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J ane Keller budc vao toa nha Ngan hang Itc ba gio kém nam phut va ding
xép hang tredc mot ctra giao dich phia trén c6 treo bang Gt tién va tra tién
- J-M.

Mot nguwoi mac bo com-lé mau xanh, ding khong xa ctra ra vao, hinh
nhu chi doi dip dé, 14y & trong tdi ra mdt chiéc vi da xin mau vi da dung lau
ngay, va tién 1én vé phia ctta giao dich.

Jane Keller dwa mat lo dang nhin chiéc dong ho treo trén twong. Ba ta c6
vé sOt rudt. Dong nguwoi xép hang phia truedc tién bwdc mdét cach cham
chap. Jane Keller lai phdi nhin dong h6 mot déi 1an nita va chau may.

Nguwoi mac bé dé xanh da tién lai gan ba, do 1a mot nguoi khoang bén
muoi tudi, vé mat hoat bat va dé bi kich dong. Mot nha sinh 1y hoc sé xép
ong ta vao loai nhitng ngwoi dau tranh, nhung la loai ngwdi dau tranh mot
kiéu riéng: nhitng ngwoi nay khong ngan ngai danh 1én, néu ho thdy chac
chan bang cach dé dem lai 1gi ich cho minh.

Nguwdi dan ong ldc ndy ding ngang véi Jane Keller. Ong ta 1dy ra nim to
gidy bac mot tram do-la tw chiéc vi cli dwa cho nguwdi dan ba bén canh.

“Pay, thva ba Keller,” nguoi do noi.

Nhitng ngén tay ctia ngwoi dan ba nam Iy nhitng to gidy bac mét cach
may moc. Sau d6 mot cdm giac ngac nhién, giong nhu mot nguwdi dang ngu
bi danh thitc bat chgt thé hién trén nét mat. Ba ta nhap nhay mat.

“Khong, nhung ong dirng phién long!” mot nguwdi nao dé cau nhau véi
nguoi dan 6ng mic bd com-1é xanh. “Ong khong thé xép hang nhuw moi
nguoi hay sao?”

“Céi gi vay?” Jane Keller héi. “Ong muén céi gi & t6i?”

“T6i 1a Scott Shelby,” ngwdi dan ong tra 10i ré rang. “Va so tién nay la
tién tra theo han trong 5 thang cta tién thué dé dugc quyén khoan tham do
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dau héa trén manh dat thudc san nghiép caa ba, dwgc qui dinh trong hop
dong thué muwén. Ong Shelby nhd tdi gdi cho ba.”

Ngudi ta c6 thé noi la 6ng ta doc mot ban twong thuat da hoc thude long.

“Ba hay ky vao gidy bién nhan. Ché nay, noi da danh dau... Pay, chiéc
but may.”

Vira noi 6ng ta vira ldy mét cudn bién lai, m@ ra va dua tGi treGc mat
Jane Keller.

“Nhung... Toi khong hiéu,” ba ta 1ip bap. “Ong Shelby khong c6 lgi ich
gi trong viéc nay... ong ay da khudc tir sit dung nhitng quyén ctia minh...”

“Khong bao gio!”

“Nhung ding. Chac chan la nhw vay! Viéc nay thé hién & cho da nhiéu
thang nay t6i khong nghe thay noi vé ong ay.”

“Co thé la nhu vay. D6 1a tai sao téi nop cho ba 5 thang tién tra theo han,
vOi mot tram do-la mot thang. Pung la nhv vay, phai khong a?”

“Vang!... D6 1a céi gia da thoéa thuan. Néu 6ng ay mudn giit 1ay quyén
ctia minh, thi 6ng ay phai nQp tién hang thang.”

“O! Khong!”

Nguoi dan 6ng cwdi nhw thé mot 6ng gido nhan ra mot trong sé hoc tro
cua minh khong thudc bai.

“Hop dong cho thué qui dinh 1o rang la so6 tién thué phai ndp trong moi
thang, nhing mot trong nhitng diéu khoan ctia né néi ro 1a bén nay hoac
bén kia trong hai bén c6 khuyét diém thi c6 thé trd nhitng khodn tién bat
budc trong mét thai han la sau thang, néu bén kia khong bao cho biét bang
mot van ban rang minh coi ban hgp dong mat hiéu lwc. Ba khong doc
nhitng ngon tw trong ban giao keo?”

Dong ngudi xép hang van tién 1én va Jane Keller di theo sy hoat dong do
mot cach may maoc.

“Khong nén nhan s6 tién dé,” Mot khach hang ditng sau Keller khuyén
ba.

“T6i muodn rang ba ky vao gidy bién nhan nay,” nguwdi mac bd com-1é
xanh thuc giuc.
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“Nhung t6i khong thé... T6i khong... Tai sdan d6 khong thudc vé toi
nita.” Nguwoi dan ba gidi thich bang mot giong that tha. “Toi... to6i da ban
no roi.”

“Pa ban r6i?”

“Vang.”

“Luc nao vay?”

“Hgp dong mua ban da dugc ky cach day vai ngay.”

“Tén cua nguwoi mua?”

“Parker Benton.”

“Ong Shelby khong dugc biét tat ca sw dan xép d6 va ong ta coi nhu Ia
khong c6. Chinh la ba da ky chit ky ctia ba duwdi hgp dong cho thué. Cai
con lai chiing t6i khong quan tam. Ba chi viéc thu xép véi ngudi thit ba,
nguoi ma ba da noi la mua cai san nghiép do.”

“T6i tir chdi s6 tién 6ng dwa.”

“Tai sao?”

