,” éng noi, “bai
vi chau gai ba van chwa vé dén nha.”

Téi lwgt ba Lawton nhin dong ho dé trén bé 10 swdi. ‘Chi c6 mot chiéc
dong ho trong phong nay, ta on trgi!’ thanh tra tham nghi.

”Vang, no6 vé tré,” ba nhan xét. “That dang ngac nhién. Edna khong doi
cling t6t dé chi.”

Thay vé mat Hardcastle hoi ngo ngac, ba gidi thich: “La mdt dita con gai
¢ s& lam. T6i nay né téi day dé gap Sheila va da chd mot chit xiu nhung
mot 1at sau né no6i khong thé chd 1au hon nita. N6 cé hen vé6i ai d6. N6 néi
thoi dé ngay mai hay la khi khac.”

Trong dau thanh tra bitng sang 1én. C6 gai da di ngang qua 6ng ngoai
dwong! Gio day ong da biét vi sao c6 ta khién 6ng nghi t&i nhitng chiéc
giay. Puang roi. Chinh la c6 géi da tiép 6ng ¢ Phong Cavendish va la co gai
lic 6ng ra vé dang cam lén mot chiéc giay véi cai gét nhon da bi stt ra, va
da roi tri vi xtii quay nén ban chuyén lam sao di vé nha nhw thé. Mat kiéu
phu nit khé ta vi khong cé dac diém gi, ong nhd lai, khong hap dan lam,
luon mut mot thit keo nao dé khi noi chuyén. Co6 da nhan ra ong khi di
ngang qua trén phé du 6ng khéng nhan ra c6. Co6 cling da ngan ngt do du
nhu thé dinh néi v6i dng. Ong ty héi kha vu vo, khong biét c6 mudn noéi gi.
Phéi chang c6 mudn giai thich vi sao t6i nha Sheila Webb hay c6 twéng o6ng
mong cd néi diéu gi d6? Ong hoi: “Co phai c6 dy 1a mot ngwdi ban than ctia
chau ba khong?”

“A, khong c6 gi dac biét,” ba Lawton dap. “T6i mudn néi bon nd lam
chung s& thoi, nhung con bé ay kha khu kho. Khong sang da lam, né va
Sheila khéng phai ban dac biét gi. Thuc té 1a tdi da thac mac khong hiéu tai
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sao tOi nay n6 lai muon gap Sheila vay. N6 néi khong hiéu néi chuyén gi dé
va muon héi Sheila.”

“Co dy khong cho ba biét 1a chuyén gi sao?”

“Khong, né bao dé né néi chuyén dé véi con bé, va khong cé gi quan
trong.”

“Téi hiéu. A, t6i phai di day.”

“That la qua,” ba Lawton noi, “sao Sheila khong goi dién thoai. N6
thurong van goi néu veé tré, vi doi khi 6ng gido st moi né & lai dung bita toi.
A, phai r6i, tdi nghi né sé vé ngay bay gio day. Cé nhiéu xe buyt doi khi
nodi dudi nhau, va Khach san Curlew rat tién duwong dé tdi pho di bo
Esplanade. Khong c6 gi—khéng nhan gi a—ong c6 muoén dé lai 16i nhan
cho Sheila khong?”

“Toi nghi la khong,” thanh tra dap.

Khi di ra 6ng héi, “A ndy, ai di chon tén thdnh cho chau gai ba,
Rosemary va Sheila? Chi ba hay chinh ba?”

“Sheila la téen me chung t6i. Rosemary do chi t6i chon. Chon lya gi ky
cuc that! Lap di. Nhung ma chi t6i khéng hé 1ap di hay da cdm chut nao.”

“Vang, chuc ba ngu ngon nhé, ba Lawton.”

Khi tir 16i vao cong ré ra pho, thanh tra nghi: “Rosemary — Hum...
Rosemary dé twong nhg. H6i twdng lang man? Hay la cai gi d6 hoan toan
khac?”
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13

Loi ké cua Colin Lamb

To6i di bo ngwoc 1én phia trén dwong Charing Cross roi ré vao mot mé cung
gom nhitng con dwong ngoan ngoéo uén lwgn gitta dwong New Oxford va
Vuon hoa Covent. Bu thit ctta hang khong ngo t6i dang kinh doanh & do,
nhitng ctra hang c6 kinh, mot bénh vién danh cho bap bé, nhitng do6i giay
mua balé, nhitng tiém ban cac mén dn ngon nwdc ngoai.

Toi cwdng lai sy quyén ri cua bénh vién btp bé vdi nhiéu cap mat thuy
tinh mau xanh va nau khac nhau, r6i cudi cung ciing dén dwgc muc tiéu cta
minh. D6 1a mot hiéu sach nho nhéch nhac trong mot dwong hém khong xa
Vién Bdo tang Anh Quéc. C6 nhitng khay sach thong thuwong bén ngoai.
Tiéu thuyét xwa, sach gido khoa cti, sach linh tinh du loai, ddn nhan 3d.,
6d., Is., tham chi mot s6 sach cua quy toc duge dong bia tham chi van con
nguyén ven.

T6i buwdc xéo qua ngudng ctra. Can phai di xéo qua vi sach duwgc tam xép
dat trén hanh lang t* ngoai duong vao ngay mot va dung vao nguoi cang
nhiéu hon. Bén trong ré rang la sach lam chu cita hiéu chit chang con cach
mo td nao khac. Sach lan tran va chiém hitu moi trudng séng, sinh so6i ndy
nd, nhan 1én gap bodi va rdo rang thiéu sy bao tay kiém ché ching lai.
Khoang cach giita cac ké sach qua chat hep nén phai khé khan lam lam méi
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quan ly n6i. Cé hang dong sach chém ché ngy trén khap cac ké, cling y nhw
thé trén khap cac ban.

Ngbi trén cai ghé dau trong mot goc bi sach bao vay la 6ng gia doi mi
chém tron, cong vanh, véi b6 mat by bén bet giong y mot con ca da don
thit. Ong c6 cai dang vé cta ké da tir bd mot cudc dau tranh khong can sitc.
Ong da tht 1am cha nhitng quyén sach, nhung hién nhién ching da thanh
cong trong viéc 1am cha 6ng ta. Ong 1a mot kiéu Vua Canute cta thé gi6i
sach, rut lui tredc nhitng quyén sach ao at tién 1én nhuw thuy triéu dang. Néu
ong ra lénh cho ching rut lui, chac chan trong con tuyét vong ching sé
ching chiu 1am nhu thé. D6 1a 6ng Solomon, cha hiéu sach. Ong nhan ra
t0i, cai nhin cham chdp nhw con ca diu xudng trong chdéc lat va 6ng gat dau.

“Chuyeén nganh cua t6i c6 gi khong?” toi hoi.

“Ong phai 1én trén 4y ma xem, 6ng Lamb a. Van rong bién va cac thit
chir gi?”

“Pung thé.”

“A, ong biét ching & dau rdi d6. Hai duwong hoc, héa thach, chdu Nam
cwc — tang hai. To6i vira c6 mot géi sach méi hém kia. Pa bat dau mé ra
roi nhung chwa xem k. Ong c6 thé tim thay ching & mot goc trén dy.”

T6i gat dau roi di xién di xéo lan budc tdi cho cai cau thang kha op ep va
do ban dan Ién lau ¢ dang sau ctta hiéu. Trén tang mét la My nghé Dong
phuong, cac sach my thuat, y hoc va tdc pham c6 dién Phap. Trong phong
nay c6 mot goc nho che man kha tha vi ma cong chung noéi chung khong
biét dén nhuwng cac chuyén gia c6 thé hiéu dwgce, noi cac tap sach goi la ‘ky
di’ hay ‘ky la’ chiém ché. T6i di ngang qua ching va l1én tang hai.

O day cac sach khao c6, lich st ty nhién va céc tap sach kha kinh khac
duwgc sap xép phan loai khong théa dang lam. T6i luon lach qua céac sinh
vién, cac dai td da cé tubi va nha tu hanh, vong qua géc ctia mét ké sach,
buwdc qua nhiéu géi sach khac nhau dang ha hdc miéng trén san nha va thay
con duwong tién budc xa hon ctia minh bi chan ngang bdi hai sinh vién
thudc hai gidgi tinh trai nguwgc dang lac 10ng gitta coi tran doi trong vong tay
om nhau xa neo.
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Ho ditng d6, cit xang xé qua qua lai lai mai. T6i néi: “Xin thi 16i,” kién
quyét day ho sang mdt bén, vén tdm man che kin mot canh civa 1én va rut
nhe tr trong tdi ra mot chiéc chia khoéa, tra vao 6 khoa réi budc qua. That
phi ly, t6i thdy minh dang & trong mot kiéu tién sanh cé nhitng birc twong
son mau keo déu dan, treo nhitng birc anh cac giong bo trén cao nguyén, va
mot canh ctra trén do treo cai bua go ctva bong loang.

Toi de dat go nhe, va ctta dwgc mé ra bdi mot phu nit da co tudi véi mai
toc hoa ram, cap mat kinh kiéu dac biét c6 xwa, mac cai vdy mau den va
kha bat ngo, ba ta khoac mét cai do trong dau cé soc mau xanh bac ha.

“Cau day a?” ba ta hoi, khong cé bat c¢ hinh thitc chao héi nao khac.
“Ong 4y méi hoi cdu hom qua day théi. Ong dy khong hai long.” Ba lic
dau nhin t6i, gan giéng mot nit gia sw c6 tudi co 1€ da lam nhw vay v6i mot
dita bé khién ba ta that vong. “Cau phai c6 lam t6t hon nh4,” ba bao.

“Oi thoi di, va oi,” toi dap.

“Nay, ding c6 goi t6i la vi nay vi no nha! Thé la vo6 1é day. Toi da bao
cau roi co ma.”

“DP6 1a 16i cua ba. Ba khong nén néi véi toi nhu thé t6i la mot thang nhoc

»

con.

“Thoi gian qua cau da trudng thanh ré6i. Cau nén vao trong lam cho xong
viéc di.”

Ba an cai nut kéu vo ve roi nhac dién thoai dé trén ban gidy lén va noi:
“Cau Colin... Vang, to6i dang cho cau dy vao day.” Ba dat may xuodng roi
gat dau vdi toi.

To6i di qua canh ctta cu6i phong sang mot phong khac mit mu khéi xi ga
t@i noi rat kho nhin thay bat c thi gi.

Sau khi cdp mat cay xé cta toi sang té trd lai, t6i méGi thdy dugc nhitng
phan co thé phi nhiéu cua sép t6i dang ngoi dwa ngtra trén mot cai ghé gia
c6i nhéch nhac, canh tay vin ctia n6 la mot ban gidy c6 dé xoay dé doc hay
viét.

Dai td Beck g& cdp mat kinh ra, day sang mot bén cai ban doc c6 mot
quyén sach to twédng bén trén va ngo t6i vé that vong.
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“Cu0i cung la cau day u?”

“Vang, thwa sép.”

“Cé dugc gi khong?”

“Khong, thwa sép.”

“Thoi dugc, cha sao cd, Colin a, cau biét roi hir? Cha sao. Bung la cac
vang trang khuyét that roi!”

“T6i van con suy nghi,” t6i ma@ dau.

“Pugc. Cau van con suy nghi. Nhung ching t6i chang thé chd mai trong
lic cau van dang suy nghi.”

“T6i xin thira nhan dé chi la linh cam ma tho6i.”

“Thé cling chang hai gi,” dai ta Beck noi.

Ong ta 1a m6t ngwdi mau thuan.

“Nhirng viéc tot nhat t6i tirng lam la linh cadm. Cé diéu linh cdm nay cta
cau dwong nhw cha di dén dau. Két thic vdi cac quan nhau roi chii?”

“Vang, thua sép. Nhw da noi véi sép, téi bat dau véi cac trang lwdi liém.
Nhitng can nha xay theo kiéu trang Iwdi liém la diéu t6i mudn néi.”

“Chac cau khong c6 y muoén néi dén cac ctra hang ban banh mi c6 nhitng
6 banh mi tron kiéu Phép, du sao cling nghi dén diéu ay di nha, chang c6 ly
do gi lai khong nghi thé. Mot s6 civa hang dé lam nguwoi ta tuyét doi ca tin,
ctt twdng ho sdn xuat loai banh mi sitng trau cta Phap, day thuc ra khong
phai cia Phap. Ngay nay nhw v&i moi thyc pham khac, ngudi ta cho dong
lanh hét. Chinh vi thé ma bay gi¢ cha cé cai gi c6 mui vi ra lam sao ca.”

Toi cho xem Ong trai gia 4y c6 ma@ rong chua dé nay hay khong. D6 la chu
de ong wa thich nhat. Nhung thay t6i dang mong dgi 6ng lam nhu thé, dai
ta Beck kim lai.

“Di loanh quanh vay da chwa?” ong hach hoi.

“Sap r6i. T6i con phai di mot quang ngan nita thoi.”

“Cau con muodn c6 thém thoi gian nita w?”

“T6i mudn co6 thém thoi gian, ding vay,” t6i dap. “Nhung ltic nay thi toi
khong mudn doi di noi khac. Ba c6 mot sy trung hop va cé thé — chi la co
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thé théi — c6 y nghia gi do.”

“Pirng dong dai nira! Hay cho toi biét cac sy kién!”

“DP0i twgng diéu tra 1a Wilbraham Crescent.”

“Va cau chang tim thay gi! Hay la c6?”

“T6i khong chac.”

“Noi 1o di, noi ro di, cau bé!”

“Trung hgp & cho c6 mot nguwoi dan ong bi sat hai & Wilbraham
Crescent.”

“Ai bi sat hai?”

“Chua biét la ai. Trong tii c6 mot tam thiép dé tén va dia chi nhung déu
la gia ca.”

“Hirm. Phai r6i. C6 goi y day. Da két hon chwa?”

“Chuyén do t6i khong biét duoc, thwa sép, nhung ma cling vay thai. ..

“Tdi biét, toi biét. Ciing vay thoi... A, cu dén dé lam gi? Dé xin phép
tiép tuc suc sao Wilbraham Crescent — cai noi nghe buén cuwoi dy ¢ dau
thé?”

“Noi do goi la Crowdean. Cach Portlebury muoi dam.”

“Phai, phai. Mot noi rat tot. Nhwng cau dén day lam gi? Cau thuong
khong xin phép ma. Cau van lam kiéu wong budng cua riéng minh, ding
khong?

“Pung vay, thwa sép, t6i e la vay.”

“A, roi sao nita?”

“Co6 hai nguoi toi muon swu tra ky.”

Vi mot tiéng thé dai dai ta Beck kéo cai ban doc trd vé vi tri cii, lay tw
trong tdi do ra mot chiéc but bi, théi vao né réi nhin toi.

“Gl nao?”

“Ng6i nha goi la Diana Lodge. Buing ra la s6 20, Wilbraham Crescent.
Nguoi dan ba goi la ba Hemming va chirtng muwdi tdm con meéo séng & do.”

“Diana a? Hirm,” dai td Beck noéi. “Ni* than Mat Trang. Diana Lodge.
Pung. Ba ta lam gi, cai ba Hemming ay?”
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“Khong gi hét. Ba ta chi cham cham vao bay méo ctia minh thoi.”

“Vé boc tuyét hdo, t6i dam noi thé day,” dai ta danh gia. “Chac chan c6
thé thé. Chi thé thoi sao?”

“Con nita a. Mot ngwoi dan 6ng tén la Ramsay. S6ng & s6 62, Wilbraham
Crescent. Nghe noi la ky sv xay dung, la gi cling vay thoi. Ra nuwdc ngoai
rat nhiéu.”

“T6i thich cai tén nghe hay ho nay. T6i thich 1am day. Cau muén biét vé
anh ta, phai khong? buogc.”

“Ong ay c6 mot ba vg. Mot ba vo cuc ky tr t& va hai thing nhéc con
qudy pha.”

“A, anh ta c6 thé c6 vo con chit,” dai t4 Beck néi. “Chuyén nhuv thé da
duwgc biét dén roi. Cau nhé Pendleton chit? Han ciing ¢6 vg con. V@ han rat
tir té. MOt nguwdi dan ba ngu dan nhat toi tirng gap phai. Chi ta cha biét gi
vé viéc thang chong khong phai la ké buén sach phwong Bong dang kinh.
Nghi dén diéu ay di nhé, bay gio to6i nhd ra Pendleton c6 mét cd vg nguoi
DPitc va hai dita con gai. Han con c6 mot c6 vg & Thuy Si nita. Toi cha biét
may nguoi vo cda han la gi — la nhitng m6i quan hé riéng tv qua mitc cia
hin hay vé boc cho hin. T4t nhién hin sé& néi day 1a nguy trang. A, du sao
cau cling muon biét vé Ramsay. Con gi nita khng?”

“T6i khong chac. Cé mot cap vg chong & nha sé 63. Gido su vé huu. Tén
McNaughton. Ngudi Scotland. Pa c6 tudi. Danh thoi gian cia minh dé lam
vuon. Khéng c6 1y do dé nghi 6ng ta va vg khéng on... nhung...”

“Pugc. Chung toi sé kiém tra. S€ soat ho qua hé thong dé biét chac. Ma
nay, tat ca nhitng nguwdoi nay la sao day?”

“Nha ctia nhitng ngudi nay déu c6 vwon lién ké hay tiép gidp véi vuon
nha xady ra an mang.”

“Nghe giong tadc pham cta ngwoi Phéap,” Beck néi. “Xac cua chu t6i &
dau? Trong vwon nha anh ho cta thim t6i. Vay con chinh nha s6 19 thi
sao?”

“MG6t ba mu, ting 1a gido vién, song ¢ do. Hién ba lam cho mot hoc vién
danh cho nguoi khiém thi va da dugc canh sat dia phwong diéu tra rat ky
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16i.”

“Song mot minh a?”

“Vang.”

“Va cdu co y kién gi vé tat ca nhitng nguoi kia?”

“Y kién cua toi 13,” t6i néi, “néu bat ¢ ai trong nhitng ngwdi nady pham
t0i giét ngwdi ¢ bat c¥ nha nao trong nhitng nha ma t6i da dé cap vai ong,
mac du mao hiém nhuwng chuyén cai xac vao trong nha sé 19 vao mét thoi
diém thich hgp trong ngay la hoan toan dé dang. B6 la mot kha nang, chi
c6 vay thoi. Va c6 mot diéu td6i mudn trinh cho sép xem. Cdi nay day.”

Dai td cam ldy dong tién kim loai dinh dat t6i chia ra cho 6ng.

“Tién Tiép Khac. Cau tim thay & dau thé?”

“Khong phai t6i. Ma n6 da dugc tim thdy trong virdn sau nha s6 19.”

“Tha vi that. ROt cudc cau co6 thé c6 cai gi day dé kién tri xac dinh vé
nhitng vang tring khuyét va tring tron roi.” Ong néi thém véi vé dim
chiéu, “C6 mot quan nhau tén la Trang Lén & duwong ké bén con duwdong nay.
Sao cau khong di thir van may ctia minh & day?”

“T6i da tdi do roi.”

“Lic nao cau cling ¢6 san cau tra 1oi, phai khong?” dai ta Beck néi. “Huit
mot diéu xi ga nha!”

T6i lac dau. “Cam on sép—hom nay khong c6 thoi gian.”

“Quay vé Crowdean a?”

“Vang. C6 mot budi so tham phai tham duy a.”

“Cai do thi chi 1a tha tuc thoi. Chac chan khong phaéi cau dang deo dudi
c6 gdi nao d6é & Crowdean day chi?”

“Chac chan khong phai,” t6i dap coc 1oc.

Bat ngd ong dai ta bat cudi khic khich.

“Coi chtrng vap nga day, cau bé cua t6i! Tinh duc ngang cai dau xau xi
cta no 1én nhv thwong 1€ roi. Cau quen co6 ta bao 1au r6i?”

“Khong c6 c6 nao hét — t6i mudn noi... a, cd gai da phat hién cai xac.”

“Co0 dy da lam gi khi phat hién cai xac?”
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“La hét.”

“Cling rat tuyét day,” dai ta nhan xét. “Co dy da lao vao ngudi cau, khoc
trén vai cau roi ké cau nghe chuyén ay. Phai thé khong?”

“T6i khong biét sép dang ndi gi,” toi lanh lung dap lai. “Hay xem qua
may cai nay!”

T6i dwa cho 6ng xap hinh canh sat da chup va tuyén chon.

“Ai day?” dai ta gang hoi.

“Nguoi chét.”

“Ca muoi an mot la co6 gai ma cau qua si tinh da giét nguwdi nay. Vai toi
toan bd cau chuyén nghe c6 vé rat am mudi.”

“Sép con chira nghe ké chuyén ma. T6i van chwa ké cho sép nghe.”

“T6i cha can nghe ké,” dai ta vung vay diéu xi ga. “Thoi, di ma dy budi
so tham cua cau di, cau bé cua toi, va tim cho ra c6 gai ay nha! Co ta tén la
Diana, Artemis hay tén gi day lién quan dén trang khuyét hay anh trang?”

“Khong, khong phai vay.”

“A, hiy nhé 1a c6 thé day!”
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14

Loi ké cua Colin Lamb

Lau lam r6i t6i khong dén tham Khu nha Whitehaven.

Cach ddy may nam day la m6t cao O0c ndi tri vGi nhitng can ho hién dai.
Bay gio c6 thém nhiéu chung cuw khac bé thé hon va tham chi con hién dai
hon 4p sat hai bén hong no6. Bén trong t6i dé y gan day mdi dwoc tan trang.
N6 da dugc son lai mau vang va xanh la cay nhat.

T6i vao thang mdy 1én lau roi bam chu6ng can ho s6 203. Anh nguwoi hau
khong ché vao dau dugc tén la George md ctra cho t6i. Mot nu cwdoi chao
mung hién ra trén khudn mat anh ta.

“Ong Colin! Pa 1au chiing t6i khong thdy 6ng t6i day.”

“Phai, toi biét roi. Anh khée khong, George?”

“T6i van khde. Rat cam on 6ng da hoi tham.”

To6i ha giong. “Con 0ng ay thi sao?”

George cling ha giong mac du diéu ay gan nhu khong can thiét vi né da
duwgc diéu chinh theo mot quy tac hét sitc than trong kin dao ngay tir dau
cudc tro chuyén cua chung toi.

“T6i nghi, thwa 6ng, thinh thodng 6ng hoi bi chan nan.”

Toi gat dau vé thong cam.

“Xin 6ng di 16i nay,” anh ta d& lay cai mii cda toi.
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“Xin vui long bao c6 toi la Colin Lamb t6i!”

“Hay lam, thwa 6ng.” Anh mé& mot canh ctra va noi véi giong ro rang,
“Ong Colin Lamb can gip, thwa 6ng.”

Anh lui lai dé tdi di qua, va tdi buéc vao trong phong. Ong ban Hercule
Poirot cta t6i dang ngoi nhu thuong 1€ trong cai ghé banh vudng vitc rong
16n trwedc 10 swdi. Toi dé y mot thanh cta ngon Iiva dién hinh chit nhat da do
rec 1én. Pau thang 9, thoi tiét &m 4p, nhung Poirot 1a mot trong nhitng
nguoi dau tién cam nhan cdi gia lanh cia mua thu, va canh giac véi né. Hai
bén nguoi ong la nhitng chong sach x€ép gon gang trén san nha. Trén cai
ban bén phai cé nhitng quyén sach dung ditng. Trén tay phai 6ng la mét cai
tach dang boc hoi. Nuéc thudce sac, tdoi nghi vay. Poirot rat mé thudc sac va
thwong giuc t6i uéng. Ching c6 mui vi gay buén nén va hang nong khong
ngi noi.

“Pirng ditng 1én,” t6i néi, nhung Poirot di ditng day. Ong tién vé phia toi
trén doi chan mang giay da hang hiéu bong loang, hai tay giang ra.

“Ha ha, a ra la cau, cau day roi, ban cua to6i oi! Anh ban tré Colin cta t6i.
Nhung sao cdu lai ty xwng cai tén Lamb vay? Dé tdi nghi xem nao! Co mot
cau tuc ngl* hay cham ngon. Cai gi day noi vé clru gia gia dang ctru non.
Khéng phai. Pay la n6i vé cac quy ba son son cd lam cho vé bé ngoai tré
hon tu6i that. Khong ap dung cho cau. Ha ha, t6i biét roi. Cau la so6i doi 16t
ctru. C6 phai thé khéng?”

“Khong phai vay dau,” toi dap. “Chi la trong chuyén nganh cong tac cta
minh, chau nghi cai tén ctia chau gan nhw la mét cai 16i, dinh liu qua nhiéu
vGi cha chau. Do d6é mdi c6 cai tén Lamb. Ngan gon, don gian, dé nhg. Ty
tang boc minh, thi phai noi 1a hgp vdi ca tinh cta chau.”

“Vay thi t6i khong dam chac,” Poirot n6i. “Con 6ng ban tot cda t6i la bo
cau thi thé nao roi?”

“Ong cu van khoe a,” t6i dap. “Rat ban ron véi nhiing cay thuc quy —
hay dé6 1a hoa ctic? Mua vu qua di qua nhanh nén chau khéng nhé néi lic
nay dang trong hoa gi nita.”

“Thé ra 6ng dy van ban ron vdi nghé lam vuon w?”

https://thuviensach.vn



“Hinh nhw cudi cing moi nguwdi déu dén véi nghé do,” toi dap.

“T6i thi khong,” Hercule Poirot néi. “Mot lan trong bi ng6, ding thé —
nhung khong bao gid trong nita. Néu muodn cé hoa dep nhat, sao khong ra
hang hoa? T6i twdng ngai thwong cdp tai ba sap viét hoi ky cta ong ay
chi.”

“Ong da bat dau viét,” t6i néi, “nhung lai thdy viét nhiéu qua thé nao
cling bi lang quén, vi vay cudi cung ong di dén két luan rang nhitng diéu
dwa vao sé qua nhat nhéo khong chiu néi, nén khong dang viét ra.”

“Phai than trong thoi, ding thé. That khong may, vi b6 cau c6 thé ké mot
so chuyén rat thu vi. T6i rat nguwong mo ong dy. Van luon thé. Cau biét day,
cac phwong phap ctia 6ng déi véi toi rat thd vi. Ong ay rat don gian. Ong
thwong st dung nhitng diéu ro6 ranh ranh ma trwéc dé chwa ai dung dén.
Ong thudng gidng bay, cai by rat 16 lidu va nhitng ké 6ng muén bét sé& noi
'L0 lieu qua. Khong thé la that’ va thé la ching roi vao bay!”

Toi cudi. “A, doi nay khong c6 cai mét con trai than phuc cha chiing dau
a. Hau hét ching n6 dwong nhw thudng ngoi xudng, cam ngoi but doc dia
ctia chiing, nhé tat ca nhitng chuyén ban thiu c6 thé nhé duwgc va viét ra, rd
rang rat hai long thoa da. Con riéng ca nhan chau lai vo cung kinh trong
ong gia minh. Chau hy vong cling duwgc tai giéi nhw 6ng. Khong han la
chuyén nganh cta 6ng, tat nhién roi.”

“Nhung c6 lién quan ma,” Poirot n6i. “Cé lién quan mat thiét mac du cau
phéi 1am viéc ding sau hau truong theo cach ma 6ng ay khong lam.” Ong
hing hang ho kiéu &ng bién. “T6i nghi phai chic mirng cau vi gan day da
dat dugc thanh cong kha ngoan muc. Khong phai thé sao? Vu Larkin ay.”

“Vu d6 t6i nay da on réi. Nhwng van con rat nhiéu diéu chau muén lam
10, chi dé khép lai mdt cach théa dang thoéi. Tuy nhién khong phéi vi
chuyén d6 ma chau t6i day dau.”

“Di nhién 1a khong, di nhién 1a khéng 16i,” Poirot néi. Ong vy tay bao
toi di t&i mot cai ghé roi maoi tdi udng thudc sac. Tai tir choi ngay tic thi.

George di vao that ding ltic véi mot binh c6 thon dung rwegu whisky, mot
cai ly va mot ong hut, dat sat cui cho toi.
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“Dao nay bac dang lam gi?” t6i hoi Poirot.

Liéc nhin cad dong sach du loai quanh ong t6i lai hoi: “Trong cé vé bac
dang lam mot cudc nghién citu nho nho thi phai?”

Poirot thé dai. “Cau goi nhu thé cling dwgc. Phai, ching 1a vay. Gan day
toi cdm thay rat can nghién ctu mdt van dé. Toi tw nhua van de dy la gi
khong quan trong. Nhu Sherlock Holmes tai ba, c6 chiéu sau nhu rau mui
tdy dam bo. Quan trong la c6 mot van dé can tim hiéu. Toi khong can tap
luyén co bap ma can tap luyén cac té bao nao.”

“Chi la chuyén duy tri tap luyén ma thoi. Chau hiéu r6i.”

“Pung nhu cau noéi.” Ong thé dai. “Nhung van dé 13, mon cher, giai
quyét dugc thi khong phai dé dang qua dau. Qua that thit nam vira roi c6
mot van dé nan gidi vdi toi. C6 ba mau vo cam kho xudt hién mot cach vo
1y & cho céi gia moc 6. Sao chiing lai dén day? Sao chung lai c6 thé dén day
chit? Toi thwong khong an cam. George cha bao gio bo vo cam cli ¢ gia
méc do. Ciling khong c6 kha nang mét vi khach mang theo ba mau vo cam.
Phadi, ding 1a mot van dé nan giai.”

“Va bac da giai quyét xong réi chi?”

“T6i da gidi quyét xong.” Poirot dap v&i vé u sau hon la kiéu hanh.

“Cudi cung cha tha vi cho lam. Van dé thay thé ba gitp viéc don vé sinh
thuwong 1€ bang ngwoi mdéi ma ba ta dan theo, trai véi quy tac, la mot dita
con cua ba ta. Mdc du nghe cha thu vi gi, thé ma ho ¢ phai lién tuc dva ra
nhitng 10i néi doi, nhitng tro gia trd va tat tat nhitng thit khac. Co thé néi la
thda man, nhung tam thuwong.”

“That dang chan,” t6i gop y.

“Enfin,” Poirot ndi, “toi la ngwdi khiém ton. Nhung nguoi ta khong nén
giét ga bang dao mo trau chit.”

To6i lac dau mot cach trang trong. Poirot ndi tiép, “Dao gan day toi ban
doc nhiéu chuyén bi an c6 that cia cudc doi chra dwgc lam sang té. Toi ap
dung vao ddy cach giai quyét cta riéng toi.”
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“Bac muon noi téi cac vu an nhu vu Bravo, 1a Adelaide Bartlett va tat ca
nhitng dra con lai trong bon ha?”

“Chinh xac. Nhung qua dé dang. Chang c6 gi phai nghi ngd vé chuyén ai
da sat hai Charles Bravo. Ngudi di cung c6 thé c6 lién can, nhung chac
chan c6 ta chang phai la m6t con ma x6n xac ty dam dau vao vu ay. Roi
con c6 dira con gai vi thanh nién khong may man la Constance Kent. Dong
co thue sw khién thang em siét c6 con chi von rat yéu qui né van luén la
mot cau hoi véi moi nguwdi. Nhung chang héc bua gi doi vdi téi. Moi thi
déu that ré rang sang to khi toi vira doc xong vé vu an dy. Vé phan Lizzie
Borden, ngwoi ta chi mong sao minh c6 thé dat vai cau hoi can thiét véi
nhitng ngwoi c6 lién quan khac nhau. Trong dau t6i da kha chac chan
nhitng cau tra 16i sé la gi. Than 0i, t6i sg bay gio ho chét hét ca roi.”

T6i tham nghi, nhw trede day van thuwong nhw thé, ditc khiém ton chang
phai la wu diém cua Hercule Poirot.

“Va toi da lam gi ké tiép?” 6ng tiép tuc.

To6i doan it lau nay 6ng chang c6 ai dé ma tro chuyén, va dang thich thu
thuong thirc giong néi cua chinh minh.

“Tw cudc song hién thye t6i da chuyén sang tiéu thuyét. Cau thay toi &
day véi nhiéu ban tiéu thuyét hinh sy khac nhau bén phai va bén trai cua
minh. T6i dang nghién ctu trd lui vé qua khit. Pay nay...” 6ng cam lén
quyén sach dé trén tay vin chiéc ghé banh, “...day, Colin than mén a, la Vu
dn Leavenworth.” Ong trao quyén sach cho toi.

“Tré nguwge mot thoi gian rat dai vé qua khit,” t6i néi. “Chau nhé ting
nghe bd noéi 6ng da doc quyén nay lic con nho. Chau nhd minh ciing tirng
doc mat lan. Bay gio chac da kha 16i thai r6i.”

“That dang than phuc,” Poirot néi. “Ngudi ta dwgc ném trai bau khong
khi thoi ky 4y, sw cd tinh cwong diéu cé can nhac that can trong cua no.
Nhitng miéu ta thai qua cyc hay ay vé nhan sac l6ng lanh anh vang cua
Eleanor, sac dep ruc sang anh trang cua Mary!”

“Chéu phai doc lai méi dugc,” t6i ndi. “Da quén mat phan néi vé cac co
gai dep r6i.”
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“Con c6 6 hau Hannah, mot nhan vat dién hinh qué chan thyc, va mot
ké sat nhan, mdt nghién citu tdm ly hoc xuat sac.”

T6i nhan ra t6i di dé minh dan vao mot cudc dién gidng. Toi chuan bi
tinh than dé lang nghe.

“Tiép theo ching ta sé lay quyén Nhitng cudc phiéu lvu ctia Arsene
Lupin,” Poirot tiép. “That ky di xiét bao, hao huyén duwong nao! Thé ma
trong day van tran tré sinh lwc, manh liét, sinh dong biét bao nhiéu! Nhitng
chuyén v6 ly, nhung buat phap rat béng bay hao nhoang. Con hai hwéc nita
chir.”

Ong dit quyén Nhitng cudc phiéu luu ctia Arsene Lupin xudng, va cam
1én m6t quyén sach khac. “Va con c6 quyén Bi mdt cdn phong mau vang.
That 1a — a, that ding la mot tac pham kinh dién! T6i tan thanh tir dau dén
cudi. Céach tiép can hgp ly biét bao! Con nhé da cé phé binh, néi rang
khong cong bang. Nhung cha phdi la khong cong bang, Colin than mén a.
Khong, khong. C6 1é rat gan nhu thé, nhung khong han. C6 khac biét mot
chut xiu. Khong. Xuyén sudt van la s that, dwgc che gidu bang cach sw
dung ngon twr than trong va khon khéo. Moi su c6 1€ sé sang t6 vao thoi
khac quan trong nhat dy khi nhitng nguwdi dan ong gap nhau & goc cta ba
hanh lang.” Ong kinh can dit quyén sach xudng. “Pich thi 1a mot tuyét tac,
va t6i duwgc biét ngay nay hau nhw da bi 1ang quén.”

R6i Poirot bé qua chitng hai mwoi nam dé tiép can tac pham ctia cac tac
gia vé sau nay mot chut.

“T6i cling tirng doc,” 6ng no6i, “mat so tdc pham dau tay ctia ba Ariadne
Oliver. Ba ay xem nhuw la ban cua t6i, va toi nghi ca cta cau nita. T6i khong
hoan toan tan dong cac tac pham cua ba, xin cau lwu y cho. Céac tinh tiét
trong nhitng truyén ay cuc ky khong thuc té. Sttc manh cta sy trung hop
ngau nhién con xa m@i dugc stt dung mot cach nhuan nhuyeén. Va vi luc ay
con tré nén ba da kha dai d6t khi cho tham ti* ctia minh la mot ngwdi Phan
Lan, va ro rang ba cha biét gi vé dat nwéc va con nguwoi Phan Lan, c6 1€
ngoai tr cac tdc pham cua Sibelius. Tuy thé ba c6 tinh khi rat doc dao,
thinh thodng suy luan ciing sac sdo, va nhitng nam veé sau nay ba da hoc
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dwgc rat nhiéu diéu trudc day ba chuwa biét. Cac thu tuc cda canh sat chang
han. Bay gio ba cling dang tin cdy hon mot chit vé dé tai sung dan. Ca
nhitng gi tham chi con can thiét hon, c6 thé ba da dwgc ban bé 1a c6 van
phap luat hay luat su gitp ba hiéu chinh mét s6 diém lién quan dén phap
luat.”

Ong dé sang mot bén ba Ariadne Oliver va caim 1én mdt quyén truyén
khac.

“Bay gio day la ong Cyril Quain. A, 6ng Quain nay la bac thay vé chitng
ct ngoai pham.”

“Ong ta 1a mot nha vin chan chét di dugc, néu chau nhd khong 1am,” toi

s

noi.

“Pung la trong sach cua 6ng dy chang xdy ra chuyén gi dac biét ly ky
rung ron,” Poirot ndi. “Cé mot xac chét, di nhién. Thinh thoang con c6 hai
cai. Nhung toan bd van dé bao gio cling la chitng ¢t ngoai pham, lich trinh
tau hoa, cac tuyén duong xe buyt, so do cac dwong 16 bang qua vung thon
qué. Toi thu that minh rat khodi sy roi ram phitc tap nay, cach st dung
chitng cit ngoai pham that cong phu nay. T6i rat thich thu khi c6 bat gio
ong Cyril Quain.”

“Va chau nghi bac lu6n thanh cong,” toi noi.

Poirot that tha.

“Khong phdi luon ludn,” ong thtra nhan. “Khong, khong phai luon ludn.
Di nhién sau mét thoi gian nguwdi ta nhan ra quyén nay ctia 6ng gan nhu
giong hét mot quyén khac. Cac chitng cit ngoai pham lan nao cling giong
nhau, mdc du khéng phai la giong hét. Cau biét day, mon cher Colin, toi
hinh dung cai 6ng Cyril Quain nay dang ngoi trong phong, hiat éng diéu
nhv d3 dwgc miéu ta trong bitc anh cta 6ng ta. Ong ngdi ddy, xung quanh
la sach kién thitc pho théng, cac tdc pham ctia Bradshaw dai luc, cac tap
sach gidi thiéu cac hang hang khong, cac thoi biéu dua loai. Tham chi lich
hoat dong cua cac tau khach nita. Noi gi thi néi, Colin a, c6 trinh ty va
phwong phép trong cac tdc pham cia Cyril Quain day.”

Poirot dat 6ng Quain xuéng va cam lén mot quyén sach khac.

https://thuviensach.vn



“Bay gio la ong Garry Gregson, mot nha van viét truyén trinh tham ky
la. Ong da viét it nhat sdu muwoi bén quyén, t6i nhé 1a thé. Ong ta gan nhu
trdi ngwgc han véi Quain. Trong sdch cia Quain chang cé bao nhiéu
chuyén xdy ra, con trong truyén ctia Garry Gregson lai c6 qua nhiéu. Ching
xdy ra mot cach bat hgp ly trong canh dong ngudi hon loan. Ching c6 rat
nhiéu mau sac, mot mé nhitng chuyén cwong diéu quay 1én bang gay. Canh
d6 mau — nhitng cai xdc — cdc manh moi — nhitng con rung minh kinh
hai chat doéng ro6i lan tran khap noi. Tat ca that hap dan, tat ca rat khong
gidng v6i cudc sdng that. Ong ta gan gidng mot ly rugu cocktail M§ thudc
hang khong c6 tiéng tdm gi, ma thanh phan pha ché rat dang nghi ngo.”

Poirot dirng lai, th& dai r6i trd lai v6i bai thuyét gidng ctia ong. “Thé roi
chiing t6i quay sang nuéc My.” Ong rit mot quyén tir déng sach bén tay
trai. “Gio day la Florence Elks. Quy ba nay co6 tri khon, mac du cé 1é nhu
qua nhiéu nha van MY, hoi byc titc véi regu. Cau biét ddy, mon ami, t6i la
nguwoi chuyén ném rugu vang. Mot tht rvgu vang do hay ruwgu vang
Bourgogne cua Phap dwgc dwa vao mot cau chuyén, véi viéc hai nho nidu
rvgu va xin chitng thue chat Iwgng, t6i van luon thay né lam cho minh vui
thich. Nhung lwong regu whisky lia mach den va whisky ngo chinh xac da
dugc tham tw tiéu thu trén moi trang sach khac cta truyén trinh tham My
doi vdi toi dwong nhu chang thu vi chit nao. Anh ta uéng mot pint hay nira
pint rrgu ma anh ta 1ay ra tr tdi ngyc do ctia minh déi véi t6i duwong nhw
chang c6 cach nao anh huwéng dén cac hanh dong trong truyén. BDong co
giét ngwoi vi uong rugu trong sach ciia My cling titng xdy ra trong vu chat
dau Vua Charles, c6 rat nhiéu y nghia v4i 6ng Dick dang thwong khi 6ng co
viét hoi ky doi minh. Khong thé nao tranh khoi.”

“Con truong phai manh mé thi sao?” t6i hoi.

Poirot phdy tay gat sang mdt bén cai treong phai manh mé giong nhw
dudi con ruoi hay con mu6i khong mai ma dén.

“Bao lwc dap tra bao lyc v? Khién ngwdi ta quan tam tir bao gio thé? Toi
tirng thay rat nhiéu hanh vi bao lyc khi méi vao nghé lam mot si quan canh
sat. Ai cha, cau ciing c6 thé doc mot sach gido khoa vé y hoc. Tout de
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méme, t6i van cho tiéu thuyét hinh sy My mot vi tri kha cao. T6i nghi n6 tai
tinh hon, giau tri twéng twgng hon cac tac pham cia Anh. Gigng van c6 sttc
biéu cdm kém hon, bau khong khi cang thang bi qua tdi so v&i hau hét cac
nha van Phap. Bay gio ta hay lay Louisa O’Malley lam vi du.”

Ong lai luc loi tim mdt quyén séach.

“Nhirng trang viét uyén bac tuyét hay ctia ba mau muc biét chitng nao,
tuy thé cling hap dan biét bao, ba goi cho doc gia mot noi khiép sg ¢ tang
l1én ghé gém! Nhitng ng6i nha lén bang da nau & New York dy. Enfin mot
ngoi nha 16n bang da nau la gi — sao toi chwa tirng biét nhi? Nhitng can ho
biét 1ap, nhitng kiéu cach tredng gia gy cam xuc ay, va an sau dwdi day
nhitng bang dang toi 4c khong hé bi tinh nghi ci tién hanh hoat dong theo
16 trinh chwa bi 16. C6 thé xay ra nhw thé, va thuwong xady ra nhu thé. Ba ta
gidi that, ba Louisa O’Malley nay, qua that ba ta rat tai gioi.”

Ong thé dai, dwa ngira ra, 1ic dau roi noc can chd nudc thudc séc con lai.

“Va roi — van luon c6 nhitng quyén sach cii dugc yéu thich nhat.”

Ong lai luc tim mdt quyén khéc.

“Nhirng cudc phiéu lwu cua Sherlock Holmes,” 6ng lam bam mot cach
triu mén, va tham chi con cung kinh thot ra chi mét tr thoéi, “Maitre!”

“Sherlock Holmes u?” t6i hoi.

“A, non, non, khong phai Sherlock Holmes! P4y la toi kinh chao tac gia
Sir Arthur Conan Doyle 4y ma. Nhitng chuyén ké vé Sherlock Holmes nay
thire t€ déu guwong gao, day ray nguy bién, hau hét duwgc bia dit mot cach
gia tao. Nhung nghé thuat sang tac lai — a, la chuyén hoan toan khac. Sy
thd vi cia ngon ngtt, trén tat ca la sy sang tao nhan vat rat ctr khoi la bac si
Watson. A, qua ding la mot thang 1gi 16n.”

Ong tho dai va lac dau roi thi tham, két hgp mot cach ty nhién nhitng y
twéng: “Ce cher Hastings. Ong ban Hastings ma cu thuong nghe t6i néi

ay. Pa lau roi khong cé tin tirc gi vé ong ta ca. That v6 ly biét bao khi
nguwoi ta di t chon xac minh & Nam MY la noi van luén c6 cac cudc cach
mang.”
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“Pau chi gidi han & Nam MY¥,” t6i lam rd. “Ngay nay cach mang khap
thé gi¢i ma bac.”

“Ché c6 ban vé qua bom ay chi,” Hercule Poirot ndi. “Chuyén gi phai
dén sé dén, nhung ching ta ché c6 ban!”