“T6i da giai thich cho 6ng nghe r6i... T6i da ban tai san dé roi.”

“Ba c6 thé nhac lai tén ngudi mua?”

“Ong Parker Benton.”

“Pia chi cua 6ng ay?”

“Khu nha Knickerbockév.”

Chau may, ngwoi mac bo com-1é xanh nhan lai nam tram do-la, sau do
néi vai ong khach xép hang sau Jane Keller, “Ngai c6 thé cho t6i mot tam
danh thiép ctia ngai khéng? C6 thé t6i can mot nguwdi lam ching.”

“T6i khong thich cédi cong viéc nay,” nguwoi dy cau nhau. “Va xin ong
ding quay ray ba dy nita.”

“Chi mot tam danh thiép th6i!” nguwdi dan 6ng khan khoan... “T6i chi
can tén va dia chi ctia 6ng.”

Nguoi khach hang ngan ngai nhung cudi cung ciling lam theo yéu cau
cua Shelby.

Jane Keller sap stra t6i gan ctta giao dich thi ngwdi Phé Giam doc ngan
hang duwgc mot nhan vién gitt trat ty bao tin da di tdi bén canh ho.
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“Co viéc gi da xay ra?” ong ta hoi khi trong thay ba khach dirng gitra hai
nguoi dan ong.

“T6i dén gri tién,” ba Keller gidi thich, “thi 6ng nay, ngwoi ditng bén tay
phai to0i, dua toi nam tram do-la.”

“Va ba mudn gui so tién d6?”

“Khong, toi da tra lai 6ng ta. T6i dén g so tién caa t6i.”

“T6i khong hiéu.” Ngudi Phé Giam doc héi vGi giong nghi ngo. “Ba c6
thé néi rd hon khong?”

“Khong c6 gi ca, khong c6 gi cd,” nguwoi mac bd com-1é xanh bat chot
can thiép. “T06i sé noi...”

“T6i hoi dé lam 10 s viéc vai ba Keller,” nguwdi Phé Giam doc néi giong
kho khan.

Jane Keller hang giong. “T6i da ban cédi cu lao d6 cho ong Parker
Benton. Va...”

“T6i biét,” ngwoi Pho Giam doc cat ngang. “Viéc mua ban da dugc tién
hanh qua sy trung gian ctia ngan hang chung t6i.”

“Chung to6i, t6i va nguwdi anh chong t6i, cho rang viéc cho thué da két
thuc...”

“Putng nhu thé.”

Nguwoi pho Giam doc khinh bi nhin nguwdi mac bd com-lé xanh dang
chuwng 1én m6t nu cwdi c6 phan kho chiu.

“T6i la Shelby,” ngwdi nay ty gidi thiéu. “T6i c6 nhiém vu dén ndp cho
ba day nam tram do-la tién thué cho 5 thang. Viéc thué muén tién liéu rang
hai bén thé git tron 10i cam két trong mot thdi han la sau thang, it nhat la
cho t6i khi mot trong hai bén théng bao cho biét bang van ban rang hop
dong da két thac.”

“So6 tién nam tram d6-la hién ¢ dau?” ngudi pho Giam doc héi.

“T0i da tra lai ong ta,” Jane Keller noi.

“Nhu vay 1a hoan hao,” nguwdi Pho Giam doc noi.

Ong nay quay sang ngudi mic bd com-1é xanh, “Xin 6ng ra khéi nha
ngan hang nay!”

“Ong biét ba nay chit?” ngudi dé héi.
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“Chac chan 1a nhw vay.”

“Va ca ong khach dirng & ben trai?”

“Cling thé, tat nhién,”

Nguoi dan 6ng cudi gan nhw 1a dé thvong.

“P6 la tat ca nhitng gi t6i mong mudn,” ngwoi dy noéi. “Va xin cac 6ng
dirng quén viéc nay nhu cac 6ng da thay.”

Nguwoi dy di va mat hit trong dam dong ra khéi nha ngadn hang. Jane
Keller nhin ban tay ctia minh va thay né dang run run. Ba ta dé s6 tién 1én
quay, “O! Troi oi, toi rdt ngao ngan,” ba ta tuyén bé.

“Khong c6 chuyén gi cd, thwa ba Keller,” ngwoi phé Giam doc lam yén
long ba. “Nhitng tay dau co dau héa luén ludn twéng rang ching khon
ngoan hon nhitng nguoi khac.”

“Nhung néu han néi that? Néu diung la c6 diéu khoan do?...”

Nguoi pho giam doc cudi, vé che chd, “Ba khong nén nghi dén viéc nay
nita. Néu qua la ba c6 s lo ngai, ba chi can t&i hoi mot luat sw. Ngan hang
c6 thé tim cho ba mot vi, néu ba tin nhiém vi ay... Xem nao, ba mudn g
ba tram chin muwoi sau do-la nam muoi xu...”

Ong ta ra hiéu cho mot nguwdi thi qu va day so tién sang mot ctra giao
dich khac.

“Xong... Va cdm on ba Keller... Ba c6 can dia chi ctia 6ng luat su cta
ching ta khong?”

“Khong, cdm on... Téi mudn trwdc tién goi dién thoai cho 6ng anh
chong cua tdi. Ong ay s& néi cho tdi biét 1a phai 1am cai gi.”

Ba ta khoa chiéc tii xach tay va roi khoi cira giao dich.
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Lauton Keller tra 10i ngay lap titc va Jane cam thay yén tam, bao gid cling

vay, khi ba nghe thdy giong néi dé - giong nbdi qua quyét, chac chan cua
Lauton.

Khi con song, Grégory, nguwoi chong cta Jane, it quan hé véi nguoi anh
rudt ctia minh. Jane da coi chuyén do nhv la mot loai ghen tudng, vi trong
hai nguwdi thi Lauton chac chan la nguwdi néi bat hon. Hon Grégory maot it
tudi, do la con ngudi tin twdng & ban than minh, cé nhitng tinh cach diu
dang va dé chiu, con Grégory thi phan 16n thoi gian té ra tram mac, dao
dirc gia va dé xtic cAm. Vé hoan hao ctia Lauton lam cho ngudi em cam
thay tic toi, buc doc.

Grégory qua doi, Lauton da ddt Jane duwdi sy bao tr¢g cua minh, da
khuyén ba ra gt tién c6 bao hiém, c6 16i va xin 16i khi viéc dau tw xau di,
cling nhw khong ngan ngai pht hoa 1én thang lgi trong trwdng hgp nguoc
lai.

“QO! Lauton, t6i rat vui khi anh nghe duwoc tiéng anh!” Jane kéu Ién.

“C6 viéc gi vay, Jane?” Lauton hoi. “Toi thady hinh nhw c6 c6 diéu gi
buo6n phién.”

“Toi dang nhu vay day.”

“Co hién ¢ dau?”

“Trong buéng dién thoai & ngan hang.”

“Nhuwng ngan hang dang dong cira... Pa qua ba gio chiéu roi.”

“Vang, nguoi ta dang dong cac ctra ra vao.”

“Co da gtri tién?”

“Vang.”

“Vay thi c6 diéu gi khong 6n?”

“Lauton, anh c6 nhé viéc cho thué cai cu lao dy?”
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“Khong phai néi vé viéc cho thué dé theo nghia den cua né,” Lauton,
mot nguwoi qua cau né tuyén bo. “Toi coi day la mot sw chon lya. Chuyén cii
r6i ma!”

“Khong phai nhw thé. Mot ngudi ty gidi thiéu la Shelby, da doi t6i &
ngan hang.”

“O ngan hang?”

“Vang.”

“Tai sao han ta biét c6 ¢ day dé tim dén?”

“Toi khong r6.”

“Han mu6n gi?”

“Han dwa cho t6i nam tram do-la.”

“Pé lam gi?”

“Pé thanh toan tién thué cho 5 thang t6i.”

“Khong cau lgi, dirng nhan tién, Jane!” Lauton kéu lén mot cach xtc
dong ro rang. “Khong dong dén so tién ay.”

“T61i da tra lai han ta, Lauton.”

“Tra lai!” Lauton gan nhu thét Ién. “C6 mudn néi rang trwdc tién co da
cam so tién do?”

“T6i da cam tién trong tay, phdi... Han da nhét tién vao tay toi... Nhung
toi da trd han gan nhuw ngay sau doé.”

“Pang lé c6 khong nén s& mé vao so tién, Jane. C6 da néi gi vdi han.”

“Thé nay! Rang t6i khong mudn so tién dy va viéc cho thué da két thic.”

“Hoan ho! Nhat la dirng néi dén viéc ban.”

“Nhung... toi da noi vé viéc do.”

“Co khong thé yén lang dugc a?”

Luc nay Lauton to ra gian du.

“Troi! Toi nghi rang han c6é quyén... vé mot 16i gidi thich.”

“T6i hy vong it nhat 1a c6 khong néi tén nguwoi mua chir?”

“That vay... Toi khong thé, cé phai khong Lauton?”

“Jane,” Lauton cau nhau. “Tai sao cd6 khong goi day noi cho toi s6m
hon?”

“Viéc do dién ra rat nhanh, tat ca... T6i goi day néi khi c6 thé.”
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“T6t, trong treong hgp nhu vay, khong con viéc gi phai lam nita. Co vé
gdp toi ngay lap tirc. Toi dgi co ¢ nha toi.”

“Pong y, nhung trede do téi can gap Martha.”

“Ba ay can gi ¢ c6?” nguoi dan 6ng héi giong khoé khan.

“Chi dy khong muén gi & t6i ca... D6 la chi rudt t6i. Va lai t6i muodn gap
chau Margie.”

“Co khong nén & lau trong nha ba ay... Khi t6i nghi dén chuyén doé,
Jane... Tot nhat la co rut hét tién ra khéi ngan hang.”

“Pé lam gi?”

“Hay coi d6 la mot tryc gidc, néu c6 muon... Pa nhiéu lan né mudn
phong tda tai khoan ctia c6 ¢ ngan hang.”

“NO la ai?”

“Shelby.”

“Han khong c6 quyén vé viéc nay... Han c6 thé lam nhv thé nao?”

“Co hay nghe t06i, Jane, ching ta sé thao luan sau. Trong khi cho doi, co
hay lam nhitng viéc t0i noi vdi co.”

“Nhung ngan hang da dong cua.”

“T6i biét, toi biét, ngudi ta da dong cac ctra ra vao, nhung cac ctra giao
dich thi hdy con m@. Hay riat moi khodn tién c6 da gi. SO tién c6 gui la
bao nhieu?”

“T6i khong nhé chinh xac. T6i cho rang phai la trén hai ngan do-la.”

“Tot, rat tong so tién d6. Bang giay bac ngan hang.”

“Anh cho rang phai lam nhw thé, Lauton?”

“Phai, vi toi da noi vGi co. Va, nhat l1a dirng noi gi ca. Khéng noi viéc rut
tién vdi bat ct ai.”

“Duoc, Lauton.”