“That ra chau téi dé ban mot chuyén hoan toan khac véi bac.”

“A, cau sap cudi vo, phai thé khong? T6i rat vui mirng, mon cher mirng
lam.”

“Cai quai gi khién bac nghi vay chit ha, bac Poirot?”

“Chuyén thwong tinh, van thwong xay ra ma cau.”

“Co le vay,” toi qua quyét, “nhung khong phdi vGi chau dau. That ra
chéu t6i dé ké cho bac nghe 1a chau da dung phai mét van dé nhé hay hay
vé an mang.”

“That thé u? Mot van dé hay hay vé an mang, cau bdo thé v? Va cau da
mang dén cho t6i. Tai sao?”

“A...” toi hoi bdi r6i, “chau... chau twéng bac sé thich thi.”

Poirot nhin t6i v6i vé dam chiéu, 6ng vu6t ve hang ria mép roi néi: “Mot
ong chu rat ti t& v6i con ché ctia minh. Ong thwdong ra ngoai va ném béng
cho con ché. Con ché coi vay ma ciling c6 kha nang tir t€ vGi chi. Con cho
thuwong giét tho hay chudt roi dem dén dat dwdi chan cha. Khi ay n6 thwong
lam gi hit? N6 vay duoi.”

T6i khong nin dugc cwoi. “Chau dang vay dudi sao?”

“Pung thé day anh ban a. Phai, t6i nghi thé.”

“Puwoc thdi. Va dng chii néi gi? Ong ta ¢6 mudn thay con chudt ctia con
ch6 khong day? Ong ta c6 muén biét hét khong?”

“Di nhién roi. Lé ty nhién la thé. Cau nghi t6i ac khién t6i quan tam thich
thu ch gi? Pung khong nao?”

“Toan bo that ra khong c6 nghia ly gi hét.”

“Khong thé nao,” Poirot néi. “Moi su viéc déu cé y nghia. Moi sy trén
doi.”
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“Vay bac c6 tim ra y nghia vu nay di! Chau khong lam dwgc. Chuyén
thuc ra khong lién quan dén chau. Chi tinh cd dam dau vao thoi. Bac a,
chuyén c6 thé hda ra la rat don gian mot khi nguwdi chét dwge nhan dién.”

“Cau dang ké chuyén cha cé phwong phap va cha c6 trinh ty dau dudi gi
ca,” Poirot td ra nghiém khac. “Hay dé toi dé nghi cau cho t6i biét r6 cac su
kién! Cau bao la mot an mang, phai thé khong?”

“Pung la mot &n mang,” t6i doan chac. “Chuing ta bat dau nhé!”

T6i ta lai cho 6ng nghe tirng chi tiét vé bién c6 da dién ra & nha s6 19,
Wilbraham Crescent. Hercule Poirot dia ngta trén ghé. Ong nhdm mit lai,
ngon tay tré go nhe Ién tay vin trong khi nghe t6i ké. Cudi cung khi toi da
nging lai, 6ng van khong noi gi hét mot luc. Ro6i 6ng héi, van khong ma
mat ra: “Sans blague?”

“0, tuyét doi khong,” toi dap.

“Epatant,” 6ng noi, thwdng thitc tir nay trén dau lwdi, roi lap lai tirng am
tiét. “E-pa-tant.” Sau do6 6ng tiép tuc go lén tay gh€ va khé gat gat cai dau.

“Nao,” toi sot rudt noi, sau khi chd thém vai phut. “Bac néi gi di chii?”

“Nhuwng cau muon toi noi gi day?”

“Chau muodn bac cho chau giai phap. Chau da luén hiéu dugc tir bac rang
hoan toan cé thé nam dya ngwa trén ghé, chi can suy nghi thiu déo roi di
dén giai phap. Hoan toan khong can phai di thdm van nguwoi nay ké no va
chay don chay ddo tim manh m6i.”

“Toi van luodn gitr cach lam viéc nhw thé.”

“A, bit dugc tdy cta bac ro6i,” toi n6i. “Chau da cho bac biét cac sy kién,
bay gio' chdu muodn c6 16i giai.”

“Pung nhw thé, hit? Nhung van con nhiéu diéu can phai biét ddy, mon
ami. Chung ta chi m&i & khoi diém thoi. Chang phai thé sao?”

“Chéau van mu6n bac nghi ra cdi gi do.”

Ong tram ngam suy nghi mot lat: “T6i hifu. C6 mot diéu chic chin,”
ong tuyén bo. “Chac han day 1a mot vu an rat don gian.”

“Pon gian sao?” toi gang hai vdi doi chut ngac nhién.
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“Ban chat la thé.”

“Tai sao chac han la don gian chit?”

“B@i vi nd c6 vé bé ngoai qua phirc tap. Néu can phéi cé vé bé ngoai
phttc tap thi chac han la don gian. Cau hiéu duwgc diéu ay chi?”

“That tinh chau khong rd6 minh cé hiéu khéng nita.”

“Ky la that,” 6ng tram ngam, “nhitng gi cau ké to6i nghe — t6i nghi — c6
gi day quen thudc vdi t6i. Xem & dau nao— khi nao — t6i da gap phai
chuyén gi...” ong dung lai.

“B0 nhé ctia bac,” toi noi, “han phdi 1a mot bon that rong chiva day céac
vu an. Bac nhé duoc hét cd, phai khong?”

“Rui thay, khong phai thé,” Poirot néi, “nhwng thinh thoang nhitng hoi
trc nay cling hitu ich. T6i nhé mot 1an & Liege c6 mdt chii hang xa phong.
Han ha doc ba vg dé cudi co thw ky téc vang. Vu an hinh sy dy da thanh
kiéu mau. Ve sau, rat lau mai vé sau, kiéu mau ay lai tai dién.

“T6i da nhan ra n6. Lan nay la vu an mét con ch6 Bac Kinh bi bat cdc,
nhung cling cai kiéu dy. Toi da tim diéu twong duwong & co thuw ky téc vang
va chu hang xa phong. Va, voila, ddy la mot dang sy viéc. Trong nhitng
diéu cau noéi vai toi mot 1an nita toi lai c6 cai cam giac nhan ra céi gi do.”

“Nhitng chiéc dong ho ha?” To6i goi y, trong long tran tré hy vong.
“Nhan vién bao hiém gia mao a?”

“Khong, khong,” Poirot lac dau.

“Ba mu phai khong?”

“Khong, khong, khong. Bung lam t6i rdi tri!”

“Chau cé phan that vong vé bac, bac Poirot a,” t6i no6i. “Chau twdng bac
sé cho chau dap an ngay tirc khac chit.”

“Nhung ban tré oi, hién thai cau chi mdi trinh cho t6i céi kiéu mau. Con
nhiéu diéu phadi tim ra nita. C6 thé nguwdi dan 6ng nay sé dugc nhan dang.
Canh sat rat xuat sac trong viéc do6. Ho c6 ho so cac vu hinh sy, ho c6 thé
cho dang anh ngudi dan 6ng, ho c6 thé 1dy dugc danh sach nhitng nguwoi
mat tich, cé nhitng cudc khao sat khoa hoc vé y phuc ctia ngudi chét, van
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van va van van. A phai roi, c6 ca trim phuwong ngan cach va nhiéu phuong
tién khac dé ho sap dat bo tri. Khong nghi ngd gi cd, nguwdi nay sé dugc
nhan dang.”

“Nhu vay lic nay khong c6 gi dé lam, c6 phai bac nghi vay khong?”

“Ludn ludn c6 viéc gi day dé lam,” Hercule Poirot ndi vé nghiém trong.

“Nhu la viec gi?”

Ong ve vay ngén tré chi vao tdi d& nhan manh.

“Hay tro chuyén vdi cac lang giéng!”

“Pa lam r6i. Chau da cung di véi Hardcastle khi anh ay tham van ho. Ho
khong biét diéu gi c6 ich hét.”

“Ai cha cha, ddy 1a cau nghi nhv thé. Nhung t6i cam doan v&i cau ching
thé nao nhw vay. Cau dén gap ho, héi ho cé thdy gi dang nghi ngd khong,
va ho tra 10i 1a khong. Ro6i cau nghi tat ca chi c6 thé thoi. Nhung day khong
phai diéu t6i mudn noi khi bao hay tro chuyén vdéi cac lang giéng. Toi bao
hdy néi chuyén vdi ho! Hay dé ho néi chuyén vaGi cau! Va qua cudc dam
thoai cda ho cau sé luon tim ra mot manh moéi & dau dé. Ho c6 thé noi vé
vuon nha minh, cac thi cung, hodc hiéu lam toc, hiéu may, hay ban be,
hodc mon an ho thich. Ludn luén & dau do sé c6 mot 10i nodi téa sang. Cau
bdo cha cé gi hitu ich trong cac cudc tro chuyén dy sao. T6i n6i khong thé
thé dau. Gia nhu cau cé thé 1ap lai cho t6i nghe tirng tt* mot nhi...”

“A, thyc ra chdu c6 thé 1am dugc chuyén d6. Chau da ghi téc ky nhitng
gl da dugc ndi ra, dong vai mot ha s quan canh sat phu ta. Chau da cho giai
ma va danh may, roi dem tGi cho bac. Bay nay!”

“A, cau dung la mot cau bé ngoan, qua that cau rat ngoan! Nhirng gi cau
da lam la dung chinh xac. Chinh xdac. Je vous remercie infiniment.

Cam thay rat boi roi, téi héi: “Bac c6 goi y nao nira khong?”

“C0, t0i luon c6 goi y. C6 c6 gai nay. Cau co thé nbdi chuyén vbi co gai
nay. Hay di gdp co ay! Hai nguoi da két ban roi, khong phai thé v? Chang
phai cau da om siét c6 ay trong vong tay khi c6 ay bo chay ra khéi ng6i nha
trong con hoang loan sao?”
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“Bac bi 1am vi doc Garry Gregson r6i,” toi néi. “Bac bi 1am cai buit phap
cwong diéu dé mat roi.”

“Co 1€ cau noi diang day,” Poirot thtta nhan. “Ngudi ta thwong bi anh
huwéng, ding thé, van phong ctia mét tac pham da doc.”

“Con doi v6i c6 gai...” t6i noi, réi dirng lai.

Poirot nhin toi cé y do hoi.

“Sao?”

“Chéu dau c6 thich — chau khéng muon...”

“A ra thé. Trong thim tAm cu nghi ¢6 ta cé lién quan thé nao diy véi vu
an nay.”

“Khong, khong phai. Hoan toan thuan tiy ngau nhién khién c6 ay tinh co
tGi do.”

“Khong, khong dau, mon ami, khong phai thuan tdy ngau nhién dau. Cau
biét r6 ma. Cau da néi véi t6i nhw thé ma. C6 ay da dugc yéu cau qua dién
thoai. Yéu cau dich danh.”

“Nhung c6 ay dau co biét tai sao.”

“Cau dau c6 thé chac chan la c6 ta khong biét. Rat cé thé co ta biét vi sao
nhung dang gidu giém chuyén ay.”

“Chau khong nghi vay,” toi dap mot cach ngang budng.

“Van c6 kha nang cau tim ra dugc ly do vi sao lai thé bang cach tro
chuyén vdi c6 ta, ngay cé khi chinh ¢ ta cling khong nhan biét sy that.”

“Chau khong biét cdch nao—y chau mudn néi — chau chi mai biét c6 ay
th6i.”

Hercule Poirot lai nham mat. R6i 6ng no6i: “Co lic trong qua trinh hai
nguoi thudc gidi tinh trai ngwgc dang hap dan nhau, khi dy cau néi nay nhat
dinh ding. C6 ta la mot ¢6 gai hap dan, t6i nghi thé c6 ding khong?”

“Pung. Rat hap dan.”

“Hay tro chuyeén vai co ta di nha,” Poirot ra lénh, “vi co cau da la ban be,
va cau sé lai di gap ngudi dan ba mu véi doi 101 xin 16i. Cau néi chuyén véi
ba ta nha. Roi cau dén cai phong danh may 4y, cé 1€ gia vo thué danh may
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mot ban thao viét tay. C6 1€ cau nén lam quen vGi mot c6 gai khac lam viéc
¢ ddy. Hay ndi chuyén vdi tat ca nhitng ngwdi nay, roi sau do trd lai gap toi
va ké t6i nghe moi diéu ho noéi!”

“Tha cho chau di!” t6i noi.

“Cha sao dau ma,” Poirot bdo. “Roi cdu sé thich tha thé6i.”

“Hinh nhw bac khong thay chau con cé viéc ctia chau phéi lam nita.”

“Cau sé lam con t6t hon nhiéu vi cé khoadng thoi gian thu gian,” Poirot
tran an toi.

Toi ditng day va cuoi.

“A, bac 1a bac si ma! Con 10i khon ngoan nao danh cho chau nita khong?
Béac c6 cdm nhan diéu gi vé viéc nhitng chiéc dong ho ky la khong a?”

Poirot lai dia ngira ra ghé€ va nham mat.

Loi 6ng no6i hoan toan bat ngo.

“Thoi gian dén roi, con hdi md noi,
Dé ban lam chuyén vdi nhiéu l0i.
Vé giay, tau thiy va xi gan,

Bdp cdi cung vua chua khdp noi.

Vi sao bién nong nhu dang soi,

Va phadi chdng lgn nha c6 canh?”

Ong lai m& mit roi gt dau.

“Cau c6 hiéu khong?”

“Trich tw Con hai md va ga thg moc, Alice qua gu'ong soi.”

“Chinh xac. Ngay lic nay, day la diéu tot nhat t6i c6 thé lam cho cau,
mon cher. Hay suy ngam that ky nhé!”
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15

Bubi so tham dwgc déng ddo cong chiing tham dy. Rung minh kinh sg vi
mot an mang ngay gitta long thanh pho, nguwdi dan Crowdean dam ra nhiét
thanh hy vong vu an sé duwgc vach tran vdi nhitng tinh tiét giat gan. Tuy
nhién cac budc tién hanh van kho khan nhw thuong 1€. Sheila Webb chang
can phai sg tham van, né qua di trong vong hai phtt.

P4i c6 mot 161 nhdn qua dién thoai goi tdi Phong Cavendish hwéng dan
cd dén nha s6 19, Wilbraham Crescent. C6 da di, roi vao phong khéach theo
10i chi dan. C6 da phat hién ngwoi chét & do, thét 1én roi chay nhanh ra khai
can nha dé tim ngwoi trg giup. Chang c6 van deé gi, cling khong can diéu tra
chi tiét.

Ba Martindale, cling cung cap 16i khai, bi thim van véi thoi gian tham
chi con ngan hon. Ba da nhan mot 161 nhan cé ndi dung c6 Pebmarsh yéu
cau ba gti mot thw ky danh mday kiém toc ky, wu tién cho c6 Sheila Webb,
tdi 19, Wilbraham Crescent, va cho vai chi dan. Ba da ghi lai gio chinh xac
cua cuQc goi dién la 1 gio 49 phut. Vay la ba Martindale da dugc hoi xong.

Pugc goi ti€p sau dd, ba Pebmarsh khang khang pht nhan viéc yéu cau
bat c thuw ky danh mdy nao tdi nha minh ngay hom dé tr Van phong
Cavendish.

Thanh tra Hardcastle phat biéu ngan gon khong cam xuc. Nhan duoc
cudc dién thoai 6ng da dén so 19, Wilbraham Crescent, & do ong tim thay
cai xac ctia nguoi chét.
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Sau d6 vién can bo so tham cua toa an chuyén diéu tra vé nhitng céi chét
bat thudng héi 6ng: “Ong da nhan dang ngudi chét duge chwa?”

“Van chua, thra 6ng. Vi ly do ay, t6i da yéu cau lui budi so tham nay.”

“Phai thé th6i.”

ROi dén chitng c¢ phap y. Bac si Rigg, bac si phap y, sau khi tw gidi thiéu
ban than va trinh d6 chuyén mon, ké lai chuyén da téi nha so 19,
Wilbraham Crescent va viéc kham nghiém tr thi.

“Bac si c6 thé cho chiung t6i y kién gan ding vé thgi gian ti vong
khong?”

“T6i kham cai xac Iic ba gio rudi. Co thé xac dinh thoi gian ti vong
trong vong tir mot gio rwdi dén hai gio rudi.”

“Ong khong thé xac dinh khoang thdi gian ngén hon thé hay sa0?”

“T6i chon khong lam thé. Theo wéc doan thi thoi gian cé khd nang nhat
1a hai gi¢ hay s6m hon nita. Nhung c6 nhiéu yéu t6 can phai tinh dén. Tuoi
tac, tinh trang stc khée, van van.”

“Ong c6 tién hanh giai phau tt thi khong?”

“T6i da lam.”

“Nguyén nhan gay ra cai chét?”

“Nan nhan da bi dam bang mo6t con dao mong, sac bén. Mot con dao
binh thuwdng, c6 1€ la dao 1am bép cia Phap c6 1uGi thon nhon. Miii dao da
dam vao...” N6i t6i day bac si dung tir chuyén moén k¥ thuat nhiéu hon dé
giai thich vi tri chinh xac cho dao dam vao tim.

“Co phai chét ngay tic thi khong?”

“Chac da xay ra chi trong vong vai phut.”

“Nguoi ay da khong la hét hay khang cu sao?”

“Khong hé, trong hoan canh lic 6ng ta bi dam.”

“Bac si c6 thé gidi thich cho ching t6i biét 6ng ndi cau ay cé nghia gi?”

“T6i da kham mot s6 co quan ndi tang va lam mot s6 xét nghiém. Co thé
néi khi bj giét ong ta dang trong tinh trang hon mé do sy phat tac cta
thudc.”
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“Bac s c6 thé cho biét dé 1a thudc gi hay khéng?”

“Vang, do la chloral hydrate.”

“Ong c6 thé cho biét né phat tac thé nao?”

“Co6 thé néi la dwgc pha vao mot thi regu gi d6. Tac dung cta chloral
hydrate rat nhanh chéng.”

“Nghe néi chi trong vai khac, nhw uéng Mickey Finn,” vién can b6 so
tham lam bam.

“Hoan toan ding nhv vay,” bac si Rigg néi. “Ong ta di uéng chat long
dé ma khoéng hé nghi ngd. Vai phtt sau 6ng ta bi chodng va nga lan ra bat
tinh.”

“Theo y kién ctia 6ng thi 6ng ay bi dam trong khi bat tinh sao?”

“T6i tin thé. Can ct&t vao viéc khong c6 dau hiéu khang cy va ong ta co
vé thanh than.”

“Ong ta bi giét bao 1au sau khi tré nén bat tinh?”

“Tdi khong thé néi didu d6 véi bat ky do xac thyc ndo. O day lai tiy
thudc vao khi chat ctia nan nhan. Ong ta sé khong hoi tinh trong nita gi® va
c6 thé con lau hon thé rat nhiéu.”

“Cam on béc si Rigg. Ong c6 ching ¢ ndo vé viéc nguoi nay da dung
bita 1an cudi lic nao hay khéng?”

“Ong ta chwa an trwa, néu d6 1a diu 6ng mudén hoi. Ong ta da khong an
thitc an ran trong vong it nhat bon gio.”

“Cam on bac si Rigg. T6i nghi tat ca chi cé thé th6i.” Sau do6 vién can bo
so tham nhin quanh r6i n6i: “Budi tham tra sé doi lai nira thang, cho dén
ngay 28 thang 9.”

Budi so tham két thic. Nguwoi ta bat dau ra khéi toa an. Edna Brent cung
v6i hau hét cac c6 gai & Phong Cavendish déu c6 mat. Khi da ra ngoai
Edna c6 vé tan ngan. Phong Thu ky Cavendish da déng ctra ca bubi sang.
Maureen West, mot co gai khac, noi v6i co: “Sao day, ha Edna? Tui minh
t¢i quan Bluebird an triva ha? Con cad dong thoi gian. Du sao cau cling cé
thoi gian ma.”

https://thuviensach.vn



“Td& khong con thoi gian nhuv cac cau,” Edna néi véi vé phat y. “Meo
Hung bao t& nén an trwa khi nghi gidi lao lan dau tién. Keo kiét thiét. TG
twong minh sé c6 thém mot gio dé di mua sam va lam viéc nay viéc no
chg.”

“Pung la Meo Hung,” Maureen ndi. “Ba keo kiét nhv quy, phai khong?
Cho6 minh mé& ctra lai lic hai gig, ma tui minh phai c6 mat day du & d6. Cau
dang tim ai ha?”

“Tim Sheila. Té khong thay cau ay di ra.”

“Sheila da bé vé s6m roi,” Maureen néi, “sau khi cung cap 16i khai xong.
Co 4y bo di véi mot anh chang nhung t¢ khong biét han la ai. Cau cé di
khong ha?”

Edna van con phan van. Co6 bao: “Théi cau c di di — Du sao t@ con
phai di mua sam.”

Maureen va mot co6 khac cung bo di. Edna chan chtr nan lai. Cu6i cung
co thu hét can ddm dé noi v6i anh canh sat tré toc vang hoe ding & 16i vao.

“T6i tré vo bén trong dwgc khong?” c6 rut re thi tham, “dé noi truyén véi
cai ong da t6i van phong — thanh tra gi do.”

“Thanh tra Hardcastle ha?”

“Vang, dung r6i. Cai ong da cho 10i khai sang nay do.”

“A...” anh canh st tré ngé vao bén trong tda an va quan sat ong thanh
tra dang mai mé tro chuyén vd&i nhan vién diéu tra va canh sat trueédng hat
nay. “Trong ong ay c6 vé dang ban, co a. Lat nita c6 ghé vao don canh sat
di, hay c nhan lai véi t6i... C6 phéi chuyén gi quan trong khong ha?”

“A, that ra khong thanh van dé,” Edna dap. “P6 1a... a... chi Ia t6i khong
hiéu lam sao ma diéu c6 ay néi lai c6 thé la sy that béi vi tdi mudn noi...”
Co6 xoay nguoi bé di, van dang nhiu may rat kho hiéu.

Roi khdi chg ngli coc, c6 gai lang thang trén pho chinh. C6 van cau mat
nhan may boi rdi, cd suy nghi. Suy nghi chwa bao gio la thé manh cta
Edna. Co cang c6 lam sang t6 moi sy trong dau minh, dau 6c c6 cang trd
nén roi beng.
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Co6 mot lan c¢6 néi 16n tiéng: “Nhung khong thé nao nhw vay... Khong
thé nao nhu c6 ay noi...”

Dot nhién vdi dang vé cua mot ké dang lam mot cudc cach mang, co

xoay nguoi roi khoi con pho chinh, réi theo duwong Albany di vé huwdng
Wilbraham Crescent.
T ngay bao chi loan tin mdt 4&n mang da xdy ra ¢ s6 19, Wilbraham
Crescent, rat dong ngudi tu tap tredc ngdi nha dé hang ngay dé ngam nghia
théa thich. Gach vita don so lai c6 thé lam cho dong ddo cong chiing mé
man trong mot so6 hoan canh that sy 1a mot diéu huyén bi. Trong hai mwoi
bon gid dau tién, mot vién canh sat da phai gac tai d6 dé xua nguoi ta di
mot cach hach dich. Tt Idc d6 sy quan tdm chd y da giam bét nhung van
khong ngirng han. Xe tai giao hang cta cac thwong gia giam bét toc d6 mot
chit khi chay ngang qua. Nhitng phu nit day xe noi thwong dirng lai trén 1€
dwong doi dién chirng bon, nam phiit va dam dam nhin mu6n 10i trong con
mat ra khi chiém nguwéng co ngoi sach sé, ngan nap ctia c6 Pebmarsh. Cac
ba, cac c6 xach tdi di mua sam thuwdng tam dirng v6i anh mat to mo va tam
chuyén vai ban be mot cach thich thu.

“Po la can nha — nguoi do ¢ trong...”

“Cai xac ¢ trong phong khach... Khong, t6i nghi phong khach la can
phong dang trudc, can ¢ bén trai do.”

“Chu ban tap hoa noi vdi tui la can bén phai ma.”

“A, tat nhién c6 thé nhw vay. C6 Ian tdi vo nha s6 10 va & do toi nhé rat
ranh ré phong an & bén phai, con phong khach & bén trai...”

“Trong khong c6 vé gi la di c6 mdt vu giét nguwoi trong ay, phai
khong...?”

“T6i tin ¢ gai da ra khoi cong, la hét nhw loan tri...”

“Nguoi ta bao tir hom ay dau 6c c6 ta khong 6n. Cua séc khting khiép, tat
nhién r6i...”

“Han dot nhap vao qua ctra s6 dang sau, vi thé ngudi ta néi han dang bo
bac vao bao thi c6 gai di vao va phat hién han & do...”
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“Nguoi dan ba dang thuong chua ngoi nha, ba ta bi mu, tdi nghiép qua!
Bdi vay di nhién ba khong thé nao biét chuyén gi dang xay ra.”

“Oi, nhung khi ay ba dau c6 ¢ do...”

“Tdi twéng ba c6 & dé ché. Ba c6 & trén lau va da nghe tiéng héin. Oi troi
0i, toi phai tiép tuc di mua hang thoi.”

Hau nhw Idc nao van tiép tuc c6 nhitng cudc tdm chuyén twong tu. Bi
cu6n hiat nhw nam cham, nhitng ngwdi hau nhw khong thé dén ciling dén
Wilbraham Crescent. Ho tam dirng, nhin cham chap ro6i tiép tuc di ngang
qua, nhu cau trong long phan nao dugc théa man.

Dbén day r6i van con r6i tri, Edna Brent thady minh dang chen chiic trong
mot nhém nho do nam hay sau nguwdi dang mai mé véi thu tiéu khién wa
thich nhat la ngam nghia ng6i nha c6 4n mang.

Edna von dé bi ngudi khac goi y cling nhin cham chap.

Vay ra do la can nha noi vu an xdy ra. Nhitng tdim man che ctra s6 sach
sé gon gang. Trong van dep dé qua. Vay ma mot ngwoi dan ong lai bi giét
trong d6. Giét bang mot con dao lam bép. M6t con dao lam bép binh
thwong. Hau nhue moi ngudi déu c6 mot con dao 1am bép...

Bi mé hodc bdi hanh vi cta nhitng nguoi xung quanh, Edna cling nhin
cham chdp va thoi khéng suy nghi nita...

Co6 hau nhw quén bang diéu gi da dua co tGi day...

Co giat minh khi nghe mot giong noi bén tai.

Co0 quay dau lai, kinh ngac vi nhan ra.
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Loi ké cua Colin Lamb

Toi dé y thay Sheila Webb lang ldng 1én ra khoi toa. Co da cho 10i khai rat
tot. Trong co c6 vé cang thang, nhung khong cang thang qua mic. Chi ty
nhién vay thdi, that vay. (Ong Beck sé& néi gi? “Biéu hién t6t 1dm.” T6i da
nghe 6ng ta néi thé!)

Toi ngac nhién trvdc nhitng chirng ct cua bac si Rigg. (Dick Hardcastle
da khong ndi vdi toi nhung chac han 6ng biét) va sau do toi di theo c6 ay.

“Du sao cling khong té 1am, phai khong?” t6i néi khi bat kip c6.

“Khong té. That ra rat dé chiu. So tham vién that t té.” Co do du. “Tiép
theo sé la chuyén gi?”

“Ong 4y s& hoan cudc diéu tra — dé tim thém chiing cit. C6 1& nita thang
hodc cho t6i khi c6 thé nhan dang ngudi chét.”

“Anh nghi ho sé nhan dién dwgc 6ng ay ha?”

“Phai,” t6i dap. “Ho sé nhan dién dwoc théi. Chuyén ay khéng c6 gi phai
nghi ngo ca.”

Co rung minh. “HOm nay troi lanh qua.”

Troi khong qua lanh 18o. That sy, t6i nghi la kha 4m ap.

“Pi an triva sém duge khong?” t6i dé nghi. “Co khong phai trd lai cho
danh may, phai khong?”
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“Khong. Van phong dong ctra t6i hai gio.”

“Thé thi ta di thoi. Mén an Trung Hoa c0 c6 dung dugc khong? T6i thay
c6 mOt quan an nho trén duong nay ¢ dudi kia kia.”

Sheila cé vé do du.

“T6i phai di mua sam.”

“Pé sau di mua cling dugc ma.”

“Khong, toi khong thé — mot s6 cira hang déng ctra tr mdt t6i hai gio.”

“Thoi dugc. Co sé gdp toi ¢ do chi? Nira gio nita dugc khong?”

Co0 ay néi sé dén.

T6i di ra khu nha ven bién va ngo6i trong mot cai choi ¢ dé6. Gio tr ngoai
bién thdi thang vao ngudi toi.

T6i mudn c6 thoi gian suy nghi. Ngwoi ta van luén noi gian khi nhitng
nguoi khac biét vé ta nhiéu hon ta biét vé chinh minh. Nhuwng 0ng gia Beck,
Hercule Poirot va Dick Hardcastle, tat cd bon ho déu da thdy rd nhitng gi
bay gio toi budc phai thira nhan vai chinh minh la c6 that.

T6i da quan tam lo lang cho ¢6 gai nay — da quan tam theo mdt cach
tredc gio toi chwa t'ng quan tam lo lang cho mét co gai.

Khong phdi vi nhan sac ctia c¢6. Co ay xinh dep, xinh dep mot cach néi
dung ra la bat thwvong, khong hon khong kém. Khong phaéi vi ¢ goi cam —
t0i van thwong gap cac c6 gai quyén rii — va da hoan toan chita dwoc cai
bénh dam mé tinh &i roi.

Chi la, gan nhuw ngay ti lan dau gdp mat, t6i da nhan ra c6 chinh la c6 gai
cua minh.

Va t6i khong biét diéu chét tiét gi vé co ca!

Ngay sau hai gio to6i budc vao don canh sat va xin gap Dick. Toi thay ong
ngdi & ban gidy, dang 1at mot chong hd so. Ong ngwéc nhin 1én va hoi toi
nghi gi vé budi diéu tra chinh thitc.

T6i noi rang t6i nghi budi so thim dwoc diéu hanh rat tuyét, biéu hién rat
lich 1am.

“Chung ta lam cai viéc ay qua tot ¢ dat nwdc nay.”
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“Cau nghi sao vé chitng ci¢ phap y?”

“No6i diung ra la mot cu ddm bat ngd. Tai sao 6ng anh khong cho toi biét
ha?”

“Cau mac di xa ma. Cau c6 tham khéao chuyén gia cia cau khong?”

“Co day.”

“T6i tin minh chi nhé 6ng dy 10 mo& thoi. Ria mép rat nhiéu.”

“Ram rap,” t6i dong y. “Ong ay tw hao vé bd ria mép 14m.”

“Chac ong dy gia lam r6i nhi.”

“Gia nhung chwa la lan.”

“Thuc sw vi sao cau lai dén gap ong ay? Co phai thuan tdy chi vi nhan tw
bac ai?”

“Ong anh qua that c6 mot dau 6c canh sat qua da nghi, Dick! Chu yéu la
thé d6. Nhung t6i thita nhan con do hiéu ky nita. Téi muon nghe 6ng ay néi
vé ké hoach pha an cua ching ta. Ong anh thay d6, 6ng van ludn néi cai
diéu ma t6i goi la nd6 qua c& vé chuyén dé dang pha an, chi can ngoi trén
ghé banh, cac dau ngéon cham vao nhau, nham mat lai ma suy nghi. Toi
muon tdi do dé lat tay ong.”

“Ong ta c6 1am theo quy trinh ay dé gitip cau khong?”

“Cé chi.”

“Ong ay da néi gi?” Dick héi véi dbi chiit td mo.

“Ong bao chic hin 1a mot 4n mang rat don gian.”

“Pon gian a, lay Chua to6i!” Hardcastle c6 vé kich dong. “Sao ma don
gian chi?”

“Theo nhu t6i hiéu,” t6i dap, “thi la vi toan bo vu an nay c6 vé qua phitc
tap.”

Hardcastle lac dau. “T6i chang hiéu gi hét. Nghe nhw kiéu n6i nang khén
lanh cuta i tré & Chelsea, nhung t6i cha hiéu noi.”

“Ong 4y bao tdi di néi chuyén véi may nha hang xém. T6i dd cam doan
v&i ong ching ta da lam thé r6i.”
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“Véi chitng c@ phap y thi bay gio lang giéng tham chi con quan trong
hon.”

“Co can c nao dé doan nguoi dy da bi danh thuéc mé ¢ mot noi nao
khac r6i bi dwa dén nha s6 19 dé bi giét chét hay khong?”

Loi t6i vira néi c6 gi d6 quen quen khién tdi kinh ngac, “It nhiéu giéng
nhw 16i cia ba tén gi do, cai ba nu6i méo da néi. Lic ay t6i that kinh ngac
khi nghe mot nhan xét kha ly tha.”

“Nhitng con méo dy,” Dick ring minh, 6ng néi tiép: “A ndy, ching t6i da
tim thay hung khi r6i. Hom qua.”

“Thay roi ha? O dau vay?”

“Trong nha nu6i méo. C6 thé doan ké sat nhan da ném vao day sau khi
giét nguoi.”

“Khong c6 dau tay, t6i doan ding khong?”

“Pa lau chui ky. C6 thé 1a dao cta bat cit ai — mdi dung so qua théi —
md&i mai sac gan day.”

“Vay da dién ra nhu thé ndy. Ong ta bi ddnh thu6c mé — roi ché t6i nha
s0 19 — trong mot chiéc 6 t6? Hay bang cach nao?”

“Co thé da bi khiéng di tir mot trong cac ngoi nha cé vuon lién ké.”

“Co6 mot chit mao hiém, phai thé khéng?”

“Can phai liéu linh méi lam thé dugce,” thanh tra dong y, “va phai hiéu
biét that ranh ré thoi quen ctia cac nha lan can nita. C6 nhiéu kha nang nan
nhan bi chd dén trén mot chiéc 6 t6 hon.”

“Nhu thé cling mao hiém. Ngudi ta thuwong dé y dén 6 t6.”

“Xung quanh chang c6 ai cd. Nhung t6i dong y 1a ké sat nhan khong thé
nao biét ngwoi ta khong dé y. Nhitng nguwoi qua dwong 1€ ra da dé y thay
mot chiéc 6 t6 do trwdc nha s6 19 ngay hom ay...”

“Khong biét ho cé dé y hay khong,” t6i ndi. “Nguwoi ta qua quen thudc
vGi 0 t6 roi. Tat nhién trir khi d6 1a mot chiéc 6 t6 that 1ong lay — céi gi do
bat thwong, nhwng khéng c6 kha nang ay...”
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“Va di nhién lac do6 1a gid an trea. Cau nhan ra khong, Colin, diéu nay
dwa c6 Millicent Pebmarsh tr@ vao vong diéu tra chi? Mot nguwdi dan 6ng
con da sic khoe ma lai bi mot nguwoi dan ba mu dam nghi cling ky, nhung
néu han da bi danh thu6éc me thi...”

“No6i cach khac ‘néu ong ay dén dé dé bi giét’ nhv ba Hemming cta
ching ta da dé ra, thi ong ta da dén do c6 hen treéc ma khong hé nghi ngo
gi hét, dwgc moi udng sherry hay cocktail — thit thuéc Mickey Finn da
phat tac va c6 Pebmarsh ra tay. Sau do ba ta rtta sach ly thuéc Mickey Finn,
dat cai xac nam gon trén san nha, ném con dao sang vieon nha hang xém roi
nhe nhe budc ra ngoai nhuv thuong 1é.

“Goi dién dén Phong Thw ky Cavendish trén duong di...”

“Va tai sao ba ta lai lam nhw thé? Con yéu cau dich danh Sheila Webb
nita chi?”

“Gia ma chang ta biét dwgc nhi,” Hardcastle nhin t6i.

“Ba ta c6 biét khong? Biét co gai ay?”

“Ba dy bao khong biét.”

“Ba dy bao khong biét,” Hardcastle than tho lap lai. “T6i dang hoi cdu
nghi gi vé chuyén ay?”

T6i chang noéi chang rang trong vai phut. Toi da nghi gi? T6i phai quyét
dinh hanh dong theo trinh tw nao. Sy that cudi cung sé 10 rd. N6 sé khong
lam ton thwong Sheila néu c6 qua ding nhuw téi hang tin twdng.

Bang mot dong tac voi vang hap tap toi rat mot buwu thiép tr trong tui ra,
dua qua ban.

“Sheila nhan dugc cai nay tw buu dién.”

Thanh tra sam soi xem ky. D6 1a mot tdm trong loat buu thi€p vé cac
dinh thy ¢ London. Anh chup Toa Pai hinh Trung wong. Hardcastle 1at lai.
Bén phai la dia chi — in 0 nét. Co R.S.Webb, 14, duwong Palmerston,
Crowdean, Sussex.

Bén trai cling dugc in, chit: REMEMBER! va dudi do la 4 gio 13.
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“4 gig 13,” Hardcastle nhan xét. “P¢ la gio xem duwgc trén nhitng chiéc
dong ho hom &y.” Ong lic dau. “Mot bitc anh Toa Pai hinh London, mot
chit ‘Remember’ va mot thdi khac: 4 gid 13. Chac han cé lién quan mat
thiét v6i diéu gi day.”

T6i noi thém vao: “Co dy bao khong hiéu gi ca. Téi tin c6 ay.”

Thanh tra gat dau.

“Pé toi gilr cai nay. Chung t6i c6 thé biét dugce diéu gi day tiw nd.”

“Hy vong vay.”

Ca hai ching t6i déu béi roi. Dé gidi toa tdi néi: “Ong anh ciing thu dugc
nhiéu tai liéu nhi.”

“Toan nhitng thit thwong thuwong thoi. Va hau hét chang ich lgi cai quai
gi. Nguoi chét khong co tén trong ho so hinh sy, ddu van tay cia han ciing
khong c6 trong tai liéu lwu trit. Thuc té€ ca xap thw nay tir nhitng nguwdi khai
la da nhan ra han gwi dén.”

Ong doc 1én:

“‘Kinh thua éng, btrc dnh trén bdo, t6i hau nhw chdc chdn dung la nguoi
dan 6ng da lén xe Itta & Ga trung chuyén Willesden bira no. Han thi tham
néi mot minh, tréng co vé rdat man rg va kich déng, khi nhin thdy han t6i da
nghi chdc hdn cé chuyén gi khong on day.’

“‘Kinh thua 6ng, to6i nghi nguoi dan 6ng nay trong rdt gibng anh ho ctia
chong toi tén la John. Anh dy xudt ngogi dén Nam Phi nhung cé thé da tré
vé. Lic ra di anh dy dé rdu mép, nhung 1é di nhién co thé da cao di roi.’

“Kinh thua 6ng, t6i da trong thdy nguoi dan 6ng ddng bdo trén mot
chuyén tau dién ngam dém hém qua. Lic dy téi nghi ¢ diéu gi ddy khdc
thuong vé ong ta.””

Thanh tra néi tiép: “Lé di nhién con c6 ca cac ba nhan chong nita. Duong
nhw cac ba thyc sy khong biét chong minh trong ra lam sao. Cé cac ba me
tran tré hy vong nhan lai con trai ma ho khong gap mat da hai mwoi nam
r0i.

https://thuviensach.vn



“Con day la danh sach nhitng ngwoi mat tich. Chang c6 gi ¢ day co thé
giip chung t6i. ‘George Barlow, 65 tudi, bé nha di mat biét. Vg han nghi
chac han da bi mat tri nhé.” Bén duwdi cé ghi chi: ‘No rat nhiéu tién. Da
thdy bé di v&i mot goéa phu toc dé. Gan nhw chac chan han da quyt ng va
chuon thang.’

“Nguoi ké tiép: ‘Gido suw Hargraves, sinh vién mong 6ng ta dén giang bai
th ba tuan trede. Ba khong xuat hién, cling khong gtri dién bao hay thw
cao 16i.” ”

Hardcastle hinh nhv khong xem truong hgp giao su Hargrave la quan
trong.

“Thiét twdng budi dién giang la vao tuan lé trwdc hay tuan 1é sau day,”
ong néi. “Co 1é 6ng dy dinh bao vdi quan gia minh sé di dau nhung lai
khong bao. Ching t6i gap nhiéu treong hgp thé day.”

Co tiéng vo ve cua dién thoai ndi bo trén ban Hardcastle. Ong nhéc 6ng
nghe 1én.

“Ha?... Cai gi?... Ai phat hién c6 dy? Ba ta c6 cho biét tén khong? Toi
hiéu. Ct tiép tuc nhé!” Ong dit 6ng nghe xudng. Khi quay lai nhin tdi mét
ong thay do6i han. Nghiém khac va cam gian.

“Nguoi ta tim thdy mot co gai chét trong mot buong dién thoai cong
cong tren duong Wilbraham Crescent.”

“Chét a?” t6i nhin 6ng cham cham. “Chét nhw thé nao?”

“Bi siét 6. Bang chinh chiéc khan quang c6 caa minh!”

Bat chot toi thay 6n lanh.

“C0 gai nao? Khong phai la...”

Hardcastle cho t6i mdt cai liéc mat lanh lung danh gid ma t6i chang
thich.

“Khong phai ban gai cia cau dau,” 6ng noi, “néu nhw day la diéu cau lo
sg. Canh sat & d6 dwong nhu biét co ta la ai. Han bao day la mot c6 lam
chung s& v6i Sheila Webb. Tén co ta la Edna Brent.”

“Ai da tim thay c6 ay? Vién canh sat nao?”
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“Co Waterhouse tit nha s6 18 da phat hién co ta. Duong nhw ba ay dén
buéng dién thoai dé goi dién vi dién thoai nha ba bi truc trac va thay co gai
da nga nhao xudng thanh mot dong ¢ dé.”

Ctta m6 ra va mot nhan vién canh sat noi: “Bac si Rigg dién thoai noi
dang trén dwong di, thua sép. Ong dy sé gip sép & Wilbraham Crescent.”
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Mot tiéng rudi dong ho sau do, Thanh tra tham t&r Hardcastle ng6i vao ban
lam viéc ctia minh, da ngu6i bét noi dau buoén, nhan 1ay mot tach tra cta co
quan. Mat 6ng van con nét hoang mang tic gian.

“Xin 16i sép, Pierce mudn noi vGi sép may cau.”

Hardcastle tinh tao lai.

“Pierce a? Puoc, cho anh ta vao.”

Pierce di vao, mét vién canh sat tré trong c6 vé bon chon lo lang.

“Xin 16i sép, t6i nghi c6 nhé minh phai néi véi sép.”

“Sao? Noi voi toi cai gi?”

“Po la sau budi diéu tra, thwa sép. T6i dang lam nhiém vu & ctra vao. Co
gai nay — c0 gai da bi giét chét ay. Co6 — c0 ta noi vdi toi.

“N6i vdi cau, thé a? Co6 ay da noi gi?”

“C6 bao mudn néi vadi sép vai 1oi a.”

Hardcastle ngo6i thang day, bat chot tinh tado han.

“Co ta muon noi vai toi vai 10i u? Co ta ¢6 nodi vi sao khong?”

“Khong biét chinh xac, thwa sép. Xin 16i sép a. Gid ma... giad ma t6i da
lam gi do gitp co ta. T6i héi co cé thé dé lai 16i nhan hay khong, hoac cé 1é
co c6 thé t6i don canh sat sau. Sép thay do, khi ay sép dang ban ron vGi ong
canh sat trudng va nguoi bén toa an nén toi da nghi...”

“Chét tiét!” Hardcastle lau bau trong miéng. “Lé ra ciu c6 thé bao co ta
doi dén khi t6i ranh viéc cha?”
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“T6i rat ti€c, thwa sép.” Anh canh sat dé mat. “T6i cho rang néu biét
chuyén han t6i da lam nhw vay. Nhung t6i da khong nghi c6 viéc quan
trong. T6i khong biét c6 ta nghi viéc d6 quan trong. Co néi chi la diéu gi do
khién c6 lo lang.”

“Lo 1&ng u?” Hardcastle héi. Ong im ling ca mot phut, trong dau nhé lai
vai su kién. Pay la co géi 6ng da di ngang qua ngoai pho khi 6ng dang trén
dwong tdi nha ba Lawton, c6 gai dd mudn gap Sheila Webb. C6 gai nhan ra
ong khi di ngang qua va da ngan ngtr mot lat nhw thé khong chac c6 nén xin
ong dung lai hay khong. Co ta da co diéu gi do trong dau. Phdi, 1a thé dé.
Diéu gi d6 trong dau co. Ong da dé vudt mat. Pa khong du lanh le dé chup
lay cai bong. Mdi mé theo du6i muc dich cua riéng minh la tim ra thém
nhitng chi tiét can ban vé Sheila Webb, ong lai bé qua mot diém c6 gia tri.
CO géi do da lo lang u? Vi sao? Gio day c6 1é ho sé khong bao gio biét
dugc vi sao.