“Va co vé gap toi ngay sau khi roi nha ba Martha.”

“Vang, anh Lauton.”

“Va dirng néi véi Martha rang c6 c6 mot khoan tién 1én trong nguoi,”
ong ta tuyén bo trudce khi gac may ndi.
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J ane Keller di xe buyt, xuéng xe khi dén phé South Omena, di b6 qua hai

khoi nha thi dén mét toa nha ba tang xdy bang gach. Ba ta nhan chudng
dién. Clra md, Jane di qua mdt hanh lang béng lang nhw mot dong xu mdi,
budc 1én mot vai bac thang va ditng tredc mot canh civa. Mot tdm bién nho
bang kim loai ghi Qudn Iy va & duéi nguwoi ta gan mot tdim danh thiép ghi
r0 Ba Martha Stanhope.

Jane g0 cwra va Martha ra ma ctra.

Ba Martha hon ¢6 em gai mét vai tudi, da ngoai bon mwoi, nhung trong
c6 vé tré hon. Goa chong da hon muoi lam nam, ba khong tai gia. Cai can
thiét la ki€m song va nudi day co con gai Margie tinh tinh thuwong thay doi.
Ngay xwa vo tw Iy, nay ba tré thanh nguwdi bon titng dong xu va sy tham
lam d6 cé thé thady & cap mat nho bé ctia ba va ca trong khi ba tiép don mot
nguoi than trong gia dinh.

“A! Em day a, Jane,” ba néi va quan sat c6 em v6&i mét s ngo vuce. “Chi
khong chd doi viéc dén tham ctia em. Chi nghi rang dé la mot ngwoi dén
thué nha. Ngwoi ta di dé ré & tam bién khong c6 nha cho thué, nhung van
c6 nhiéu ngwoi dén lam phién. Nay, nay, em ng6i xuong di... Chau Margie
mot lat niva sé ve!”

Jane theo Martha di vao m6t phong khach trang bi bang nhitng do6 dac c6
hd, ng6i xuéng mot chiéc ghé banh va mim cwdi mot cach mo ho véi chi
ruot minh.

“Cé chuyeén gi vay?” Martha hoi. “Em c6 vé mét moi.”

“C6 mot chuyén vira xay dén vdi em!”

INE

“Vang, ¢ ngan hang... Mot nguoi da tim cach dwa cho em nam tram do-

»

‘(6'”

la.
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RO rang la Martha chd dgi Jane nho ba gitup do mot cong viéc gi do.
Nhung, thdy rang khong phai la nhw vay, ba ta té ra nhe nhom, ba dén chiéc
ban xép bat dia, 1dy mdt chai c6-nhac va hai chiéc coc.

“Cai nay lam c6 bét kho 6.”

“Co thé chi n6i c6 1y... Nhung chi m6t vai giot thoi, chi Martha.”

Ba Stanhope rét ra hai coc.

“Nguoi ta da dua tién cho em,” ba ta néi. “Va em rat cdm dong. Chi
khong hiéu...”

“P6 la tién cho thué...”

“Tién cho thué?”

“Phai, vé hon cu lao, chi biét ro...”

“O! Nhu vay...”

Co6 mot sw nghi ngo trong giong noi cua Martha.

“M0ot trong nhitng vu Iam dn ctia Lauton... Chi twdng rang cong viéc da
xong r6i.”

“Em cling vay, nhung hinh nhw em da nham... C6 mot diéu khodn trong
hgp dong... 6 1a nguwdi ay néi véi em nhw vay, va...”

“Jane, cau chuyén ctia em khéng c6 dau ma cling khong c6 dudi.”

“Pay! Ong Shelby qua quyét ring khi trd mot 1an nam trdm do-la thi 6ng
ay c6 thé budc em c6 nghia vu.”

Martha di vé phia Jane, chiéc coc trén tay. Bat chgt ba ta dirng lai.

“Em muon noi,” ba ta hoi. “Rang viéc ban dé c6 thé phai hiay bo?”

“Em khong biét.”

“Udng di,” ba Stanhope noi va dwa chiéc céc cho co em.

Sau do ba ta uéng mét hoi.

Jane udng co-nhac trng ngum nhéd, lau miéng véi chiéc mui xoa, roi
cuoi, vé mat buon phién hon bat ci lic nao.

“Néu em muon c6 mot 161 khuyén t6t,” ba Martha tuyén bo vGi mot
giong manh mé, “thi dirng c6 nghe cai thang Lauton ng6c nghéch ay. Mot
thang bip bgm, ding la nhv vay! Khong ai ngac nhién khi thdy Grégory
khong thé chiu dung duwoc han.”

“Khoan da, chi Martha.”
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“Hai nam truedc day em c6 bon muoi ngan dé-la gii Ngan hang. Bay gio
em con lai bao nhiéu?”

“Do6 khong phai la 16i ctia Lauton... Tat ca la do dong tién bi mat gia
nhiéu hon la tdng gia trong thoi gian vira qua.”

“Co em gai dang thuwong, em khong hiéu hét nhitng 16i em no6i... Chi
danh cudc rang han sé ngén hét nhitng cai em cé. Cai cu lao do la vat con
lai duy nhat ctia em.”

“Dang 1€ em phdi ban cai d6 s6ém hon,” Jane tham thi. “Néu Lauton mat
tién chi vi anh 4y c6 it von dé mua lai tréc khi tién cao gia...”