“Tiép tuc di, Pierce,” 6ng bao. “Néi cho t6i biét tat cd nhitng gi cau con
nhé dugce!” Ong néi thém mot cach ti t&, vi 6ng von 1a ngudi cong bing
chinh tryc: “Cau lic d6 khong biét viéc dy la quan trong.”

Ong biét d6 vay con tifc gian va tam trang that vong cia minh bing cach
trdch mang cdu trai tré nay thi chang hay ho gi. Lam sao cau ta biét dugc
ch? M6t phan trong chwong trinh huan luyén cta anh ta la dé cao ky luat,
bdo ddm ngudi ta chi dwoc tiép can cdp trén cia anh vao thoi gian thich
hop va dia diém thich hgp. Néu c6 gai noéi la quan trong hay khan cap thi da
khac han. Nhung 6ng nghi khi nhé lai lan dau trong thay c¢6 ¢ van phong,
c6 khong phai kiéu phu nit ay. M6t ngudi suy nghi cham lut. Mot co géi cé
1é hay ngd virc do tdm than cham phat trién.

“Cau co6 thé nhé chinh xac da xdy ra nhitng gi va c6 ay da néi gi vdi cau
khong, Pierce?” 6ng hoi.

Anh canh sat dang nhin 6ng vd&i vé tha thiét biét on.

“Thwa sép, khi moi nguoi dang ra vé, co ay t6i cho toi, c6 phan do duw
mot 1at, ngé quanh nhw dang tim ai d6. Khong phai sép dau, tdi nghi vay.
Mot ké nao khéac. Sau dé6 c6 di t6i cho t6i va néi ¢ c6 thé gap si quan canh
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sat hay khong, co néi la nguoi da cho 10i khai. Vay la nhu t6i da noi toi
nhin thdy sép dang ban viéc vGi 6ng canh sat trudng, va toi gidi thich vdi c
la sép dang ban lam, c6 ay c6 thé nhan lai hay la sau d6 gdp sép & don. T6i
nghi c6 ay da néi nhw thé khong tot 1am. T6i hoi 6 gi dac biét khong...”

“Sao?” Hardcastle ch6m ngudi téi truéc.

“Va c6 ay noi that ra khong han vay. Chi la cai gi d6 ma c6 khéng hiéu
tai sao lai c6 thé nhu thé.”

“Co ta khong hiéu lam sao ma diéu co thdy lai c6 thé nhu thé a?”
Hardcastle 13dp lai.

“Pung vay, thuwa sép. Toi khong chac cé dung tirng tir hay khong. C6 1€
la: ‘T6i khong hiéu lam sao ma diéu c6 ta n6i lai c6 thé 1a sy that.” C6 ay
cau may va co veé roi tri. Nhung khi t6i hoéi thi lai n6i 1a khong that sy quan
trong.”

Khong that sy quan trong, co6 gai da no6i vay. Cling chinh c6 gai ay da
duwgc tim thay khong bao lau sau do, bi siét c6 chét trong buong dién thoai
cong cong...

“Co ai ¢ gan cau lic c6 ta noi vdi cau khong?” dng hai.

“Luc dé c6 rat nhiéu ngwoi, thwa sép, dang xép hang di ra, sép biét roi
dé. Co rat nhiéu ngwoi duy budi diéu tra ma. Vu an gay nado loan qua chirng,
vu giét ngwoi nay cung vGi cai cach bao chi tdn dung lam rum beng lén
nita.”

“Cau khong nh¢ da thay ai ¢ gan lic ay sao — ai day trong so nhitng
nguoi cung cap ching ctt, chang han thé?”

“T6i e minh khong nhé bat ky ai, thwa sép.”

“Thiét tinh,” thanh tra néi, “khdng gitp ich gi. Thoi dugc, Pierce a, néu
cau nhé thém diéu gi nita, hdy dén gap toi ngay lap titc nhé!”

Con lai mot minh 6ng c6 dan con néng gian dang tang 1én va ty 1én an
minh. C6 gai ay, cdi c6 trong c6 vé nhat nhu tho dé ay da biét dugc diéu gi
dé. Khong, c6 1 noi co ay biét 1a qua dé cao, c6 da trong thay gi do, nghe
thdy gi do. Diéu gi da khién c6 lo du. Va noi lo au dy cang manh liét hon
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sau khi ¢6 dy budi so tham. Co6 thé 1a gi chit? Diéu gi do trong cac 10i khai?
Pbiéu gi d6 rat c6 kha nang la nam trong 10i khai nhan chitng ctia Sheila
Webb? Cé phai hai ngay trudc c6 ta dén nha di cua Sheila v6i muc dich gap
Sheila? Chac chan c6 c6 thé ndi chuyén vGi Sheila ¢ s& lam? Tai sao c6 lai
muon gap riéng c6 dy? Co phai c6 da biét gi do6 vé Sheila Webb khién c6
boi r6i? Cé phdi c6 mudn yéu cau Sheila gidi thich vé van dé nao do, & noi
nao do tai cho riéng tv—khong & tredc mat cac c6 gai khac? Coé vé la céi
kiéu d6. Chac chan cé vé nhu vay.

Ong cho Pierce ra ngoai. Sau d6 6ng chi dao trung si Cray vai viéc.

“Sép van nghi c6 gai dén Wilbraham Crescent a?” trung si Cray hai.

“T6i van dang thac mac vé diéu ay,” Hardcastle dap. “L.é di nhién c6 kha
nang c6 ta chi hiéu ky qua khéng chiu n6i — mudn xem noi ay trong ra lam
sao. Chang c6 gi bat thuwong khi mot nita dan s6 ctia Crowdean ciing déu
cam thay nhu thé.”

“Khong phai ching ta van biét vay sao?” vién trung si c6 vé cam than.

“Mat khac,” Hardcastle néi cham rai, “co c6 thé dén gap nguoi song &
ddy nita...”

Khi trung si Cray da trd ra ngoai, Hardcastle ghi ba con sé trén xdp giay
thdm cta minh.

“20,” 6ng viét, va dit mot ddu chdm héi sau n6. Ong thém vao: “19?” va
sau do la “18?” 6ng viét nhitng cai tén twong ng. Hemming, Pebmarsh,
Waterhouse.

Ba ng6i nha & khic trén duong Crescent nam ngoai vu viéc. Han Edna
Brent khong ghé tham mot trong ba nha nay vi c6 da di trén khic duéi con
dwong, noi cé buong dién thoai.

Hardcastle nghién cttu ba kha nang.

Ong 14y s6 20 truwde tién. Con dao gay an trong vu giét ngudi dau tién da
duwgc tim thady & d6. Hinh nhw c6 nhiéu kha nang con dao dwgc ném qua do
ttr vieon nha s6é 19 nhung ho khéng biét diéu ay. Co thé chinh chu nha s6 20
da nhét n6 vao bui ram. Khi dwgc tham van, phan tng duy nhat cia ba
Hemming la cam phan. Ba ta da n6i: ‘Dia nao ném con dao kinh tém nhw
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thé vao bay meo cta t6i that &c qua!” Lam sao ba Hemming dinh liu vGi
Edna Brent chit? Ba ta v can, thanh tra quyét dinh nhw vay.

Ong tiép tuc xem xét c6 Pebmarsh. Phii ching Edna Brent dén
Wilbraham Crescent dé ghé tham ba ta? Ba da khai béo tai budi diéu tra.
Phéi chang da c6 diéu gi trong 10i khai ay khién Edna khong tin? Nhung c6
gai dy da lo lang trudc budi so tham. Phai chang c6 da biét diéu gi do veé co
Pebmarsh r6i? Phai chang c6 da biét chang han nhw c6 mot maéi lién hé kiéu
nao dé gitta ba c6 nay va Sheila Webb? Biéu ay khép vai 10i ¢6 noi vi
Pierce. “Nhitng gi co ta néi khong thé ding su that.”

‘Phéng doan, tat ca chi la phong doan,” 6ng tirc gian nghi tham.

Con nha s6 18 thi sao? C6 Waterhouse da tim thay céi xac. Thanh tra
Hardcastle mac cai bénh nghé nghiép hay thanh kién véi nhitng ai phat hién
xac chét. Boi v4i mot tén sat nhan, viéc tim thay xac chét giip han tranh né
rat nhiéu kho khan phién phitc — khéi phdi gap nhiéu rai ro khi sap dat
mot treong hgp ngoai pham, gidi thich vi sao lai ¢6 dau tay ctia han khi
nguoi ta sam soi xem xét k§. Trong nhiéu tinh thé do 1a mot vi tri vitng nhw
ban thach — chi can mot diéu kién duy nhat. Chac han khéng c6 dong co
hién nhién nao. Chac chan khong cé dong co ro rang khién c6 Waterhouse
trit khit Edna Brent nho bé. Ba ta khong phai cho 16i khai trong budi diéu
tra. Tuy nhién c6 thé ba ta da dén do6. Co 1é co ay da cé ly do gi dé dé biét
hay tin chinh ba ta da gia lam c6 Pebmarsh goi dién yéu cau giri mét thw ky
danh may kiém téc ky dén nha s6 19?

Lai phéng doan nita roi.

Va di nhién con c6 chinh Sheila Webb ni¥a...

Thanh tra dwa tay t&i cdi mdy dién thoai. Ong goi dén khach san Colin
Lamb dang lvu tru. Ngay sau do ong da gap anh tren duong day.

“Hardcastie ddy—hom nay cau an trwa v6i Sheila Webb ltic may gio?”

Anh ta im lang mot lic r6i méi tra 16i: “Sao 6ng anh biét ching t6i cing
an trua?”

“Poan cuc hay ma. Cau ting doan, phai khong?”

“Tai sao t6i phdi an trwa véi co ay chi?”
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“Cha c6 ly do gi ca. T6i chi hédi cau vé thoi gian théi. Cé phai c6 cau da
di an tria ngay sau budi diéu tra?”

“Khong. C6 ay phai di mua sam. Chung t6i gap nhau & hiéu an Trung
Hoa trén duvong Market ltic mot gio.”

“To6i hiéu r6i.”

Hardcastle nhin xuéng ghi chi ctia minh. Edna Brent chét khodng tir 12
gio 30 dén 1 gio.

“Ong anh khéng muén biét ching t6i dn trva mén gi sao?”

“Binh tinh nao! T6i chi muén biét gio gidc chinh xac thoi. D€ 1am ho so
ay ma.”

“T6i hiéu. Ra la vay.”

Mot thoang im lang. Hardcastle ¢6 lam diu b6t cang thang: “Néu nhu toi
nay cau khong lam gi...”

Nguwai kia ngat ngang.

“T6i phai di. Pang chuan bi hanh ly. Bugc thong bao c6 viéc dang doi
toi. T6i phai xuat ngoai.”

“Bao gio thi cau tr§ vé?”

“Ai muén doan gi thi doan. It nhat mét tudin — c6 1& 1au hon nita — ¢6
thé khong bao gio!”

“Van rai — hay khong phai thé?”

“T6i khong chac chan,” Colin dap, roi gac may.
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18

Hardcastle t6i nha s6 19, Wilbraham Crescent ding ltc c6 Pebmarsh dang
roi khoi nha.

“Xin 16i, cho t6i mét phtit, c6 Pebmarsh a.”

“O, 6 phai thanh tra Hardcastle ddy khong?”

“Phai, t6i c6 thé ndi vai 10i vdi cd khong?”

“T6i khong mudn dén vién tré. Cé 1au khong?”

“T6i cam doan chi ba hay bon phuit thoi.”

Ba vao nha va ong di theo.

“C0 da nghe chuyén xay ra chiéu nay roi, phai khong?” o6ng hoi.

“Chuyén gi da xay ra u?”

“T6i twdng c6 da nghe roi chit. Mot co gai bi giét trong buong dién thoai
ngay khuc phia duéi duong nay.”

“Bi giét? Lic nao?”

“Céch day hai gio bon muoi 1dm phiit.” Ong ng6 chiéc dong hd ditng.

“T6i cha nghe ndi gi cd. Chang c6 gi,” c6 Pebmarsh n6i. Ngay titc khac
mot noi gian dir vang 1én trong giong noéi ctia ba. Nhu thé s bat lwe da theo
ba vé tan nha theo mot cach dac biét gdy ton thwong. “Mot cd gai — bi
giét! Co gai nao thé?”

“Tén co ta la Edna Brent va c6 ay lam viéc & Phong Thu ky Cavendish.”

“M0ot c6 tir day nita! C6 ay cling dwgc phai dén nhw céi c6 Sheila gi day
u?”

https://thuviensach.vn



“T6i khong nghi thé,” thanh tra dap. “Chang phai co ta dén gap ba ¢ day
trong nha ba hay sao?”

“0 day u? Khong, chic chin khong.”

“Néu nhu c6 ta da dén day, lic ay co c6 & nha hay khéng?”

“Tdi khong chic chan. Ong bao liic may gio?”

“Khoang chirng muoi hai gio ba muoi hay mudn hon mot chut.”

“Vang, han lac ay t6i c6 ¢ nha.”

“Co da di dau sau budi so tham?”

“T6i di thang vé day.” Ba tam dirng roi hédi, “Sao ong lai nghi co6 gai nay
c6 thé da dén nha t6i?”

“A, sang nay c6 ta dy’ budi so thdm va da thdy ba & ddy. Han cd ta c6 1y
do gi d6 dé dén Wilbraham Crescent. Theo nhu ching t6i dugc biét thi co
ta chang quen ai & duwong nay ca.”

“Nhung sao co dy lai dén gdp toi, chi vi da thdy t6i & budi so tham?”

“A...” thanh tra hoi mim cudi, r6i hap tdp ¢6 1am cho giong ndi cta
minh vui twgi 1én khi nhan thay ba ta chang thé nao chap nhan cai giong gia
1a gidng hoa ctia minh. “Nguwoi ta khong bao gio biét dwgce cac c6 gai nay
muon gi. Co ta c6 thé chi mudn xin chit ky thoi. Pai loai thé.”

“Xin chit ky!” Gigng cd Pebmarsh day khinh miét. “Phai. Phai r6i, chac
ong no6i dung ddy. Cai kiéu ay van thuong xay ra.” Roi ba lac dau dir doi.
“T6i chi c6 thé cam doan véi 06ng, thanh tra Hardcastle a, chuyén ay hém
nay da khong xdy ra. Cha cé ai dén day twr lic t6i tr@ vé sau budi so tham
ca.”

“A, cam on cd Pebmarsh. Chting t5i chi nghi nén kiém tra moi kha ning
c6 thé xdy ra.”

“Co ta bao nhiéu tu6i?” c6 Pebmarsh héi.

“Chac la mudi chin tubi.”

“Muoi chin v? Con tré 1am.” Ba hoi doi giong. “Tré qua... T6i nghiép
con bé! Ai lai mudn giét mot con bé méi tirng ay tudi vay chir?”

“Chuyén da xay ra roi,” thanh tra noi.
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“Con bé kha ggi cam a?”

“Khong. Chac ciing muon thé, nhwng khong dwgc.”

“Thé thi chang phai vi ly do ay ro6i,” ba lai lac dau. “T6i rat ti€c, con tiéc
hon vi chang gitp dwoc gi cho 6ng, thanh tra Hardcastle.”

Ong di ra, trong long day an twgng, nhw van ludn day an twgng vé ca tinh
cua co Pebmarsh.

C0 Waterhouse ciing dang & nha. Ciling ding cai kiéu ay, ba ta dot nhién
md toang ctra ra, bay t6 wéc mudn gai cho ai dé lam diéu khong nén lam.

“A ra 1 6ng,” ba néi. “Thuc sy t6i da ké cho nguoi cia dng nghe tat ca
nhitng gi toi biét r6i ma.”

“To6i chac chan c6 da tra 10i tat ca cac cau dwgc hoéi,” Hardcastle noi,
“nhung khong thé hoi hét moi diéu ngay mot ltic, co biét day, nén ching toi
can phai di sdu vao mét vai chi tiét nita.”

“T6i cha hiéu vi sao nita. Toan bd chuyén nay la mét ci soc khting khiép
nhat,” c6 Waterhouse nhin 6ng nhw thé khién trach 6ng ta da gay ra moi
chuyén. “Vao di, vao di! Ong khong thé ditng trén tdm tham sudt ngay. Vao
di va ngoi xudng, roi muon hoi gi thi hoi, mac du thuc sy to6i khong hiéu co
thé con cau hoi gi. Nhw da ké véi cac 6ng, toi da ra ngoai dé goi dién thoai.
T6i m@ ctra buong dién thoai va c6 gai & day. Ca doi t6i chwa bao gio bi s6¢
dén thé. T6i voi vang di tim mot canh sat vién. Roi sau day, trong trudong
hop 6ng mudn biét, t6i trd vé day tw cho minh mdt liéu rwvgu manh lam
thuoc an than. Mot liéu thube,” co6 Waterhouse nhan manh.

“Co that khon ngoan, thwa cd,” thanh tra noi.

“Va chi co vay thoi,” chu nha dap lai mot cach dut khoat.

“T6i mudn hoi cd cé hoan toan chac chan tredc gio minh chwa tirng gap
co0 nay hay khong?”

“Co6 thé da gap hang chuc lan nhung cha nhé. T6i muén néi co ay cé thé
da phuc vu t6i & nha hang Woolworth, ng6i gan t6i trén xe buyt hay ban vé
cho t6i & rap chiéu phim.”

“Co ta la thuv ky danh may kiém tdc ky & Phong Cavendish.”
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“Toi khong nghi minh tirng cé co hoi sit dung mot thw ky danh may
kiém téc ky. C6 18 co6 ay lam viéc trong van phong ctia em trai t6i &
Gainsford va Swettenham. C6 phaéi ddy la diéu cac 6ng dang hwdéng dén hay
khong?”

“0, khong. Chéc khong c6 lién quan kiéu dy dau. Nhung t6i chi thic méc
c6 phai co ta da dén gdp co sang nay trwdc khi bi giét hay khong.”

“DPén gap t6i a? Khong, di nhién 1a khong. Gap dé lam gi co chit?”

“A, chuyén ay chiing tdi khong biét. Nhung cd hdy néi di, c6 duoc
khong, c6 phdi c6 ngudi nhin thidy co ta vao cong nha ba sang nay la da
trong nham?” Thanh tra nhin c6 Waterhouse v@i anh mat vo tu.

“C6 nguoi da trong thdy cd dy vao cong nha téi w? V@ van,” cod
Waterhouse ngap ngung. “Chi it...”

“Sao a?” Hardcastle lang nghe, khong dé 16 minh dang canh giac.

“A, tdi cho rdng c6 thé c6 dy di nhét mot t& gidy nhé hay cai gi ddy qua
ctta cdi. C6 mot td gidy nhé ¢ day vao gio an trra. Chac 1a moi dyw mot
cudc mit-tinh vé gidi trtv vii khi hat nhan, t6i nghi vay. Ngay nao ciing co
mdy chuyén nay. C6 thé hiéu c6 ay da dén nhét cai gi day vao hop thw nha
toi, nhung 6ng khong thé trach toi vi chuyén ay, phai khong a?”

“Di nhién la khéng. Bay gio n6i vé cudc goi ctia c6 — cd bao dién thoai
nha bi truc trac. Nhung qua trao doi lai khong phai thé.”

“Trao do6i cha noi 1én bat ctr diéu gi! Toéi da bam sé va nghe cé tiéng 6n
khac thwong chit khong phai tin hiéu da néi may, vi thé t6i di ra buong dién
thoai cong cong.”

Hardcastle ding 1én.

“Xin 16i co Waterhouse vi da lam phién nhw thé nay, nhung cé y kién cho
rang co6 ta da ghé tham ai d6 ¢ day va dén mot nha cach noi nay khéng xa
lam.”

“Va thé la 6ng phai diéu tra khap cac nha & dwong Crescent nay &4? Toi
thiét nghi kha nang nhiéu nhdt c6 4y da dén nha ké bén — nha c6
Pebmarsh, y t0i la thé.”
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“Sao c0 lai cho la nhiéu kha nang nhat?”

“Ong bao cod dy 1a mot the ky danh may kiém t6c ky va dén tir Phong
Cavendish ma. Chac chan néu t6i nhé khong nham, nghe néi c6 Pebmarsh
da yéu cau mot thw ky danh may kiém téc ky dén nha ba &y hom no khi
nguwoi dan ong bi giét.”

“Pa nghe noi thé, phai, nhung ba ta pha nhan.”

“A, néu 6ng héi t6i,” c6 Waterhouse néi, “chéng ai chiu nghe téi néi cho
dén khi qua mudn, t6i xin thua rang ba ay da tré nén hoi khat khung, t6i
muon néi c6 Pebmarsh dy. T6i nghi c6 1€ ba thwong goi dén cac van phong
dé yéu cau mot thu ky danh may kiém toc ky dén. Sau day c6 1€ ba lai quén
tudt ludt.”

“Nhung c6 khong nghi ba ta giét nguoi chi?”

“T6i khong hé dé cap dén chuyén giét ngwoi hay bat cit chuyén gi dai
loai nhw thé. T6i biét mot nguwdi dan 6ng da bi giét trong nha ba ta, nhung
toi chwa phut gidy nao ndy ra cai y nghi rang c6 Pebmarsh c6 lién quan véi
chuyén ay. Khong. T6i chi nghi c6 thé ba ta da bi Iu lan rat ky khoi nhw
nguoi ta thwong nhu thé. Toi tirng biét mot ba dao ay c goi dién thoai dén
ctta hang banh mt dat mua mot ta banh quy gion. Ba ta dau c6 mudn mua,
va khi ngudi ta mang dén thi ba bao khong hé dat mua. Cai kiéu dy day
ma.”

“Di nhién moi chuyén déu c6 thé,” thanh tra chao tam biét ba chd nha roi
roi di.

Ong nghi ba ta chwa déc hét tai ning véi 15i goi ¥ sau cling. Mit khac,
néu ba tin rang ngudi ta da thay c6 gai vao nha minh, va qua that da xdy ra
nhw vay, thi ggi y vé chuyén co6 gai da vao nha s6 19 ding la mot goi y
khon khéo trong hoan canh nay.

Hardcastle lai liéc nhin dong ho deo tay va quyét dinh van con thoi gian
dé 1am viéc v6i Phong Thu ky Cavendish. Ong biét chiéu nay né di mé ciia
lai ldc hai gig. Ong c6 thé dugc cac cd gai & d6 gitip cho doi chit. Va ong
cling sé gap Sheila Webb ¢ do.

Mot co gai dirng day ngay lap tic khi o6ng di vao van phong.
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“Thanh tra Hardcastle, phai khong a?” c6 hdi. “Co6 Martindale dang
mong gap ong do.”

Co dan 6ng vao van phong bén trong. Khong doi mot phit gidy nao, co
Martindale tan cong luén.

“That nhuc nh3, thanh tra Hardcastle a, nhuc nhd qua di! Ong phai tim
hiéu cho r6 ngon nguoén chuyén nay. Phai rd ngon nguon ngay lap tic.
Pirng lan 1ita nita! Canh sat c6 nhiém vu bado vé ngudi dan va ching toi can
diéu d6 & day trong van phong nay. Bao vé. To6i mudn bdo vé cac nit nhan
vién ctia minh va t6i mudn ndi la phai dat dwoc diéu ay.”

“T6i chac chan, co6 Martindale a, 1a...”

“Co6 phai 6ng dinh choi bé trach nhiém vé viéc hai ni* nhan vién cua toi,
hai c6 da tr@ thanh nan nhan? RO rang nguoi nao do vo trach nhiém khong
tim cho ra nhitng ké nao c6 cai kiéu cach — ma ngay nay nguoi ta goi la —
dinh kién hay mac cdm — do6i véi cac thw ky danh may kiém toc ky hoac
cac phong thu ky. Chung hanh ha doa day co sé nay mot cach c6 tinh toan.
Trudc tién la Sheila Webb bi goi dén bdi mot tro gian ac dé co ta tim thay
mot xac chét—cai kiéu ay co thé khién mdt c6 gai bi ban loan tam than —
roi bay gio la chuyén nay. Sat hai mét co gai ti t€ hoan toan vo hai trong
budng dién thoai. Ong phai tim cho ra ngon ngudn vu nay, ong thanh tra a.”

“T6i khong muon gi hon la tim hiéu r6 ngon nguoén vu nay, co
Martindale a. T6i dén dé xem c6 c6 thé gitip gi cho t6i hay khong.”

“Gitip, gidp! T6i c6 thé gitip gi cho 6ng chit? Ong phai biét néu tdi c6 gi
giup dugc 6ng, han t6i chay ngay dén tim ong chit cha dgi dén bay gio?
Ong phai tim cho ra ké da giét c6 géi dang thuong Edna, va ké da choi tro
gian ac v6i Sheila. T6i nghiém khac v6i nhan vién, ong thanh tra a, toi git
cho ho Iudén lam viéc siéng nang va khong cho ho bé tré hay cau tha. Nhung
toi khong thé chiu noi khi ho bi bién thanh nan nhan hay bi giét chét. T6i
muoén bao vé ho va muén xem nhitng ngwoi dugc nha nwéce tra lwong dé
bdo vé ho lam cong viéc cia minh thé nao.” Ba trirtng mat nhin 6ng y nhw
mot con cop cai doi 16t nguoi.

“Xin cho chung t6i thoi gian, c6 Martindale a,” dng noi.
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“Thoi gian w? Chi vi con bé ngoc nghéch ay da chét r6i, nén chac 6ng
nghi minh con dua ca thoi gian & trén doi. Chuyén ké tiép sé la mot c6 gai
khac bi giét chét.”

“T6i nghi c6 chang can phai lo lang dén thé dau, c6 Martindale a.”

“Sang nay khi 6ng thitc day, chac ong dau nghi c6 gai nay sé bi giét, ong
thanh tra. Néu nghi thé chac 6ng da c6 vai bién phap dé phong va dé y dén
co ta. Va khi mot c6 bi giét hay bi dwa vao mot tinh thé ton hai nao day,
ong ciing s& kinh ngac y nhu thé. Toan bd vu ndy quai dan, dién ré! Ong
phai thi nhan ddy la mot vu an dién r6. Ma ay la néu nhitng diéu doc dugc
trén bao la ding sy that. Tat ca nhitng chi€c dong ho ay, chang han thé. To6i
dé y ching khong dugc dé cap dén trong budi so tham sang nay.”

“Sang nay dé cap dén cang it van dé cang tot, c6 Martindale a. Chi la
hoan so tham théi.”

“Tat ca nhitng gi toi ndi 1a,” c6 Martindale lai nhin 6ng tritng trirng, “ong
phai lam gi day dé giai quyét vu nay.”

“Va co khong cé gi noi cho t6i biét hay sao? Khong 1é Edna khéng cho
cd mot 10i bong gié nao hay sao? Co ta khong c6 vé lo lang veé diéu gi day,
khong hoi y kién cua co sao?”

“Chac chan c6 ay sé khong héi y kién t6i néu co6 dy lo lang,” co
Martindale dap. “Nhung co dy phai lo lang vi chuyén gi kia ch?”

Chinh xac d6 la cau héi ma thanh tra Hardcastle mu6n c6 cau tra 1oi,
nhung ong thiy la khong thé nao cé dugc cau tra 16i tir co Martindale nay.
Thay vi hoi lai, 6ng néi: “T6i mudn néi chuyén cang nhiéu vai cac c6 & day
cang tot. Toi c6 thé thiy la cé rat it kha nang Edna Brent gidi bay tam su
v6i c6 vé bat ct noi s¢ hai hay lo au nao, nhung c6 ay c6é thé da tam sy vGi
cac ban cung sé lam.”

“Ciing c6 kha nang ay, t6i mong nhu thé,” ba trdng phong noéi. “Cac co
gai danh thoi gian dé tan chuyén — nhitng c6 gai nay. Ngay khi nghe tiéng
chan t6i buéc ngoai hanh lang, cdc may danh chir bat dau dong loat kéu 16c
coc. Nhung ngay trede do ho dang lam gi? No6i chuyén. Tan gau tan doc,
mom c lach cha lach chach!” Binh tinh hon mét chut, ba ta néi tiép, “Hién
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gio thi chi cé ba c6 trong van phong, 6ng c6 mudn néi chuyén véi ho luon
khong? Cac c6 khac di cong tac bén ngoai r6i. Toi c6 thé cho biét tén va dia
chi, néu 6ng thich.”

“Céam on c6 Martindale.”

“Ong c6 thé néi chuyén riéng véi ho. Ho sé khong mudn néi hét néu toi
ditng day canh chirng, vi néi hét thi khac nao thira nhan, 6ng thay day, rang
ho da ng6i 1é d6i mach va lang phi thoi gian.”

T cho ngoi, c6 Martindale ditng 1én, mé& ctra ra van phong bén ngoai.

“Nay cac c0, thanh tra Hardcastle mu6n ban chuyén véi cac c6. Cac cod
c6 thé ngirng lam viéc m6t lic. Hay noi vGi ong ay bat cit diéu gi minh biét
c6 thé gidp tim ra ké da giét Edna Brent.”

Ba tr@ vao van phong riéng va dong sap ctra lai. Ba khuén mat thiéu ni
hoang hét nhin dng thanh tra. Ong nhén xét tém tit vé ho that nhanh chéng
va s@ sai, nhung da dé ong quyét tam dat dwgce chat lwong trong nhitng van
dé sap stra néu ra. Mot c6 gai deo kinh toc vang trong c6 vé virng vang.
Pang tin cay, ong nghi, nhung khong qua thong minh, sang lang. Mot co6 da
ngam toc den trong c6é vé kha nghénh ngang vdi kiéu toc goi 1én y nghi c6
vira m@i ra ngoai gap con bao tuyét. Mat c6 1é dang dé y chuyén nay
chuyén no & day, nhung chac la cyc ky khong dang tin cay khi co ta hoi
twong lai nhitng sy kién da qua. Moi sy sé duge chinh stta cho phu hgp. Co
thit ba bam sinh hay cwdi ric rich, 6ng chac chan co ta sé dong y vGi bat ci
diéu gi ngwoi khac noi.

Ong kh& néi mdt cch than tinh: “Chéc ca ba ¢ dd nghe chuyén xay dén
v6i Edna Brent lam viéc ¢ day r6i nhi?”

Ba cai dau gat that manh.

“Ma nay, cac co da nghe néi thé nao?”

Ho nhin nhau nhw thé c6 quyét dinh xem ai sé la ngwoi phat ngon. Theo
thoa thuan chung c6 vé nhu doé la co toc vang, tén co ta hinh nhw la Janet.

“Edna da khong tGi lam luc hai gio nhw thuwong 1€,” c6 giai thich.
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“Méo Hung da rat byc minh,” c6 Maureen toc den 1én tiéng r6i ghim lai.
“T6i mudn no6i c6 Martindale do.”

Co thtt ba cwoi khuc khich. “Meo Hung la cai tén tui tui goi ba,” co giai
thich.

‘Chang phai la mot céi tén xau,” thanh tra nghi bung.

“Ba ay hé thich thi khing b6 dit [am,” Maureen néi. “Gan nhw la nhay x6
vao nguoi ta vay dé. Ba héi Edna c6 noéi gi vdi ching toi vé viéc chiéu nay
khong trd lai van phong hay khong, va it nhat c6 ay cling phai xin phép
ch.”

Co0 toc vang noi tiép: “To6i cho c6 Martindale biét Edna da téi dy budi so
thdm cung v@i ca bon toi, nhung sau dé bon téi khong thdy co dy va khong
biét c6 ay da di dau nira.”

“Putng nhw thé v?” thanh tra Hardcastle héi. “Cac ¢6 chang hé biét co ta
da di dau khi roi khoi toa an?”

“Toi c6 ru Edna cung di an trwa v6i toi,” Maureen noi, “nhung duong
nhv trong dau co6 dy dang ban nghi chuyén gi d6. C6 ay néi khong chac cé
du thoi gian dé an trva. Chi mua gi do6 roi vé van phong an théi.”

“Thé nghia la c6 ay c6 y néi sau day sé trd vé van phong?”

“Da dung, tat nhién roi. Chung t6i déu biét phai lam nhw vay.”

“Vai ngay vira qua, cac co c6 ai dé y diéu gi khac la vé Edna Brent hay
khong? Cé thay co dy c6 vé lo lang gi, nhu thé dang ban tam diéu gi day
hay khong? Co ay c6 ndi gi vGi cac cd lién quan dén diéu ay khong? Néu
biét dwgc bat ct diéu gi, toi xin cac c6 hay noi!”

Ba c6 nhin nhau, nhung khong phai cai kiéu cach cua nhitng ké phan lai
mot am muu bi mat. C6 vé don gidn chi 1a phéng doan mo hé ma thoi.

“Luc nao c6 ay cling lo lang vé diéu gi do,” Maureen noi. “C& lam
chuyén nay chuyén no réi tung r6i mu ca lén, va mac 16i nay 16i no. Con
nhoé hoi cham hiéu mot chuat xiu.”

“Hinh nhv ldc nao cling cé chuyén xdy ra v6i Edna,” co hay cudi ric
rich néi. “Ong c6 nhé cai goét giay ctia co Ay bi rét ra bita d6 khong? Toan
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nhitng chuyén thuwong xdy ra véi Edna.”

“T6i nhd r6i,” thanh tra dap.

Ong nhé lai c6 gai da ditng nhin xuéng mot cach rau 1i chiéc gidy trong
tay minh nhu thé nao.

“Ong biét khong, t6i dd cam gidc c6 chuyén gi rat dang sg xay ra chiéu
nay khi Edna khong tr& vé ltc hai gio,” Janet gat dau véi vé mat nghiém
trang.

Hardcastle ngé 6 ta, c6 dbi chit khong wa. Ong van ludén khéng wa
nhitng ké t6 ra ranh rdi sau khi sy viéc da xay ra roi. Ong chic chin co gai
ndy khong hé nghi kiéu d6. Ong tham nghi nhiéu kha ning hon d6 1a c6 ta
da noi: ‘Edna sé bi Méo Hung ray la khi n6 v6 cho ma coi.’

“Cac co nghe chuyén da xdy ra khi nao?” ong lai hoi.

Ba c6 dwa mat nhin nhau. C6 hay cwdi rtic rich dé mat vi mac cam pham
t0i. Mat co liéc xéo tdi canh cita vao van phong riéng ctia ba chu.

“A, tui — 0 — tui chi chudn ra ngoai c6 mot phiit théi. Tui muén mua
may cai banh ngot dem vé nha. Khi tui tGi ctta tiém — & goc duong va ¢ dé
nguoi ta qua ranh vé tui — cai ba ¢ ddy noi: ‘Con bé ay lam & cho li vit
gioi ching may, phai khong?’ Tui héi: ‘Ba muén néi ai vay ha?’ Va réi ba
trd 10i: ‘Nguwoi ta vira tim thay con bé ay chét trong mot buéng dién thoai.’
Chuyén do giang cho tui mot ca diéng ca ngudi! Tui lién tré vé ké cho may
dita khac nghe. Sau cung cd dam tui tui déu néi phai bao tin cho co
Martindale. Ngay ltc do, ba tu trong van phong vot ra va hoi: ‘Cac co dang
lam gi d6? Cha thdy mot cai may danh chit nao hoat dong ca.’”

Co0 gai téc vang ke tiép.

“R0i t6i ndi: ‘That ra khong phai 16i tai bon t6i. Bon t6i vira nghe mot tin
kinh khung vé Edna, thwa c6 Martindale.’”

“Va co Martindale da no6i hay lam gi?”

Cd gai da ngam toc den dap: “A, m&i dau ba ta khong tin. Ba néi: V&
van. Bon bay chi nhat vé ba cai chuyén ngoi 1é doi mach ngu ngoc & mot
ctra hang ma thoi. Chac la dita con gai nao khac. Sao lai la Edna chi&?’ Roi
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ba giam chan buéc vé phong riéng, goi dién thoai cho don canh sat va dugc
biét do dung la su that.”

“Nhung tdi khong hiéu,” Janet néi nhw dang nam mo, “to6i khong hiéu tai
sao ai do lai mudn giét Edna.”

“Chac khong phdi c6 ay c6 ban trai hay gi gi do,” c6 da ngam t6c den
noi.

Ca ba nhin 6ng thanh tra tran tré hy vong o6ng c6 thé giai cho ho bai toan
héc bia nay. Ong thd dai. Cha c6 gi ¢ ddy cho 6ng ca. C6 18 mot co khac sé
hitu ich hon. Va con Sheila Webb nita.

“Sheila Webb va Edna Brent c6 la ban bé than thiét khong?” 6ng hoi.

Cac c6 nhin nhau ngo ngac.

“Khong dau. Toi khong nghi nhw vay.”

“A nay, co6 Webb dang & dau thé?”

Ong duogc néi cho biét Sheila Webb dang & Khach san Curlew, lam viéc
cho gido su Purdy.
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Giong gido su Purdy nghe c6 vé titc tdi khi 6ng nging doc chinh ta gitta
chirng dé tra 16i dién thoai.

“Ai d6? Cai gi? Cau muon noi hdy gio anh ta dang ¢ day sao? Hoi anh ta
mai c6 dugc khong? — O, t6t 1dm — t6t 1dm — Bao anh ta cf t6i nhé!”

“Luc nao cling c6 chuyén,” ong noi vai giong buc boi. “Lam sao nguoi
ta c6 thé trong mong lam duwgc viéc gi nghiém chinh khi ma cénh sat c&
ngit ngang.” Ong nhin Sheila Webb, c6 vé hoi bat man khi néi: “Nao,
chuing ta tGi dau r6i?”

Sheila chwa kip trd 16i thi c6 tiéng go cira. Gido su Purdy binh tam lai v6i
doi chit khé khan, mot trong nhitng noi khé khan trong bién nién st cach
day da hang ngan nam roi.

“Gl1 ha?” ong cau kinh hoi. “Thoi dugc, vao di, c6 chuyén gi? Xin noi
thang chiéu nay t6i khong muén bi lam phién dau.”

“T6i rat ti€c, thwa 6ng, thye s rat tiéc vi can thiét phai lam thé. Chao co
Webb.”

Sheila Webb da diéng lén, xép sang mot bén quyén s6 ghi chép cta co.
Hardcastle ty hoi c6 phai minh chi twéng twgng khi trong thay néi sg hai
thinh linh xuat hién trong doi mat cua c6 ta.

“A, c6 chuyén gi vay?” 6ng gido su lai héi coc léc.

“Toi la thanh tra Hardcastle. Co Webb day s€ ndi cho ong ro.”

“Pugc,” giao su noéi. “DPugc thoi.”

“That ra toi chi muon néi vai 16i vi co Webb.”
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“Anh khong dgi duwgc hay sao? Ngay ltic nay qua that hét sic bat tién.
Hét sitc bat tién. Chung t6i da tdi ding mot diém rat quan trong. Mudoi lam
phtit nita c6 Webb sé& xong viéc — A, phai roi, c6 18 1a nira tiéng dong ho
nita. Udc chitng nhw vay. Oi trdi oi, di sdu gid roi sao?”

“T6i rat tiéc, thwa gido suw Purdy,” giong thanh tra rat kién quyét.

“Oi, dugc 1oi, dwgc 1dm. Chuyén gi vdy — chéc 1a vi pham ludt giao
thong chit gi? May anh gac dudng coi bo lang xang lit xit qua trdi. Hom no,
mot anh ¢ khang khang noéi t6i da dé xe hoi ctia minh sudt bon gio rudi
theo dong ho ghi gio dau xe. Toi chac chan chang thé nao nhu vay.”

“Hoi nghiém trong hon vi pham quy tac dau xe mot chut, thwa 6ng.”

“A, phai. A, phai r6i. C6 khong c6 xe hoi, phai khong?” Ong nhin c6 thu
ky vGi vé mo ho. “Phdi, t6i nhd roi, co t6i day bang xe buyt ma. Vay thi,
thwa 6ng thanh tra, c6 chuyén gi thé ha?”

“Chuyén lién quan dén mot cd gai tén 1a Edna Brent.” Ong quay sang
Sheila Webb. “T6i nghi c6 c6 nghe néi dén chuyén ay roi.”

CoO gai nhin 6ng cham chap. P6i mat dep qua. B6i mat biéc mau hoa
thanh cic. B6i mat 4y nhac 6ng nhé dén mét nguwdi nao do.

“Ong vira néi 1a Edna Brent sao?” C6 nhwén cip 16ng may. “A, phai roi.
Toi c6 biét co ay, tat nhién r6i. C6 chuyén gi vdi cod ay ha?”

“T6i thay tin van chwra dén tai ¢6. Co da an trura ¢ dau, c6 Webb?”

Ma c6 gai trng hong.

“Toi an trwa voi mot nguwoi ban ¢ nha hang Ho Tung. C6 phai — that sy
c6 phadi la vu viéc gi cta 6ng khong?”

“Sau d6 c6 khong di ngay vé van phong a?”

“Ong muén néi vé Phong Cavendish ha? Tdi da goi dién thoai vé va biét
cong viéc da dugc sap xép. Toi phai di thang dén day gap gido sw Purdy lic
hai gio rugi.”

“Pung vay, ” ong gido su gat dau xac nhan. “Hai gio rudi. Va ching t6i
da cung lam viéc & day mai dén bay gio. Mai dén bay gio. Troi oi, dang 1€
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to0i phai goi tra chi. That xin 16i c6 Webb, t6i e ¢c6 dd quén mat chuyén
udng tra. Bang 1€ c6 phai nhac t6i chit.”

“A, khong sao dau, gido s Purdy, hoan toan khong c6 van dé gi dau a.”

“T6i so y qua di mat,” ong gido sw noi. “Ma théi. Téi khong nén ngat
ngang, vi thanh tra muén hoi co vai cau.”

“Thé c6 khong biét chuyén gi da xdy dén vGi Edna Brent sao?”

“Xdy dén vdi n6 u?” Sheila 1én giong hoéi coc 16c. “Xdy dén vGi cd ay?
Ong muén noéi gi? Cé phai con nhé da bi tai nan hay cai gi d6 — bi xe can
ha?”

“Chay xe qua toc do la rat nguy hiém,” gido sw n6i xen vao.

“Phai,” Hardcastle dap, “c6 chuyén da xay dén v&i co ta.” Ong tam dirng
réi noi tiép, giong diéu tan nhan hét mirc. “Co ta da bi siét co6 chét vao luc,
khodng chitng, muwdi hai gio rudi, trong mot buong dién thoai cong cong.”

“Trong buong dién thoai cong cong sao?” gido sw 1ap tirc t6 ra quan tam
dén su viéc.

Sheila Webb chang néi gi. Co6 nhin 6ng thanh tra cham chap. Miéng co
hé m&, déi mat xoe tron. Thanh tra tham nghi: ‘C6 mdi nghe néi dén lan
dau tién, hay la c6 déng kich cuc ky tai gidi thé ha?’

“Troi oi la troi,” gido sw noi. “Bi siét co chét trong mdt buong dién thoai.
Qud di thuong vdi téi. Qua doi di thwong. Khong phai loai cho téi chon.
T6i mudn néi néu nhw t6i 1dm chuyén &y. Khong, khong dau. A, a. Toi
nghiép co gai. Xui xéo cho o0 ta qua!”

“Edna — bi giét! Nhung tai sao chit?”

“Co Webb c6 biét Edna Brent da rat nong long mudn gap c6 ngay hom
kia hay khong? Co dy da dén nha di c6 va da ngoi mét lic ¢ do dgi co ve?”

“Lai la loi tai t6i,” gido su c6 vé an han. “Chiéu t6i hom do6 t6i da giilr co
Webb & lai qua tré, t6i con nhd. Qua that rat tré. That sy t6i van cam thay
rat c6 16i. Co phai nhéac t6i vé gio giac, co a. Co phai nhac chit.”

“Di tdi c6 ké cho tdi nghe,” Sheila dap, “nhung to6i khong biét do la
chuyén gi. Phai vay khong? C6 phai Edna da gap rac roi kiéu nao do?”
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“Chung t6i khong biét,” thanh tra dap. “Co 1é chang bao gio biét dugc.
Tr phi ¢ cé thé cho ching t6i biét?”

“T6i cho cac dng biét a? Lam sao tbi biét duwgc?”

“Biét dau co c6 gia thuyét gi ddy, co 1é thé, vé viéc Edna Brent mu6n gap
co dé noi chuyén gi?”

Co lac dau. “T6i nao c6 biét gi, hoan toan khong biét gi hét.”

“Co ay c6 am chi diéu gi day vai co, cd noi vbi cb trong van phong chut
gi vé chuyén rac roi nao day hay khong?”

“Khong c6. Khong, qua that n6 khong — da khong c6 noéi gi — ca ngay
hém qua t6i khong & van phong. T6i phai di t6i vinh Landis dé gap mét tac
gia cuia chuing toi su6t ca ngay.”

“Co khong tirng nghi gan day co dy rat lo au hay sao?”

“A, Edna liic ndo ciing c6 vé lo au hay réi tri. N6 d6 c6 mot cai — tdi
phai néi sao diy — mot cai kiéu dau oc rat thiéu ty tin, khong chac chan.
T6i mubn no6i khong bao gio né dam chac chan diéu n6é nghi hay lam la
ding hay sai. C6 mot lan con bd sét ca hai trang khi danh mday sach cua
Armand Levine va lo lang kinh khing khong biét sau d6 phdi lam gi vi da
gii cho ong ta tredc khi kip nhan ra.”

“T6i hiéu. Va co dy da nho c6 khuyén bdo nén lam gi dé xw ly viéc ay,
phéi khong?”

“Pung vay. Toi da bao mau chong viét mot 14 thw ngan giti cho ong ta vi
nguoi ta khong phéi lic nao cling bat dau doc ban danh may ngay lap tic
dé stra 16i. T6i bao la nén viét, néi ré6 chuyén da xay ra, réi yéu cau ong ta
dung than phién v6i c6 Martindale. Nhung n6 lai néi khong thich lam nhw
vay.”

“Co ay thuong dén nho khuyén béao khi phat sinh nhitng chuyén nhu thé
u?”

“Phai, gan nhw vay. Nhung rac réi 1a — tat nhién khong phai lic nao
ching t6i cling hoan toan dong y né nén lam gi. R6i sau dé né lai bi r6i.”
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“Nhu vay la dwomg nhién c6 dy sé dén vdi mot trong cac c6 néu gap van
dé nan giai? C6 phai chuyén ay rat thwong xay ra khong?”

“Phai. Phai, rat thvong xuyén.”

“Co khong nghi lan nay c6 thé van dé nghiém trong hon hay sao?”

“T6i khong cho 1a vay.”

Thanh tra ty hoi, phadi chang Sheila Webb hoan toan thanh than nhv vé
ngoai lic nay hay chi c6 to ra vé?

“T6i khéng rdo né mudn ban chuyén gi vai t6i,” Sheila néi ti€p, nhanh
hon va gan nhu hét hoi. “T6i khong biét gi ca va khong thé twéng twgng tai
sao con nho lai muon t6i nha di t6i va noéi véi toi ¢ do.”

“Dwong nhu l1a chuyén gi dé ma c6 ay khong mudn néi véi c6 & Phong
Cavendish tredc mat cac co khac, néi thé c6 ding khong? Cé 1€ 1a chuyén
gi ma c6 dy cam thdy phai ndi riéng giita hai ngudi. Co thé nao sy viéc la
nhw thé khong?”

“T6i nghi khong thé nao. Toi chac chan la khong thé nao nhw thé.” Hoi
thd c6 don dap.

“Thé co6 khong thé giup t6i sao, c6 Webb?”

“Khong, xin 16i 6ng. To6i rat tiéc vé chuyén cta Edna, nhung t6i khong
biét gi dé c6 thé gitp 6ng.”

“Khong gi c6 thé c6 lién quan hay lién két véi chuyén da xdy ra vao
ngay 9 thang 9 hay sao?”

“Ong muén néi — ngudi dan 6ng &y — ngudi dan 6ng & Wilbraham
Crescent?”

“Pung la diéu t6i muodn no6i.”

“Lam sao c6 thé nhw vay chit? Edna c6 thé biét gi vé chuyén ay chii?”

“Chang c6 gi quan trong lam dau, c6 1€ thé,” thanh tra noéi, “nhung la
mot diéu gi ddy. Va bat ctt diéu gi cling hitu ich. Bdt cir diéu gi, du nho nhat
thé nao.” Ong tam dirng. “Budng dién thoai noi c¢6 dy bi giét 1a &
Wilbraham Crescent. Viéc ay cé khién c6 nghi dén diéu gi hay khong, co
Webb?”
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“Hoan toan khong.”

“H6m nay c6 c6 dén Wilbraham Crescent khong?”

“Khong, khong cd,” co gai dap lai that manh mé. “Toi khong hé t6i gan
do6. Toi bat dau cam thay dé 1a mét noi kinh khing. Gia nhw t6i chwa bao
gio tGi d6 ngay tw dau! Gid nhu tdi chwa bao gio dinh liu tGi toan bo vu
nay! Tai sao ho lai phai t6i di, lai yéu cau dich danh t6i dén ngay hom ay?
Tai sao Edna lai bi giét & gan d6 chit? Ong phdi tim ra, 6ng thanh tra, 6ng
phdi tim, phdi tim ra

“Chung t6i c6 y dinh tim ra ma, c6 Webb,” thanh tra noi. C6 chut hdm
he de doa trong giong 6ng khi ndi tiép: “Toi c6 thé cam doan vdi c6 diéu
ay.”

“Co6 dang run kia,” gido su Purdy noi. “Toi nghi, that tinh toi nghi co
phdi uébng mét céc sherry méi dugc.”
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Loi ké cua Colin Lamb

Toi bao cao v6i Beck ngay khi vira téi London.

Ong vdy vay diéu xi ga vé phia tdi.

“Rot cudc co thé co6 diéu gi day trong cdi y twdng ngoc nghéch vé trang
lwGi liém cda cau roi day,” 6ng cong nhan.

“Cudi cung, toi da 1at 1én cai gi do roi, phai khong a?”

“Chuwa dat dén mic ay, toi chi noi cé 1é thé thoi. Cai tay Ramsay ki sw
xdy dung ctia ching ta ¢ s6 62, Wilbraham Crescent khéng hoan toan nhw
thé dau. Gan day han ta da nhan mot so viéc rat ky la. Cac hang c6 that day,
nhung lai 1a cac hang hoat dong chwa lau lam, va cé qua trinh hoat dong
kha la lung. Ramsay vira n6i xong la bé di ngay, cach nay do nam tuan.
Han da dén Rumania.”

“Ong ta néi v6i vo khong phai nhu vay.”

“Co6 thé khong phai thé, nhung day la noi han da dén. Va la noi hién gio
han dang &. Ching ta mudn biét vé han nhiéu hon mot chiut. Bai thé cau
can gap gap lén, anh chang cua t6i a, va chuan bi ra di. T6i da 1ay san cho
cau tat thi thic va mot ho chiéu méi ngon lanh. Lan nay sé la Nigel Trench.
Hay dui mai k¥ cac kién thitc vé thue vat hiém cé ¢ vung Balkans nha! Cau
la nha sinh hoc co ma.”

“C6 chi dan gi dac biét khong a?”
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“Khong c6. Ching toi sé cho cau biét noi lién lac khi cau nhan giay to.
Hay tim ra tat cd nhitng gi cau co thé tim dwgc vé cai 6ng Ramsay cua
chiing ta nh4!” Ong nhin t6i soi m&i. “Cau c6 vé khong hai long.” Ong
cham chu nhin qua lan khoi xi ga.

“Nguoi ta ludn vui thich khi linh cdm c6 két qua,” t6i néi tranh di.

“Pung la Crescent, sai s0 nha. S6 61 la nha mot cht thau xay dung hoan
toan khong c6 gi dé phién trach. Khong dang phién trach theo y nghia cta
ching ta, 1a thé ddy. Toi nghiép lao Hanbury ctia chiing ta da nham con so
nhung khong sai 1éch 1am.”

“Sép co kiém tra nhitng ngwoi khac khong a? Hay chi Ramsay th6i?”

“Diana Lodge duwong nhu cling sang té nhw nit than Diana, mdt thién
treong st cua loai meo. McNaughton chi dang quan tam mot chut thoi, ong
ta 1a mot gido sw vé huu, nhw cau biét ddy. Toan hoc. Rat xuat sac, duong
nhw thé. Ba nhwong ghé cia minh hoan toan dét ngot vi ly do sitc khoée. To6i
cho diéu ay c6 thé ding sy that — nhung 6ng ta c6 vé van con khée manh
trang kién. Duwong nhw 6ng ta da cat dit véi tat cad nhitng ngudi ban cd,
diéu ay cting kha ky la.”

“Rac r6i & cho,” toi noéi, “chiing ta quen nghi moi viéc ma moi nguoi lam
déu cuc ky dang nghi.”

“Cau co6 thé biét diéu gi ddy & noi ay,” dai ta Beck noi. “Colin a, co

nhitng lic t6i nghi cdu da chuyén sang phia bén kia. C6 nhitng lic t6i lai
nghi chinh minh da chuyén sang bén kia r6i lai chuyén tr& vé bén nay. Toan
la chuyén 16n xon ma vui nhon.”
Chuyén bay cta t0i cdt canh lic mwoi gio toi. Toi dén gap Hercule Poirot
tredc khi di. Lan nay ong ta dang udng mot ly sirop de cassis (ban va toi
goi 1a trai 1y chua den). Ong moi t6i uéng. To6i tir chéi. Anh George dem
cho t6i rvgu whisky. Moi thit van nhu thwong Ié.

“Trong cau c6 vé nan chi,” Poirot noi.

“Khong dau a. Chi la chau sap phai ra nwéc ngoai.”

Ong nhin t6i. T6i gat dau.
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“Pung thé chi?”

“Vang, ding la vay d6.”

“Chuc cau thanh cong!”

“Cam on bac. Con bac thi sao, bac Poirot, bai tdp vé nha bac lam tgi dau
16i?”

“Pardon?”

“An mang dong hd Crowdean sao r6i — Béc c6 ngdi dua ngira, nhim
mat lai r6i chgt nghi ra tat ca 16i giai khong?”

“T6i da doc nhitng gi cau dé lai day hét sitc can than,” Poirot ndi.

“Chang c6 gi nhiéu trong do, phai khong? Chau da néi vGi bac may
nguwoi hang x6m do chang gidp dugce gi r6i.”

“Nguoc lai. Tt nhat 1a hai trong s6 nhitng ngudi nay, theo t6i thdy, da c6
nhan xét rat sang to...”

“Ai vay bac? Va nhitng nhan xét gi a?”

Poirot cau kinh bao t6i phdi doc nhitng ghi chép cua minh that ky cang.

“Roi cdu sé tw thdy — n6 dap vao nhdy x0 vao mat ciu. Viéc phai lam
bay gio 1a n6i chuyén véi cac lang giéng khac nira.”

“Con ai nita dau a.”

“Con chtt. Ludn co6 ai dé da trong thay cai gi diy. Mot chan ly hién nhién
la vay.”

“Co thé do 1a mot chan ly hién nhién nhung trong vu an nay khong phai
vay. Va chau c6 dem thém nhirng tinh tiét khac dén cho bac day. Lai c6 mot
an mang nira.”

“That thé u? Sém thé? That thad vi. Ké toi nghe di!”

Tbi ké cho 6ng nghe. Ong ging hoi that ki cho t6i khi biét duogc tir toi
moi tinh tiét. Toi cling ké vé tdm buwu thiép da chuyén cho Hardcastle.

“Hay nh6— bon mot ba — hay bon mudi ba,” ong lap lai. “Phai — cling
cung cai kiéu mau ay.”

“Bac no6i vay la y gi?”

Poirot nham mat lai.
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“Tam buu thiép ay thiéu chi mot thi thoi, mot ddu van tay nhing mau.”

Toi nhin 6ng ngo vuc.

“That sy bac nghi gi vé vu nay?”

“Dién tién cda n6 da sang té hon nhiéu — nhu thuong 1€, ké sat nhan
khong chiu ngo6i yén dugc.”

“Nhung ké sat nhan la ai vay?”

Ong Poirot gia 14u ca khong tra 16i cau hoi dé.

“Trong ldc di xa, cau cho phép téi nghién citu vai van dé chiy?”

“Nhuw la van dé gi?”

“Ngay mai t6i sé hwdng dan ¢6 Lemon giti mot 14 thw cho mét 6ng ban
ludt su gia cna toi la 6ng Enderby. Toi sé yéu cau co0 ta tra citu s6 b dang
ky két hon & Nha Somerset. Co dy ciling sé gtti cho t6i mot ban danh sach
héi ngoai nao day.”

“Vay la choi an gian ro6i,” t6i phan déi. “Bac dau chi cé ngbi va suy
nghi.”

“Pdy chinh x4c la viéc t6i dang lam! Viéc c6 Lemon phai lam la xac
minh cho t6i 16i gidi dap ma t6i da dat dén r6i. T6i khong yéu cau thong tin,
ma can chitng thuc.”

“Chau khong tin bac biét dugc diéu gi, bac Poirot a! Pay toan la chuyén
bip. A, khong ai biét nguoi chét 13 ai...”

“Toi biét day.”

“Ong ta tén gi vay?”

“T6i khong ro. Tén han khéng quan trong. T6i biét, néu cau c6 thé hiéu
dwgc, khong phai han la ai ma han la ai.”

“Mot ké tong tién ha?”

Poirot nham mat lai.

“Mot tham t tw.”

Poirot m& mat ra.

“T6i doc cho cau nghe mot trich doan nho nho. Nhw da lam lan truée. Va
sau day t6i sé khong néi gi nira.”
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Ong ta ngdm nga mot cach cuc ky trang trong: “Nguoi phi thuong, phi
thuwong, phi thwong — Hdy dén va bi giét!”
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21

Thanh tra tham t& Hardcastle xem lich dé trén ban lam viéc. Ngay 20 thang
9. b3 hon muwoi ngay réi. Ho van khong dat dwoc tién b gi nhiéu nhw 6ng
mong muon badi ho bi niu gitt lai v6i khé khan ban dau: nhan dién mét xac
chét. Thoi gian kéo dai da 1au qua mic 6ng c6 thé twdng. Tat ca cac chi ddu
dwong nhw mat dan, da that bai. Xét nghiém y phuc chang dem lai diéu gi
ddc biét hitu ich. Chinh y phuc ciing khong cung cap manh méi nao. D6 la
nhitng quan 4o chat lwgng tot, chat lwgng hang xuat khau, khong mdi
nhung dugce giat giti twom tat. Cac nha si khong gitp duwoc gi, cac tiém giat
i hay hap tdy ciing khong. Nguoi chét van con la mét ‘nguwdi dan ong bi
an’. Thé nhung ong thanh tra lai cam thay 6ng ta that sy khong phai 1a mot
‘ngudi dan ong bi an’. Chang c6 gi ngoan muc hodc kich tinh vé 6ng ta ca.
Ong ta chi 1a mot con nguwdi ma khéng mot ai c6 thé nhan dién duoc. D6 1a
mot kiéu vu an, 6ng chac chan nhu thé. Hardcastle thd dai khi nghi tGi
nhitng ci dién thoai va nhitng 14 thv da do vé mot cach can thiét sau khi
cong bo bitc anh trén bao vdi chu thich bén dudi: Ban c6 biét nguwoi nay
khong? S6 nguwdi nghi minh cé biét nguwdi ay that ding la lam cho ngudi ta
kinh ngac. Nhitng c6 con gai viét thu trong long tran tré hy vong gdp lai
nguwoi cha bao nam qua da tré nén xa la. Mot ba gia chin mwai tudi chac
chan nguwoi trong bitc anh la con trai ciia minh da bé nha ra di cach day ba
muoi nam. V6 s6 cac ba vg da chac chan d6 la 6ng chong mat tich cta
minh. Cac chi em gai khong hoan toan néng long nhan anh em trai nhu thé.
Cac chi em géi c6 1€ 1a nhitng nguwdi nghi minh it hy vong hon. Va tat nhién
c6 mot s6 rat 16n nhitng nguoi ting gap chinh nguwoi dan 6ng nay &
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Lincolnshire, Newcastle, Devon, London, trén tau dién ngam, trén xe buyt,
lan tron trong dam ngwoi ngoi cau ca trén mot chiéc cau nho ra bién, trong
c6 vé hung ac @ mot goc duwong, c6 che mat minh khi ra khdi mot rap chiéu
bong. Hang tram chi diu, cac nhan vién nhiéu trién vong nhat kién tri deo
bam nhung chang cé két qua gi.

Nhung hom nay, 6ng thanh tra cam thdy c6 hy vong hon mot chit. Ong
xem lai 14 thw trén ban gidy. Merlina Rival. Ong khong thich cai tén thdnh
dy 1am. Ong nghi, khong ai con tinh tri lai 6 thé dit cho con minh céi tén
thanh Merlina ca. RO rang dé la mot cai tén ddt choi ma quy ba nay da nhan
lay. Nhwng 6ng lai thich cdi cAm nhan trong thw. Thw khéng hé néi qua 16
hay tin twéng qua mitrc. Chi don gidn néi rang nguwoi viét thw nghi nguoi
dan ong dugc dé cap dén c6 kha nang la nguwdi chong da chia tay véi ba ta
cach day rat nhiéu nam roi. Sang nay 1a ding hen gip ba ta. Ong bam cai
nit kéu vo ve va trung si Cray di vao. “Ba Rival dy chwa dén sao?”

“Vira mai t6i tic thi a,” Cray dap. “T6i dinh vao bao cho sép biét.”

“Ba ta trong thé nao?”

Ngam nghi mot lat r6i Cray mdi tra 10i: “Co vé hoi kich. Banh phan thoa
son nhiéu qua — trang diém khoéng dep lam. Hang phu ni* n6i chung kha
dang tin cay, c6 thé n6i nhu vay a.”

“Ba ta c6 vé boi roi hay khong?”

“Khong a. RO la khong c6.”

“Puoc,” Hardcastle bao. “Cho ba ta vao!”

Vién trung si di ra roi tré@ vao ngay sau do va néi: “Ba Rival day, thua
sép.”

Thanh tra ditng ddy, bat tay ba. Ong danh gia ba chirng nim muoi tudi,
nhung tir khodng cach xa d6 — xa that 1a xa — c6é thé ba ta chi d6 ba muoi
th6i. Ping sat mot bén, do hau qua cua viéc danh phan thoa son khong ky
nén hau nhv trong ba c6 vé gia hon tu6i nam muoi, nhung n6i chung dng
ct? cho la nam muoi tudi. Téc den nhuom nhiéu mau do. Khong déi mi,
chiéu cao va voc dang trung binh, mac 4o khoac va vdy mau den vGi ao
trang. Xach mot cai tii vai card cia dan Scotland to twéng. Peo mot hay
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hai vong tay kéu leng keng, rat nhiéu nhan. Dya trén kinh nghiém ban than
dé danh gia dao ditc, 6ng nghi ndi chung day la mot dang nguwoi kha tot.
Khong e dé than trong qua mitc, cé 1€ vay, nhung dé song chung, rong
lwgng mot cach cé 1y 18, co thé la nguwdi tot bung. Pang tin cay hay khong?
D6 chinh 1 van dé. Ong khong tréng mong gi vao chuyén ndy, nhung du
sao di nita cting khong cé da co s& dé co thé trong mong nhu vay.

“Rat vui dugc gap ba, ba Rival a,” 6ng néi, “va toi rat hy vong ba c6 thé
giup chung t6i.”

“Di nhién roi, t6i khong hoan toan chac chan,” ba Rival néi véi vé xin
16i. “Nhung dung la giong Harry. Rat giong Harry. Di nhién t6i da chuan bi
tinh than dé biét khong phai la thé, va hy vong sé khong lam mat thi gio
cua cac ong vi chuyén khong dau vao dau.”

Ba ta hinh nhu rat biét 16i vi chuyén nay.

“Bat luan thé nao,” thanh tra n6i, “ba cling chang can phai cam thiy nhw
thé. Chung toi rat can giup do trong vu an nay.”

“Vang, toi hiéu. Hy vong c6 thé chic chin. Ong thdy ddy, 1au 1dm roi toi
khong gdp ong ay.”

“Chung to6i xin ghi lai vai sy kién dé gitup viéc diéu tra, c6 dwgc khong?
Ba gdp chong lan cudi lic nao?”

“T6i van dang c6 nhé cho chinh xac,” ba Rival dap, “dang hoi twdng
chudi ngay da qua. That kinh khung vi tri nhé minh di dau mat khi dén lic
can nhd lai. Toi tin trong bitc thw giti cadc ong t6i da ndéi la cach day chirng
mudi ndm, nhung con 1au hon thé nita. Ong biét khong, chic gan muoi 1im
nam. Thoi gian troi nhanh qua.” Ba ta n6i them mot cach khon khéo, “Toi
cho rang nguoi ta thwong cé khuynh hwéng nghi it thoi gian hon sy thyc,
b&i vi né khién ta cam thdy minh tré hon. Ong c6 nghi vy khong?”

“T6i nghi c6 thé nhu thé. Du sao thi ba cling nghi la khoang chitng mudi
lam nam khong gap chong, phai khong? Ba 1ap gia dinh khi nao?”

“Chac la ba nam trwéc dé.”

“Va van song vdi nhau dén khi ay?”
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“O mot noi goi 1a Shipton Bois thudc hat Suffolk. Thanh phé rat dep.
Phé chg. Kha nghéo nan, khéng o 6ng c6 hiéu t6i muén noi gi khong...”

“Va lic bay gio chong ba lam gi?”

“Ong ay 1a nhan vién bao hiém, it nhat...” ba ta ghim lai “...thi 1a dng ay
bdo thé.”

Thanh tra ngang phat 1én.

“Ba da phat hién diéu 4y khong dung sy that a?”

“A khong, khong hin... khong phai ngay lic ay. Chi 1a tit lic Ay, toi da
nghi c6 1é khong ding sy that. Pan 6ng dé dang néi ho lam nghé d6 ma,
phéi khong?”

“Chac thé, trong nhitng hoan canh nao do.”

“Y t6i muén néi né cho dan 6ng mot cai cd dé xa nha rat thuong xuyén.”

“Chong ba rat thwong vang nha, phai khong ba Rival?”

“Vang, maGi dau toi khong hé nghi nhiéu vé chuyén ay.”

“Nhung r6i sau do thi sao?”

Ba ta khong tra 10i ngay. Sau d6 ba mdi néi: “Chung ta khong nén tiép
tuc no6i chuyén ay, phai khong? Ro6t cudc, néu khéng phdi la Harry...”

Ong t héi dich x4c ba ta dang nghi gi. Cé gi dé cing thing trong giong
néi ctia ba, c6 thé do cdm dong ching? Ong khong chic chin.

“T6i c6 thé hiéu,” ong nobi, “rang ba khong muén dé cap dén chuyén ay.
Chung ta sé di ngay bay gio.”

Ong ditng day, ho tong ba ta ra khéi phong t6i tan chiéc xe hoi dang cho
san.

Ba t6 ra sot rudt trén duong di téi noi can t6i khong hon gi nhitng ngudi
khéc ong tiing dua dén ciing noi d6. Ong néi cau trdn an nhw thuwong 1é.

“R0i sé hoan toan 6n théa. Cha c6 gi phai dau bu6n ca. Chi mat mot hai
phut thoi.”

Cai khay dwgc day ra. Vién phu t4 1at tdim vai che 1én. Ba ta cham chap
nhin xudng trong vai phit, hoi thé gap gap hon mot chat, ba khé thd hon
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hén rdi dot nhién quay ngoét di. Ba ta néi: “Duing 1a Harry. Vang. Ong Ay
gia di rat nhiéu, tréng da khac di... Nhung ding la Harry.”

Thanh tra gat dau véi vién phu t4, sau dé dat tay 1én canh tay ba ta roi lai
dan ra ngoai t6i tan xe hoi va ho 1én xe tré vé don. Ong chéng noi ching
rang. Ong dé mic cho ba ty trdn tinh.

Khi ho vira tr¢ vé phong lam viéc cta 6ng, mot canh sat vién gan nhu
ngay lap tit'c mang vao mot khay tra.

“Pay roi, ba Rival a. Moi dung mot tach tra, sé gitip ba 1ay lai tinh than!
ROi ching ta sé tro chuyén.”

“Cam on ong.”

Ba bo dwong vao tach tra, that nhiéu, roi le lang néc can.

“Nhu thé tot hon,” ba néi. “T6i cha bdn tdm dau. Chi 1a — chi 1a, a nhw
thé thi dé khién nguwoi ta buon non mat chit, phai khong?”

“Ba nghi ngwoi dan 6ng nay dich thi la chong minh sao?”

“T6i chac chan nhw thé. Di nhién 6ng ta da gia di rat nhiéu, nhung thuc
sw khong thay doi bao nhiéu. Trong ong ta lic nao ciing c6 vé — a, rat
twom tat. T t&, ong biét ddy, thudc tang 16p cao.”

Pring thé, Hardcastle nghi, mot miéu ta rat hay. Tang 16p cao. Co thé
thdy r6 trong Harry c6 vé thuoc mot tang 16p cao hon thyc té rat nhiéu. Mot
sO nguwoi trong nhuw thé, va diéu dé rat hitu ich dé ho dat dugc nhitng muc
dich rieng.

Ba Rival néi, “Ong ay lic nao ciing dic biét quan tdm nhiéu dén y phuc
va bé ngoai. T6i nghi chinh vi thé ma l{i ching n6 dé dang do vi 6ng ta. Lii
ching no6 cha bao gio nghi ngo gi ca.”

“Ai bi do vi 6ng ay, ha ba Rival?” giong thanh tra diu dang, thong cam.

“Pan ba,” ba ta dap. “L{ dan ba. Pay la noi 6ng ta danh hau hét thoi
gian.”

“T6i hiéu. Va ba da biét ra chuyén ay.”

“A, t6i — toi da nghi ngd. Toi muén néi 6ng ay da boé di qua nhiéu lan.
Di nhién t6i hiéu bon dan 6ng la thé nao ro6i. T6i tirng nghi c6 1é thinh
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thodng lai c6 mot ¢6. Nhung hoi bon dan 6ng chuyén ay vo ich. Ho sé néi
doi thoi. Nhung t6i khong hé nghi — khong nghi ong ta lai 1gi dung dé lam
tiéen.”

“Ong ta c6 lam thé sao?”

Ba gat dau. “Toi nghi chac han 6ng ay da lam thé.”

“Ba da phat hién nhu thé nao?”

Ba nhtin vai.

“Mot hom 6ng ta trd vé sau mét chuyén di. Pén Newcastle, 6ng ay béo
thé. Dau sao 0ng ay cling tr@ vé va no6i minh da phai chuon that nhanh,
cudc choi da két thac. Pa c6 con dan ba nao day khién 6ng ay gap rac roi.
MGt gido vién, 6ng dy bdo thé, va chuyén cé 1€ hoi théi tha. Khi d6 toi da
héi nay no. Ong 4y khong ngan ngai ké lai t6i nghe. C6 18 twdng toi biét
nhiéu hon thye té. Lii chiing né thwdng bi do vi 6ng ay, ong biét ddy, that dé
dang cfing nhv t6i trudc d6. Ong dy sé ting mot chiéc nhan va sau do sé
hita hon — roi sau day ong dy bdo sé dau tu tién gitip cho ching n6. Ching
thwong dwva tién cho 6ng ay hét sirc dé dang.”

“Ong ta c6 1am nhu thé véi ba khong?”

“Qua that ong ta da c0, chi c6 diéu to6i cha dwa dong nao.”

“Sao khong dwa? Ngay ldc ay ba cé tin twdng 6ng ta khong?”

“A, toi khong phai loai ngudi ba ai ciing tin twéng. To6i da c6 cai ma ong
goi la mot chat xiu kinh nghiém, 6ng biét ddy, vé bon dan 6ng, cach hanh
X{r cia ho va mat trdi ctia chuyén nay chuyén no. Du sao t6i cling cha mudn
ong ay dau tu tién cta toi giup cho t6i. T6i 6 tién thi cé thé ty minh dau tu.
Lic nao cling gitr tién trong tay minh di, r6i chac chan minh sé c6 tién! Toi
tirng thdy qua nhiéu dan ba con géi ty bién minh thanh ké ngu ngoc.”

“Ong ta muén ba dau tv tién khi ndo? Trudc hay sau khi cudi?”

“T6i nghi ong dy da goi y tredc diéu gi dai loai nhw thé, nhung t6i khong
dap rng nén Ong ta lap tirc tranh van dé dy. Roi sau khi cudi ong ta bao c6
mot co hdi tuyét voi nao ddy. To6i noi: ‘Khong lam gi cad.” Chang nhitng toi
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khong tin twéng ong ta, ma toi da thwong nghe bon dan 6ng noi c6 chuyén
gi ddy tuyét voi, ky thuc 1a bon dan 6ng chiing quo sach théi.”

“Chong ba c6 bao gio gap rac rdi vdi canh sat hay chwa?”

“Cha so gi,” ba Rival dap. “Pan ba khong muon ca thé gigi biét minh da
bi lwong gat. Nhung lan nay ro rang c6 thé da khac trudc. Pira con gai hay
mu dan ba d6 1a mot phu nit c6 hoc thitc. A khong dé bi lira nhw nhitng dita
khac.”

“Co phdi luc ay c6 ta sap c6 con hay khong?”

“Phai.”

“Chuyén ay c6 xdy ra vao nhitng lan khac khong?”

“T6i nghi 1a c6.” Ba noéi thém, “Thanh that ma néi t6i cha biét chuyén
bau bi dwgc dung dé thic ong ta lam gi. Hodc chi la tién bac — 6 thé néi
la mot cach kiém song — hodc ong ta ding la hang nguwdi phai lira bip dan
ba va ong ta thay cha cé ly do gi ching n6 khong tra gia cho niém lac tha
cta ong ta.” Gid day giong ba ta khdng con cay dang nita.

Thanh tra diu dang hoi: “Ba yéu ong dy lam, phai khéng ba Rival?”

“Toi khong biét. Thanh that ma noi to6i khong biét. Co 1€ t6i da gay tra
ngai, hay 1é ra dirng nén két hon véi ong ay...”

“Ba dd — xin 16i ba — két hon véi 6ng ta?”

“T6i cling khong biét chac chan,” ba Rival thang than dap. “Chung t6i c6
lam 1é cué6i dang hoang. Ciing trong mdt nha tho, nhung t6i khong biét co
phai 6ng ay tirng cuwdi nhitng ngwoi dan ba khac, dung mot cai tén khac, t6i
cho 1a nhu thé. Ho cua ong ta la Castleton khi t6i 1dy 6ng dy. Toi khong
nghi day la tén that.”

“Harry Castleton. bung khong?”

“Pung.”

“Va 6ng ba da song & noi ay nhw vo chong duwgc bao 1au?”

“Ching t6i da ¢ ddy ching hai nam. Trudc day ching toi song gan
Doncaster. Téi khong n6i minh thyc sy ngac nhién khi 6ng ay tré vé ngay
va ké t6i nghe. T6i nghi minh da biét chong 1a mot ké chuyén lam bay roi.
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Nguoi ngoai khong thé nao tin chuyén do chi vi, ong biét ddy, trong ong ay
lic nao cling dang kinh qua doi. Ludn ra dang la mét quy 6ng!”

“Va roi chuyén gi da xdy ra?”

“Ong ay bao phai nhanh chéng di chd khac va tdi néi dng ay c6 thé di,
chic di dwong binh an, t6i khong chiu dugc tat cd chuyén nay!” Ba néi
thém vdi vé tram ngam, “T6i cho 6ng ay muwoi bang Anh. Day la tat ca
nhitng gi tdi co trong nha. Ong ay bao dang thiéu tién tiéu... Tdi chwa bao
gio gap lai hay nghe néi vé ong dy ké tir dao d6. Mai dén hom nay.”

“Ong ay khong c6 dau hiéu dic biét ndo dé phan biét rd rang hay sao?
MGt vét seo? V&t mé — cho xwong bi nit gdy — hay céi gi day?”

Ba lac dau.

“T6i nghi khong c6.”

“Ong 4y c6 bao gid diing céi tén Curry khong?”

“Curry? Khong, t6i khong nghi thé. Du sao t6i cling chwa tirng biét dén.”

Thanh tra day tam danh thiép trwgt trén mat ban sang cho ba.

“Cai nay ¢ trong tui ong ta.”

“Van ty xung la nhan vién bao hiém nhi,” ba nhan xét. “T6i doan ong ta
thwong dung — t6i mudn ndi da dung nhitng cai tén khac nhau, da kiéu.”

“Ba bdo chwa bao gio nghe néi dén 6ng ta sudét mwdi lam nam qua?”

“Ong ay khong hé gti cho tdi thiép Giang sinh, c6 phai 6ng muén néi
thé khong?” giong ba ta pha mot chut hai hwédc. “Du sao t6i ciling khong
cho rang 6ng ay biét toi & dau. Sau khi ching t6i chia tay, toi da quay trd lai
san khau mat thoi gian ngan. Cha yéu la di lvu dién. Vo chéng séng chang
ra song bao nhiéu, nén téi cling bo ludn cai tén Castleton. Tr& vé vai
Merlina Rival.”

“Merlina la — o— khong phai tén that cua ba, t6i doan ding khong?”

Ba lac dau va mot nu cwdi vui twoi thoang hién trén khuén mat: “Toi da
nghi ky lam roi. Khong binh thwong. Tén that cta t6i la Flossie Gapp.
Florence, t6i cho rang 1é ra minh da dwoc dat tén thanh nhw thé, nhung moi
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nguwoi van luon goi toi la Flossie hay la Flo. Flossie Gapp. Khong lang man
chut nao, phai khong?”

“Bay gio ba dang lam gi? Van déng kich chi, ba Rival?”

“Thinh thodng th6i,” ba hoi dé dat. “Lén voi xudng chd, c6 thé néi nhw
thé.”

Hardcastle rat khéo. Ong néi: “T6i hiéu.”

“To6i thuwong di day di d6 lam viéc,” ba noéi. “Gitp viéc & cac dam tiéc,
lam mot chit cong viéc ctia nguwdi cha tri dam tiéc, mot kiéu viéc lam. Song
khong dén noi té. Du sao di nita cling gap g& nguwoi nay ké no. Thinh
thodng cling 1am vao canh gan nhu tiing quan.”

“Ba chwa bao gio nghe bat ct diéu gi vé Henry Castleton tir khi hai
nguoi chia tay — hay la nhac dén 6ng ta?”

“Khong mot 16i nao. T6i nghi 6ng ta da ra nwdc ngoai hay da chét.”

“Piéu duy nhat t6i c6 thé hoi thém, ba Rival a, vi sao Harry Castleton lai
dén vung nay, ba c6 biét khong?”

“Khong. Di nhién t6i chang biét dugc. Ngay ca 6ng ay da lam gi nhitng
nam gan day toi cling khong biét.”

“Co kha nang o6ng ay dén ban bao hiém lira — cai gi dai loai nhw thé?”

“T6i cha biét. Bai vai toi dwong nhu chang c6 cai kha nang kinh khiuing
dy. T6i mudn néi Harry ldc ndo ciing rat than trong vé ban than. Ong dy
khong dwa c6 vao trong dé lam chuyén gi cé thé bi diéu tra dau. T6i nghi c6
nhiéu kha nang hon la nhi nhang nhang nhit gi ddy véi dan ba.”

“Co thé nao la mot dang tong tién, ba c6 nghi thé khong, ba Rival?”

“A, toi khong biét... Tdi cho ring, vang, kidu vay. C6 1& mu dan ba ndo
day khong mudn chuyén qua khi bi b6i méc. Ong ta cam thay kha an toan
khi lam vay, t6i nghi thé. Xin 6ng lwu y, t6i khong noi 1a nhw thé, nhung cé
thé nhu thé. T6i khong nghi 6ng ta muon rat nhiéu tién, ong biét day. Toi
khong nghi ong ta dinh day bat ky ai dén cho tuyét vong, ma chi thu gom
doi chut thoi.” Ba gat dau khang dinh. “Pung thé.”

“Pan ba thich ong ta, phai khong?”
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“Phai. Chuing van lu6n dé dang bi 6ng ta cwa do. Toi nghi chu yéu vi 6ng
ta Iic nao ciling cé vé thudc tang 16p cao va dang kinh. Ching tw hao vi da
chinh phuc dwgc mot nguwdi dan 6ng nhw thé. Chiing trong mong mot twong
lai an lanh t6t dep véi ong ta. Co thé néi thém day la con dudng gan nhat.
Chinh t6i cling ti'ng c6 cam giac thé ddy,” ba ndi thém mdt cach kha thang
than.

Thanh tra bao thudc cap: “Chi con mot van dé nho nita. Cau mang nhitng
chiéc dong ho ay vao day, dugc khong?” Ching dwgc bung vao trén mot
cai khay phu vai. Thanh tra nhanh tay ldy tdm vai di ro6i dwa cho ba Rival
cham chu nhin. Ba xem xét chung that ky, co vé thanh that quan tam va
khen ngoi.

“Xinh xan that, phai khong? Toi thich chiéc ay.” Ba s vao chiéc dong
h6é ma vang gia.

“Ba co6 ting thay chiéc nao trong s6 nay trwedc day chwa? Ching chang
c6 y nghia gi v&i ba sao?”

“Khong thé noi la c6. Chiang phai c6 y nghia gi day hay sao?”

“Ba nghi c6 moi lién hé nao gitta chong ba vot cai tén Rosemary
khong?”

“Rosemary sao? Dé toi nghi xem! Cé mot con téc d6 — khong phai, tén
né6 la Rosalie. T6i e rang minh khong thé nghi dén bat ky ai. Nhung ma c6
1 t6i khong biét dugce, phai khong? Harry luén bi an.”

“Néu ba thay kim dong ho chi ding bon gio muwdi ba...” Hardcastle tam
dirng lai.

Ba Rival vui vé cuoi khuc khich.

“T6i thiét nghi da dén gio dung bita xé roi.”

Hardcastle thg dai.

“A, ba Rival a, chiing t6i rat biét on ba. Budi so thdm hoan lai nhu t6i da
naéi vdi ba sé la ngay kia. Ba sé khong phién khi cung cap 16i khai vé nhan
dang, phai khong?”
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“Khong. Khong, khong sao ca. Toi chi can néi 6ng ay la ai thoi, phai thé
khong? T6i sé khong phai dé cap dén chuyén nay chuyén no ding khong?
Toi sé khong phai dé cap dén tinh cach ctia 6ng ay trong cudc song — bat
ctr diéu gi nhuw thé?”

“Ngay bay gio thi khong can thiét. Tat ca nhitng gi ba phai tuyén thé, la
xac nhan ong dy la ngudi cé tén Harry Castleton ma ba da két hon. Ngay
thang chinh xac sé c6 trong s6 bd & Nha Somerset. Ba da két hon ¢ dau? Cé
nhd dugc khong a?”

“Noi goi 1a Donbrook — t6i nghi Thanh Michael 1a tén ctia nha tho ay.
Hy vong cach day khong hon ba muwoi nam. Nhw thé khién t6i c6 cam giac
da gan dat xa troi,” ba Rival néi.

Ba dung day, chia tay ra. Hardcastle chao tam biét. Ong trd lai ban lam
viéc, ngoi go nhe cay but chi 1én méat ban. Ngay sau dé trung si Cray di vao
va héi: “Théa man chw a?”

“Duwong nhw thé,” thanh tra dap. “Tén Harry Castleton — c6 kha nang la
mot bi danh. Chiing ta sé phai xem minh tim dwgc nhitng gi vé ga nay.
Duong nhu khéd nang 1a c6 nhiéu hon mot nguwoi dan ba cé ly do muon tra
thu han ta.”

“Trong cliing dang kinh qua chirng,” anh trung si nhan xét.

“Duong nhu ddy 1a d6 nghé chi lyc cta han,” thanh tra néi.

Ong lai nghi t6i cai dong ho trén dé c6 ghi chit Rosemary. Dé twdng
nhg?
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Loi ké cua Colin Lamb

“Thé la cau da trad ve,” Hercule Poirot noi.

Ong can than cai dai lua danh dau vi tri trang sach dang doc. Lan nay
mot tach socbla néng dé trén ban canh khuyu tay ong. Qua that Poirot cé
mot khau vi thirc udng rat kinh khiing!

“Bac khée khong?” t6i hoi.

“T6i dang bi r6i. R6i lam. Nguwoi ta dang tan trang, trang tri lai, tham chi
thay dbi cau tric trong nhitng can ho nay.”

“Nhw vay chang tot hon sao?”

“Pung la c6 cai thién, nhwng lai lam t6i by boi lam. Toi sé phai ty lam
x40 tron ban than. Roi s& c6 mui son!” Ong nhin t6i v6i vé gian dit.

R6i cho qua di nhitng khé khan ctia minh bang mot cai phay tay, 6ng hoi:
“Cau da thanh c6ng roi, ding khéng?”

Toi trd 10i cham rai: “Chau khong biét nita.”

“A —ra thé.”

“Chéu da tim ra diéu minh dwgc phai di tim kiém. Chau da khong tim
nguwoi dan ong d6. Chau cling khong biét can tim cai gi nita. Thong tin?
Hay mot cai xac?”
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“N6i vé cac xac chét, t6i doc bién ban bu6i so tham bi hoan & Crowdean
r6i. Mot vu c6 sat do mot hay nhiéu nguwdi chwa biét 1a ai. Va cai xac cta
cau cudi cung ciling dwgc cho mot cai tén.”

T6i gat dau.

“Harry Castieton, la ai di nita cling vay thoi.”

“Pugc vg ong ta nhan dién. Cau da dén Crowdean r6i a?”

“Chua. Chau dinh mai sé xuéng dé.”

“A, cau c6 doi chit thoi gian nhan rdi phai khong?”

“Chwa dau. Chau van dang lam nhiém vu. Nhiém vu dwa chau téi dé...”
toi tam dirng mot lat roi noi tiép, “Chau khong biét gi nhiéu vé nhitng
chuyén xay ra trong khi chau & nwéc ngoai — chi biét chuyén nhan dién
thdi—bac nghi gi vé chuyén dy?”

Poirot nhun vai.

“Pay la diéu dugc mong doi.”

“Vang — canh sat rat gidi...”

“Va cac ba vg rat sot sang.”

“Ba Merlina Rival! Tén gi ky qua!”

“N6 nhac t6i nhd téi cai gi ddy,” Poirot no6i. “Ma nhd tGi cai gi chit nhi?”

Ong nhin t6i c6 vé suy tw nhung t6i khong thé gidp ong. Pa biét ranh
Poirot r6i, diéu dé c6 thé da nhac 6ng nhd tdi bat ¢t cai gi.

“M0ot cudc viéng tham ban bé — trong mdt ngdi nha & thon qué,” Poirot
tw Iy, r6i lac dau. “Khéng — cach nay qua lau roi.”

“Khi nao tr@¢ lai London, chau sé t&i ké cho bac nghe tit ca nhitng gi
chau biét dwoc tir Hardcastle vé ba Merlina Rival,” toi hita.

Poirot phay tay noéi: “Cha can thiét dau.”

“Bac mudn noi da biét hét vé ba ta chang can nghe ké lai a?”

“Khong. T6i muon néi to6i khong quan tdm dén ba ta.”

“Bac khong quan tdm — nhung tai sao khong? Chau khong hiéu.” Toi
lac dau.
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“Phai tap trung vao nhitng diém thiét yéu chit. Thay vao day hay ké vé
cod gai tén Edna — da chét trong buong dién thoai & Wilbraham Crescent
di!”

“Chéau khong thé ké nhiéu hon nhitng gi da ké bac nghe — Chau khong
biét gi vé c6 gai ay.”

“Vay tat ca nhitng gi cau biét, ” Poirot n6i vGi vé quy két, “hay tat ca
nhitng gi cau c6 thé noi vdi t6i, rang cd ta la mot con tho bé nhé dang
thuwong cau da gap ¢ mot van phong danh may, co ta da lam gay roi cai got
giay ctia minh do ket vao mot tam lwdi sat...” ong dot ngot nging lai. “Ma
nay, tam luwdi sat ay ¢ dau?”