“Co it von! Em lam chi bu6n cuwdi! Va bon muoi ngan do-la cé phai 1a
mot s6 von khong? Cai thang Lauton ctia em la mot ké bat tai. Néu em c6
bon mwoi ngan, han sé lam tiéu tan hét... Chi dang tv hoi Margie bay gio
phéi lam gi?... Em hita cho né vay nam ngan do-la khi ban dvgc cai cu lao
dé no cé thé 1ay chong va mua mot cira hang tap pham. Hgp déng mua ban
da dwoc ky két, va...”

“Em biét, em biét,” Jane no6i v4i giong mét moi. “Chi khong nén lo lang
cho Margie. Em khong quén chau va khong ai cé thé ngan can em ban cai
cu lao.”

“Vira roi em da khong chac chan 1a c6 thé lam dwgce nhw vay kia ma.”

“Lauton da néi vdi em rang nhitng thdi han chong doi sé hét hiéu lyc khi
hop dong cho thué hét han va cong viéc chac chan sé dwoc gidi quyét vao
ngay mai.”

Co tiéng mot chiéc chia khoa kéu trong 0.

“Margie ddy,” ba Stanhope thi thao.

“Pirng n6i maot 10i nao day,” Jane noi.

“Ngugc lai... Chinh em la ngudi sé néi diéu do vdi no.”

“Nhung em khong c6 diéu gi dé noéi ca,” Jane ndéi va nang coc rwgu 1én
miéng.

Ctrta m@ va Margie Stanhope hién ra tru6c ngudng cira.

Do 1a mot c6 gai khodng hai muoi tudi, khong dep lam véi than hinh nhw
thé con trai, da m& mang, t6c khéng theo nép. Chi c6 d6i mat to, den cho c6
ta mot vé duyén dang nao do, nhung diéu nay ciing khéng citu van dwoc sy
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thiéu y vi ctia b mat c6. ‘Ping la mot mau go,” do la 16i cua ba Stanhope
néi vé c6 con gai minh mot ngay no.

“Khong c6 tin gi cho con ca a?” Margie noi.

C ta hit hoi, “O! O! C6 mui rugu.”

“Di con va me da uéng mot coc nho,” Martha néi. “Con c6 mudn dung
mot chut c6-nhac khong, con than yéu?”

Margie bo mi, lay tay chai toc, rot regu udng va noi, “Viéc nay co6 vé
khong hop vGi me va di. Co6 viéc gi xay ra u?”

“Di Jane c6 nhitng chuyén buo6n phién, con a,” ba Stanhope gidi thich.

“Do Lauton chang?” c6 géi héi khi nhin rugu trong coc.

“Khong. D6 1a viéc cho thué dat. Cai dé lam trd ngai cho viéc ban cai cu
lao.”

Margie bat dau uoéng. Bat chot ¢6 dirng lai chau may, “R6i sao nita?” cd
héi giong lo lang.

bay la lac Jane phai tra 10i, “Khong c6 gi phai lo nghi ca, Margie,” ba
néi. “Tat ca sé dugc thu xép 6n théa. Bung 1a mot van dé thude vé thua tuc.
Di chac chan viéc ban sé dwoc thye hién. Nhitng thoi han can trg sé hét han
va Lauton da doan chac rang hgp dong ban sé dugc ky trong mot hodc hai
ngay tGi.”

Nhung co gai tré khong nghe 101 ba noi.

“Cuoi cung la di khong thé cho chau vay nam ngan d6-la. Chau sé béo
tin cho Frank.”

“Pung lam nhu vay,” Jane noi.

“Khong nén that vong, con gai yéu,” Martha néi.

“Khong that vong!” Margie nhac lai. “Moi nguwdi déu biét khong phai la
me gidi quyét cong viéc. Anh Frank Bonnar ctia con da mat mot chan trong
chién tranh. Anh dinh lam lai cuéc doi. Anh ay khong muon cuwdi con néu
ching con khong cé ngay nhitng cai dé song. Chiung con da ky hgp dong
mua va da dong tién trd gép. Hai nghin do-la - tit ca nhitng gi Frank c6...
con lai thi phu thudc vao tién di Jane cho vay... Hon nita chinh di da hita
nhu thé... Va bay gid cai gi sé xay ra. Ching con sé khéng c6 cira hang tap
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pham nita va mat hai ngan do-la. Tan tat nhu thé, Frank khong thé guong
day dugc sau cu don mdi nay.”

Co0 ngtng ndi, uéng mot hoi c6-nhac, dirng 1én va di ra cia.

“Me hiéu chit?” c6 hoi me trwde khi roi khoi phong.

Jane ném mot cai nhin dau khé vé phia ba Stanhope.

“Em rat ngao ngan,” ba thi tham.

Martha khong tra 10i.

“Em cho rang chau né dang khéc trong phong an ctia nd,” Jane tiép tuc
noi.

“N6 khong chay di dé khoc dau,” Martha néi. “N6 sé ngoi trén mot chiéc
ghé twra va nhin thang vao bitc twong tredc mat nhiéu gio lién.”

“Chim dam trong nhitng tw twdng cia minh?” Jane héi khé.

“Chi khong biét. Nhiéu ltic chi mudn n6 noi con khing hoang tinh than,
né ndi ra nhitng diéu suy nghi trong trai tim n6, nhung cai dé6 khong bao
gio xdy ra. N6 nup kin trong cai vé 6c khong noi gi ca, khong mot 10, ké
ca vOi me né.”

“Va bay gio,” Jane néi. “Em phai di...”

Ba ta dirng len.

Martha di dén ta treo quan o lay chiéc mii va 4o mang to.

“Chi cling di?” Jane ngac nhién.

“T6i di véi di!”

“Vi... toi dén tham Lauton va anh 4y...”