“Bac Poirot oi, that tinh lam sao chau biét dugc chit?”

“Cau c6 thé biét néu da héi. Lam sao mong biét dwgc diéu gi néu cau
khong ddt nhitng cau hai thich dang chi?”

“Nhung lam sao ma noi cai gét giay rét ra lai ¢6 thé la van dé quan
trong?”

“Co thé khong thanh van dé. Mat khac, ching ta nén biét mot dia diém
dich xac noi c6 gai nay da dén, cé thé co lién quan mat thiét véi mot ngudi
o ta ti'ng gap ¢ ddy — hodc v6i mot s kién nao d6 da xdy ra & noi ay.”

“Bac dang cuwong diéu qua réi. Du sao chéau cling biét 1a rat gan van
phong vi c6 ay néi nhw vay, va c6 dy da mua mot cai banh mi tron nhé roi
di ca nhac trd vé trén hai ban chan mang v dai dé an banh trong van phong
va két cudc ¢o noi, lam sao minh c6 thé vé nha nhu vay day?”

“A, va co ta da di vé nha nhu thé nao?” Poirot héi vé quan tam.

T6i nhin 6ng cham cham.

“Chau cling khong biét nita.”

“A — sao lai c6 thé nhu thé, cai kiéu cau cha bao gid hoi ding cau hai!
Hau qua la cau cha biét gi vé nhitng chuyén quan trong ca.”

“Bac nén xudng Crowdean va ty minh hdi ciu nay cau no di nhé!” Téi
bwc minh néi.
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“Ngay lic nay thi khong thé dwgc. Cé mot cudc ban dau gia ban thao cta
cac tac gia cue ky tha vi vao tuan téi.”

“Bac van con cai thu choi do6 hay sao?”

“Van con chit,” mat 6ng sang 1én. “LAdy cac tac pham cua John Dickson
Carr hay la Carter Dickson, nhw déi lic 6ng ay tw xung...”

T6i chuon thang trwdc khi 6ng kip chan 16i cdn dwong, 18y c6 c6 mot
cudc hen khan cap. T6i chang con tdm tri nao nghe thuyét gidng vé cac bac
thay vé nghé thuat viét tiéu thuyét trinh tham trong qua khi?.

Chiéu t6i hom sau t6i ngobi trén bac thém trwdc nha Hardcastle. T6i ding
1én thoat ra khéi bau khong khi u buon dé chao dén anh vé t6i nha.

“Chao, Colin hr? Cau day u? Thé la cau lai ti troi xanh roi xuoéng, phai
khong?”

“Néu anh goi la ttr 10 Itra néng do lot ra thi thich hgp hon rat nhiéu.”

“Cau ngoi day, trén bac thém trwdc ctva nha t6i bao lau r6i?”

“Oi, chirng nita tiéng dong ho.”

“Rat tiéc cau da khong vao nha dugc.”

“Lé ra t6i da vao dugc trong nha dé ¢t,” toi nbi vé tu trong. “@ng anh
khong biét t6i da dugc huan luyén ma!”

“Thé sao cau khong vao?”

“T6i khong mu6n ha thip uy tin ctia 6ng anh bang bat cit cach nao,” toi
gidi thich. “Mot thanh tra ciia nganh canh sat nhat dinh sé mat mat néu nha
ong ta bi dao chich dot nhap dé nhu tré¢ ban tay vay dé.”

Hardcasde 14y chia khéa tir trong tdi ra va mé ctra trude. Ong bao: “Thoi
vao di! Birng no6i v4 van nita!”

Ong dan dudng vao phong khach roi tiép tuc di 1dy nuéc giai khat.

“Hay noi lic nao méi uong day!”

T6i néi khong qua sém, réi ching tdi ngoi xudng bén ly rgu ctia minh.

“Cubi cung moi sy cling chuyén dong r6i,” Hardcastle néi. “Chung ta da
nhan dang duwoc xac chét.”

“T6i biét roi. Ba xem k¥ ca chong nhat bAo — Harry Castleton la ai?”
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“M0ot ga dan ong vé bé ngoai cyc ky dang kinh va han kiém séng bang
cach cudi hay chi dinh hon v6i nhitng phu nit kha gia nhe da ca tin. Ho ky
thac tién danh dum dwgc cho han vi c6 an twgng tot véi kién thitc cao siéu
cta han vé tai chinh, va chang bao 1au sau day han lang lang bién mat tam
mat tich.”

“Han ta trong khong c6 vé la hang ngudi dy,” toi hoi twdng lai.

“Pdy la von liéng chinh yéu cia han ta.”

“Han chua tirng bi khéi t6 sao?”

“Chwa — Chung t6i da diéu tra nhung khong dé thu duwgc nhiéu thong
tin. Han d6i tén rat thwong xuyén. O Bo chi huy Canh sat ngudi ta nghi
Harry Castleton, Raymond Blair, Lawrence Dalton, Roger Byron, tat ca chi
la mot nguwoi va cung la ngwoi dy. Nhung ho chang bao gio chitng thuc
duwgc. Cac ba, cdu thay day, cha chiu trinh bdo. Ho tha chiu mat tién con
hon. Ga dan 6ng khong chi thay tén d6i ho ma con da th chuyén — nay
sinh noi nay noi no — luén cung maét kiéu mau — nhung van lan tranh
dwgce mot cach khong thé tin néi. Roger Byron nghe ndéi bién mat tir mién
nam, va mot ga dan 6ng tén Lawrence Dalton lai bat dau hoat dong &
Newcastle ding lic ay. Han xau ho cha chiu chup hinh — lang tranh khi
cac ba ban muoén chup 1én han. Tat ca chuyén nay dién ra rat lau vé trudc
— mudi lam hay hai mwoi nam. Trong khodng thdi gian dy dwong nhw han
thye sy bién mat. Tiéng don lan truyén rang han da chét—nhung mot s6
nguoi lai bdo han da ra nwéc ngoai...”

“Du sao cling chang nghe no6i gi vé han cho t&i khi han xuat hién, nam
chét queo trén tam tham trong phong khach nha c6 Pebmarsh, phéi khong?”
t0i hoi.

“Chinh xac.”

“Piéu do chac chan ma ra nhiéu kha nang.”

“Chac chan thé.”

“Mot nguoi dan ba da khinh bi ké khong bao gid quén a?” t6i goi y.

“Thuwong xdy ra nhu thé, cau biét r6i day. C6 nhitng phu ni* nhé dai
khong queén...”
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“Va néu mot phu nit nhw vay phai bi mu loa — thi mo6t no6i thong kho lai
xdy dén lan thit hai vugt 1én trén ca noi kho bi phu bac.”

“Chi la phong doan ma thoi. Chua cé gi dugc chitng minh.”

“Ba vg nhu thé nao — Ba — gi nhi — Merlina Rival ha? Cai tén ky cuc
qua chirng! Khong thé 1a tén that cta ba ta.”

“Teén that cua ba ta la Flossie Gapp. Tén kia ba ta ty dat. Phu hgp hon
véi 16i song cua ba ta.”

“Ba ta lam nghé gi? Lam géi a?”

“Khong chuyén nghiép.”

“Co phai trwdc day van thwong duge goi mot cach khéo 1éo 1a mot quy
ba c6 dirc hanh dé dai?”

“T6i phai n6i ba ta la mot phu nit ban tinh t6t va san long gitip d& ban beé.
Ty miéu ta 1a mot cyu dién vién. Thinh thodng lam cha tri dam tiéc. Hoan
toan c6 thé tin cay.”

“Co thé tin cdy dugc sao?”

“Ciling dang tin cay nhw hau hét moi nguwdi. Ba ta nhan biét that ro rang.
Khong hé ngan ngtr do du.”

“That 1a may man.”

“Phai. Toi dang bat dau that vong, so lwgng cac ba vo téi da cé & day!
T6i da bat dau nghi day la mot phu nit khon ngoan, hiéu ré6 chong minh.
Xin lwu y, t6i nghi khong chirng ba Rival da biét nhiéu hon nhitng gi ba ta
tiét 10.”

“Ba dy c6 tirng dinh liu vao cac hanh vi pham t6i hay khéng?”

“Khong c6 trong ho so lwu trir. T6i nghi ba ta c6 thé da co, c6 1€ van
dang c6 mot s6 ban be kha nghi. Cha c6 gi nghiém trong — chi la nhitng
qua ltra — dai loai thé.”

“Con may chiéc dong ho thi sao?”

“Po6i vGi ba ta khong c6 mot y nghia nao. T6i nghi ba ta noi that. Ching
t0i da truy ra dau vét ching tit — chg Portobello. Pay la chiéc ma vang gia
va chiéc bang st Dresden. Va chang giup ich gi! Cau biét mot ngay thi¢ bay
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¢ day nhu thé nao khong? Puwgc mot phu nhan ngwdi My mua, chu gian
hang nghi thé — nhuwng t6i phdi ndi chi la vd doan. Chg Portobello day du
khach nguwoi My. Vo han ta bdo mot nguwdi dan 6ng da mua ching. Chi ta
khong thé nhé nguoi do trong ra sao. Con chiéc dong ho bang bac thi dén
t* mot thg bac & Bournemouth. Mot phu nhan cao 16n da muén mua lam
qua cho dia con gai nhd! Tat cd nhitng gi ba c6 thé nhé vé vi phu nhan la
ba doi mot chiéc mi mau xanh luc.”

“Con chiéc dong ho thit tw thi sao? Chiéc da bién mat ay?”

“Mién binh luan,” Hardcastle dap.

T6i hiéu 6ng néi vay nghia la gi roi.
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Loi ké cua Colin Lamb

Khach san t6i dang & la m6t noi nhé hep, to0i tan, cli nat gan ga xe ltta. Phuc
vu mon thit nwéng vi kha ngon nhung chi c6 thé néi vé né thé théi. Tat
nhién con chwa ké t6i gia thué phong ré.

Luc muoi gio sang hom sau t6i goi dién tdi Phong Thu ky Cavendish va
néi minh can mét thw ky danh may kiém toc ky dé ghi chép may la thw va
danh may lai m6t ban hgp dong kinh doanh. Tén t6i 1a Dougias Weatherby
va toi dang lwu tra tai khach san Clarendon (cac khach san t6i tan di thuwong
van luén c6 nhitng cai tén vi dai). Co Sheila Webb c6 dwgc khong a? Mot
nguoi ban cua t6i thay co dy lam viéc rat cé nang luc.

Toi da gdp may. Sheila c6 thé tdi ngay titc khac. Nang c6 mot cudc hen
lic mwdi hai gio. To6i néi sé xong viéc vGi nang rat sém trude do, vi chinh
toi cling co hen.

Toi dang & bén ngoai canh cira xoay ctia khach san thi nang xuat hién.
Tai budc tdi va noéi: “Ong Douglas Weatherby nhd ¢ phuc vu.”

“La anh da goi dién thoai a?”

“La anh.”

“Nhung anh khéng thé lam nhw thé.” Nang cé vé bi cham ty ai.

“Sao lai khong? Anh da chuan bi san sang tra tién cho Phong Cavendish
vé dich vu ctia em. C6 van dé gi v6i ho khong néu ching ta dung thdoi gian
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quy bau va dat gia cia em trong quan ca phé Buttercup ngay bén kia duong
thay vi doc chinh td nhitng 14 tht chan ngat mé dau “thw thuwgng khan cap 3
trao tan tay sép”, van van... Nao, ta hdy cung v6 tw di uéng ca phé trong
khung canh yén binh di em!”

Quan ca phé Buttercup xttng dang v@i cai tén cua nd vi toan mot mau
vang hung hang tan bao. Tat cd mat ban bang formica, cac tam dém boc
nhya déo va cac bg chén tach toan mot mau vang hoang yén.

T6i goi ca phé va banh nwéng phét bo cho hai nguwoi, van con chwa tGi
lic tim mot cho thwe sy riéng tw cho hai diva. Khi c6 tiép vién nhan dat mon
di ro6i, ching t6i nhin nhau qua ban an.

“Em van 6n chi Sheila?”

“Anh néi em van 6n la y gi?”

Po6i mat nang quang tham khién trong ching cé vé tim biéc chit khong
phai xanh lo.

“Co phai em da trai qua mot quang thoi gian khong yén 6n?”

“Phai — khong — em khong biét nita. Em twdng anh bé di roi chit.”

“Anh da bo di. Trd vé r6i day.”

“Tai sao vay anh?”

“Em biét tai sao ma.”

Do6i mat nang cup xuéng.

“Em sg 0ng ta,” nang néi sau khi lang thinh it nhat 1a mét phut, do6 1a mot
thoi gian dai.

“Em sg ai vay?”

“Ong ban ctia anh — vién thanh tra dy. Ong ta nghi... 6ng ta nghi em da
giét nguwoi dan 6ng do, va em con giét cd Edna nita...”

“Qi, cai kiéu ctia 6ng dy vay d6,” t6i tran an nang, “Ong &y lic nao ciing
nhin ng6 nhu thé ai cling dang nghi hét.”

“Khong phaéi dau Colin, hoan toan khong phai nhw thé dadu. Anh cé dong
vién em chi vo ich théi, 6ng ay nghi em c6 lién can dén vu ay ngay tur dau.”
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“Em 0i, chang c6 chithg ¢t nao chong lai em hét ca. Chi vi em da & dé
tai hién treong ngay hom 4y, bai ai d6 da dwa em vao bay...”

Nang ngat ngang.

“Ong &y nghi em ty 16 tdy. Ong nghi tat ca chi 1a chuyén bia dit dé danh
lita ma thdi, ong ay nghi Edna cach nao d6 da biét dieu dy. Ong dy nghi
Edna da nhan ra giong em ndi trong dién thoai gia do la c6 Pebmarsh.”

“La giong em sao?”

“Khong, tat nhién khong phai. Em khong hé goi ca dién thoai dy. Em da
néi véi anh roi ma.”

“Em nhin anh di, Sheila,” t6i bdo. “Du em néi véi ai thé nao cling phai
noi that véi anh.”

“Vay la anh khong tin em r6i.”

“C0, anh tin. C6 thé hém 4y em goi ct dién thoai d6 vi mét 1y do hoan
toan khac. Cé thé ai d6 da bao em goi, noi chi 1a mot phan ctia mot tro dua,
r6i sau d6 em hoang sg, va da mot lan 18 n6i doi roi nén phai tiép tuc néi
do6i. Co6 phai vay khong em?”

“Khong, khong, khong! Em phdi néi véi anh bao nhiéu lan nita day?”

“Tat ca déu rat tot, Sheila a, nhung cé diéu gi d6 em khong noéi cho anh
biét. Anh mu6n em tin cdy anh. Néu Hardcastle c6 diéu gi chong lai em,
diéu gi d6 6ng ay khong noi cho anh biét ve...”

Nang lai ngat ngang.

“Anh c6 mong 6ng ay cho anh biét moi chuyén hay khong?”

“A, khong c6 1y do gi dng ay lai khong noi. Bon anh dai khéi déu lam
cung nganh.”

Pung lic dé c6 tiép vién mang nhitng thit ching t6i goi ra. Ca phé cling
lgt lat nhw sac d6 hop moét gan day nhat cia 4o 16ng chon nau.

“Em khong biét anh c6 lién quan véi canh sat day,” Sheila vira néi vira
cham rai khudy tach ca phé ctia minh.

“Khong han la canh sat. La mot nganh hoan toan khac. Nhung diéu anh
dang dé cap, néu nhu Dick khong néi vGi anh nhitng chuyén 6ng ay biét vé
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em, la c6 ly do dac biét. Vi 6ng ay nghi anh quan tdm em. Pung, anh quan
tam em. Con hon thé nita. Anh chi vi em thoi, Sheila a, du em da lam gi di
nita. Bita em lao ra khéi can nha ay, khiép sg dén gan chét lu6n. Em that sy
khiép sg. Khong phai gid bo. Kiéu cach tng xit cia em khéng thé nao la
dong kich.”

“T4t nhién la em khiép sg¢. Chuyén dy da khién em kinh hoang.”

“Chi 1a viéc tim thay cai xac chét khién em khiép sg? Hay con c6 diéu gi
khac?”

“Con cai gi khac nita chir?”

To6i 1dy hét can dam méi noi ra dugc.

“Tai sao em lai chom cai dong ho c6 ghi chit Rosemary chéo goc dy ha?”

“Anh ndi gi vay? Tai sao em lai chom no ch@?”

“Anh dang hoi em tai sao lai lam vay.”

“Em khong hé dung tGi no.”

“Em tr& vao can phong ay, noi la vi dé quén doi gang tay. Hom ay em da
khong mang gang tay gi hét. Mot ngay thang 9 dep troi. Anh chang hé thay
em mang gang tay. Ping no6i d6i v6i anh vé chuyén dy! Em da lam vay,
phai khong?”

Nang im lang mot ltc, bé vun hét may cai banh nwéng trén dia ctia minh.

“Thoéi duogc,” giong nang gan nhuw la thi tham. “Pugc, ding nhw vay. Em
da l1ay cai dong ho nhét vao tdi xach roi di ra.”

“Nhung tai sao em lai lam thé?”

“V1i cai tén Rosemary. Do la tén cua em.”

“Tén em la Rosemary, khong phai Sheila sao?”

“Ca hai. Rosemary Sheila.”

“Va chi thé thoi sao? Em c6 cung cdi tén dwgc ghi trén mot trong nhitng
chiéc dong ho dy sao?”

Nghe t6i n6i nang biét t6i khong tin nhwng van c6 néi. “Em da khiép sg,
xin noéi voi anh vay do.”
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T6i nhin nang. Sheila 1a co6 géi ctua t6i — c6 gai ma t6i muén — to6i
muon gitt nang mai mai. Nhung do twdng vé nang chang ich lgi gi. Sheila
la mot ké néi doi va cé 1€ van luon la mot ké néi doi. D6 1a cach chién dau
dé song con ctia nang — choi bo sy that nhe nhang nhanh chéng va dé
dang. Do la mot thit vii khi cua tré con — va c6 1é nang chwa bao gio tw bo
stt dung n6é. Néu t6i muodn cé Sheila, t6i phai chdp nhan ban tinh nang vén
c6 — san sang chong d& nhitng cho yéu. Ching t6i déu c6 nhitng cho yéu.
Nhitng cho yéu cua toi khac vGi Sheila nhung van c6 do.

To6i di dén quyét dinh phai tdn cong. D6 1a cach duy nhat.

“La dong ho cia em, phai khong?” t6i héi. “N6 thudc vé em a?”

Nang ha hoc.

“Lam sao anh biét?”

“Keé cho anh nghe di!”

Cau chuyén vap vap tudn ra sau dé vdi ca dong tir ngit hon loan. Nang
da co chiéc dong ho dy gan nhw ca doi. Cho tdi khi nang chirng sau tudi,
nang van dung cai tén Rosemary—nhwng nang ghét cai tén nay va nang nac
doi nguwdi ta goi minh la Sheila. Gan day chiéc dong ho bi truc trac. Nang
da dem no theo dinh dé lai & mot tiém sita dong ho khong xa s@ lam cta
minh. Nhung nang da dé quén n6 ¢ dau d6 — c6 1€ trén xe buyt, hoac trong
quan ban stta khi nang di mua banh mi vao gio an trua.

“Chuyén nay xay ra bao lau truéc an mang & nha sé 19, Wilbraham
Crescent?”

D6 mot tuan, nang nghi thé. Nang khong ban tam lam vi né cii qu4, van
ludn héng héc va that sy mua mot cai mdi sé tot hon.

Va sau dé nang keé tiép: “Mé6i dau em khong dé y. Khong hé dé y khi di
vao can phong. Sau d6 em phat hién ngwoi dan 6ng chét. Em do dan ca
ngwoi. Em ditng thang 1én sau khi so 6ng ta va em ct ditng dé6 ma nhin dam
dam. Cai dong ho do6 doi dién vGi em trén ban gan 10 swdi — dong ho cua
em — va c6 mau trén ban tay em — sau do ba ta di vao va em quén tat ca
vi ba ta sap giam lén 0ng ta. Va — va nhw vay d6 — em da bé chay. Bo di
cho khac — em chi mudn vay thoi.”
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T6i gat dau.

“Va sau do thi sao?”

“Em bat dau suy nghi. Ba ta n6i khong hé goi dién thoai yéu cau em —
vay thi ai da goi — ai da dwa em tdi va dé dong ho ctia em ¢ d6? Em — em
da noi minh bo quén gang tay va — va em nhét no vao tui xach cta minh.
Chac la — em ngu qua.”

“Em da lam chuyén khong thé nao ngu ngdc hon,” t6i bdo nang. “Ma
Sheila oi, em c6 biét gi dau chi.”

“Nhung ai d6 van c6 16i em vao cudc. Tadm buu thiép ay. Chac han do ké
biét em da lay cai dong ho gt t6i. Va ban than tdim bwu thi€p — Toa Pai
hinh London. Néu cha em la mot tdi pham...”

“Em biét gi vé cha me minh?”

“Cha me em déu da chét trong mot tai nan khi em con bé. Do la diéu di
em noi vdi em, va em luon dugc ké nhuw thé. Nhuwng ba dy khong bao gio
néi vé ho, khong bao gio ké chuyén ctia ho cho em nghe. Doi ltic, mot vai
lan gi do, khi em hoi thi di méi ké chuyén nay chuyén no vé ho nhung
khong giong nhv trede d6 da ké. Vi vay em ludn biét, anh thdy do, cé
chuyén gi do6 khéng ding roi.”

“Néi tiép di!”

“Vi vay em nghi cha em c0 1€ la mot thit toi pham nao dé6 — tham chi
khong chirng la mét ké sat nhan. Hay me em nhu thé. Nguwoi ta bdo cha me
da chét va khong thé hay khong chiu ké gi vé ho, triv phi ly do thuc sy la
diéu gi d6 — diéu gi d6 ho nghi la qua dang sg, khong nén biét.”

“Va thé la em da ndi gian dung dung. Co6 1€ hoan toan don gian thoi. Co
thé em chi la mot di¥a con ngoai gia thu.”

“Em ciling tirng nghi tGi diéu dy. Nguwoi ta doi khi c6 gidu chuyén kiéu do
khong cho tré con biét. That ngu ng6c hét sitc. Chi can cho ching biét ding
su that sé tot hon rat nhiéu. Ngay nay nao phdi la chuyén gi nghiém trong
lam. Nhung anh thdy do, toan bd van dé la em khong biét. Em khong biét
cai gi dang sau toan b vu nay. Tai sao em lai duwgc goi la Rosemary? D6
khong phai la tén ho. Nghia la héi twéng, phai khong anh?”
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“Co thé 1a mot y nghia tot dep,” t6i chi ro.

“Cé thé — nhung em lai khong cam thay nhuv thé. A, sau khi dng thanh
tra hoi em nay no ngay hoém 4y, em bat dau suy nghi. Tai sao ai do6 lai mudn
dwa em t6i noi ay? Puwa em t6i d6 v6i mot nguwdi dan 6ng la mat da chét?
Hay la ngudi chét dd muon gap em & do6? Phdi chang 6ng ta la cha cta em,
va Ong ta muén em lam gi d6? R6i ai d6 da tdi noi, khong cho 6ng ta lam
vay. Liéu c6 phdi ai dé ngay tir dau da muon t6 cdo em chinh la ké sat
nhan? Oi, em da hoan toan ban loan, s¢ hdi. Hinh nhw moi chuyén déu
duwgc sap dat dé nham vao em. Pwa em tGi do, nguwoi dan ong da chét, tén
ctia em — Rosemary — trén cai dong hé ctia em khong thudc vé noi dy. Vi
vay em da dam ra hodng sg va da lam chuyén ngu ngoc nhu anh néi do.”

T6i lac dau nhin nang.

“Em da doc hay danh may qua nhiéu truyén trinh thdm va truyén huyén
bi r6i,” t6i néi véi vé quy két. “Con Edna thi sao ha? Trong dau co dy da
nghi gi vé em, em c6 biét gi khong? Tai sao c6 dy lai ldn 16i tdi tan nha dé
noéi chuyén vdi em, khi ma hang ngay van gap em tai s& lam?”

“Em chang biét. Con bé khong thé nghi em c6 lién can v6i 4n mang.
Khoéng thé nao.”

“Co6 1€ nao c6 ay da nghe 1én dugc chuyén gi d6 va mac mot sai lam?”

“Khong c6 gi dau, em no6i cho anh biét. Khong gi hét.”

T6i thac mac. Khong thé khong thac méac... Ngay ca ldc nay t6i van
khong tin nang noi that.

“Em c6 ké thu nao khong? Nhitng thanh nién bat binh, nhitng thiéu ni
ghen tudng, dita nao d6 hoi bi mat can bang tam ly va cé thé da bay diéu
dat chuyén hai em?”

Diéu t6i néi ra nghe c6 vé hoan toan khong c6 strc thuyét phuc.

“T4t nhién la khong r6i.”

Thé 1a hét. Ngay ca bay gio t6i cling khong chac chan vé chiéc dong ho
ay. That 1a mot chuyén ky la. 413. Nhitng chit s6 d6 cé y nghia gi? Tai sao
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lai viét ching trén mot tdm buu thiép véi chit REMEMBER trtr phi ching
c6 y nghia gi d6 v6i nguwdi nhan buu thiép.

Toi thd dai, thanh toan héa don roi ditng day.

“Em ding lo,” téi néi. (Chac chan la nhitng tir ngu ngoc nhat trong tiéng
Anh hay trong bat ctt ngon ngit nao khac). “Cong ty Dich vu Ca nhan Colin
Lamb dang lam viéc day. R6i em sé khong sao ca. Thuc té€ chwa day mot
ndm nita chiing minh s& két hén va séng hanh phic mai vé sau. A nay,” t6i
noi, khong thé ghim minh lai n6i, dau biét rang t6t hon hét nén két thic
bang dm diéu du dwong lang man, nhung cai Hiéu Ky C4 Nhan Colin Lamb
lai thic giuc toi noi tiép, “thé em da lam gi vdi chiéc dong ho ay? Da gidu
no trong hoc ta dung vé cua em ha?”

Chd mot 1at r6i nang mdéi noi: “Em da bo vao thung rac nha ké bén roi.”

T6i hoan toan ring dong. That don gian va c6 1€ hitu hiéu. Nhan ra la
nang qua khon lanh. Co 1€ t6i da danh gia thap Sheila.
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24

Loi ké cua Colin Lamb

Khi Sheila da di roi, t6i bang qua duwong vé khach san, don hét do vao tui
roi gui no lai san sang & cho nguwdi gac cira. D6 1a mot loai khach san noi
nguoi ta dac biét muon khach trd phong trude 12 gio trua.

Sau do toi 1én dwong. Lo trinh dwa t6i ngang qua don canh sat. T6i ngan
nglr mot 1at roi di vao. To6i xin gap Hardcastle va 6ng cé ¢ d6. To6i thdy ong
dang cau may doc mot 1a thu cam trén tay.

“T6i nay toi lai di, Dick a,” t6i néi. “Tré vé London.” Ong ngudc nhin
toi, cO vé dam chiéu suy nghi.

“Cau co6 chiu nghe mot 161 khuyén cta t6i khong?”

“Khong,” t6i tra 10i ngay lap tic.

Ong ching thém dé y. Ngudi ta ching bao gid dé y khi mudn khuyén can
nguoi khac.

“La toi thi toi sé di cho khac—va tranh xa ra—néu cau biét diéu gi tot
nhat cho minh.”

“Khong ai c6 thé phan xét diéu gi la tot nhat cho bat ctt ai khac.”

“T6i nghi ngo diéu ay.”

“T6i sé cho 6ng anh biét mot chuyén, Dick. Khi t6i gidi quyét xong cong
viéc hién gio dwoc phan cong, tdi s& nghi viéc ludn. ft ra 13 t6i nghi vay
de.”
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“Vi sao?”

“T6i giong nhw mot tu si thdi Victoria ¢6 hua. T6i da c6 nhitng diéu nghi
ngo.”

“Hay tu cho minh thoi gian di!”

T6i khong rd Hardcastle mudn noéi gi. T6i hoi 6ng dang c6 vé qua lo lang
vé chuyén gi.

“Poc cai nay di!” Ong chuyén sang cho t6i 14 thw 6ng dang nghién citu.

Kinh thua 6ng,

Té6i vira nghi dén mét chuyén, 6ng dd hoi toi liéu chong t6i cé cdc
ddu vét nhdn dang nao khéng va téi da néi khong cé. Nhung toi da
sai. Thuc sy 6ng dy c6 mét vét seo & sau tai trdi, 6ng dy da cat pham
bdng lwdi dao cgo khi bi con ché cua chiing t6i nhdy chom 1én nguoi,
va 6ng da phdi di khau lgi. Vét kha nhé va khéng quan trong nén hém
no téi da khong hé nghi den.

Kinh thu,

Merlina Rival

“Ba ta viét chit nhanh va dep,” t6i nhan xét. “Mac du téi chwa bao gid
thich muc tim. C6 phai ngudi qua c6 cé mot vét seo?”

“Pung la c6 mot vét seo. Ngay & cho ba ta n6i.”

“Co6 phdi ba ta da nhin thay cai seo ay khi dugc cho xem xac?”

Hardcastle lac dau.

“Vanh tai che kin hét. Cau phai bé cong vanh tai ra dang truéc mdi c6
thé thay.”

“Vay la 6n roi. Cong tac tot Iim. Ong anh con ban khoin gi nita chi?”

Thanh tra rau 11 n6i vu 4n nay that quy quai. Ong héi toi c6 dinh gip ong
ban nguoi Phap hay ngwoi Bi cua toi ¢ London hay khong.

“Co 1€ sé gap. bé lam gi ha?”

“T6i da dé cap dén ong ay vdi canh sat truong, sép bao nhg 6ng ay rat rd
— vu an mang N huéng dan vién ay. T6i phai don tiép noéng hau, néu 6ng
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ay nghi dén viéc xuoéng noi nay.”

“Ong ta khong di dau,” t6i néi. “Con ngudi dy thuc té cif ¢ 1i mot chd y
hét con sao sao bam vao da vay.”

Lic muoi hai gio rudi toi bAm chudng nha s6 62, Wilbraham Crescent. Ba
Ramsay md& ctra. Ba ta hau nhw khong nguwéc mat 1én nhin t6i.

“Cai gi thé?” ba hai.

“T6i c6 thé nbdi chuyén vdi ba mot 1at khong a? Toi da tdi day ching
muoi ngay truede. Co 1€ ba khong nhd.”

Ba ta nhuwén cdp mat nhin t6i dé do xét thém. Cdp 16ng may ba thoang
nhiu nhe.

“Ong da dén cling v6i ong thanh tra canh sat, phai khéng?”

“Pung vay, ba Ramsay. Toi vao dugc khong?”

“Ong mudn vao thi ¢ vao. Ngudi ta dau cé tir chdi khong cho canh sat
vao cht. Lam thé sé bi danh gia rat t6i té.”

Ba ta dan dwong vao phong khach, dot ngot khoat tay vé phia mot cai
ghé, sau dé ng6i doi dién vai t6i. Gigng ba lic trwdc hoi gay gat, nhung
thai do ctia ba gio day da trd lai tho o ho hitng ma trude dé t6i khong dé y.

T6i no6i: “Hom nay hinh nhw & day that yén tinh. Chac hai con trai cta ba
da trd lai truong roi ha?”

“Vang, qua c6 khac.” Ba néi tiép, “Chac 6ng mudn hoi thém vé an mang
vilra qua, phai khéng? C6 gai bi giét trong buong dién thoai.”

“Khong, khong han. That sy toi khong lién quan dén canh sat, ba biét
khong.”

Ba ta co6 vé hoi ngac nhién.

“T6i twdng 6ng la trung si Lamb, chang phai thé sao?”

“Teén toi la Lamb, ding vay, nhung toi lam ¢ mot bo phan khac.”

Vé thd o ho hitng chot bién mat khong con thay trong thai d6 cua ba
Ramsay nita. Ba liéc nhin t6i that nhanh, cai nhin cham chap thang vao mat
toi voi vé kho chiu.

“0,” ba ta néi, “vay, chuyén gi th&?”
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“Chong ba van dang & nuwdc ngoai chir?”

“Vang.”

“Ong dy di da kha 1au roi, phai khong ba Ramsay? Va di kha xa?”

“Ong biét gi vé chuyén ay?”

“A, dng dy da di qua bén kia Bitc Man sit roi, phai khong?”

Ba ta im lang mot lic kha 1au r6i dap véi giong binh than vo hon: “Vang.
Vang, hoan toan dung nhu thé.”

“Ba c6 biét ong dy di hay khong?”

“ft nhiu cfing c6 biét.” Ba ngirng lai mot lat roi néi, “Ong &y mudn tdi
cung dén do.”

“C6 lac nao ba tirng nghi t6i chuyén dy hay khong?”

“Ciling c6. Mai dén gan day 6ng ay mdi néi cho t6i biét.”

“Ba khong dong quan diém vGi ong ay u?”

“C6 mot 1an nhv thé. Nhung ong phai biét 1a da qua r6i... Ong thudng
kiém tra kha toan dién vé nhitng chuyén nhv thé, phai khong? Trd lui vé
qua kht, tim ra ai la ké di day di do, ai la dang vién, tat ca nhitng chuyén
dai loai nhu thé.”

“Co 1€ ba da bo sét nhitng thong tin sé rat hitu ich cho chiing t6i,” t6i néi.

Ba ta lac dau.

“Piing, tdi khong thé néi. Toi khong c6 v 1a s& khong noi. Ong thdy do,
ong ay chua bao gid néi vai toi diéu gi 1o rang. Toi khong mudn biét. Toi
da chan chuwong mét méi vGi toan bé chuyén ay! Khi Michael bao t6i 6ng
ay sap roi khéi dat nwdc nay, thi thue sy toi cling khong thdy qua ngac
nhién. Khi ay t6i da quyét dinh minh phai lam gi.”

“Va ba da quyét dinh khong nhat thiét phai dong tinh v6i muc tiéu cta
ong ay?”

“Khong, t6i hoan toan khong nghi nhw thé. Quan diém cta t6i hoan toan
vi ban than minh. T6i tin cu6i cing vdi phu nit van ludn la thé, di nhién trir
phi do6 la mot ké cuong tin. Va réi phu nit cling cé thé rat cuéng tin, nhung
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toi thi khong. Toi chua bao gio la gi khac ngoai mot nguoi theo canh ta on
hoa.”

“Chong ba c6 dinh liu gi véi vu Larkin khong?”

“Tdi khong biét. Chic c6 thé cé ddy. Ong ay chua bao gid ké gi hay néi
gi vdi téi vé chuyén ay ca.”

Ba ta chgt nhin t6i c6 vé s6i noi hon.

“Ong nén 1am sang té hoan toan chuyén ay di, 6ng Ciru a. Hay 1a dng Séi
doi 16t Ctru, hay ong la cai gi cling thé th6i. Toi yéu chong toi. Lé ra t6i da
yéu quy ong ay du dé cung di dén Moscow, du téi cé dong y hay bat dong
quan diém chinh tri v6i ong ay ciing thé. Ong 4y muén tdi mang theo hai
thang bé. T6i khong mudn mang ching theo. Don gian la thé thoi. Va thé la
toi quyét dinh & lai v&i chiing n6. Liéu c6 bao gio toi gap lai Michael hay
khong thi t6i khong biét nita. Ong &y phai chon cach séng ctia 6ng 4y, con
t0i cling c6 cach song cua téi. Nhung bay gio toi da biét dich xac mot diéu.
Sau khi 6ng ay ban vdi toi chuyén dy. To6i mudn hai thang bé dugce nudi day
¢ day trong dat nuwdc ctia ching. Chang la nguwdi Anh. T6i mudn ching
duwgc nubi day nhw nhitng thang bé nguwdi Anh binh thuong.”

“T6i hiéu.”

“Va toi nghi tat ca chi cé thé,” ba Ramsay dirng day.

Lic bay gio thai do cta ba bong dung rat cwong quyeét.

“Chac han da la m6t chon lwa khé khan,” t6i néi that 6n ton.

“T6i rat tiéc cho 6ng.”

Toi cling rat tiéc. Co 1€ sy cam thong chan thanh trong giong noi cta toi
da khién ba ta cdAm dong. Ba cudi nhe.

“Co lé ong thuc sy 1a... Chac trong cong viéc cua minh 6ng phai c6 gang
it nhiéu nam duwgc tdy ctia nguwoi ta, biét ho dang c6 cam giac gi va dang
nghi gi. Gan nhuw da la mét cd ha do van déi vdi toi, nhung t6i da vuot qua
nhitng gi toi té nhat... Gio day to6i phai vach ra nhitng ké hoach, phai lam
gl, phai di dau, nén ¢ lai day hay di noi nao khac. Toi phai tim viéc lam.
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Truwdc day co6 mot dao toi da quen lam cong viéc thu ky. Co 1é toi sé theo
mot khéa on luyén lai vé toc ky va danh may.”

“A, dirng c6 di 1am cho Phong Cavendish nhé!” tdi bao.

“Vi sao lai khong chi?”

“Hinh nhw cac c6 gai dang lam cong & do déu gap chuyén khong may.”

“Néu ong nghi toi biét duwgc chit gi vé chuyén ay thi 6ng da nham. Toi
cha biét gi dau.”

T6i chic ba ta may man r6i di ra. Chang tim hiéu dwgc gi ti ba ta ca.
That ra t6i cling khong nghi sé tim hiéu dwgc diéu gi. Nhung nguoi ta phai
sap xép lai cho 6n nhitng dau moi con long 1éo.

Vira ra khéi cong toi suyt dam boé vao ba McNaughton. Ba ta dang xach
mot cai tii di mua sam va hinh nhw rat loang choang, ditng khong vitng.

“Pé toi,” t0i noi réi cam 1dy cai tii ti tay ba.

Ban dau ba dinh giang lai céi tii mua sam, sau d6 ba rwén dau tGi trudc,
cham chud nhin t6i r6i ngi 16ng ban tay dang nam chat.

“Anh la chang trai tré tit don canh sat day ma,” ba néi. “Méi dau t6i
khong nhan ra anh.”

T6i xach cai tti do dén ctra trude nha ba va ba ta ldo dao di bén canh t6i.
Cai tdi nang mot cach rat dang ngd. T6i tw hoi cé gi trong ay. Nhitng can
khoai tay?

“Khéi bdm chudng,” ba bao. “Ctra khong khoa.”

Hinh nhu & Wilbraham Crescent khong nha nao khoa ctra ca.

“Va anh dang tiép tuc cong viéc thé nao?” ba ta hoi kiéu budn chuyén.
“Hinh nhw 6ng ta cwdi nguwoi thap kém hon minh rat nhiéu.”

T6i khong biét ba ta dang noi gi nita.

“Ai vay — t0i da di xa,” t0i gidi thich.

“A, t6i hiéu roi. Nap béng ai dé, toi cho 1a nhw vay. T6i muén néi dén ba
Rival. T6i da t6i du bu6i so tham. Mot nguwsi dan ba trong c6 vé qua doi
binh thwong. T6i phai néi la ba ta dwong nhuw chang boi r6i lam khi thay
chong chét.”
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“Ba ta khong gap chong da mwoi lam nam roi,” toi giai thich.

“Ong Angus va t6i két hon dd hai muoi ndm.” Ba thé dai. “Pa 1au 1dm
roi. Va ong ay lam vuon qua nhiéu, gio day khi khong con tdi treong dai
hoc nita... That kho biét phai lam gi vdi chinh minh day.”

Ngay lic d6 6ng McNaughton tay cam cai xéng tir goc nha di vong ra.

“Oi, em d3 vé roi. D& anh xach d6 v6 cho...”

“Anh dem vao trong nha bép di,” ba chii nha béo t6i, lanh le thic cti cho
vao t6i. “Chi c6 banh bot bap nuwéng, tritng va mét trai dwa thoi ma,” ba né
mot nu cwoi rang rd noi voi chong.

T6i dat cai tai 1én ban nha bép. N6 kéu leng keng. Banh bot bap nuéng
sao ha trgi! Toi dé cho ban nang diép vién lam nhiém vu. Bén duwéi mot
miéng gelatine nguy trang la ba chai whisky.

To6i hiéu vi sao doi liac ba McNaughton qua twoi tinh va néi tia lia, vi sao
thinh thodng ba hoi loang choang khong vitng. Va cé thé con hiéu vi sao
ong chong lai tr chitc gido su.

D6 1a mot budi sang danh cho cac lang giéng. To6i gap 6ng Bland trong lic
dang di trén dudng Crescent huéng vé dudng Albany. Ong Bland c6 vé rat
chirng mue. Ong nhan ra t6i ngay titc khic.

“Cau c6 khoe khong? Vu an sao r6i hg? Pa nhan dang duwoc cai xac, toi
nghe néi thé. Dudng nhw da déi xt v6i vo hin kha t6i t8. A nay, xin 18i cau,
cau khong phai nguoi ¢ day, dung khong?”

To6i néi lang di, rang t6i ti London téi.

“Thé Scotland Yard ciing quan tam, phai khéng?”

“A...” t6i kéo dai tir nay ra mot cach vo thuéng vo phat.

“T6i hiéu r6i. Khong dugce tiét 16 bi mat. Dau sao cau khong c6 dén dy
bu6i so tham ma.”

T6i n6i minh mac di nwdc ngoai.

“Tdi ciing thé, cdu a. Toi cling thé!” Ong nhay mét véi toi.

“Paris phéng ting ha?” toi hoi, nhay mat dap lai.
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“T6i da ao wdc dwgc dén day. Khong, chi la chuyén di mot ngay dén
Boulogne thoi.”

Ong thtc ctii ché vao hong toi (rat giong ba McNaughton!).

“Khong dat vg theo. Cap ké cung mot c6 bé xinh xan. Téc vang. S6 do
nong bong.”

“M0ot chuyén di cong tac ha?” t6i hoi. Ca hai cung cwdi vang nhw moi
dan ong trén coi doi nay.

Ong ta di t&i nha s6 61, con t6i thi budc tiép vé phia dwong Albany.

Toi khong thoa man v@i chinh minh. Nhw Poirot da noi, dang 1€ phai thu
dwgc nhiéu hon tit cac nha hang x6m. Ro rang khong hgp 1é ty nhién khi
khong mot ai tirng thay gi ca! Co6 1é Hardcastle da hoi sai. Nhung t6i co6 thé
nghi ra cau hoi nao hay hon hay khong? Trong khi ré qua duwong Albany,
toi 1ap trong dau minh mot danh sach nhiing cau hoi. Lan lwgt nhitng cau
dé nhw thé nay: ++“Ong Curry (Castleton) di bi danh thuéc mé — Khi
nao? Nguoi ké trén da bi giét — O dau? Ong Curry (Castleton) da dugc
dwa dén nha s6 19 — Nhuw thé nao? C6 ngudi nao han da thay gi d6! — Ai?
biéu han thdy — La céi gi?”

Toi lai ré trai. Gio day toi dang budc di trén dwong Wilbraham Crescent
ding y nhw da budc di vao hom 9 thang 9. T6i c6 nén ghé vao nha co
Pebmarsh hay khong? Bam chudng va n6i — cha, t6i nén noi gi day?

Viéng nha c6 Waterhouse? Nhung t6i c6 thé no6i cai quai gi v6i ba ta
chi?

Co6 1é 1a ba Hemming? No6i vGi ba ta chang c6 tac dung gi nhiéu. Ba ta c6
thém nghe dau, va diéu ba da noéi, du ngau nhién va khong lién quan, khéng
chtrng lai dwa dén mot diéu gi do.

T6i vira buéce di vira nham trong dau minh cac s6 nha nhu tredc day tirng
lam. Cé phai 6ng Curry qua c6 da tGi day, cling dé y dén s6 nha, cho t6i khi
dén s6 nha minh dinh viéng tham?

Wilbraham Crescent chwa bao gio trong c6 vé dao mao nghiém trang
hon. Gan nhw t6i nghe tiéng chinh minh dang kéu lén theo kiéu thoi
Victoria: “Oi, gia ma hon dé ciing biét néi nang!” D6 1a cau trich dan duoc
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va thich nhat thoi ay. Hinh nhv vay. Nhung ma da dau cé noi, gach va xi
mang cung chang hon gi. Tham chi cd thach cao lan vita ciling thé.
Wilbraham Crescent van cit im lim la chinh né.

Kiéu dang c6 xwa, cach biét, kha t6i tan va chang thém tro chuyén. T6i
chac chan n6 cyce lye phan déi nhitng ké lang thang dau duong x6 chg tham
chi chang biét minh dang tim kiém cai gi nita.

Chi c¢6 vai ngudi quanh do6. Hai thang nhé cudi xe dap, hai nguwdi dan ba
xach tti di mua sam. Chinh nhitng ng6i nha c6 thé da dugc wép nhw nhitng
xac wop dé gitt lai tat ca nhitng dau hiéu cta su song c6 trong dé. Toi biét
tai sao lai thé. Da dén roi hay gan dén mot gio giac thiéng liéng cia nguoi
ta, mot gio gidc da duwgc truyén thong Anh than thanh héa dé ngudi ta tiéu
héa bita an triva. Trong mé6t hay hai ngoi nha t6i c6 thé thady qua nhitng cira
s6 khong che man mot nhém mét hay hai nguwdi quanh ban an, nhung ngay
ca chuyén ay cling cwc ky hiém hoi. Hodc la cac ctta s6 dwgc phti man
nylon che kin nhw d6i nghich véi man vai ren Nottingham da c6 thoi dugc
dung rat pho bién, hodc nhiéu kha nang hon nita — bat cit ai c6 ¢ nha déu
dang an trong bép “hién dai” theo tap tuc cta thap nién 1960.

T6i tram ngam suy nghi, d6 la khodng thdi gian trong ngay hoan hao cho
mot an mang. T6i ty hdi ké giét ngwoi cé tirng nghi vay khong? Co6 phai do
la mé6t phan trong ké hoach ctia han? Cudi cung t6i da dén nha sé 19.

Ciing nhu quéa nhiéu thanh vién kho dai khac trong dan ching, téi c
ditng ngo tran tran. Lac bay gio chang thady bong dang mot con ngwdi nao
khac. “Chang c6 lang giéng nao cd,” téi buon rau ty nha, “chang c6 nguoi
xem thong minh nao.”

T6i cdm thdy vai minh dau nhéi. T6i di sai 1am. O day c6 mot lang
giéng, dung vay, mot lang giéng rat c6 ich gia nhw tirng biét noi. Toi da dua
vao cOt cong nha sé 20 va cling con méo 16ng vang cam to 1én toi tirng thay
tredc do dang ngoi trén cot cong. Toi dirng lai trao doi vai 16i vdi no, trudce
hét g& cai méong vuot tinh nghich ctia n6 ra khoi vai minh.

“Gia ma méo biét ndi nhi,” toi tdng no vai 10i dé mdé dau cau chuyén.
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Con méo vang cam md& miéng kéu to mot tiéng meo meo du duong ém

7.

ai.

“Tao biét may c6 thé ma,” tdi no6i. “Tao biét may ciling cé thé ndi lvu loat
nhu tao. Nhung may dang no6i khong phai ngon ngit ctia tao. C6 phai hom
dy may cling ngbi & day? May c6 thay ai da di vao hay ra khoi nha ay hay
khong? May c6 biét tat cd nhitng chuyén da xdy ra hay khéng? Tao sé
khong dé cho né qua mdt may dau, miu a.”

Con méo xem nhan xét cia toi la 10i thoai cia mot vai dién t6i. N6 quay
lung lai vdi téi va bat dau ve vay cai dudi.

“Xin 16i bé ha,” toi noi.

N6 ngoai dau lai lanh lung nhin t6i, roi bat dau ty rita rdy mot cach siéng
nang. L.ang giéng 0i, toi tram tw suy nghi mot cach dang cay! Chang con
nghi ngo gi nita, cac lang giéng ¢ Wilbraham Crescent chang cung cap
dugc gi. Diéu té6i d@ muén — diéu Hardcastle da mu6én — la mot lao phu
nhan nao d6 chuyén ngoi 1é doi mach, wa nhom ngé rinh mo, c6 thdi gian
triu ndng trén hai tay. Liic nao cling mong nhin ra va thay diéu gi d6 xau xa
nhuc nha. Rac r6i l1a hang 1ao phu nhan ay ngay nay hinh nhw chét hét ca
roi. Hét thay cac ba dy van ng6i tim nam tum ba trong nha dudng ldo véi
moi nguodn an ui danh cho tudi gia, hay vao cac bénh vién déng ngudi noi
givrong bénh la nhu cau cap thiét cia nhitng nguwdi that sy dau 6m. Nhitng
nguwoi que quat, khap khiéng va ngudi gia khong con song trong nha minh
nita, chang con dwgc mot gia nhan trung thanh hay mot nguwdi ba con kho
khao nao d6 cham soc, vui long c6 dwgc mot ngoi nha tir té. D6 1a mot
bwdc thut lui nghiém trong trong céng tac diéu tra hinh su.

Toi ngd sang bén kia dwong. Tai sao bén do lai khong thé c6 nha lang
giéng nao hét? Tai sao khong thé c6 mot day nha sach sé gon gang doi dién
vdi t0i, thay vi mot khoi cao 6¢ bang bé-tdng vo hon? Mot kiéu t6 ong day
ap con ngwoi, khong con nghi ngg gi nita, trong ay cw ngu nhitng ong thg
sudt ngay ra ngoai va chi tré vé vao budi téi dé trong chirng may dita con
hay trang diém dung nhan r6i ra ngoai gap go cac chang trai tré ctia minh.
T6i gan nhu bat dau c6 cadm tinh véi vé hao hoa phong nha thdi Victoria da
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phai tan cua Wilbraham Crescent vi né trai ngwgc han vdi nhitng can hé vo
hén Ay.

Mat t6i bat gdp mot anh chdp ¢ dau dé nita duong ngoé 1én cao 6c. No
khién t6i roi tri. T6i ngd 1én cham chap. Phai, né lai dén nita kia. Mot ctra
s6 dang m& va mot nguwoi dang nhin qua d6. Mot khuon mat bi vat gi doé
gio 1én x6a nhoa di mot chit. Anh chdp lai loé 1én. Téi thoc tay vao tii
quan. Toi thuwong gitt rat nhiéu do vat trong cac tdi ctia minh, nhitng mén
c6 thé c6 ich. Han ta sé ngac nhién vi doi khi c6 mén dé cé ich. Mot bang
dinh nho xiu. Vai dung cu trong c6 vé hoan toan vo dung nhung lai c6 kha
nang ma& hau hét cac canh ctra khoa chat, mot cai lon thi€c dung bt xam c6
nhan hiéu khong ding véi n6 cing mot cai bom phun bét ay dé 1ay dau van
tay, va mot hay hai do dung nho xiu hau nhw ngudi ta chang biét 1a cai gi.
Trong s6 cac do vat khac t6i c6 mdt 6ng kinh ngam chim bo tdi. Khong
ngam duwoc qua cao nhuwng st dung cling kha tot. T6i 14y no ra va nang 1én
ngang tam mat.

Co6 mot dita nhé trong khung ctra s6. Toi thady dwge mot bim toc dai pha
xuong mot bo vai. Co bé c6 mot cap 6ng nhom nho dung dé xem opera va
c6 dang nghién citu toi c6 thé ndi la cham chd nhwng chi dé cho vui vay
théi. Tuy thé, vi chang cé gi khac dé nghin ngdm nén ciing c6 thé khong
phai chi dé lam vui nhu trong c6 vé nhw thé. Vira lic d6 & Wilbraham
Crescent lai c6 mot tro tiéu khién gitta trwa khac.

Mot chiéc Rolls-Royce cli mém chay tdi noi do mot tai x€ rat cao tudi
lai. Trong bac ta c6 vé ditng dan nhwng kha chan doi. Bac di ngang qua cho
t0i vGi vé long trong cua ca doan xe hoi dang diéu hanh. Quan sat vién nhi
cua toi, toi dé y thay gio day da chuyén 6ng kinh sang bac tai. To6i ditng do,
suy nghi.

T6i van luon c6 niém tin, hé anh chiu khé chd da 1au nhat dinh sé gap
duwgc diéu may man nao dé. Mot diéu anh khong thé nao tréng mong va
chwa bao gio nghi dén, nhung van xay ra. Phai chang c6 kha nang day c6 1é
la may man cua t6i? Lai nhin Ién chung cuw to vuong vitc, téi dé y that ky
lwdng vi tri cia ctra s6 minh dac biét quan tam, dém tir d6 qua hai dau
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chung cv va dém tr dwdi dat 1én. Tang ba. Sau d6 t6i di doc theo con
dwong t6i tan cong chung cw. Bén trong c6 mot con dwong trdi rong vong
quanh cao 6c v6i nhitng thdm hoa cach quang nhau mot cach gon gang &
nhitng vi tri chién lwgc trén bai co.

T6i nhan thay c& theo doi xuyén suobt tat ca cac dong thai lic nao cling
tot, vi vay toi budc ra khoi con dwong gitra vieon hoa dy di vé phia chung
cu, ngwdc nhin 1én phia trén dau minh nhw thé giat minh kinh ngac, cii
xuong bai cd, gia do lung suc khap noi va sau cung ditng thang day, rd rang
chuyén cai gi do tir ban tay vao tti cia minh.

T6i o twdng ban ngay hau nhw lic nao ¢ day cling cdé ngudi gac cira,
nhung vao thoi khac thiéng liéng ti* mot dén hai gio, dai sdnh & cira vao
vang tanh. C6 mot cai chudng bén trén cé tdm bang 16n dé chit GAC
CONG, nhung t6i khéng bam chudng. C6 mot thang mdy va tdi di t&i do,
r6i bam nut dé 1én tang ba.

Tw bén ngoai twong chirng xac dinh vi tri mot can phong dac biét cé vé
kha don gian, nhung khi vao bén trong mét cao 6c thi that la réi ram. Tuy
nhién trong doi minh t6i da rat nhiéu lan thyc hanh nhitng tinh huéng tuwong
tw nén t6i kha chac chan minh da dén ding ctra. Con sé trén do du tot xau
gi cling 1a 77. “A,” tdi nghi, “nhitng s6 bay 1d may méan. Ct thit di.” T6i
bam chudng réi budc lui lai d€ chd xem chuyén gi sé dén.
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25

Loi ké cua Colin Lamb

To6i phéi dgi chttng mot hay hai phit gi do, réi ctta md&i mé ra.

Mot c6 gai ngwdi Bac Au téc vang, dang ngudi to 16n, mit trng do, mic
bd quan 4o mau sac ruc rd nhin t6i c6 y do héi. Dau co6 da voi vang lau chui
do6i tay nhung van con dinh vét bot mi va c6 ca mot vét bot mi ti xiu trén
miii co, vi thé t6i dé dang doan dwoc c6 dang lam gi.

“Xin 16i,” t6i n6i, “hinh nhw & day c6 mot bé gai. Co bé da danh roi mot
vat ra ngoai ctra s6.”

CO mim cwoi véi toi. Tiéng Anh khong phai la thé manh cua c6 ta.

“T6i xin 16i — 6ng nai gi?”

“M0ot dira bé & day—mot c6 bé.”

”Vang, vang.” Co gat dau.

“Lam rét do ra ngoai ctra so.”

No6i dén day t6i lam vai diéu bo.

“T6i da nhat va dem lén.”

Toi chia ra mot ban tay ma& rong. Trong d6 c6 mot con dao got trai cay
bang bac. C6 ng6 nd, khong nhan ra.

“T6i khong nghi 1a — t6i khong thay...”

“C0 dang ban nau an,” t6i to ra théng cam.
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“Vang, phai, t6i ndu an. Bung day.” C6 gat dau lia lia.

“T6i khong muén quay ray co,” toi néi. “Pé toi dwa né cho c6 bé, dwoc
khong?”

“Xin 16i?”

Hinh nhu c6 da hiéu y cta t6i. C6 dan duong bang qua sanh réi mé mat
canh ctra. N6 dan vao mot phong khach trong rat vui mat. Canh ctra s6 la
mot trang ky dwgc ké 1én va c6 mot dita nhé do chin, mwdi tudi, mot chan
bo bot, dang ngbi trén do.

“Quy 6ng nay day, ong nay ndi em danh rét...”

Ngay liuc do6 that may man, mot mui chay khét nong ndc bay ra tir nha
bép. Co dan duwong cho toi kéu 1én thang thot: “Xin 16i, xin thit 16i.”

“CoO c di di,” toi noi rat chan tinh, “t6i lo liéu dwgc ma.”

Co le lang bo chay. T6i vao phong, dong cita lai roi di tGi trang ky.

“Xin chao.”

Dita nho dap lai, “Xin chao” va c liéc nhin t6i soi méi do xét that 1au,
khién t6i hoi chdt da. Co bé kha gian di vGi mai toc chdi thang thém mau
xam that lai thanh hai cai bim. Tran vo, cam nhon va mgt cadp mat xam rat
thong minh.

“T6i 1a Colin Lamb,” to6i noi. “Bé tén 1a?”

N6 cung cap thong tin cho t6i that mau le.

“Geraldine Mary Alexandra Brown.”

“Troi 6i,” toi kéu lén, “hoan toan khong giong céi tén chut xiu nao. Ho
thuong goi em la gi ha?”

“Geraldine. Doi khi 1a Gerry, nhung em cha thich. B6 em ciing cha dong
y goi tén van tat dau a.”

Mot trong nhitng lgi thé tuyét voi khi lam viéc vGi tré con la chiing
thuwong c6 logic riéng cta ching. Bat c ngudi 16n nao ciing déu sé ngay
1ap titc héi t6i rang t6i mudn cai gi. Con bé nay lai hoan toan san sang di
thang vao cudc noéi chuyén ma khéng can dén nhitng cau hoi ngu ngo ngd
ngan. N6 dang & mot minh va buén chan, nén khach viéng nha bat ct kiéu
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nao c6 san s6 héi han van duwgc hoan nghénh vi dé la diéu mdi la. Cho téi
khi toi ty chitng t6 minh 1a mot ga néi chuyén khong vui va chan ngat, né
van hét sitc san sang tro chuyén.

“Chac bo em ra ngoai roi ha?” toi hoi.

Con bé dap lai ciing nhanh le va day du chi tiét nhw da thé hién trudce do.

“Cong xuong Cartinghaven & Beaverbridge. Cach day ding mudi bon
dam ba phan tw a.”

“Con me em?”

“Me chét roi,” Geraldine dap, niém han hoan van khong hé suy giam.
“Ba chét lic em mdi hai thang tu6i. Me di may bay ti Phap dén. May bay
bi roi va moi ngudi déu chét ca.”

N6 n6i v6i doi chit man nguyén khién to6i cdm thay véi mot dira nho néu
me no da chét di, diéu ay phan anh mot vinh quang nao dé néu nhuw ba ta bi
chét trong mot tai nan hay diét toan bo.

“T61 hiéu roi,” toi noi. “Vi thé ma em md6i co...”

T6i nhin vé phia ctra phong.

“P6 1a Ingrid. Chi ay dén tr Na Uy. Mdi c6 ntta thang nay thoi. Chi dy
chwa noi dugc tiéng Anh. Em dang day tiéng Anh cho chi dy.”

“Va chi ay day tiéng Na Uy cho em ha?”

“Khong nhiéu lam,” con bé dap.

“Em c6 thich chi ay khong?”

“Co6 a. Chi cling dwgc lam. D6i Iic moén chi ndu kha ky quai. Anh biét
khong, chi dy thich an cé séng.”

“Anh titng an ca song & Na Uy,” toi noi. “Doi khi cling rat ngon.”

Geraldine c6 vé vo cung hoai nghi diéu ay.

“Hom nay chi dy dang c6 lam banh tat nhan mat dwong day a,” né néi
tiép.

“M6i nghe da thay ngon r6i.”

“Um — vang, em thich banh tat nhan mat dudng.” N6 18 phép néi thém,
“Co phdi anh dén dé an trua khong a?”
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“Khong em. That ra vira roi anh di ngang qua bén duéi noi nay va cé 1é
em da danh roi mét vat ra ngoai ctra s6.”

“Em 4?”

“Phai.” T6i dwa ra con dao got trdi cay bang bac.

Con bé nhin n6, méGi dau cé vé ngd vuc nhwng roéi lai ¢ nhitng dau hiéu
bang long.

“Ciing kha dep day. Cai gi thé?”

“Pay la mot con dao got trai cay.”

To6i m& con dao ra.

“A, em hiéu r6i. Anh mudn noéi cé thé diing né got vé tdo va nhitng thit
twong t.”

“Phai.”

Con bé thé dai.

“Khong phdi cia em. Em khong hé danh roi con dao nay. Biéu gi khién
anh nghi em da danh roi?”

“A, ltic 4y em dang nhin ra ctra s6 va...”

“Hau nhuv lic nao em ciing nhin ra ctta s6,” Geraldine néi. “Em da bi nga
gdy chan, anh thay roi day.”

“That khong may!”

“Vang, chang phai thé sao? Du sao ciing bi gay chan theo cach chang
hay ho gi. Em vira budc xuéng xe buyt thi bat thinh linh xe tiép tuc chay
tGi. Ban dau ciing kha dau va hoi nhitc nhoi, nhung bay gio da hét dau nhitc
r0i.”

“V6i em chac han kha buon chan,” toi noi.

“Vang, ding thé. Nhung bd thwong mang dén cho em nhiéu thit. Chat
déo dé nan hinh, anh biét day, sach va but chi mau, tro choi ghép hinh va
cac moén do twong ty nhu thé, nhung choi mai cling chan nén em danh phan
16n thoi gian dé nhin ra ctra s6 vdi cai nay nay.”

Vo0 cung ty hao né dwa ra mot cap 6ng nhom dé xem opera.

“Cho anh xem vai, c6 dugc khong?” toi hoi.
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T6i cam 1dy 6ng nhom tir tay c6 bé, dwa 1én vira tam mat roi nhin ra bén
ngoai ctta so.

“Hay qua ta!” toi khen.

Qua dang thé, rat tuyét. Bo cua con bé, néu ding la da cung cap moén do
nay, han da khong tiéc tién. That dang kinh ngac vi anh c6 thé nhin thay
that ré nha s6 19, Wilbraham Crescent, va cac nha lan can. Toi trao cdp ong
nhom lai cho con bé.

“Rat tuyét,” toi noi. “Hang nhat do.”

“N6 rat banh,” Geraldine noi vGi vé ti hao. “Khong phai dé choi cho cac
em bé va khong phai gia vo xem choi dau nhé.”

“Pung... anh thay vay.”

“Em c6 gitt mot quyén s6 nhd,” Geraldine noi tiép.

N6 dwa quyén s6 cho toi xem.

“Em ghi chép vao day chuyén nay chuyén no cung vdi gio giac. Giong
nhw Idc nhan réi nguwdi ta ¢6 cai thi vui ghi nhan con s6 cta cac dau may
xe Ira,” n6 noi thém. “Anh ho em tén la Dick hay choi tro ghi s6 tau hoa.
Bon em con ghi ca so xe 6 t0 nita.”

“MOot tro giai tri kha hay,” toi nhan xét.

“Vang, ding thé. That khong may gan day chang c6 nhiéu 6 t6 chay trén
dwong nay, nén hau nhu em da bo khong ghi lai niva.”

“Chac em phai biét rd moi chuyén vé nhitng ng6i nha dwéi kia, nhitng ai
song trong ay va du thit chuyén nita.”

T6i tudn ra nhitng 161 nay kha ngau nhién, nhwng c6 bé lai phan ¢ng that
nhanh.

“Co cht a. D1 nhién em chang biét tén that ctia ho, bdi thé em phai cho
ho nhitng cai tén ty minh dat ra.”

“Chac vui 1am,” t6i noi.

“Ba Hau tudc Carrabas & dwdi kia,” con bé vira néi vira chi tro. “Cai nha
toan cdy c6i um tum cha chiu cat xén gon gang. Anh biét r6i day, giong nhw
truyén Meo di hia. Bdy méo cia ba ay dong qua troi dong.”
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“Anh vira m@i n6i chuyén vdi mot con, con méo vang cam ay.”

“Vang, em da thay anh.”

“Han em tinh mat lam,” t6i nhan xét. “Anh mong la em khong bé sot
nhiéu diéu, phai vay khong?”

Geraldine mim cuGi c6 vé hai long. Co Ingrid mé ctra di vao, thd khong
ra hoi.

“Em van on, hi?”

“Bon em van 6n,” con bé qua quyét. “Chi khong can phai lo dau, Ingrid.”

N6 gat dau that manh réi quo hai ban tay ra hiéu.

“Chi nau an tiép di.”

“T6t qua, chi di ndu tiép day. Rat hay la em c6 khach.”

“Chi ay thuong cang thang khi lam bép,” Geraldine gidi thich. “Em
muon noi khi chi dy dang thr lam mot mén mdi. Va doi khi nha em dung
bita rat mudn vi 1é dy. Em rat vui c6 anh dén choi. C6 ngwoi cho minh xao
lang, khong nghi dén chuyén dang do6i bung hay qua.”

“Hay ké cho anh nghe thém vé ngudi trong nhitng ngbi nha duwéi doé di,”
toi bdo, “va em da thay gi. Ai song trong ng6i nha ké d6 — ngdi nha ngan
nap ay?”

“Oi, c6 mot ba mu & day. Ba 4y mu hoan toan, tuy thé van di lai binh
thwong nhw thé van nhin thady dwong. Chu gac ctra bao em thé. Cha ay tén
la Harry. Cha réat ti¢ té. Chu Harry dy. Chu ké cho em nghe rat nhiéu
chuyén, vé vu giét nguoi.”

“Giét nguoi sao?” giong t0i hdi nghe cé vé kinh ngac, rat thich hop véi
tinh huéng nay.

Con nhé gat dau. Mat né ruc sang 1én bai tinh chat quan trong ctia nhitng
thong tin né sap stra truyén dat.

“Co6 mot vu giét nguoi trong nha ay. Thuc ra em da nhin thay.”

“Ui, vay sao!”

“Vang, chang phdi thé sao? Trudc gio em chwa titng nhin thdy mot vu
giét ngwdi. Y em muén noéi chua tirng thay noi xay ra 4n mang.”
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“Em da — o — thdy gi?”

“A, ltic ay chéng c6 chuyén gi xay ra. Anh biét ma, ltic d6 12 mot gio hau
nhw vang vé trong ngay.”

“Chuyén hdp dan xay ra lic nao?”

“Ai day twr trong nha v0i vang chay ra va la hét. Bdi thé di nhién em biét
chac han da cé chuyén gi day xay ra.”

“Ai la hét?”

“La mot phu nit. C6 ta con tré lam, that si kha xinh dep. Co ta ra khoi
clra va cit la hét, la hét mai. C6 mot thanh nién dang di trén dwong. Co ay
nhao ra khéi cong va gan nhw git chat 1dy anh ta — nhw thé nay nay.” N6
lam mot diéu b v6i hai canh tay. Bat chgt né liéc nhin téi cham chap.
“Troéng anh ta c6 vé kha giong anh dé day.”

“Chac nguoi giong nguwoi thoi,” toi néi nhe nhang. “Roi tiép sau doé la
chuyén gi? Chuyén nay rat hap dan.”

“A, anh ta gan nhu ddy c6 ngdi phich xuéng. Anh biét khong, trén mit
dat dy, va r6i anh ta di vao trong nha. Con Hoang Dé — titc 1a con meéo
16ng vang cam, em van luon goi né la Hoang Dé vi trong né c6 vé qua sitc
kiéu hanh —-n6 théi khong liém lap nita va trong c6 vé hét sirc kinh ngac.
ROi sau day C6 Can Gido ra khoi nha minh —la nha s6 18 4y — ba ta di ra
roi ditng trén thém nha nhin cham chap.”

“Co Can Giao ha?”

“Em goi ba ta la Co Can Gido vi ba ta thang du6t. Ba ta c6 mot ong em,
va thwong hay bat nat 6ng ay.”

“Noéi tiép di,” toi n6i mot cach quan tam.

“Roi sau do da thit chuyén da xdy ra. Nguwoi dan ong tir trong nha trd ra
— Anh chéac chan d6 khong phai la anh ch?”

“Anh la mot anh chang trong rat binh thwong,” t6i khiém ton noi,
nhiéu nguwoi giong anh lam.”

(13

co

“Vang, ctt cho la dung thé di,” Geraldine néi c6 phan thang than. “A, du
sao di nita cling la nguwdi ay, anh ta bo di vé phia cudi duwong va goi dién

https://thuviensach.vn



thoai tir buéng goi & dwdi dy. Ngay sau dé canh sat bat dau téi noi.” Doi
mat no lap lanh. “Rat nhiéu canh sat. Va ho dwa cai xac chét di trong mot
kiéu xe cdp cttu. Di nhién lic ay c6 rat dong nguwdi giwvong mat nhin, anh
biét r6i ddy. Em cling thdy chd Harry & do6. La chud géac ctra ctia chung cw
nay. Sau dé chu da ké chuyén cho em nghe.”

“Ong dy c6 néi v6i em ai da bi giét khong ha?”

“Chu chi n6i d6 la mot nguwdi dan ong. Chang ai biét tén ong ta cd.”

“Toan bo chuyén nay rat thu vi,” toi noi.

Toi tha thiét nguyén cau sao cho Ingrid dirng chon pht gidy nay dé lai di
vao vOi mot cai banh tat mat dwong ngon lanh hay nhitng mé6n ngon ngot
khac.

“Nhung hay lui vé trede d6 mot chiat! Hay ké chuyén xay ra trwde do!
Em cé thady ngwoi nay — nguwoi dan 6ng bi sat hai &y — em c6é thay ong ta
t¢i nha d6 khong?”

“Khong, em khong thdy. Em cho rang 6ng ta han da & day sudt.”

“Em muon noi 6ng ta song & do ha?”

“O khong, cha c6 ai séng & ddy ngoai cd Pebmarsh.”

“Vay la em biét tén that cua ba ta a?”

“Da biét chit. Em doc trén bao ma. Vé vu giét nguoi. Co gai la hét tén la
Sheila Webb. Chu Harry cho em biét nguwdi bi giét tén Curry. D6 la mot cai
tén buén cuwoi, phai khong? Nhue la mot mén an. Con cé an mang thit nhi
nita, anh biét ddy. Khong phai cing mét ngay — vé sau — trong buong
dién thoai khiic cudi duwong. Tt diy em cé thé nhin thdy nd, ding, nhung
em phai tho dau ra ngoai ctta s6 ro6i ngodi c6 nhin. Di nhién that ra em
khong c6 nhin thdy vu dy, la vi — em mu6n néi gia nhw em biét trudc né sé
xdy ra, han em da nhin r6i. Nhung di nhién 1a em khong biét nén khong c6
nhin. Budi sang hom ay rat nhiéu nguwoi ct ditng day & ngoai duwong nhin
vao nha doéi dién. Em nghi that ngu xuan, anh khéng nghi thé sao?”

“Phai,” toi dap, “rat ngu xuan.”

Td&i day Ingrid 1an nita lai xuat hién.
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“Chi don ngay thoi,” co tran an. “Chi don ngay bay gio day.”

Co lai di ra. Geraldine noéi: “That ra nha em cha mu6n thué chi ay. Chi c
lo lang vé cac bita an. Di nhién day la bita duy nhat chi phai ndu ngoai bira
diém tam. Bo thuong di an nha hang vao budi t6i, va mua vé cho em. Chi la
ca hay moén gi ddy. Khong phadi mot bita an t6i thye thu.” Giong né noi
nghe c6 vé thém thuong.

“Em thwong an tra lic may gio, ha Geraldine?”

“Anh mudn noéi bita an chinh, phai khong? Pay la bita an chinh cta em.
Em khong dung bita chinh vao chiéu t&i. D6 1a bita stip. A, that ra em ding
bita chinh bat ct Itic nao Ingrid tinh co da ndu xong, vé gio gidc chi ay kha
ky khoi. Chi phai chuan bi san sang bita diém tam dung gio vi b6 dam ra
qua bwc minh, bita an gitta trva thwong an bat ct lic nao, c6 khi an lic
muoi hai gio, va c6 khi mai tGi hai gio méi dugc an. Ingrid bdo dirng dung
bita vao mot gid nhat dinh, khi nao c6 thi ct an.”

“A, d6 1a mot y twéng dé dai,” t6i n6i. “Em da dung bita trwa — bita dn
chinh lic may gio— anh mudn ndi vao ngay xady ra an mang ay?”

“H6m ay an lic mwoi hai gio. Anh biét khong, hom ay Ingrid ra ngoai.
Chi dy di xem phim hay lam t6c, va mot ba tén Perry dén & cung em. Ba ta
that kinh khing, that ddy. Hay vo vo nguoi ta.”

“V06 vO nguoi ta sao?” toi hai kho hiéu.

“Anh biét day, vo nhe lén dau. N6i kiéu ‘bé cung oi’. Ba ta khong phai,”
Geraldine néi, “hang ngwdi ma anh cé thé tro chuyén thoa thich. Nhung ba
thwong dem cho em banh keo va nhitng ctia ngon ngot nhu thé.”

“Em may tudi roi, Geraldine?”

“Em mudi tudi. Mudi tudi ba thang.”

“Anh thdy hinh nhw em néi chuyén rat khon ngoan,” t6i nhan xét.

“DPé la vi em phai n6i chuyén rat nhiéu vGi bo,” con nhé néi that trang
nghiém.

“Vay la vao ngay xdy ra an mang em da an bita chinh s6m?”
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“Vang, nhu thé Ingrid c6 thé rira bat dia xong xudi va vé ngay sau mot
gio.”

“Nhu thé sdng hom ay em da nhin ra ngoai ctra s6 dé quan sat nguwoi ta.”

“Vang a, phan nao thgi gian thoi. Lic con s6m, chitng mwoi gio, em choi
giai 6 chi.”

“Anh van ty hoi c6 kha nang em da thdy ong Curry dén nha ay hay
khong?”

Geraldine lac dau.

“Khong, em khong thay. Ky thiét, em dong y.”

“A, c6 18 6ng ta t6i do6 rat sém.”

“Ong 4y da khong dén ctra trwdc va bam chudng. L& ra em phai thdy
ch.”

“C6 18 6ng ta da vao qua khu veon. Y anh 13 cac bén khac ctia ngdi nha.”

“Khong phai dau,” Geraldine noi. “Nha do twa lwng vao cac nha khac.
Ho khong muén ai di qua viron nha ho dau.”

“U nhi, chic ho khéng muén dau.”

“Gia ma em biét dwgc 6ng ay trong nhw thé nao nhi,” con bé ndi.

“A, 6ng ta gia 1dm roi. Chitng sau chuc tudi. Cao rau nhén nhui va mic
mot bo com-1é mau xam sam.”

Geraldine lac dau.

“Nghe c6 vé hét sitc binh thwdong,” n6 noéi véi vé khong tan dong.

“Du sao,” toi néi, “anh cho rang em khé ma nhé ding chuyén ngay nay
phan biét v&i ngay khac, khi em ¢t nam day va lic nao cting nhin ngam.”

“Cha kho khan gi hét.” Con bé noi gian vi 16i thach do. “Em c6 thé ké
anh nghe moi diéu vé sang hom 4y. Em biét ba Cua dén lic nao va ba ta ra
vé lic nao.”

“Po6 la nguwoi dan ba don vé sinh hang ngay, phai khong?”

“Phai, ba ta di hap tap giong y mot con cua. Ba ta c6 mot thang con. Doi
khi ba mang né theo, nhung hom ay thi khong. R6i sau day c6 Pebmarsh di
ra ngoai khoang chirng muoi gio. Ba di day tré con ¢ mot truong mu. Ba
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Cua ra vé khodng chitng mudi hai gio. Doi khi ba cam vé mot cai goéi ma
khi dén ba chang c6. Nhitng mau bo va phd mai, em nghi thé, vi cha nha
khong thdy duwgc. Em dac biét biét rd nhitng gi xdy ra hém ay, vi chi gitp
viéc va em vira c6 chuyén cai nhau nho nhé, nén chi ay cha chiu néi chuyén
v6i em. Em dang day chi ay tiéng Anh, va chi mu6n biét phdi néi ‘cho téi
khi ching ta gdp lai’ nhu thé nao. Chi phéi néi cau ay vdi em bang tiéng
Pirc. Aufwiedersehen. Em biét cau ay vi da mot lan dén Thuy Si, & day
ngwoi ta n6i nhw thé. Va ho con noéi Gruss Gott nita. Néu anh noéi bang
tiéng Anh thi cau dé la ‘that’s rude’.”

“Thé em bao Ingrid noi gi?”

Geraldine bat cuwoi khuc khich that ranh manh. N6 dinh m& miéng noi
nhung bi tran cwdi khic khich ngan can lai. R6i cudi cung no ciing thot nén
10i: “Em bao chi ta no6i: ‘Get the hell out of here!” Thé la chi ta néi cau ay
v6i c6 Bulstrode ¢ nha ké bén, khién ba ta dién tiét l1én. B&i thé Ingrid méi
phat hién ra va rat gian em. Hai bén khong than thién v4i nhau, mai gan

dén gio uong tra ngay h6m sau méi giang hoa.”

Toi chu y ghi nhé ky thong tin nay.

“Vay la em tap trung vao viéc quan sat bang 6ng nhom xem opera ha?”

Con bé gat dau.

“D6 la ly do lam sao ma em lai biét 6ng Curry khong vao bang ctra
tredc. Chac c6 1€ ong ay da vao bang cach nao do trong dém va tron ¢ gac
mai. Anh nghi c6 thé nhw thé hay khéng?”

“Anh cho rang chuyén gi cling c6 kha nang, nhung theo anh khong thé
nao nhv vay.”

“Khong thé w,” con bé noi, “thé nao O0ng ta ciling bi doi bung, phai
khong? Va ong ta khong thé xin c6 Pebmarsh cho an sang, khéng thé néu
ong ta dang tron ba ay.”

“Va chang c6 ai t6i nha ay hay sao?” t6i héi. “Hoan toan chang c6 ai u?
Chang c6 ai di xe hoi — mot cha ctta hang — nhitng ké t&i viéng nha?”

“Cha hiéu tap héa dén vao ngay thit hai va thit nam,” né dap, “con ngudi
giao sita thi dén ldac tdm gio ruwdi sang.”
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Con bé nay dung 1a mot pho tir dién bach khoa.

“Co Pebmarsh ty di mua bong cédi va cac thit. Hoan toan khong c6 ai
viéng nha ngoai cha hiéu gidt la. B4 1a mot hiéu giat 1a mdéi.”

“Tiém giat i mdi ha?”

Vang. Thuwong van la hiéu gidt Southern Downs. Hau hét déu thué hiéu
Southern Downs. Hom 4y la mot hiéu giat la méi — Hiéu gidt la
Snowflake. Em chwa bao gid trong thay Hiéu Gidt la Snowflake nay. Chac
han ho chi vira méi khai treong thoi.”

Toi co gang hét sitc kiém ché khong dé giong néi ctia minh 16 vé quan
tam thai qua. T6i khong muon kich dong dé co bé dat chuyén.

“Tiém ay giao do da giat ui hay tdi 1dy quan 4o do?” t6i hai.

“Giao d6,” con bé dap. “Con trong mdt cai sot to to6 bd nita. To hon rat
nhiéu so véi cai sot thong thuong.”

“Co Pebmarsh c6 khiéng n6 vao khong?”

“Khong, di nhién la khong. Ba dy da lai ra ngoai r6i.”

“Chuyén nay xdy ra lic may gio, ha Geraldine?”

“Pung mot gio ba muoi lam phit,” con bé dap. “Em c6 ghi lai day ne,”
né néi tiép vai vé ty hao.

Con bé véi tay 1ay mdt quyén s6 nhd, réi mé ra, ngén tay kha do ban cua
n6 chi vao mot dé muc. 1 gio 35 hiéu giat la da dén. So6 19.

“Em phai tGi lam viéc & Scotland Yard thoi,” toi ndi.

“0 ddy ciing c6 nit tham t& sao? Em thich 1dm. Em khong néi dén cac nit
canh sat. Em nghi ni canh sat ngu ngoc lam.”

“Em chua cho anh biét dich xac chuyén gi da xay ra khi tiém giat ai tGi.”

“Cha c6 gi xdy ra ca. Tai x€é xuéng xe, mé thung chita hang, 16i ra cai sot
dé, loang choang budc vong qua héng nha dén ctra sau. Chac ong ta khong
thé vao bén trong. C6 Pebmarsh c6 1é da khéa ctra nén chac la 6ng ta dé né
lai day roi di ve.”

“Trong anh ta ra sao ha?”

“Ciing binh thvong thoi,” né dap.

https://thuviensach.vn



“Nhu anh ha?” t6i héi.

“O khéng, gia hon anh nhiéu, nhung that ra em chéng trong thay rd, vi
ong ta lai xe dén nha 4y — thé ndy nay.” N6 chi tay vé bén phai. “Ong ta da
do xe trirdc nha s6 19 mac du dang & bén duong nguwgc chiéu, nhwng khong
thanh van dé véi mot con duwong nhu thé nay. Sau d6 ong ta di vao qua
cong nha, cdi gap nguwdi trén cai sot. Em chi c6 thé thady dang sau 6t Ong ta,
va khi di ra ong ta lai xoa mat. Chac ong ta thdy néng nuc, va co6 khuan cai
sot ay.”

“Roi sau do 6ng ta lai 1ai xe di?”

“Vang. Vi sao anh lai nghi chuyén ay qua thu vi?”

“A, anh khong biét,” téi dap. “Anh nghi c6 18 dng ta da thay didu gi d6
dang quan tam.”

CoO giup viéc méd toang canh ctra. Co dang day mot chiéc xe thitc an.

“Bay gio ching t6i an bita chinh,” c6 gat dau vui vé.

“Ngon qud,” Geraldine n6i. “Em sap chét doi roi.”

T6i ding lén.

“Bay gio anh phai di day. Tam biét Geraldine.”

“Tam biét. Con cai nay thi sao?” C6 bé cam con dao got trai cay lén.
“Khong phai ctia em.” Giong no6 tré nén them thuéng, “wdc gi la ctia em!”

“Co6 vé chang biét cua ai, nhi?”

“Co phai day la bat dugc caa bau, hay gi gi day khong?”

“Co6 thé xem la thé,” t6i tra 10i. “T6t hon hét em nén gitt 1ay n6. Nghia la
gitr 1dy no6 cho t6i khi c6 nguwdi nao khac t6i nhan lai. Nhung anh khong
nghi,” t6i néi rat chan thanh, “rang c6 ai sé nhan lai n6.”

“Lay cho em mot qua tdo di, Ingrid!” Geraldine béo.

“Téo a?”

“ Pomme! Apfel!”

Co bé day ngoai nglr hoc that gioi. Toi tw biét hai nguoi dang hoc tap.
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26

Ba Rival day ctta quan Peacock’s Arms roi hoi ldo déao tién vé phia quay
ban rugu. Ba dang lau bau trong c6 hong. Von chang xa la gi véi cai quan
tro dac biét nay, ba dwgc chi quan chao don vé cung niém né.

“Sao r6i, Flo,” ong ta héi, “cac qua Iira sao r6i?”

“Cha phai thé,” ba dap. “Khdéng ngay thang. Khong, cha phai thé. Toi
biét minh dang néi chuyén gi ma Fred, va t6i bdo la cha phai thé.”

“Tat nhién khong phai roi,” Fred n6i dé xoa diu. “T6i muodn biét la
chuyén gi? Mudn nhu thwong 1é ha ba ban?” Ba ta gat dau dong y. Ba tra
tién roi bat dau hdp tirng ngum trong ly rwgu ctia minh. Cha quan di cho
khac dé ti€p m6t khach hang mdi. Rwgu uong vao khién ba Rival phan chan
1én mot chit. Ba van lau bau trong c6 hong nhuwng nét mat da vui twoi hon.
Khi chti quan trd lai gan, ba ngé 16i vdi 6ng ta diu dang hon mot chuit.

“Du sao chang nita t6i sé khong kién nhan chiu dung diéu ay. Khong,
khong dau. Néu c6é mot diéu toi khong thé chiu dung, ddy la lira doi. T6i
khong chiu ndi ltra doi, chwa bao gid.”

“T4t nhién ba khong chiu no6i roi,” Fred phu hoa.

Ong quan sét ba ta bing con mét thuc t&. “Pa c6 néc rugu rdi,” 6ng thaim
nghi. “Tuy vay chac ba dy c6 thé chiu dwgc hai ly nita. Cé chuyén gi dé
khién ba ta réi tung réi mu ca 1én.”

“Ltra do6i,” ba Rival lap bap. “Néi quanh... néi quanh... a, ong biét toi
muon noi chir gi roi.”

“Chac chan t6i biét,” Fred noi.
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Ong quay di d& chao mot khach quen khac. Ba Rival tiép tuc 1dm bam:
“T6i khong thich va sé khong chiu dyng diéu ay. T6i sé noi nhu thé. Nguoi
ta khong c6 quyén nghi rang ho c6 thé di day di d6 ma doi x vai téi nhw
thé. Khong, qua that ho khong thé. To6i muon noéi la khong ding va néu anh
khong ty bao vé minh, ai sé bao vé anh day? Cho to6i mot ly nita di, 6ng ban
0i,” ba noi 16n giong.

Chu quan phuc vu ngay.

“Neéu toi la ba, toi sé vé nha sau chuyén ay,” 6ng khuyén nha.

Ong tw héi chuyén gi di 1am cho ba géi gia ndy béi réi qua thé. Ba ta
thuwong kha diém dam. Mot con ngudi than thién, lic nao cling dé bat cuoi.

“Chuyén ay s& lam cho t6i té hai, Fred a. Ong thdy ddy,” ba néi. “Khi
nguwoi ta yéu cau anh lam mot viéc, ho sé ké cho anh nghe dau dudi cau
chuyén ay. Ho sé cho anh biét chuyén ay c6 y nghia gi va ho dang lam gi.
Nhitng ké doi trd. Nhitng ké doi tra ban thiu dé tién, toi néi thé ddy. Toi sé
khong chiu dyng dau.”

“T6i sé chuon ludon vé nha néu toi la ba,” chi quan ndi khi quan sat thay
mot giot nwéc mat chue roi ra khoi hang mi day mascara. “Sap muwa roi do,
va con mua nang hat nita. Cai mii dep cta ba hw mat.”

Ba khach hoi nhéch mép mim cwdi tan thuéng.

“T6i van ludn thich hoa thanh ctic,” ba néi. “Oi gidi 6i, t6i cha biét phai
lam gi nita.”

“Veé nha va danh mot giac that ngon lanh,” chu quén té ra t6t bung.

“A, c6 1& thé, nhung ma...”

“Bay gio thi di di nao! Ba khéng mud6n lam hw cai mii do6 dau.”

“Rat dung,” ba ta noi. “Vang, ding nhu thé. Pay la mot — rat sau... sdu
sa — khong, t6i khong dinh n6i thé — t6i muon néi gi nhi?”

“Sau Sac, mot lvu y sau sac.”

“Cam on ong rat nhiéu.”

“C6 gi dau,” Fred noi.
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Twr trén cai ghé cao ba Rival tudt xuéng roi hoi ldo dao di vé phia ctra
quan.

“Dém nay duwong nhu cé diéu gi dé khién ba gia Flo bi ban loan,” mot
khach hang nhan xét.

“Ba ay thuong cuwdi noéi vui vé nhw chim hét liu lo — nhung ching ta
déu cé luc thé nay, ldc thé kia,” mot ngwoi dan 6ng khac ndi, mot con
nguoi trong cé vé u sau.

Ba Rival da ra khoéi quan Peacock’s Arms. Ba ngwdc mat nhin 1én troi,
c6 vé khong chac chan, w, cé 1€ troi sap mwa roi. Ba budc di doc theo con
dwong dé, hoi voi va mot chiit, ré sang trai roi sang phai va dirng lai truéc
mot can nha tréng kha do ban. Trong ltic ba rit chia khoéa ra va di 1én cac
bac thém truwdc nha, mot giong ndi vong 1én tir phia dwédi, r6i mot cai dau
tho ra quanh mot goc ctra va nguwdc nhin ba.

“Quy ong dgi ba trén lau dé.”

“Pgi toi u?” giong ba co vé hoi ngac nhién.

“A, néu ba goi 6ng 1a quy dng ciing dwoc. Mic do sang trong va chi vay
thoi, nhung hoan toan khong phai la Huan twéc Algernon Vere de Vere, toi
xin néi nhv vay.”