“Lauton, khong,” Martha tuyén bo vdi giong mia mai. “Tat ca nhitng gi
xdy ra déu do 16i cua anh ta. Chinh anh ta bdo c6 ky cai hgp dong cho thué
ay. Co muon di héi y kién cia mét luat sw, nhung Lauton lai khong muon,
anh ta khoe rang anh ta hiéu luat phap nhw day tdi cia minh... Pgi chi, chi
bao cho Margie la chung ta di.”

“Va chung ta di dau?” Jane hoi.

“Pén dng Perry Mason... Bgi chi.”

Ba di ra.

Khi trd lai ba gan nhu dang bi khing hoang tinh than.

“Chau no dang lam gi?” Jane lo ngai hoi khé.
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“Ngoi trén mot chiéc ghé dwa, nhin qua cta s6... Chi cling tw héi khong
biét 1a né c6 nghe thay chi néi véi no cai gi khong.”
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A4

Martha Stanhope, v&i mot ¢t chi qua quyét, mé canh ctra c6 gan mot tam

bién nhé mang dong chit Perry Mason - ludt su va co van ludt phdp va
ditng né vao mot bén dé Jane Keller, nguwoi di theo ba mot cach mién
cuong, di vao.

Mot phu nit tiép khach ngoi trwde tong dai dién thoai ngang dau va cudi,
“Hai ba can gi a?” co gai hoi.

“Ngai Perry Mason,” ba Stanhope tra 10i.

“T6i 1y lam tiéc... Ong Mason vang mit chiéu hom nay.”

“Qi! Troi... Co6 ding 1a khong c6 cach ndo gip duwgc 6ng dy khong?”

“Ba c6 muon gap Della Street, thw ky ctia ong ay khong?”

“Néu c6 muon!”

Nguoi phu trach tiép khach cam mot phich dién va n6i vao may, “Co
Street, & day c6 hai ba mudn lam viéc vGi 6ng Mason... Co c6 thé... Cam
on...”

Co rut phich dien.

“Nguoi thu ky ctia 6ng Mason sé c6 mdt ¢ day sau mot lat nita. Xin maoi
hai ba ngoi.”

Hai nguoi dan ba ngo6i xuéng, dua mat trao doi véi nhau. Jane Keller t6
ra kho chiu. Chac chan la ba thay trudc cai canh khéng vira l1ong ctia ngwoi
anh chong khi thay ba dén héi y kién mot luat sw ma khéng duwgc anh ay
dong y. V&i cai nhin nghiém khac, Martha Stanhope nhin ngudi em, nhw
muon lam cho em ba can dam thém.

“Chi c6 nghi la trong khi cho dgi ong Mason, em phai goi dién cho
Lauton...,” Jane bat dau hoéi.

“Khong.”

Jane Keller tha dai nhan nhuc.
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Mot canh ctta c6 ghi cht Phong riéeng maé ra va Della Street ditng &
nguong ctra. Co lai gan cac ba khach t&i tham.

“T6i rat tiéc,” co noi, “6ng Mason da di va khong tré vé trong hom nay.
Nhuwng néu cac ba vui long cho biét qui danh va ké cho t6i cong viéc...”

Chinh la ba Martha Stanhope noi, trong khi dé Della Street ghi chép. Khi
xong viéc, ¢ gai n6i, “Ong Mason khong c6 & day, nhung cac ba c6 can
héi y kién ong Jackson khong?”

“Ong Jackson 12 ai?”

“Nguwdi phu ta ctia 6ng Mason... Ong Mason chi phu trach nhitng cong
viéc ddc biét quan trong va chi khi ra tredc cac toa an...”

“T6i biét diéu do,” Jane Keller ngat 10i — T6i cho la cong viéc nay khong
gay hing thu cho mot vi luat sw quan trong nhu ngai Perry Mason.

“Nguoc lai,” Della néi. “Ong ay bao gid ciing quan tdm dén nhitng cong
viéc 6 sy bat cong r6 rang. Toi nghi rang tot hon ca la cac ba hay gap 6ng
Jackson truege.”

“Pong y,” ba Stanhope noi véi giong quyét dinh.

“Vay xin moi cac ba di theo t6i,” Della noi.

Vi cach sinh hoat ctia minh, Jackson 1a mét hién twong. It khi anh rdi ban
gidy tredc sau gio rwdi hodc bay gio. Ngudi ta da néi anh kho long rit khoi
nhitng tac pham vé ludt yéu qui caa anh. C6 dwgc tri nhd tuyét voi, anh
hiéu thudc long nhitng muc néu can c, nhitng ban an dén hang tram, ciing
c6 thé hang ngan vu an dan sy cling nhw hinh sy. Khi ngudi ta dwa cho anh
mot tap ho so, bao gid anh cling bat dau bang viéc tim mot tién 1é va néu
anh tim ra duwgc thi khach hang chac chan la dwgc kién. Ngwoc lai, néu
khong c6 mdt vu nao twong tw, anh chang Jackson khén kho mat di tat ca
moi phurong tién va thi nhan sy kém c6i cia minh. May nam tredc day anh
cuwdi mot ngwoi dan ba goa, cai do cling da ndi véi Mason rang, ngay trong
viéc két hon anh ciing sg phdi bo con dwong cii.
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Jackson nghe Jane Keller m6t cach cham chi va cang cham chi hon doi
v6&i nam hodc sau lan néi thém vao ctia ba Stanhope. Cudi cung anh héi,
“Ba c6 mot ban hgp dong cho thué ¢ day khong?”