Ba ta tim dugc 16 khoa, van cai chia roi di vao.

Can nha boc mui bap cai, cd va khuynh diép. Mui sau cung thwong
xuyén ngti thay trong cai sanh ddc biét nay. Ba chu nha cua ba Rival la mét
dai tin do chuyén tam gii* am cho 16ng ngwc trong thoi tiét dong gia va bat
dau lam viéc tot dé twr gitta thang 9. Ba Rival tréo 1én nhitng bac thang, tw
do minh nho cai tay vin. Ba day ctta & tang m6t mé ra va di vao. Roi ba
dirng sitng lai va 1ai mot buwde. “Oi,” ba néi. “Ra la 6ng.”

Tw cai ghé dang ngo6i thanh tra Hardcastle ditng ddy. “Chao ba Rival.”

“Ong muén gi?” ba hoi, kém phan t& nhi hon thuong ngay.

“A, toi phai dén tan London dé cong tac,” thanh tra dap, va chi c6 vai
diéu t6i nghi minh muodn tiép tuc lam viéc vé4i ba, vi thé toi da dén tan day,
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may ra tim dugc ba. Cdi... o... cai ba dudi nha ay duwdng nhw nghi la chang
bao 1au ba sé vé dén nha.”

“Di,” ba Rival n6i. “A, t6i cha hiéu... a...”

Thanh tra day tGi tredc mot cai ghé, ndi rat lich sy: “Ba ngoi xuong di!”

Vi tri ctia hai ngudi c6 18 da bi ddo nguge. Ong Hardcastle 1a chd, con ba
Rival 1a khach. Ba ng6i xuéng, ngé ong ta lom lom mot hoi 1au.

“Ong bao mot vai diéu 1a thé nao?”

“Piém nho thoi, vai van dé nho nhat da ndy sinh.”

“Ong mudn noi vé Harry u?”

“Pung thé.”

“Nghe day,” giong ba hoi khiéu chién, cing mdt Idc v6i mui rwgu manh
thom nong xdc vao miii 6ng thanh tra. “T6i da chan Harry r6i. Cha mud6n
nghi dén 6ng ta nita. T6i da tw dan xac dén khi thay anh 6ng ta trén bao,
phai khong nao? T6i da dén néi vdi ong vé 6ng ta. Tat ca cach nay da lau,
va tdi chd mudn nghe nhac dén nita. Cha con gi dé ké cho 6ng nghe ca. ba
ké hét moi chuyén con nhé dugc va t6i cha mudn nghe gi nita.”

“Pay la mot diém hoan toan nho nhat,” giong thanh tra on ton, té vé biét
16i.

“Q, dwoc 1dm,” ba Rival n6i mot cach kha khiém nha. “Chuyén gi? Ci
néi di!”

“Ba da nhan ra nguoi dan ong dy la chong minh, hay la ngudi dan 6ng
ma ba da trai qua mot hinh thitc hon nhan véi 6ng ta cach day do muoi lam
nam. Pung nhuv thé, phai khong?”

“T6i ci twdng dén lic nay ong da biét chinh xac cach day bao nhiéu nam
r6i chi¢.”

‘Sac bén hon minh da nghi,’ thanh tra ty nha. Ong néi tiép: “Phai, ba néi
hoan toan ding day. Chuing ta tra cttu nha! Ba da két hon ngay 15 thang 5
nam 1948.”

“Lam c6 dau thang 5 luon khong may man, nguwdi ta bao thé day,” ba
Rival rau 11 néi. “Chang may man chut nao ca.”
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“Madc cho bao nam thang da tr6i qua, ba van cé thé nhan dang chong
minh hoan toan dé dang.”

Ba Rival nhic nhich cya quay hoi cé vé kho chiu.

“Ong ta cha gia di nhiéu. Liic nao ciing chdm chit ban than, 6ng Harry
ay.”

“Va ba da c6 thé cho ching t6i biét dac diém nhan dang ban dau ctia 6ng
ay. T6i nghi ba da viét cho t6i vé mot vét seo.

“Pung thé. Pang sau tai trai ay. Pay nay,” ba gio tay chi vao cho do.

“Sau tai trdi cua 6ng ta a?” Hardcastle nhan manh tirng tur.

“A...” ba ta c6 vé ngd vuc trong chéc 1at, “phai roi. A, t6i nghi thé.
Vang, chac chan nhv thé. D1 nhién ngwoi ta khong bao gio phan biét bén
trai voi bén phai caa minh khi dang voi va, phai khong? Nhung ma phai
roi, la bén trai c6 ong ta. Pay nay.” Ba lai dat tay Ién cung mot cho.

“Va ba bao lic dy 6ng ta dang cao rau?”

“Pung thé. Con ché da nhdy chom 1én 6ng ta. Mot con cho rét to con
ching t6i nudi lic ay. N6 ¢t x6ng vao — con ché mén thuwong. N6 chom
1én Harry va ong ta dang cam luwGi dao cao trén tay, r6i dao cao pham sau
vao. Méu chay rat nhiéu, vét thwong lanh nhung dau vét ay cha bao gio mat
di.” Bay gio ba ta n6i nang qua quyét hon.

“Pdy la mot diém rat c6 gia tri, ba Rival a. Dau sao mot nguai doi khi
trong rat giong mot nguwdi khac nhat 1a khi kha nhiéu nam da qua di. Nhung
tim thdy mét ngwoi dan ong gan giong chong ba lai c6 mot vét seo & ding
vi tri — a, diéu ay lam cho viéc nhan dang rat t6t dep va an toan, phai
khong? C6 vé nhw ching t6i thuc s c6 manh maéi dé tiép tuc diéu tra.”

“T6i rat vui vi 6ng hai long,” ba Rival néi.

“Va tai nan v@i ludi dao cao da xdy ra ldc nao?”

Ba ta dan do suy nghi mot l4t.

“Chac khoadng chirng — 6i, chitng sdu thang sau khi ching t6i két hon.
Vang, la thé day. Ching t6i da mua con ché mua hé nam 4y, t6i nhd nhw
thé.”
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“Nhu thé chuyén dy da xdy ra khoang thang 10 hay thang 11 nam 1948.
Puing khong?”

“Pung thé.”

“Va sau khi chong ba roi bo ba vao nam 1951...”

“Cha phai 0ng ta roi bo toi, ma chinh t6i da dudi ong ta,” ba ndi rat
nghiém tuc.

“Hoan toan nhw thé. Ba thich xem chuyén ay la thé nao ciing dugc. Dau
sao, sau khi ba dudi 6ng ta di vao nam 1951 ba chwa bao gio gap lai 6ng ta
cho dén khi thdy dnh 6ng ta trén bao?”

“Vang, toi da no6i vGi 6ng r6i.”

“Va ba hoan toan chac chan vé diéu do, ba Rival?”

“Di nhién la t6i chac chan. T6i chwa bao gio dé mat dén Harry Castleton
ké tit hom ay cho dén khi t6i trong thay 6ng ta da chét.”

“That ky la, ba biét day,” thanh tra Hardcastle n6i, “rat v ky la.”

“Sao chit — 6ng muon néi gi thé?”

“A, mot diéu rat ky la 13 cai md seo. Di nhién ching c6 ¥ nghia qua
nhiéu véi ba va tdi. Seo nao ciling la seo. Nhung cac bac si lai cé thé ndi rat
nhiéu diéu tir n6. Ho c6 thé noi dai khai, ba biét day, mot ngudi co vét seo
dd bao lau ro6i.”

“T6i khong biét 6ng mudn noi gi.”

“A, don gian 1a thé ndy, ba Rival a. Theo phau thuét vién ctia canh sét
ching t6i va mé6t bac si khac ma ching t6i héi y kién thi mo seo sau tai
chong ba chitng t6 rat ro rang vét thuwong lién quan khong thé nao 1au hon
cach day chirng nam dén sau nam.”

“V@ van, ” ba ta cai. “T6i cha tin dau. Téi — khong ai c6 thé noi. Du sao
do6 khong phai 1a khi...”

“Vi thé ba thdy day,” thanh tra ndi ti€p véi giong diu dang, “vét thuong
tao ra mot cai seo dy cach nay chi nam hay sau nam thoi, nghia la néu
nguwoi dan ong do la chong ba, ong ta khong c6 vét seo nao khi roi xa ba
vao nam 1951.”
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“Co lé khong c6. Nhung du sao di nita day la Harry.”

“Nhung tir dao ay ba chwa tirng gap ong ta ma, ba Rival. Nhw thé néu ba
chwa bao gio gap ong ta tit dao dy, lam sao ba biét dugc 6ng ta c6 mot vét
seo cach day chitng nam hay sau nam vay?”

“Ong lam t6i roi ca 1én,” ba Rival dap. “Ong 1am tdi r6i tri qua thé. C6 18
chang 1au dén mirc nam 1948 — khdng thé nhd tat cad nhitng chuyén nay.
Du sao Harry ciling c6 vét seo ay va toi biét n6.”

“T6i hiéu,” thanh tra Hardcastle ditng ddy. “Theo t6i ba nén suy nghi hét
sttc can than vé 10i khai ay cua ba, ba Rival a. Ba ddu muén gap rac roi, ba
biét r6i ma.”

“Ong noi gip ric roi, thé 1a thé nao?”

Thanh tra dap, giong gan nhw muén xin 16i: “A, 13 tdi khai man trudc

~ »

toa.

“Khai man. Toi a!”

“Phdi. La pham phap nghiém trong, ba biét ddy. Ba cé thé gap rac roi,
tham chi c6 thé vao tu. Di nhién ba khong phai tuyén thé trwdc phién so
tham, nhung sé dén lic nao dé ba c6 thé phai thé vé chitng ct y cia minh
& mot phién toa. Vi thé — a, toi muon ba suy nghi that ky diéu ay, ba Rival.
Co thé nao c6 ai day... da goi y cho ba dé ba ké cho ching t6i nghe cau
chuyén vé vét seo nay khéng?”

Ba Rival ditng 1én, von minh that thang. D6i mat 16e sang. Lic nay trong
ba ta that hung hon.

“Ca doi toi chwa hé nghe chuyén gi vé van nhu thé ca. Tuyét doi vé van.
T6i cd lam tron phan sy cia minh. T6i dén dé giup 6ng. Toi ké cho ong tat
ca nhitng gi con nhé duwge. Lé ty nhién la t6i ¢6 thé nham lan. R6t cudc toi
gap kha nhiéu — a, ban be cao quy, va ngudi ta c6 thé hoi nham chuyén
nay chuyén no. Nhung t6i chang hé nham. Nguwdi dan 6ng ay la Harry va
Harry c6 mot vét seo sau tai trai, toi hoan toan chac chan vé diéu ay. Con
bay gio c6 1€, thanh tra Hardcastle a, 6ng ci¢ di cho khac di thay vi dén day
va bong gié rang t6i da no6i doi.”

Thanh tra Hardcastle ditng phat day.
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“Chuc ngt ngon, ba Rival. Hay nghi cho k¥ nhé! Chi thé thoi.”

Cha nha hat dau. Khach di ra khai ctra. Hardcastle vira di khoi, thai do
ctia ba Rival lap tic thay doi. Hoan toan khong con vé bat chap khinh thi
nita. Ba ta c6 vé sg sét lo au.

“Pay minh vao chuyén nay,” ba lau bau, “day minh vao chuyén nay.
Minh sé... minh sé khong tiép tuc nita. Minh sé... minh sé... minh sé
khong chudc 1ay phién ha rac roi vi bat ¢t ai. Ké minh nghe chuyén nay
chuyén no, néi doi véi minh, ltra gat minh. That quai 4c. Vo cung quai ac.
Minh sé néi thé.”

Ba cit di lui di t6i, budc chan loang choang, r6i sau cung di dén quyét
dinh, ba cam ldy cay du ti*t mot goc nha va lai ra ngoai. Ba budc di dén cudi
dwong, tan ngan tredc mot buéng dién thoai cong cong, roi di tiép tdi mot
buu dién. Ba vao trong do, yéu cau doi lay tién xu, roi vao mot phong goi.
Ba quay s0 tong dai va yéu cau mot so dién thoai. Ba ditng dé chd cho tdi
khi cudc goi dugc két noi.

“Xin vui long bat dau cudc goi! Nguoi doi thoai vGi ba dang trén duwong
day.”

Ba Rival lén tiéng.

“Al6... 0i, dung la c6 roi. Flo day. Khong, toi biét c6 da dan la diung,
nhung t6i van phai lam thé. C6 da khong thanh that véi toi. Chwa hé noi
cho t6i biét toi dang gap phai chuyén gi. Co chi ndi sé bat tién cho c6 néu
nguwoi dan 6ng nay bi nhan dién. C6 nam mo t6i cling khong mot phut giay
nao nghi minh sé& dinh liu vdo mot 4n mang... A, di nhién c6 s& néi thé,
nhung du sao ddy ché phai la diéu c6 da noi véi t6i... Vang, cé a. Toi nghi
thé nao dé co c6 dinh liu dén vu an... A, t6i sé khong chiu dung diéu ay, toi
néi cho co biét... Vay la lam mot... ké... a, c6 biét cai chit tdi mudn noi
ma — ké tong pham, dai loai thé. Vay ma t6i ctt twéng day la nit trang gia
chit. Du sao di nita t6i so lam, t6i néi cho c6 biét... bao toi viét thw bao cho
ho biét chuyén cai seo. Bay gid dwong nhu 6ng ta da biét vét seo ay méi co
cach day chi mot hay hai nam théi, thé ma t6i day lai thé rang 6ng ta da cé
seo khi roi xa toi cach day nhiéu nam... Va ddy la t6i khai man truéc toa,
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t6i c6 thé vao tii vi ci toi y. A, 6 c6 thuyét phuc t6i chi vo ich théi...
Khoéng... Bat budc ai day la mot chuyén... T6i biét chir... Toi biét co tra
tién cho toi dé 1am viéc dy. Va ciing khong nhiéu 1am... A, duogc roi, toi sé
nghe 10i co6, nhung toi sé... Buwgc roi, dugce roi, t6i sé gitr im lang... Co noi
sao?... Bao nhiéu?... Rat nhiéu tién ddy. Lam sao t6i biét ¢ c6 tién tham
chi... A, vang, c6 tién di nhién phai khac chit. Co thé cha c6 lién can gi dén
viéc ay ha? — t6i mudn ndi tdi viéc giét bat ky ai... Khong, t6i chac chan
cha phdi 1a c6. Di nhién t6i hiéu diéu ay... Poi khi co6 bi dinh liu véi rat
dong nguwoi — ho di qua va lam viéc sai trai, day nao phai 16i tai c6... Co
van luén 1am nhitng viéc nghe c6 vé hop ly... C6 van luon lam thé... A,
dwgc roi, toi sé suy nghi k¥, nhung tién phai c6 sém nha!... Ngay mai u?
May gio?... Vang... vang, t6i sé dén nhung cha 1ay séc dau. N6 cé thé bi
trd lai vi khong c6 tién bao chitng... T6i khong biét c6 nén tiép tuc dé minh
bi dinh liu vao nhitng viéc tham chi... Théi dugc. A, néu co néi thé... Toi
cha cé ac y dau... Thé thi dugc.”

Ba ta ra khoi buu dién, di xién qua xéo lai tt mép bén nay sang mép bén
kia cua lé duong va mim cuwdi v6i chinh minh.

Ct danh lieu mot phen, du c6 gap rac réi mot chit véi canh sat dé co so
tién ay ké cling dang. Nho né cudc song ctia ba sé sung tic hon. Va that ra
cling chang phai liéu linh nhiéu lam. Ba chi can n6i minh da quén hay
khong thé nhé. Rat nhiéu phu ni¥ khdng nhé noi nhitng chuyén méi xay ra
cach day chi mot nam thoi. Ba sé néi minh da bi lan 16n gitta Harry va mot
nguoi khac. Oi, ba c6 thé nghi ra rat nhidu diéu dé néi.

Ba Rival la typ ngwoi ban tinh hay dao dong. Trwdc dé tinh than cua ba
suy sup bao nhiéu thi gio day cting phan chan 1én bay nhiéu. Ba ta bat dau
suy nghi mot cach nghiém tic va ham hd vé mén hang dau tién ba sé dung
mon tién d6 dé mua...
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27

Loi ké cua Colin Lamb

“Duong nhw cdu khong thu dugc gi nhiéu tir cai ba Ramsay ay hi?” dai ta
Beck can nhan.

“Khong c6 gi nhiéu dé thu thap.”

“Co6 chac chan thé khéng?”

“Co.”

“Ba ta khong phai la mot ké tham gia tich cyc hay sao?”

“Khong.”

Beck liéc toi do xét.

“Thoa man chwa?” ong hoi.

“That sy chwa.”

“Cau hy vong gi nita?”

“Chwa da lap day cho trong.”

“A — chiing ta s& phai tim noi khac vay.”

“Vang.”

“Cau c ndi nhat girng ting tiéng maot thé. Van con ngay ngat vi qua
chén hw?”

“T6i khong hgp vdi cong viéc nay,” tdi noi cham rai.

“Mudn t6i vo nhe 1én dau cau va néi ‘Thoi, thoi nao!’ sao?”
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Bat giac toi bat cuoi.

“Nhu thé tot hon ddy,” Beck noi. “Sao, cé chuyén gi thé hit? Chac la roi
vi may co r6i.”

T6i lac dau. “Chuyén dy van tién trién t6t a.”

“That ra toi da dé y dén chuyén dy,” dai ta ndi that bat ngo. “Thé gidi
ngay nay dang trong tinh trang hon loan. Cac van dé can quan tam khong ro
rang sang t6 nhu trwdc day. Khi sy nga long nan chi da thdm can c6 dé, no
giong nhu tinh trang muc nat. Loai ndm cuc ky vi dai an luén qua nhitng
vach ngan khién ching sup do! Néu ding nhv thé, cau khong con hitu ich
v6i ching t6i nita. Cau da lam mot cong viéc bac nhat day, cau bé a. Hay
hai long vGi n6! Trd vé véi nhitng tao bién chét tiét ctia cau di nha!”

Ong tam ditng roi noéi: “Cau thuc s thich loai vat, phai khong?”

“Toi thay toan bo deé tai ay rat thu vi hap dan.”

“T6i lai thdy né gdm ghiéc. Bién do6i that tuyét voi trong thién nhién,
phai khong? Y tdi 1a cai gu. Con cai md-typ 4n mang ctia ciu sao roi. Toi
ca vGi cau co gai da lam viéc ay.”

“Sép lam r6i,” t0i noi.

Pai ta Iic lac ngon tay véi t6i té y ran de caa bac cha chu.

“Diéu t6i néi vdi cau la: ‘Hay san sang!” T6i khong mudn ndi theo cai y
nghia danh cho huéng dao sinh dau nha.”

Toi budc di trén duwong Charing Cross, suy nghi mién man.

O ga tau dién ngdm tdi mua mot td bao.

Toi doc tin mot nguwoi dan ba duge cho la bi dot quy & Ga Victoria vao
gi0 tan tam ngay hom qua, da dugc dwa t6i bénh vién. Khi tdi d6 méi phat
hién ba ta da bi dam. Ba ta da chét, khong tinh lai.

Tén ba ta la Merlina Rival.

Toi goi cho Hardcastle.
“Phai,” ong tra 10i cau hoi cua toi. “DPung nhw ho noi.”

Giong ong nghe c6 vé cay cu.
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“T6i dén gap ba ta dém hom kia. T6i da n6i cau chuyén cua ba vé vét seo
ding la khong vitng chac. Rang mé seo twong doi gan day chit chang qua
1au nhw ba ta n6i. That buén cwdi cai cach ngwoi ta pham sai lam. Chi vi c6
lam qua trén viéc nay viéc no. Ai day da tra tién dé nguoi dan ba d6 nhan
dang t thi 1a xac ngudi chong da bé roi minh cach day nhiéu nam. Ba ta
lam viéc dy ciling rat gioi! T6i da tin ba ay sé on thoi. Va roi ké nao dé da
c6 to ra hoi qua khon lanh. Néu ba Rival nhé céi seo nho khéng quan trong
ay nhuw mét y nghi dén sau, né sé khién ngudi ta xac tin va sat hop vai viéc
nhan dang. Con gia nhu ba ta néi diéu ay ra ngay tir dau dé 16i khai hoan
chinh, c6 1€ nghe hoi qua tron tru, dé dang.”

“Vay la Merlina Rival da bi ngap tan co trong vu nay ha 6ng anh?”

“Cau biét khong, t6i da nghi ngo diéu ay. Gid st mot nguwdi ban hay
nguwoi quen cii dén véi ba ta va néi: ‘Nghe nay, toi dang gap chuyén hoi
phién toai mot chuit. Mot thang cha t6i tirng c6 quan hé lam an da bi sat hai.
Néu y bi nhan dang va tat ca quan hé cua bon t6i bi dwa ra anh sang thi day
sé la dai hoa. Nhung néu ba dén nhan y la Harry Castleton chong ba, ké da
cubn xéo cach day nhiéu nam, nhw thé toan bd vu an sé thu hep lai r6i qua
di.””

“Chac han ba ta da té y ghé tdm viéc d6 — ndi la qua liéu linh.”

“Néu thé thi ké kia sé noéi: ‘Liéu linh gi chit? Trong tredng hop xau nhat,
ba chi viéc néi minh da nham lan.” Bat ¢t ngudi vg nao ciing ¢6 thé nham
lan sau mwoi lam nam. Va c6 1€ mot so tién nhé hap dan sé duge dé cap
dén. Va ba ta ndi la OK, ba sé lam mot con rdi cho ching giat day! Thé la
lam th6i.”

“Khong hé bi tinh nghi sao?”

“Ba ta dau phai la ngwoi bi tinh nghi, 0i, lay Chua long lanh, Colin a,
Moi khi chiing ta bat dugc mét ké sat nhan c6 nhitng ngwoi da biét ro han,
don gian chi la cha tin ndi han lai c6 thé lam bat ¢t viéc gi nhu thé.”

“Chuyén gi da xdy ra khi 6ng anh dén tan nha gap ba ta?”

“T6i da lam ba ta hodng sg. Sau khi t6i ra vé, ba ta da lam diéu t6i mong
doi — 6 lién lac véi ngwoi da dua ba ta vao vu nay. Toi da cho nguwdi bam
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theo duoi ba ta, di nhién roi. Ba ta dén mdgt buu dién va da ndi mot cudc goi
tr mot buong dién thoai ty dong. That khong may day chang phai la cai
buong dién thoai t6i mong ba ta st dung & cudi con dwong nha ba ta. Ba da
phai do6i cho. Ba ta tir phong goi di ra, c6 vé hai long vGi chinh minh. Ba ta
van luon bi theo d6i nhung chang xady ra chuyén gi dang quan tam cho dén
t6i hom qua. Ba ta da dén Ga Victoria va mua vé di Crowdean. Luc ay la
sdu gio rudi, gio tan tam. Ba da mat canh gidc. C twdng sé gap ké nao day
& Crowdean. Nhung con quy xao tra da di treéc ba mot bude. Viéc dé lam
nhat trén doi la cing dong bon theo sau ai d6 trong dam déng roi an mot
lwGi dao vao... Tham chi dirng twdng ba ta biét minh bi dam. Nguoi ta
thwong cha biét dau, cau thay roi ddy. Con nhd Barton trong vu cuép cia
Bang Levitti hay khong? Budc di hét chiéu dai cia mdt con dwong roi anh
ta m&i ngd lan ra chét. Chi thinh linh dau nhéi mot cai — r6i cau nghi minh
lai binh thuwong. Nhung chd phai thé. Cau da chét ding trén d6i ban chan
minh ma khong hay biét.” Ong két thic: “Chét tiét, chét tiét va chét tiét!”

“Ong anh da kiém tra ai chua?”

To6i da phai héi han. T6i khong kiém ché dwgc ban than minh.

Loi ong dap tGi that nhanh chong va ngan gon: “Cai ba c6 Pebmarsh da
dén London hom qua. Ba ta lam viéc gi day cho hoc vién r6i tré veé
Crowdean trén chuyén tau 7 gio 40 phut.” Hardcastle tam dirng lai. “Con
Sheila Webb thi cam di mot ban danh may dé kiém tra lai v6i mét tac gia
nuwdc ngoai dang ¢ London trén duvong ong ta di New York. Co roi khach
san Ritz khoang chirng 5 gi¢ 30 phiit va vao rap chiéu phim mét minh treéc

o

khi trg ve.”

“Nghe nay, Hardcastle,” t6i noi, “td6i c6 cai nay cho 6ng anh. Mot nhan
chithg cam doan da nhin thay tan mat. Mot xe tdi cda tiém giat da dau lai &
nha s6 19, Wilbraham Crescent lic 1 gio 35 ngay 9 thang 9. Nguoi lai xe
ay da giao mot cai sot do giat ni rat to ¢ cira sau cta nha ay. D6 1la mot cai
sot dac biét to 16n.”

“Hiéu giat a? Hiéu giat nao thé?”

“Hiéu giat Snowflake. Biét n6 khong?”
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“Chua swu tra thi chwa biét duge. Lic nao cling cé hiéu giat méi khai
trrong. Pay la mot cai tén thong thwong cia maot hiéu giat Gi.”

“A... 6ng anh ot kiém tra. Mot nguoi dan 6ng 1ai xe—va mot ngudi dan
ong khiéng cai sot vao nha...”

Giong thanh tra chgt cat Ién, canh gidc vi ngd viee. “Cau c6 bia ra khong
day, Colin?”

“Khong. Da néi vGi 6ng anh t6i c6 mot nhan chitng tan mat trong thay
roi ma. Kiém tra di, Dick a! Tiép tuc diéu tra di nhé!”

Toi gdc may dé Hardcastle khong thé nao quay ray to6i duwgc nita.

T6i budc ra khoi phong goi va nhin dong ho deo tay. T6i c6 rat nhiéu
viéc phdi lam—va muoén minh thoat khoi tam tay ctia 6ng thanh tra trong
khi lam nhitng viéc ay. T6i phai thu xép cudc song twong lai cia minh.
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28

Loi ké cua Colin Lamb

Toi tdi Crowdean lic muwoi mot gio dém, ndm ngay sau do. Toi di dén
khach san Clarendon, 18y mot phong r6i 1én givdng. Dém hém tredce toi bi
mét nén ngl qua giac. T6i tinh day lic muoi gio kém mudi lam.

To6i nho ngwoi di mua ca phé, banh mi nwéng va mot to nhat bao. N6
dugc dem tdi va kem theo 1a mot mau gidy vuong kho rong dé gii cho toi
bang nhitng chit viét tay ¢ géc trén bén trai.

T6i xem xét nd, cé ngac nhién doi chut. That bat ngd. To bao day va dat
tién, tiéu dé bén trén dugc in rat sac nét.

Sau khi 1at lui 14t t&i va dua vui véi no, cudi cung toéi maé ra xem.

Bén trong c6 mot t¢ gidy. Pwoc in bang chir 16n nhitng dong sau day:

KHACH SAN CURLEW
11:30 Phong 413
GO ctta ba tiéng

T6i nhin cham chap, 1at lui 1at t6i trong tay minh — tat cd vu nay la gi
day?

Toi dé y phong s6 413 — cling nhu nhitng chiéc dong ho. M6t trung hop
ngau nhién? Hay la khong phai?
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To6i da nghi t6i viéc goi dién thoai cho khach san Curlew. Roi dinh goi
cho Dick Hardcastle. T6i da khong lam ca hai viéc ay.

Toi da hét I dw. Toi ngdi day, cao rau, tdm riva, thay do réi cude bo theo
con dwong tredc mat tdi tan khach san Curlew va dén do ding gio hen.

Thoi tiét mua he ldc bay gio kha tot. Khong c6 nhiéu ngwoi bén trong
khach san.

T6i chang hoi han gi & quay tiép tan. Toi di thang may lén tang bon roi
budc doc theo hanh lang t6i phong so6 413.

To6i ditng d6 mot Itic roi cdm thay minh hoan toan la mgt thang ngu ngo
ngoc nghéch, t6i go ba cai...

C6 mot giong noi: “Vao di!”

T6i van tay nam, ctta khong khoéa. T6i budc vao bén trong va ditng sitng
nhu trdi trong.

To6i dang nhin thdy ngwdi cudi cing trén doi ma téi mong dugc gap.

Hercule Poirot ng6i doi dién vdi tdi. Vé mat 6ng twoi cuoi.

“Une_petite surprise,_n’est-ce pas?” ong noi. “Nhung la mot sy ngac

nhién vui thich, t6i hy vong thé.”

“Poirot, bac that 1a cdo gia,” toi la 1én. “Bac da t6i day bang cach nao?”

“T6i di mot chiéc limousine hiéu Daimler dén day — cuc ky thodi mai.”

“Nhung bac dang lam gi ¢ day?”

“Chuyén hét sttc byc minh. Ho c nang ndc, nang nac yéu cau trang tri
lai can ho cta t6i. Thit hinh dung t6i khé khan thé nao! T6i lam gi duwgc
chi? Cé thé di dau?”

“Rat nhiéu noi,” t6i lanh lung dap lai.

“Co thé la thé, nhwng bac si cta t6i goi y khong khi vung bién rat tot cho
t0i.”

“Mot trong nhitng bac si sot sang dy phat hién bénh nhan ctia minh muén
di dau va khuyén ong ta t6i do! Co phai bac da gwi cho chau cai nay
khong?” t6i vung vay 14 thu da nhan dugc.

“Con ai vao day nita cha?”
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“Bac thué phong s6 413 c6 phai la trung hgp ngau nhién khong vay?”

“Khong heé trung hgp. T6i chu dong yéu cau day.”

“Tai sao?”

Poirot nghiéng dau vé mot bén va hap hay mat vdi t6i.

“Nhu thé c6 vé thich hop.”

“Con go ctra ba cai thi sao?”

“T6i khong cudng lai noi. Gia toi c6 thé gri kém theo thu mét nhanh hoa
hwong thdo nho chac han con hay ho hon nita. Téi da nghi dén viéc lam dit
tay chdy mau roi dé lai dau van tay dinh mau trén ctra nita day. Nhung biét
du la du! T6i sg bi nhiém trung.”

“Chéu cho day la thoi tho du thi¢ nhi,” téi lanh lung nhan xét. “Chiéu nay
chéau sé mua cho bac bong béng va mot con tho nhéi bong.”

“T6i khong nghi cau vui thich khi t6i bat ngo xuat hién. Cau to6 ra chang
hé vui vé khi gap t6i.”

“Bac da mong la chau vui thich sao?”

“Pourquoi pas? Nao, ta hdy noi chuyén nghiém tuc nha, bay gio toi da
chén cai tro hé nho nho ctia minh r6i. Hy vong c6 thé trg gitp. Toi da goi
cho 6ng canh sat tredng, ong ay da cuc ky nha nhan, va ngay giday phut nay
toi dang dogi ban cau, thanh tra Hardcastle.”

“Va bac dinh noéi gi v6i ong ay?”

“Trong dau toi da san cai y nghi ca ba chiing ta c6 thé tham gia cudc dam
dao.”

T6i nhin 6ng va bat cudi. Ong ta c6 thé goi 1a dAm dao — nhung t6i biét
ong sap stta n6i dong dai.

Hercule Poirot!

Hardcastle da tGi noi. Chung toi lam cai viéc gigi thiéu va chao hoi. Gio
day ching t6i yén vi bén nhau theo cai kiéu cach cua nhitng nguoi dé két
tinh than &i. Thanh tra thinh thodng lén liéc nhin Poirot v4i dang vé cua
mot nguoi ¢ so thu dang quan sat mot cudc thu nhan loai vat madi. Toi
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khong 1o truwdc day ong c6 bao gio gdp ai giong nhu Hercule Poirot hay
chua!

Sau cung, Hardcastle dang hang r6i n6i mot cach than trong.

“T6i cho rang, 6ng Poirot a, ong muodn dich than xem — a, toan b qua
trinh diéu tra, diing khong? Noi dich xac, sé khong dé dau a.” Ong ngan
ngtr, roi néi tiép: “Ong canh sat trudng da dan tdi phai 1am moi viéc cé thé
lam duwgc cho 6ng. Nhung ong phai hiéu rd c6 nhitng kho khan, nhitng cau
héi cé thé hoi, nhitng phan bac. Tuy thé, vi ong da cat cong xudng tan
day...”

Poirot ngat 10i, c6 vé hoi lanh nhat: “T6i dén day vi can ho cta téi &
London dang duwgc tan trang.”

T6i cwoi kha kha giéu cgt va Poirot trirtng mat nhin t6i qud trach.

“Ong Poirot khong phai di xem diéu nay viéc no dau,” tdi néi. “Ong van
luén khang khang bao minh cé thé lam toan bo chuyén 4y ttr trén ghé banh.
Nhung sy that khong hoan toan ding nhw vay, phai khong bac Poirot? Néu
dang thi tai sao bac lai t6i day ha?”

Poirot dap mot cach duong beé.

“T6i da bao khong can thiét phdi 1a ch6 san chon, ché danh hoi, cho lan
theo ddu vét chay lui chay t6éi ngtri tim mui nay vi no. Nhung t6i xin thira
nhan cho can thiét cho mo6t cudc di san. Mot con biét tim va nhat vé con
moi da bi ban ha, cau ban a, mdt con ché san giéi.”

Ong quay vé phia thanh tra. M6t ban tay xo&n hang ria mép véi vé man
nguyen.

“Xin cho t6i thra véi anh,” Poirot n6i, “rang t6i khong gidng nhuw ngudi
Anh, bi &m anh vé chd. Ca nhan t6i c6 thé song cha can dén ché. Nhung
dau thé t6i van chap nhan quan niém cua cac anh vé loai chd. Mot nguoi
yéu mén va ton trong con ché ctia minh. Anh ta nuéng chiéu n6, anh ta
khoe khoang vé sy thong minh linh 1gi ctia con ché véi ban bé ctia minh.
Bay gio hdy tw minh hinh dung di, diéu ngwoc lai cling cé thé xdy dén! Con
ché say mé chu ctia n6. N6 nudng chiéu nguwdi cha ay! No cling khoe chu
ctia minh, khoe khoang vé sy linh 1gi théng minh ctia chd. Va dé tw dong
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vién khi minh thuc sy khéng muoén ra ngoai, ngudi ay dat con ché di theo
vi ché rét thich di dao. Vi thé n6 ciling gang sitc cho cha diéu ma cha né
thiét tha mong mudn.”

Ong noi tiép: “Cau ban tré Colin t6t bung cua tdi day ciing thé. Cau dy
da dén gdp toi, chang phdi dé nho t6i giip gidi quyét van dé cua riéng
minh; cau ay tin c6 thé tw gidi quyét va téi dugc biét cau dy da lam thé.
Khong, cau ay ai ngai khi thay t6i nhan roi va c6 doc nén mang dén cho t6i
mot van dé ma cau dy cam thay sé khién toi thich thu va cho t6i c6 cai gi
ddy dé tiép tuc lam viéc. Cau ay thach t6i lam viéc dy—thach t6i lam diéu
to6i van thwong bao cdu ta la c6 thé lam dwgc... ma van ngoi trén ghé cta
minh va — theo mét tién trinh thich dang — gidi quyét van dé nan giai 4y.
T6i do rang c6 thé c6 mot chat ac tam, chi la mot tro tré con dang sau thach
thitc ay. Phai noi 1a cau ta mudn chitng to véi t6i rot cudc viéc ay cha dé
dang nhv thé. Mais oui, mon ami, ding la thé day! Cau ta muon dich than
ché giéu t6i — chi mot chut théi! Nhung toi khong trach cau ta. Tat ca
nhitng gi t6i noi la cau ta van chwra biét Hercule Poirot cia cdu ay la thé nao
dau.”

Ong w&n ngyc ra va man mé hang ria mép.

Toi nhin Ong va toét miéng cuwoi than ai.

“Puwogc théi, vay hdy cho ching t6i dap an cua van dé dy néu ong biét
di!”

“D1i nhién t6i biét ch.”

Thanh tra ng6 ong ta lom lom, t6 vé khong tin.

“Co6 phai 6ng dang n6i minh biét ai da giét nguoi dan o6ng & s6 19,
Wilbraham Crescent?”

“Chac chan nhu thé.”

“Va ciling biét ai da giét Edna Brent?”

“Di nhién.”

“Ong biét rd nhan than ctia nguwdi chét a?”

“Toi biét han chac han 1a ai.”
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Hardcastle nghi ngd ra mat. Nhé t6i canh sat tredng, 6ng van gitt phép
lich sy.Nhung giong 6ng ndi van rat hoai nghi.

“Xin 16i ong Poirot, 6ng tuyén bd minh biét ai da giét ba ngwoi. Va vi
sao lai giét?”

“Phai.”

“Ong c6 mot vu 4n mé ra roi khép lai ngay hay sao?”

“biéu ay thi khong.”

“Tat ca nhitng gi 6ng 4y muodn ndi la c6 mot linh cam,” t6i néi vé tan
nhan.

“T6i sé khong cai v6i cau mot tir nao, mon cher Colin. Tat ca nhitng gi

toi noi la: téi biét!”

Hardcastle thg dai.

“Nhung 6ng biét do, 6ng Poirot, toi phdi cé chitng cit.”

“Lé di nhien, nhung vGi nhitng bién phap nghiép vu cac anh tuy nghi st
dung, t6i nghi sé c6 kha nang dé anh c6 dugc ching cit ay.”

“T6i khong chac 1am.”

“Nao nao, anh thanh tra, néu anh biét — that sy biét — dé chang phai la
buéc dau tién? T d6 anh khong thé nao di tiép, gan nhw lic nao cling thé?”

“Khong phéi lic nao ciling thé,” thanh tra tho dai. “Ngay nay cé nhitng
ké budc di lang thang v6 dinh phdi vao tu didy ong a. Ho biét diéu ay va
ching t6i ciling biét.”

“Nhuwng day chi la mot ty 1€ phan tram rat nho. Chang phai...”

T6i ngat 10i Poirot.

“Pugc roi. Pugc roi. Bac biét... Vay bay gio hdy cho bon chau cung biét
di!”

“T6i nhan thay cau van con hoai nghi. Nhung triedc tién hay cho t6i noéi
diéu nay: dé biét chac chan nghia 1a khi da dat dén dap an diung, moi
chuyén sé dau vao day théi. Cac anh sé nhan thdy chang cé cach nao khac

»

ca.
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“Vi tinh thwong véi 6ng bé Mike ctia chau,” t6i néi, “bac cit tiép tuc nhw
thé di! Chau cong nhan tat ca nhitng diéu bac n6i.”

Poirot thodi mai dwa ngtra trén ghé va ra hiéu cho thanh tra rét day rugu
vao ly ctia ong.

“M0ot diéu, mes amis, can phai duwgc hiéu ro. D€ gidi quyét bat ct van dé
nao ta cling can phai cé cac sy kién. Bé lam viéc ay nguoi ta can c6 chd,
mot con ché biét thu nhat xac con moi titng manh tirtng manh mot va dat...”

“Duwdi chan chu no,” t6i tiép 10i 6ng. “Chap nhan.”

“Ta chang thé ngoi trén ghé gidi quyét mot vu an ma duy nhat chi doc vé
né trén bdo. Can biét cac sw kién xac thwc, nhung cac bao hiém khi xac
thuie, néu 6 lac nao day ching xac thye. Ching dwa tin mot chuyén xay ra
lic bon gio khi luc ay 1a bon gio mwoi lam, ching bao mot ngwdi dan 6ng
c6 em gai tén Elizabeth khi dich xac han c6 em vg tén Alexandra. Van van
va van van. Nhung ¢ cau Colin day, t6i c6 mot con ché c6 nang lyc dac biét
— mot nang lyc cé thé néi da dua cau dy di xa trong sy nghiép ctia minh.
Cau 4dy luén c6 tri nhé rat tot. Coé thé nhac lai cho anh nghe, tham chi rat
nhiéu ngay sau day, nhitng cudc tro chuyén da dién ra. Cau ay c6 thé lap lai
ching that chinh xac — nghia la chang hé doi khac di nhw hau hét ching ta
thwong lam, chang thay doi do an twgng ctia cau ta véi cac cudc noi chuyén
ay. Giai thich mot cach dai khai — cau dy thuwong khong néi: ‘Va ldc mudi
mot gio hai mwoi the dwa dén’ thay cho viéc mé td chuyén thyc té da xdy
ra, dy la mot tiéng gb ctra roi ai do di vao phong trén tay cam nhirng 14 thu.
Toan bd chuyén nay rat quan trong. Nghia la cdu ay da nghe thay nhitng gi
1é ra t6i da nghe thdy néu c6 mat ¢ day va da trong thay nhitng gi 1€ ra toi
da trong thay.”

“Chi la con ch6 dang thwong chwa cé suy luan can thiét ha?”

“Nhu thé cho dén nay t6i da cé cac sy kién c6 thé c6 dwgc — t6i dang
‘biét dién tién cda sw viéc’. Day la thuat ngit thoi chién cta cac anh, phai
thé khong? Cho nguoi ta biét dién tién cua sy viéc. Diéu khién t6i ngac
nhién tredc hét khi Colin ké lai tirng chi tiét ctia cau chuyén cho t6i nghe,
chinh 1a tinh chat cuc ky quéi di cta n6. Bon chiéc dong ho, moi chiéc déu
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chay nhanh hon chirtng mot gio so v6i gio chinh xac, va dugc duwa vao nha
ma chu nha khong hé hay biét, hodc ba ta n6i thé. B&i ching ta khong bao
gi0 dwgce tin nhitng gi nguwdi ta ké cho minh, cho dén khi nhitng 16i khai
nhw thé dugce kiém tra lai that ky lwong, phai khong?”

“Ong suy nghi giéng hét nhv t6i,” thanh tra tan dong.

“Nam trén nén nha la mot ngudi chét — mot nguwdi dan ong cao tudi
trong rat dang kinh. Cha ai biét han la ai (hodc lai la ngudi ta noi thé).
Trong tdi 6ng ta c6 mot danh thiép mang tén ong R. H. Curry, 7, dwong
Denvers. Cong ty Bdo hiém Metropolis. Nhung chang hé c6 Cong ty Bao
hiém Metropolis. Chang hé c6 dudong Denvers va duong nhu chang hé c6
nguoi nao la ong Curry cd. Pay la chitng cit phu dinh, nhung cling la chitng
clt. Bay gio chung ta tiép tuc tién xa hon. R rang khodng hai gio kém
muoi c6 ngudi goi dén mot cong ty dich vu thw ky, mot c6 Millicent
Pebmarsh da yéu cau phai mot ngudoi ghi toc ky dén s6 19, Wilbraham
Crescent lic ba gid. Yéu cau dich danh c6 Sheila Webb. C6 Webb da duogc
phai di. Co dén day vai phut trudc ba gio, di vao phong khach theo 16i chi
dan, thdy mot ngudi dan 6ng da chét trén nén nha, roi vira hap tap chay ra
ngoai vira thét 1én. Co6 nhao vao vong tay ctia mot chang trai tré.”

Poirot tam dirng va ng6 t6i. T6i cii dau.

“Roi ngwoi hung tré tudi cta ching ta vao cudc,” toi noi.

“Cau thay day,” Poirot chi rd. “Ngay ca cau ciing chang thé nao cudng
lai n6i cai giong cwong diéu khoi hai khi néi dén chuyén ay. Toan bo vu
viéc cling cwong diéu, quai dan va hoan toan siéu thwe. Pay la mét kiéu vu
viéc c6 thé xuat hién trong tdc pham ctia mot ngwdi nhw la Garry Gregson
chang han. Cé thé ké cho anh nghe khi cau ban tré cta t6i dén nha vGi cau
chuyén nay, t6i dang mai mé nghién citu mot loat cac tac gia viét truyén
trinh tham da ra sitc tro tai nghé ctia ho trong vong sau mwoi nam vira qua.
Cuc ky tht vi. Nguwoi ta hau nhw di dén cho xem xét t0i ac doi thye dwdi
anh sang cua tiéu thuyét. Nghia la néu toi quan sat thdy mot con ché khong
sua khi n6 nén sua, toi sé tw nha: ‘Ha! Mot toi ac kiéu Sherlock Holmes!”
Tuwong ty, néu mot xac chét duge tim thay trong mot gian phong da niém
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phong, di nhién t6i n6i: ‘Cha! Mot vu an kiéu Dickson Carr!” R6i con c6 ba
Oliver ban cua t6i nita chit. Néu t6i phdi tim kiém — nhung thoi tdi cha néi
gi nita dau. C4c anh ndm dwgc y tdi mudn noéi gi roi chi? O day tdi ac dugc
sap dat trong nhitng hoan canh qua man rg khong thé cé that khién nguoi ta
ngay lap titc cdm thady ‘chuyén nay khong ding vdi cudc song. Toan bo
chuyén nay hoan toan khong c6 that.” Nhung hoi 6i, & day khong thé vay,
vi chuyén nay la c6 that. N6 da xdy ra. Diéu ay khién ngudi ta suy nghi dén
tirc dién 1én, chang phai thé sao?”