“Khong,” Jane tra 16i. “Nguwoi anh chong t6i la Lauton dang gilt van ban
de.”

“Po la vi téi mudn biét nhitng 16i 1 ctia van ban mot cach chinh xac,”
Jackson giai thich. “Toi gia thiét rang, sau nhitng chuyén ba néi cho biét,
chac chan day la mot ban hgp dong theo mau in san, & d6 ngudi ta da dinh
theo bang cach danh may thém nhitng diéu khodan riéng?”

“Vang,” Martha tra 16i. “Va, néu ngai mudn thi ba Keller sé di 1ay van
ban dé. Viéc dé chi mat nira tiéng dong ho hodc bon muoi lam phit thoi.”

“0, khong phai khan cdp dén nhw thé,” Jackson tuyén bé. “Truwdc khi noi
véi cac ba diéu gi, téi con phdi luc tim trong tai liéu lwu trit cda ching t6i
ban hgp dong mau.”

“Pay la viéc rat khan cap,” ba Stanhope khang khang néi.

“T6i co thé goi dién thoai cho Lauton va yéu cau ong dy doc lai nhitng
diéu riéng,” ba Jane Keller ggi y. “Va thwa ngai Jackson, ngudi thw ky cua
ngai c6 thé ghi lai bang téc ky.”

“That 1a mét y kién tuyét voi!” Jackson kéu 1én.

Anh ta ding 1én, chay vao phong lam viéc cua Della Street, sau do di ra,
ra hiéu cho hai ngudi dan ba di theo minh.

Vi da qua nam gio, nguwoi phu trach téng dai dién thoai da ra vé, va Jane
Keller quay s6 mdy ctia Lauton theo dudng day truc tiép. Ba ta phai mat tGi
nam phit dong ho dé giai thich cho nguwdi anh chong la da xay ra viéc gi va
Lauton thi khong giau vé khong tan thanh.

“Vang, vang,” Jane Keller noi véi giong rut re. “Nhung chinh chi Martha
da goi y cho toi t6i héi y kién 6ng Mason - cudi cung chi dy quan tam tGi
cong viéc nay. Vi khodn tién cho vay ma t6i da hita véi Margie...”

“Margie!” Lauton cau nhau. “Margie va me né déu cung mét giudc. Ho
chi nghi dén mot viéc: bon rit cia c6 tit cad nhitng cai ho cé thé va day la
lic t6i can sob tién d6 dé xép dat viéc kinh doanh ctia c6 mot cach chac
chan.”
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“T6i biét, toi biét. Toi sé gidi thich cho anh rd sau nay... Nhung cai t6i
yéu cau anh bay gid la doc cho t6i nhitng diéu khoan phu thém ctia ban hgp
dong... Co thu ky cua 6ng Mason sé ghi lai bang t6c ky.”

“T6i da san sang,” Della Street bao tin va cam ldy cai 6ng nghe phu.

Biét rang c6 nguwoi thit ba trén dwong day, Lauton Keller tré lai hoan toan
nha nhan, “Xin chd cho mot chit,” 6ng ta néi. “T6i di tim ban hgp dong.”

Dén gan sau gio thi Della giao cho Jackson mot t@ gidy danh may nhitng
diéu khoan ghi thém vao ban hgp dong.

Jackson lao vao nghién cttu t& gidy do. Mot luc sau, anh ngang dau nhin
t0 gidy vé kinh ngac.

“Cai nay, that la lung,” anh néi... “C6 1€ t6t hon ca la t6i phai xem lai
toan bo tai liéu...”

Anh quay vé phia Jane Keller, “Ba c6 thé vé lay cac van kién d6 ¢ nha
ong anh chong ba va mang lai day ké ca khi co quan da dong ctra va nhét
no vao hom thu riéng cua chung t6i. Nhu vay toi sé c6 tai lieu vao sang
sOm mai va cai do giup chung ta tranh thu thoi gian.”

“Nhuwng ngai nghi vé cong viéc nay nhw thé nao tir nhitng sy viéc ngai da
ro?” Martha can van.

“T6i muon co tai liéu tredc khi phat biéu,” Jackson néi vdi vé than trong.
“Chac chan la nguoi ta da dwa vao mot vai su thay doi trong ban hop dong
mau.”

Ba Stanhope ra hiéu cho em gai.
“Lén duong, Jane,” ba tuyén bo. “Ching ta di tim ban hgp dong.”
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5

Béu doi mi, Perry Mason di tdi treéc ctra phong riéng ctia 6ng ding lic
Della Street trong phong do6 budc ra.

“Ong ddy a?” co kéu lén. “T6i twéng 6ng di ludn roi.”

Mason cuoi, “T6i da c6 cudc noi chuyén s6i noi v6i ong Chudng ly
quan,” ong dap lai. “Va dé dau 6c thoang dang, toi quyét dinh vé qua co
quan, nhiéu khi c6 viéc gi d6 xay ra... Moi ngwoi da veé roi a?”

“Tat ca, trir Jackson. Anh ta dang tra cttu nhitng tai liéu vé luat.”

Nu cwoi ctia Mason rong md, “Tim mot tién 1é cho mot vu méi?”

“Vang... Mot hgp dong cho thué ctia mot ba tén la Keller cho mot ngwoi
stt dung, theo ngwdi nay thi dé la tién thué dé tim dau héa trén mét tai san
ma ba ay thtra ké!”

“Va sao nita?”

“Viéc cho thué da hét ky han, nhung c6 mot diéu khoan trong hgp dong
cho phép ngudi thué dugc st dung tiép trong mot thdi han la sau thang
nita... Nhung ba Keller da ban tai san nay.”