Hardcastle chac khong nghi nhu thé, nhwng anh van hoan toan dong y
vd&i cam nhan do, va gat dau lia lia. Poirot néi ti€p: “Ciing nhu trude day,
that trdi ngwgc vGi tdc pham cta Chesterton, ‘Anh sé gidau mot chiéc 14 &
dau? Trong ring. Anh sé& gidu mot vién séi & dau? Trén bai bién.” O day 6
sy qua mac, ky qudc, cvong diéu! Khi t6i tw nha phong theo Chesterton:
‘Mot phu nit trung nién gidu nhan sac tan phai cia minh & dau? To6i khong
dap lai: ‘Gitta nhitng khuon mat trung nién tan phai khac.” Hoan toan
khong phai, c6 ta gidu n6 dwdi 16p phan son trang diém va thu6c chai 1ong
mi, v6i nhitng o 16ng chén dep dé phu quanh minh, nit trang vong quanh
co va deo trén tai c6 ay. T6i ndi c6 theo kip khong?”

“A...” thanh tra néi dé che day viéc minh khong theo kip.

“Ay 1a vi, cac anh thdy ddy, ngudi ta sé trong vao nhitng 4o 16ng chon va
nit trang, kiéu téc va haute couture. Ho sé hoan toan khong dé y xem ban
than ngwoi dan ba ay nhu thé nao. Bai thé t6i thuwong ty nhu va néi vdi ban
Colin cta t6i — vi an mang khoac bén ngoai qua nhiéu 16p vo boc ky quai
dé danh lac huvdng ngudi ta nén chac chan la né thyc ra rat don gian, chang

phai t6i da noi thé sao?”

“Bac da noi thé,” toi dap. “Nhung chau van khong hiéu lam sao bac c6
thé dung.”

“Piéu dy thi cau phai dgi. Béi thé ching ta viit bo 16p vo boc bén ngoai
t0i ac, va di vao diém thiét yéu. Mot ngudi dan 6ng da bi giét. Vi sao lai bi
giét? Han ta la ai? Cau trd 10i cho cau héi thi nhat hién nhién tuy thudc vao
dap an ctia cau thit hai. Chirng nao chwa tra 16i diung ca hai cau ay, cac anh
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sé chang thé nao tiép tuc diéu tra. Han c6 thé 1a mot ga tong tién, mot ké
Itra gat long tin hay la chong cta ai day ma su ton tai cé thé gay kho chiu
hay nguy hiém cho vg han. Han cé thé 1a mot trong s6 nhiéu hang nguai.
T6i cang nghe nhiéu, dwong nhuw moi nguwdi cang dong y tréng nguwdi nay
c6 vé la mot nguwoi dan ong cao tudi hoan toan binh thwong, kha gia va
danh gia. Bat chgt t6i tham nghi: ‘Mi néi day han la mot t6i ac don gian.
Hay lam, c? nhu thé di. Hay dé ngudi nay chinh xac nhw vé bé ngoai la mot
nguoi dan dng cao tudi kha gia dang kinh.”” Ong nhin thanh tra. “Anh hiéu
khong?”

“A...” thanh tra dap, roi lich su dirng lai.

“Nhu thé ¢ day la, mot ngudi dan 6ng cao tudi binh thuwdng vui tinh ma
viéc triv khit 6ng ta can thiét d6i véi ai day. Vi ai thé? Va & day cudi cung
ching ta c6 thé thu hep tran dia mot chit. C6 nhitng hiéu biét tai cho—veé
c6 Pebmarsh va cac théi quen cia co ta, vé Phong Thu ky Cavendish, vé
mot c6 gai lam viéc & ddy tén la Sheila Webb. Va thé la t6i n6i véi ban
Colin cuda t6i: Cac lang giéng. Hay tro chuyén véi ho! Tim hiéu vé ho.
Nhitng diéu can ban ctia ho. Nhung trén tat ca la tham gia doi thoai. Vi
trong khi doi thoai cac anh khong don thuan c6 dwgc cau tra 16i cho cac cau
héi — trong nhitng chuyén phiém binh thudng duwgc ban qua tan lai, cac sy
viéc thwong bi vudt mat. Nguwdoi ta luon canh giac khi dé tai c6 thé nguy
hiém v@&i hg. Nhung trong cudc néi chuyén binh thuwdng, tinh than ho thw
thai, ho danh khuat phuc va tiét 16 s that, vi viéc nay dé lam hon néi doi
rat nhiéu. Va thé la ho dé 16 ra mot sw kién nho nhé ma ho khong hé hay
biét sé lam tat ca doi khac di.”

“Mot su phoi bay dang kham phuc,” t6i noi. “That khong may né da
khong xay ra trong vu an nay.”

“Nhwng, mon cher, da xdy ra ddy. Mot cau nho nho vGi tam quan trong
khon lwong.”

“Cau nao chir?” t6i hach héi. “Ai néi? Khi nao?”

“Xay dén that dung lic, mon cher.”
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“Ong vira néi ma, éng Poirot?” Thanh tra lich sy 16i dng gia tré lai véi
chu de.

“Néu cac anh vé mot vong tron quanh nha sé 19, bat ky ai & trong ay
cling c6 thé da giét ong Curry. Ba Hemming, nha Bland, nha McNaughton,
c6 Waterhouse. Nhung con quan trong hon nita, c6 nhitng ngudi san c6 vi
tri trén hién treong. Co Pebmarsh c6 thé da giét han trudc khi ra ngoai lic 1
gio 35 hay khodng chirng thoi gian ay va c6 Webb cé thé da sap xép dé gap
han & day, roi giét di trwdc khi chay ra khéi nha va bao dong.”

“A,” thanh tra n6i. “Ong dang di vao van dé cu thé roi day.”

“Va di nhién,” Poirot xoay tré lai noéi vai toi, “cau ddy, Colin than mén a,
cau ciling da ¢ hién treong. Pang tim mot s6 nha 16n ¢ noi toan la s6 nho.”

“A, ding vay,” t6i buc tic néi. “Tiép theo bac sé bao gi?”

“T6i ay a, toi noi bat ct diéu gi!” Poirot long trong tuyén bao.

“Nhung chau la ngudi dén va viit toan bo vu viéc cho bac!”

“Bon sat nhan thwong tw cao ty dai,” Poirot vach tran. “Va & day ciing
thé, diéu do6 c6 thé khién cau thich thi—vi da chaoi tro dua bon véi t6i.”

“Néu bac tiép tuc sé thuyét phuc dugc chau dé,” t6i néi. Toi bat dau cam
thdy khong dugc thoai mai.

Poirot quay sang thanh tra Hardcastle.

“0 day, t6i tv nha, cha yéu 1a mot vu hinh sy don gian thdi. Sy c6 mat
ctia nhitng chiéc dong hé khong thich hgp, viéc chay nhanh hon chitng mot
tiéng, su sap dat co tinh toan qua ky lwdng dé cai xac dwoc phat hién, tat ca
nhitng chuyén ay ngay lic nay phdi gac sang mdt bén. Ciing nhu t6i tirng
néi vé chuyén nang ‘Alice’ bat t¥ cia cau thich ‘giay, tau thuy va xi gan,
bdp cdi cung vua chua khdp noi’. BDiém mau chot c6 y nghia la mot nguoi
dan ong cao tudi binh thwong da chét va ai ddy da mudn ong ta chét di. Néu
ching ta biét nguwdi chét la ai, sé giup ching ta chi diém hung thu. Néu nan
nhan la mot ké tong tién noi tiéng, thé thi ching ta phai tim mot nguwdi han
c6 thé da tong tién. Néu 6ng ta la tham tr, nhu thé chiing ta tim mot nguwoi
c6 mot bi mat t0i ac; néu o6ng ta la ngwdi c6 cua, thi chiing ta tim trong s6
nhitng ké thira ké. Con néu nhw cha biét nguwdi dan ong doé 1a ai, cong viéc
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cta ching ta sé kho khan hon khi san lung trong s6 nhitng ngudi & trong
vong tron bao quanh dé tim ra ké c6 ly do dé giét nguoi.”

Ong tiép tuc néi: “Pé sang mot bén cd Pebmarsh va Sheila Webb, liéu c6
ai c6 thé lién can dén vu an, mac du vé bé ngoai thi khong phai thé? Cau tra
10i that dang that vong. Ngoai trir 6ng Ramsay la nguwdi ma téi hiéu duong
nhw cha cé lién can?” Noi t6i day ong nhin toi c6 y do hoi, va toi gat dau.
“Moi nguoi da chan thanh néi that. Bland 1a mot thau khoan noéi tiéng & dia
phwong, McNaughton da chan chuwong cai ghé & truong Cambridge, ba
Hemming la qud phu ctia mot ngwoi ban didu gia & dia phuong, nha
Waterhouse la gia dinh dang kinh da cu tra ¢ day lau nam roi. Vay ching ta
hdy quay tré lai v&i 6ng Curry. Ong ta ti* dau dén? Didu gi da dwa 6ng ta
dén nha s6 19, Wilbraham Crescent? Va ¢ day m6t nhan xét rat co gia tri da
dwgc mot lang giéng la ba Hemming néi ra. Khi nghe néi nguwoi chét khong
séng & s6 19, ba da noéi: “Oi, t6i hidu roi. Ong ta chi dén day dé bi giét. Ky
quai biét bao!” Ba dy c6 nang khiéu bam sinh, thwong thudc vé nhitng
ngwoi qua ban ron vaéi suy nghi riéng cia minh dén noéi cha dé y 1oi nguoi
khac noi, va chgt di thang vao trong tam cta van de. Ba ay da tém tat toan
b t6i 4c ndy. Ong Curry da dén s6 19, Wilbraham Crescent dé bi giét. Pon
gian nhu thé day!”

“Khi ay 10i nhan xét ctia ba ta khién chau chan dong,” t6i noi.

Chang dé y gi tGi toi, Poirot tiép tuc: ““Nguoi phi thuong, phi thuong,
phi thuong—dén va bi giét. Ong Curry da dén va da bi giét. Nhung cha
phai chi c6 thé. Diéu quan trong la 6ng ta chang dwgc nhan dién. Cha cé vi
tién, cha c6 gidy to tuy than, nhan hiéu thg may da bi g& ra khoéi y phuc
cta. Nhung thé van chwa dd. Tam danh thiép in cia Curry, nhan vién béao
hiém, chi la bién phap tam thdi ma théi. Néu can cwdc ctia ngwoi ay bi che
giau luon, thi sé c6 mot can cudc gia. Chang chéng thi chay, t6i chac chan,
ai day ro6i sé xuat hién, nhan dién han mot cach xac thyc. M6t anh em trai,
mot chi em gai, mot ba vg. Bay la m6t ba vg. Ba Rival — va chi cdi tén ay
thoi cling da khién ngudi ta nghi r6i. Cé mét ngoi lang & Somerset — t6i
da lwu lai gan day vdi ban bé — lang Curry Rival... Trong tiém thitc du
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cha biét vi sao lai ndy ra chinh hai cai tén dy, chiing da dwgc lya chon. Ong
Curry — Ba Rival. Cho dén nay — hién nhién da c6 ké hoach, nhung diéu
khién t6i ban khoan la vi sao ké sat nhan ctia chiing ta lai cho la di nhién sé
khong c6 nhan dang dich thye. Néu nguoi dy khong c6 gia dinh, chi it cling
c6 cac ba cha nha, nhitng ngudi gitp viéc, nhitng ké hop tac lam an. Diéu
ay dua toi dén gia dinh ké tiép — nguwdi nay khong dugce biét 1a da mat tich.
Mot gia dinh di xa hon la 6ng ta cha phai ngwdi Anh ma chi dén viéng tham
dat nwdc nay. Diéu dy gan v6i chuyén rang ctia 6ng ta khong hgp véi bat cir
ho6 so nha khoa nao ¢ day ca.

“T6i bat dau c6 maot hinh anh 16 mo vé ca nan nhan lan ké giét nguai.
Khéng, hon thé. Toi ac da duoc vach ké hoach rat tai tinh va tién hanh rat
thong minh — nhwng lai xay dén mot diéu cye ky xti quay ma chang ké sat
nhan nao co6 thé doan tredc dugce.”

“La gi thé?” Hardcastle hoi.

That bat ngd Poirot ngiva dau ra sau va ngdm nga day kich tinh:

“Vi mét moéng chdn, mong sdt mat roi,
Vi mét mong sdt ngva nay da mat,

Vi mét ngua théi trdn nay da that,

Vi trdn da thua vuong quéc madt roi,

Chi bdi vi cdi mong ngua thoi.”

Ong nga nguoi vé phia trudc: “Rat nhiéu ngudi ¢ thé giét dng Curry.
Nhung chi mot nguwdi c6 thé da giét, hay co ly do dé giét c6 gai Edna.”

Ca hai chiing t6i ng6 ong ta cham chap.

“Chung ta hay xem Phong Thuv ky Cavendish. Tam c0 gai lam viéc &
ddy. Vao ngay 9 thang 9 bon c6 dwgc phan céng céng tac & bén ngoai hoi
xa mot chit — tirc 1a ho duge khach hang ma ho dén lam viéc cho an bita
trva. Ho 1a bon c6 binh thwdng an trea dot dau tién tir 12 gio 30 dén 1 gio
30. B6n c0 con lai gom Sheila Webb, Edna Brent cung véi hai co Janet va
Maureen an dot hai tir 1 gio 30 dén 2 gio 30. Nhung ngay hom ay Edna
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Brent gap tai nan rat sém sau khi roi van phong. C6 lam sut cai goét giay vi
bi ket trong mdt tdm Iwéi sat. Chang thé nao buwéc di nhuw thé. C6 mua may
cai banh mi tron nhé r6i tré vé van phong.”

Poirot Itic lac mot ngdén tay dé nhan manh véi chiing toi: “Ching ta dugc
nghe ké lai Edna Brent da lo lang vé chuyén gi day. Co ta da co6 gap Sheila
Webb bén ngoai co quan nhung khong gap dugc. Chuyén ay da dugc gia
dinh cé lién quan gi day vdi Sheila Webb, nhung chang hé cé chitng ¢t nao
vé diéu dy ca. Co6 thé co ta chi mudn hoi y kién Sheila Webb vé diéu gi
khién c6 bi roi tri — nhung néu thé mot chuyén da sang té. C6 mudn noi
chuyén vd&i Sheila Webb & cach xa Phong Thu ky. Loi ¢6 no6i véi anh canh
sat tai budi diéu tra chinh thitc la manh m6i duy nhat cho ching ta biét
chuyén gi dang lam c6 lo lang. C6 da néi gi ddy nhw la: ‘T6i khong hiéu
lam sao diéu c6 ay noi lai c6 thé 1a sy that.” Ba phu nit da khai bao trudc
toa sang hom ay. Edna c6 thé da nhac dén c6 Pebmarsh. Hay nhu n6i chung
da dugc gia dinh, c6 ta c6 thé da nhac dén Sheila Webb. Nhung con c6 kha
nang thit ba, ay la c6 Martindale.”

“Co Martindale sao? Nhung ma 10i khai cua ba ta chi kéo dai vén ven vai
phut thoi ma.”

“Chinh xac. Chi ndéi vé cudc goi dién thoai ba da nhan, dwong nhw do
chinh c6 Pebmarsh goi dén.”

“Y 6ng mudon néi Edna da biét khong phai do c6 Pebmarsh goi ha?”

“Chac la don gian hon thé. T6i dang gia dinh hoan toan cha cé dién thoai
gica.”

Ong néi tiép: “Goét giay ciua Edna bi sit ra. Cai 1w6i sit rat gan vin
phong. Co6 da tr¢ vé ddy. Nhung c6 Martindale ¢ trong van phong riéng
khong biét Edna da vé. Vi twéng chang cé ai khac trong phong, ba ta chi
can no6i da c6 mot cude goi lic 1 gio 49 phit. Thoat tién Edna cha hiéu y
nghia cta diéu co ta biét dugc. Sheila dwgc goi vao gap c6 Martindale va
ba ta bdo c6 ra ngoai cong tac. Cudc hen dy duwgc sap dat nhw thé nao va lic
nao ho khong noéi cho Edna biét. Tin titc vé an mang da nhan dwoc, va cau
chuyén dan dan dugc xac dinh. C6 Pebmarsh da goi dién thoai va yéu cau
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phai Sheila dén. Nhung c6 Pebmarsh lai bdo minh khong c6 goi. Cudc goi
ndi la da nhan dugc luc hai gio kém mudi, nhung Edna biét diéu dy khong
thé ding su that. Luc dy cha nhan dwgc cudc goi nao cd. Chac han c6
Martindale dd nham lan — nhwng 1o rang ba ta dau c6 nham. Edna cang
suy nghi cang r6i thém. C6 phai hoi Sheila vé chuyén dy. Sheila sé biét.

“Va roi budi so tham da dén. Va cac c6 gai déu tham dy. C6 Martindale
1dp lai cau chuyén vé cu dién thoai, va Edna ltic bay gio biét chitng ci¢ ba ta
dwa ra qua ro rang va cé gio giac chinh xac dy cha phai la sy that. Chinh
lic ay c6 da héi anh céanh sat minh cé thé gdp thanh tra hay khong. T6i nghi
cO 1é co Martindale lic roi khoi Cornmarket trong mot dam dong nguwoi da
nghe 16m c6 ay hai thé. Co 1é khi ay ba ta da nghe cac co gai giéu cot Edna
Ve tai nan st got giay cua c6 ma ba chang nhan ra la giéu cot chuyén gi.
Dau sao ba ta cling da di theo c6 gai dén Wilbraham Crescent. To6i ty hoi vi
sao Edna lai dén day?”

Thanh tra dap v6i mot tieng thé dai: “D€ nhin ky noi xdy ra vu an, t6i
mong la nhu thé. Nguoi ta thwong lam thé.”

“Phai. Kha dung sy that ddy. Cé 1é co Martindale n6i chuyén véi co ta &
ddy, cung di v6i c6 xudi con duong dy va Edna néi toac ra cau hoi cua
minh. Ba ta hanh dong that nhanh. Ho dang & ngay canh budng dién thoai
cong cong. Ba ta bdo: “Chuyén nay rat quan trong. Co phdai goi cho canh
sat ngay lap tirc. S6 ctia don canh sat la thé nay, thé nay. Hay goi va cho ho
biét bay gid cad hai chiung ta dang dén day.” Chinh théi quen an sau trong
tiém thitc da khién c6 gai riu riu lam theo. C6 di vao va nhac 6ng nghe, con
ba trwdng phong cling theo sau, kéo chiéc khan quang quan quanh c6 cta
cb va siét co chét.”

“Thé ma chang ai trong thay sao?”

Poirot nhun vai.

“Ho c6 thé nhin, ma khong thay. Luc dy ding mot gio. Gio an trea. Va
c6 nhiéu ngudi ¢ trén duwong Crescent dang ban nhin cham chap vao nha so
19. Bay la thoi co dé mot mu dan ba tdo bao va hét sitc than trong danh liéu
chop lay.”
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Thanh tra lac dau quay qudy to vé hoai nghi.

“C0o Martindale v? To6i khong hiéu lam sao ba ta lai dinh vao vu nay
chi.”

“Khong. Thoat tién ngudi ta cha hiéu dau. Nhung vi khong con nghi ngo
gi nita, trudng phong da giét c6 gdi — a phdi roi — chi c6 ba ta mdéi cé thé
giét c6 dy, cho nén phai dinh vao vu nay. To6i bat dau nghi trong co
Martindale c6 bong dang cua Phu nhan Macbeth*, mot nguoi dan ba tan
nhan va tam thuong khong c6 6c sang tao.”

“Tam thwong khong c6 6c sang tao w?” thanh tra thac mac.

“Pung thé, hoan toan tam thuwdng khong cé 6c sang tao. Nhung lai rat co
nang lwc. Mot ké vach ké hoach rat gioi.”

“Nhung vi sao? Pong co gay an ¢ dau?”

Hercule Poirot nhin t6i. Ong nhtic nhic mot ngén tay.

“Nhu thé néi chuyén vdi cac lang giéng cha ich 1gi gi cho cac anh v? To6i
da phat hién mot cau cyc ky sang td. Cac anh cé nhé khong, sau khi néi vé
viéc sdng ¢ nwdc ngoai ba Bland lwu y minh thich séng & Crowdean vi cé
mot ngwoi chi & day. Nhung dwgc biét ba chang cé ngwdi chi nao ca. Ba da
duwgc thira ké mot gia tai 16n cach diy mot nam tr mot 6ng chi nguoi
Canada, vi ba la ngudi than duy nhat con séng sot trong dong ho ctia 6ng
ta.”

Thanh tra ng6i nhom day, c6 vé canh giac: “Nhu thé 6ng nghi la...”
Ong gia dia ngtia trén ghé ctia minh, dan nhitng ngén tay vao nhau, dng
lim dim d6i mat va n6i véi vé mo mang.

“Gia st anh 1a mot nguwdi dan 6ng, mot ngwdi rat binh thwong va khong
tinh todn qua chi ly, dang gap khé khan vé tai chinh that t6i té. Mot hom cé
thw t* mot hang luat sw giri dén béo tin vo anh da dwoc thira ké€ mot gia tai
kéch xu tir mot 6ng chi & Canada. Thu dé giti ba Bland. Va diéu khé khan
duy nhat 1a ba Bland nhan thw khong ding la ba Bland — ba ta la vo thw
nhi—khong phai ba thit nhat — thit hinh dung no6i buon chan! Con gian dir!
Va roi mot y twéng da dén. Ai biét dugc day la ba Bland nham lan? Chang
mot ai & Crowdean biét trudc day Bland da tirng két hon. Hon nhan dau
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tién cua ong ta cach day nhiéu nam, da xay ra trong thoi chién, khi dy ong
dang & héi ngoai. C6 thé doan dugc la ba vg dau tién da chét chang bao lau
sau ddy, va hau nhuw dng da tai gid ngay 1ap titc. Ong con giit ban chinh gidy
hén thu, nhiéu gidy td khac nhau cua gia dinh, nhitng tdm anh chup nhitng
ho hang nguwdi Canada bay gio da chét — tat ca déu thuan buém xubi gio.
Du sao di nita liéu linh cling dang. Ho danh liéu lam viéc ay, va da trot lot.
Cac thu tuc phap ly dwgc thong qua. Va dén day gia dinh Bland tré nén
giau c6 sung tuc, tat ca rac roi ve tai chinh déu cham dit —

“Va roi mot nam sau cé chuyén xdy ra. Chuyén gi xdy ra? Toi ndy ra y
nghi rang ai ddy da tir Canada sang dat nwéc nay — va nguoi nay biét ba
vo dau tién qua ro, chang thé nao bi ké gid danh Itva déi. B6 cé thé 1a mot
nguoi cao tudi duge gia dinh ay thac hay than hitu caa gia dinh — du la ai
di nita nguoi do cling sé biét. Co 1é ho da nghi t6i nhitng phwong cach dé
tranh gap mat. Ba Bland c6 thé gia bénh, ba ta cé thé xuat ngoai — nhung
bat ctr diéu gi kiéu ay chi t6 gdy nghi ngd ma thoi. Khach sé doi gap nguoi
phu nit 6ng ta dén dé gap mat...”

“Va thé la — sat hai?”

“Phai. Va dén day t6i cho rang cé thé chi ctia ba Bland da lam con ma
xui bay. Ba ta suy tinh k¥ r6i vach ra ké hoach thuc hién toan b6 vu nay.”

“Ong cho ring c6 Martindale va ba Bland 1a chj em sao0?”

“Pdy la cach giai thich duy nhat cho ca vu viéc nay.”

“Ba Bland qua c6 nhac dén ai ddy khi t6i gap ba ta,” thanh tra néi. “Tinh
cach caa ho rat khac biét — nhung dung la... c6 giong nhau. Nhung lam
thé nao ho c6 thé mong thoat tdi dugc chi? Nguoi kia sé mat tich. Cac
cudc diéu tra sé tién hanh...”

“Néu ngudi nay ra nwdc ngoai — co 1é dé du lich chit khéng phai di lam
an, lich trinh ctia 6ng ta sé mo ho khong dinh san. Mot 1a thu tit noi nay —
mot buu thiép tir noi khac — sé mat mot thoi gian tredc khi ngudi ta thac
mac sao khong nghe tin titc gi vé ong ta cad. Khi ay thi liéu ai sé lién két
mot ké dwge nhan dang va chon cét véi cdi tén Harry Castleton véi mot du
khach ngwoi Canada giau c6 dén dat nwdc nay ma tham chi chwa ai tirng

https://thuviensach.vn



gap? Néu toi la ké sat nhan, han t6i da 1én di qua Phap hay Bi, vitt ho chiéu
ctia nan nhan trén tau hoéa hay xe dién, dé cho cudc diéu tra dugc tién hanh
0 mot nwéc khac.”

Bat giac toi cwa quay, va Poirot ddo mat nhin sang toi.

“Gi h?”

“Bland tirng dé cap vdi toi chuyén ong ta vira mdi di choi mot ngay dén
Boulogne — v&i mot co téc vang, t6i hiéu roi.”

“Viéc ong ta lam c6 vé hoan toan ty nhién. Chac chan day la mot théi
quen.”

“Chuyén nay van con la phéng doan,” thanh tra phan doi.

“Nhung c6 thé diéu tra ma,” Poirot néi.

Ong 14y mot to gidy viét thw cia khach san ti¥ cai gia trwdc mit minh va
trao cho thanh tra.

“Anh c viét the cho 6ng Enderby ¢ s6 10, Vwon Ennismore, S.W.7 di,
ong dy da hira sé tién hanh mot s6 diéu tra giup t6i @ Canada, 6ng ay la mot
luat sw quoc té noi tieng day.”

“Con chuyén nhitng chiéc dong ho thi sao?”

“Oi! Pong hd. Nhitng chiéc dong ho lirng danh ay!” 6ng gia Poirot mim
cuwoi. “Toi nghi cac anh sé thay rang cd6 Martindale c6 trach nhiém vai
ching. Vi vu an nay nhu t6i da néi la mot vu an hinh sy don gian, no da
duwgc nguy trang dé tréd thanh mot ky an. Chiéc dong ho cé chit Rosemary
ma Sheila Webb da mang di stta ay. Phdi chang ¢6 ta da lam mat n6 &
Phong Thu ky? Phai chang c6 Martindale da 1y n6 dé lam nén cho chuyén
roi ram khong dau vao dau cia minh, va phai chang phan nao vi chiéc dong
h6 dy ma ba ta da chon Sheila lam nguoi phat hién cai xac?”

Hardcastle budt miéng: “Ong bao ngudi dan ba dy tam thuong khong c6
6c sang tao ma. Ba ta bia ra tit ca chuyén nay khi nao thé?”

“Ba ta dau c6 bia chuyén. Day la diéu cyc ky tha vi. Tat ca déu ¢ day—
cho san ba ta. Ngay tir dau t6i da kham pha ra mét kiéu mau — mot mo-tip
ma toi da biét. Mot kiéu mau quen thudc vi toi vira méi doc mot truyén y
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nhu thé. T6i da rat may man. Nhw cau Colin day sé cho anh biét, tuan nay
toi da dy mot cudc ban dau gia ban thao viét tay cta cac tac gia. Trong day
c6 mot so truyén cia Garry Gregson. Hau nhw t6i chd ddm hy vong, nhung
may man da dén véi t6i. Pdy nay... ” Y hét do thuat gia, Poirot vut 16i ra tw
mot ngan kéo ban gidy hai quyén tap cii nat, “...tat ca déu & day! Trong so
nhiéu cot truyén dng 4y du dinh viét ra. Ong da khong séng dé viét truyén
nay — nhuwng co6 Martindale 1a thw ky cia 6ng nén biét hét ca. Ba ta chi don
gian la cuom toan bg cot truyén ay dé hop véi muc dich cia minh.”

“Nhung nhitng chiéc dong ho chac phai c6 y nghia gi d6 trong nguyén
ban — t6i muon néi nhitng chiéc dong hé ctia Gregson dé.”

“O, c6 chit. Nhitng chiéc dong hd ctia dng ay dwgc dé ditng & nim gio
mot phut, nam gid bon phit va nam gio bay phit. Day la ma s6 cia mot két
sat: 515457. Cai két sat dwgc gidu dang mdot ban chép lai cia birc tranh
Mona Lisa. Bén trong két sat,” Poirot noi tiép véi vé chan ghét, “la nhitng
vién ngoc trén vieong mién hoang gia Nga. Toan bo chuyén ay la un tas de
bétises! Va di nhién c6 mot cau chuyén vé cac hang nguwdi — mot co gai bi
nguwoc dai. A, phai ding thé, né da dén ding liic Martindale can. Ba ta chi
viéc chon nhén vat & ché minh va cai bién cau chuyén lai cho phu hgp. Tat
ca cac manh moi ryc Ivra dy sé dan dén... dau? Chinh xac la cha dén dau
ca! A, ding thé, mot ngudi dan ba c6 niang lyc. Ngudi ta thic mic — ong
ay dé lai di san cho ba ta — chang phai thé sao? T6i ty hoi: ong ay da chét
nhuv thé nao va vi chuyén gi?”

Hardcastle khong thém quan tam t&i chuyén qua khi. Ong cAm 1én hai
quyén tap va lay t& gidy cta khach san ttr trén tay toi. Trong hai phtt vira
qua toi da nhin n6 chdm chip, mé man. Ong da ghi lai dia chi ctia Enderby
ma khong chiu xoay trd 1én cho ding chiéu. Pia chi khach san bi 16n ngugc
& goc bén tay trai. Nhin to gidy, toi méi hiéu minh da 1a mot thang ngu
ngoc.

“A, cam on 6ng Poirot,” thanh tra néi. “Qua that 6ng da cho chiing toi
diéu gi day dé suy nghi. Du chuyén gi sé xdy ra ciing...”

“T6i hét sirc vui mirng néu nhw minh da ho trg dugc diéu gi day.”
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Poirot v0 khiém ton.

“T6i sé phai kiém tra nhiéu diéu...”

“Puong nhién — dwong nhien...”

Loi tam biét da thot ra roi. Hardcastle ra di.

Poirot chuyén sang quan tam tdi t6i. Long may 6ng ruén lén.

“Eh bien..., to6i muon héi cai gi khién cau ban than kho & thé? Trong cau
giong nhw mot ké vira thdy ma quy hién hinh.”

“Chau vira thady ra minh da qué déi ngu ngoc.”

“A ha. A, diéu ay thwong xay dén vdi rat nhieu dan 6ng chiing ta.”

Nhung c6 thé doan biét chang xdy ra vdi Hercule Poirot dau! T6i phai
tan cong Ong ta.

“No6i cho chau biét mot diéu thoi, bac Poirot! Néu nhu bac da ndi, bac co
thé lam toan bo viéc nay khi ngoi trén ghé banh cta bac ¢ London, va c6
thé goi chau va Dick Hardcastle t6i gip bac & ddy, thé thi tai sao... Oi, tai
vi sao thé, sao bac lai cat cong xudng tan day?”

“T6i da bdo cau ngwoi ta stra chita trong can hé cta t6i r6i ma.”

“Lé ho c6 thé cho bac mwgn mot can hd khac. Hay bac cé thé téi & khach
san Ritz, & d6 sé thodi mai hon & khach san Curlew.”

“R0 rang la ca phé ¢ day, mon Dieu, ca phé!” Poirot noi.

“Tai sao ha?”

Hercule Poirot noi sung.

“Eh bien, bdi cau qua ngu si cha doan dugc, toi sé bao cho cau biét. T6i
la con nguwoi, chang phai thé sao? T6i c6 thé la cai may néu can thiét. T6i
c6 thé nam ngtra ra ma suy nghi. T6i c6 thé gidi quyét van dé thé day.
Nhung t6i la con ngudi, toi bao cho cau biét nhw thé. Va moi sy déu lién
quan dén con nguoi ca.”

“Thi sa0?”

“Loi gidi thich cling don gian nhu an mang don gian nay. Nhitng gi toi
lam déu xudt phat tr tinh hi€u ky ctia con ngwoi,” Hercule Poirot ¢6 lam ra
vé duong hoang.
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MOo6t lan nita t6i lai dén Wilbraham Crescent.

Toi dirng lai tredc cong nha sé 19. Lan nay khong c6 ai vira chay ra vira
la hét. That ngan nap gon gang va binh yén.

Toi di tdi ctra tredc va bam chudng. Coé Millicent Pebmarsh mé cira.

“La Colin Lamb,” t6i néi. “T6i vao néi chuyén vdi ba, dwgc khong a?”

“Chac chan la dugc.”

Ba di trudce toi vao phong khach.

“Dwong nhu 6ng danh rat nhiéu thoi gian dé xuong day, ong Lamb a. Toi
da biét ong chang lién quan véi canh sat dia phwong...”

“Ba biét ding r6i dé. T6i nghi that sw ba da biét dich xac t6i la ai tir ngay
dau tién ba néi véi t6i.”

“T6i khong chac chan — hoan toan khong hiéu 6ng néi thé la nghia ly
gl.”

“T6i da cuc ky ngu xuan, ba Pebmarsh a. T6i da t6i noi nay dé tim ba.
Toi da tim thdy ba ngay dau tién t6i t&éi ddy — ma toi lai khong biét minh
da tim thay ba roi!”

“Co6 thé an mang da khién ong bi dang tri.”

“Pung nhw ba ndi. Téi con kha ngu xuan nén da nhin mot to gidy ngugc
dau.”

“Va toan bo chuyén nay la van de gi day?”
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“Chi 1a tro choi da két thic roi, ba Pebmarsh a. To6i da tim thdy bo chi
huy noi lap ra toan bd ké hoach. Nhitng ho so va ban ghi nhé nhu thé néu
can thiét ba sé lvu trit bang hé thong nhitng cham li ti ctia chit n6i. Thong
tin Larkin 1ay dwgc & Portlebury da dugc chuyén tdi cho ba. Tt day né sé
dén noi dugc gwi dén nho Ramsay. Han da tir nha minh sang nha ba vé dém
qua 16i khu vwon khi can thiét. Mot hom han da danh roi mot dong tién kim
loai cua Tiép Khac trong vion nha ba...”

“Ong ta that bat can.”

“Chung ta déu c6 luc bat can cd. Vé boc cuda ba rat tot. Ba bi mu, ba lam
viéc @ mot hoc vién danh cho tré khiém thi, ba cat gitr nhitng sach chit noéi
trong nha la 1é ty nhién thoi — ba la mot phu nit co tri thong minh va ca
tinh khong tam thwong. Toi khéng hiéu dong lwc nao khién ba nhiét tinh
hang hai...”

“Cau thich cai cach t6i cong hién cho cong viéc ctia minh.”

“Phai, toi nghi c6 1é vay.”

“Va vi sao cau lai néi vdi t6i tat cad chuyén nay? C6 vé khong binh
thuwong.”

T6i ngdé dong ho deo tay.

“Ba c6 hai tiéng dong ho, ba Pebmarsh a. Hai gio nita canh sat dac biét
sé t6i day va dam nhiém viéc nay.”

“T6i khong hiéu cau. Vi sao cau lai dén day tredc ngwdi ciia minh va cho
toi biét mot diéu duwong nhw la mét 16i canh bao...”

“La mot 10i canh bao. T6i da ty minh tGi day, va s€ @ lai day cho t6i khi
nguoi cua toi tdi noi, dé canh khong cho bat ci cai gi lot ra khoi can nha
nay — trir mot ngoai 16 — ngoai l€ dy chinh la ba. Ba c6 hai tiéng dong ho
dé khai hanh néu ba chon viéc ra di.”

“Nhung vi sao? Vi sao chir?”

T6i dap cham rai: “Vi to6i nghi c6 mot kha nang rat mong manh la trong
mot thdi gian ngan nita thoi ba c6 thé trd thanh me vg cia minh. Khong
chtrng t6i sai lam.”
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Moat khoanh khac im ldng. Millicent Pebmarsh ditng 1én va di t6i civa so.
Toi khong roi mat khéi ba ta. Khong hé c6 do twdng nao vé Millicent
Pebmarsh ca. T6i khong tin ba ta mot chut xiu nao. Ba ta bi mu nhung ngay
cd mot ngwoi dan ba mu cling c6 thé tém dwgc anh néu anh mat canh giac.
Tinh trang mu loa cta ba ta sé khong lam cho ba khiém khuyét néu ba ta cé
co hoi 4n mot khau sung luc ty dong vao xuwong séng cua toi.

Ba noi that khé: “Toi sé khong cho cau biét cau ding hay sai. Biéu gi da
khién ciu nghi rang — c6 thé la nhw thé?”

“Poi mat.”

“Nhung chung t6i tinh cach chang gidong nhau.”

“Khong.”

Ba ta noi c6 vé hoi ngang buéng.

“T6i da lam hét sitc minh cho né.”

“P6 la van dé can phai ban. Véi ba sy nghiép la wu tién.”

“Phai thé thoi.”

“T6i khong dong y.”

Lai mot khodnh khac im lang. Sau do6 t6i héi: “Ba cé biét c6 dy la ai
khong — ngay hom ay?”

“Khong biét cho dén khi t6i nghe céi tén... T6i ty minh duy tri viéc nam
thong tin vé n6 — van luén nhuw thé.”

“Ba chua bao gio bat nhan nhw 1€ ra hdan ba da mudn thé.”

“Pirng c6 nobi vo van nira!”

Toi lai nhin déng ho deo tay.

“Thaoi gian dang tiép tuc tréi di,” t6i nai.

Ba ta quay tré lai tir ctra s06 va bang qua phong t6i ban giay.

“T6i c6 mot buc anh chup no lic con bé day...”

T6i ¢ sau lung ba ta khi ba 16i cai ngan kéo mé ra. Khong phai mot khau
sting tw dong. La mot con dao nho rat dé gay chét nguwoi. ..

T6i nam chat tay ba ta roi 1ay con dao di.

“T6i c6 thé mém yéu, nhung khong phai mét thang ngéc,” toi noi.
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Ba ta mo mot cai ghé roi ngoi xuéng. Khong hé dé 16 bat ct mot cam
XUC nao.

“Tdi cha loi dung 15i dé nghi ctia cau dau. Ich 1gi gi chi¥? T6i sé & lai day
dgi ho dén. Van ludn c6 nhitng co hoi — ngay ca & trong tu.”

“Ba muon noi téi viéc truyén ba hoc thuyét cia minh ha?”

“Néu cau thich nghi cai kiéu ay thi c viéc.”

Chung t6i ngoi dd, thu dich nhau, nhung ciing hiéu biét 1an nhau. T6i no6i
cho ba ta biét: “T6i da xin thoi viéc. To6i dang trd lai v&i nghé cli — hai
duwong hoc. C6 mot chd 1am ¢ mot trwdng dai hoc & Uc.”

“T6i nghi cau rat khon ngoan. Cau chang dat yéu cau trong céng viéc
ndy. Gidng nhw bd ctia Rosemary. Ong ta ching hé quén triét 15i day: ‘Hay
tir bo th6i nhu nhwgc yéu hen!””

Toi nghi tdi 10i cua Hercule Poirot.

“T6i bang long vi dwgc lam mot con ngudi.”

Ching t6i im lang ngoi d6, moi ngwoi déu tin chac quan diém cta nguoi
kia la sai lam.

Thu cua Thanh tra Hardcastle giti Hercule Poirot

Ong Poirot thdn mén,

Hién nay chung t6i da nam dugc mot s6 sw kién ma toéi cdm thdy
ong c6 thé quan tam khi nghe ké vé chting.

M6t 6ng Quentin Duguesclin & Quebec dd roi Canada dén chdu Au
cdch ddy chiing bén tuén. Ong dy khong cé ho hang gén va ké hoach
tré vé khong xdc dinh. H6 chiéu cua 6ng dugc chu mét nha hang nho
& Boulogne tim thdy va giao nép cho cdnh sdt. Bén nay van chua ai
dén nhan lai.

Ong Duguesclin la mét ngudi ban ldu ndm cua gia toc Montresor &
Quebec. Ping ddu gia téc dy, 6ng Henry Montresor dd chét cdch ddy
muoi tdm thdng, dé lai tai san rat Ion cho nguoi ba con duy nhdt con
séng, goi 6ng ta chu tén la Valerie, dwgc moé td la vg cua Josaiah
Bland ¢ Portlebury, Anh qudc. Mot céng ty tw vdn phdp ludt rdt danh
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gia ¢ London nhan lam viéc cho nguoi thi hanh bdn di chic ©
Canada. Tat ca théng tin lién lac giita ba Bland va dong ho ctia ba &
Canada da ding lai tir khi ba ldy chong, dieu ma dong ho cta ba
khong dong y. Ong Duguesclin titng dé cdp véi mét ngudi ban éng cé
y dinh dén thdm nha Bland khi 6ng dén Anh, vi 6ng van luén yéu quy
Valerie lam.

Cdi xdc cho dén nay duoc nhdn dang la Henry Castleton dd dugc
nhan dang lai dich xdc la Quentin Duguesclin.

Mot s6 bdang hiéu da duoc tim thdy xép ddt gon gang trong mot goc
sdn hdng thdu xdy dung cua Bland. Tuy da duoc voi va son pht lén,
nhirng chir Hiéu gidt Snowflake van co thé thdy ré sau khi cdc chuyén
gia da xu ly.

To6i sé khong lam phién 6ng vdi cdc chi tiét nhé nhdt, nhung céng t6
vién da xem xét viéc phdt lénh bat giir Josaiah Bland.

C6 Martindale va ba Bland la chi em diing nhw 6ng dd phong dodn,
nhung mdc du t6i dong y vdi cdch nhin ctia 6ng vé sv tham gia ctua ba
ta trong cdc toi dc nay, nhung chitng cir day du sé kho dat duoc. Ba ta
chdc chdn la mét phu nir rat khén ngoan. Du sao tbi ciing hy vong &
ba Bland. Ba ta la hang dan ba va phdn bdi.

Ba Bland dau tién chét ¢ Phdp do chién tranh va hén nhan thit nhi
cua hdn véi Hilda Martindale ciing ¢ Phdp, toi nghi co thé chirng
minh ré rang mdc du di nhién nhiéu ho so hoi dy da bi phd huy.

Toi rdt vui thich dwoc gdp 6ng ngay hom dy, va téi phdi cdm on 6ng
vi nhitng goi y rat bo ich cua 6ng. Téi hy vong viéc sitta doi va trang
tri can ho cua 6ng ¢ London dd hoan thanh my man.

Kinh thu,

Richard Hardcastle

Thong tin them tr R.H. Gui t6i H.P
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Tin tot lanh! Con mu Bland da sup do! Bd thira nhdn toan bo vu
viéc!!! Do hét téi 16i cho chi va chong minh. Mu “chwa bao gio hiéu
duwoc viéc ho dinh lam cho dén khi quda muén!” Cir twéng ho chi “dinh
ddanh thuéc mé éng dy dé 6ng dy khong nhdn ra minh la ké gid mago!”
Mot cdu chuyén co lé dung! Nhung toi xin thua kha ding sy that mu ta
khéng phdi la ké chu muu giét nguoi. Ban hang ¢ chg Portobello da
nhan dién c6 Martindale chinh la quy ba “nguoi My” dd mua hai
chiéc dong ho no.

Ba McNaughton gio ddy néi minh ting trong thdy Duguesclin trong
chiéc xe tdi Bland dda ldi vao gara nha hdn. Ba ta co thuc sy trong
thdy hay khong?

Colin ban chung ta da cwéi c6 gdi dy. Néu ong hdi thi toi xin thua
rdng cdu dy dién mat roi.

Chtic nhirng diéu tot dep nhat!

Ban cua 6ng,

Richard Hardcastle
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