“Tai san thuoc loai nao?”

“M0ot cu lao ¢ gitra song, cach ctra song khodng nam muoi cay so. Cai cu
lao dé6 1a kha 16n va t6i thay hinh nhw n6 sé 1a noi nghi ngoi cia mot nha
triéu phu hon la noi dé khai thac dau hoa.”

“Van deé la lam thé nao tim dwgc mét nha triéu phd,” Mason néi vui...

“Ba Keller va nguoi chi rudt cua ba da tim dwgc mot nguoi: Parker
Benton.”

Mason huyt sao.

“Khon thay,” Della Street ndi tiép. “Nhitng sw chéng doi co thé 1a hop 1é,
va trong cau chuyén nay viéc cho thué c6 thé lam nguy hai dén viéc ban.”

“Jackson nghién cttu vu nay da lau chwa?”
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“Pa qua mot tiéng dong ho. Anh ta da yéu cau hai ba d6 mang dén cho
minh ban hgp dong, hita vdi ho la anh sé nghién citu né vao ngay mai,
nhung toi cling nghe thdy anh 4y goi day noéi vé cho vo la dirng doi anh vé
trong bita an t6i nita. RG rang la anh ta c6 y dinh & lai co quan toi nay.”

“Nguoi dan ba khon kho,” Mason 1am bam.

“Cudi cung la anh ta dong chat ctva phong, va t6i khong biét tin tirc gi vé
anh ta nita.”

“Ching ta can nhin qua phong lam viéc ctia anh dy mot chit cha?”
Mason dé nghi.

Jackson ngoi trong thw vién nghién citu, mot chéng sach dat tredc mat.
Anh ciing khéng nghe thdy tiéng chan ctia Mason va c6 thw ky budc vao.
Mason yén lang nhin anh mot lic lau réi bat chgt 6ng néi, “Thé nao,
Jackson, anh hay con lam viéc kia a?”

Jackson ngang dau va nhap nhay mat, “Mot van dé rat la tha vi, ong
Mason,” anh néi. “M0ot sy tranh chap cua hai diéu khoan trong cing mot
ban hgp dong, diéu nay thi tién liéu sy két thic—cta-viéc thué, néu nguwoi di
thué khong tra hét tién trong mot thoi han nao dd, con diéu kia thi cho phép
trd trong sau thang, it nhat la cho t&i khi nguoi cho thué khong c6 mot van
ban veé su két thic cna viéc cam két.”

Mason ngoi twa mét goc ban, cham mét diéu thudc.

“Va nhitng két luan ctia anh la nhu thé nao?” 6ng hoi.

“Thyc tdm cna toi... c6 cai tan thanh, cé cai phan doéi,” Jackson manh
dan noi.

“P6 la tuy theo treong hgp trong moi vu.”

“Vang...”

Jackson gai dau.

“Ong biét rat ro rdng luat phap cia Nha nudc ta doi hoi nhitng diéu kién
mat quyén trong mot ban hgp dong phdi dwgc phat biéu ro rang, va diéu
khoan phu thém khong thé tuyén bo diéu khoan mau vo6 hiéu lyc.”

“Jackson, anh khong nén quén day la mét hgp déng vé dau hoa.”

“Vang, nhung cling van la viéc cho thué,” Jackson van lai.
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Mason ding lén, di t6i gia sach, 1dy ra mot cudn sach 16n, mang t6i dat
tredc mat Jackson.

“Anh hay xem mot chit cudn sach nay,” 6ng noéi. “Va anh sé thay rang
moi hgp dong cho thué doi vai dat dai cé dau hoa phai duge 1ap mot cach
khac han véi cac hgp dong cho thué don gidn khac. Noéi riéng va nguoc lai
v&i cac hgp dong cho thué thong thuong, nhitng diéu khoan vé phé bé bao
gio cling phai dugc giai thich, bdi nguwoi cho thué. Anh hay nghién ctu tai
liéu nay vé nhitng sy phan x1* ctia cac toa an va anh sé thay la téi khong
lam.”

Jackson nhin Mason, khong gidu diém sy kham phuc ctia minh.

“T6i khong nghi dén diéu d6,” anh thi nhan. “T6i ty héi la 1am thé nao
ma 6ng thay dugc ngay 1ap tirc nhw vay cdi tién 1€ can phai biét. Doi véi toi
thi phai c6 thoi gian.”

“Anh cling nhw toi, anh hiéu biét kha vé luat,” Mason tuyén bd. “Nhung
bao gio anh ciing chi thdy c6 mét phwong dién, con t6i, khi t6i vién dan
mot ly 1€ thi téi bao gio cling dy doan cai ma doi phuwong cé thé dung dé 16i
t0i ra va cho t6i nhitng ct danh... Trong bao nhiéu thoi gian anh c6 thé cé
cau tra 1oi cho hai ba dé, Jackson?”

“Co ¢ 1a ngay kia. T6i con phdi tra cttu thém & mot so tai liéu khac nita.”

Mason lai ng6i xuéng bén goc ban.

“Nhu vay c6 cham qua khong, Jackson?”

“T6i lam viéc khan truong theo kha nang cta t6i.”

“T6i dwoc biét la trong viéc ban nay, nhitng mau thuan phat sinh 1a hgp
1€?”

“Vang.”

“Nhu vay, theo t6i, tat cd phu thudc vao Parker Benton.”

“Néu ong ta muon tai san d6,” Jackson tuyén b, “Ong ta c6 thé tw thay
c6 nhitng nghi ngd vé quyén ctia minh. Néu 6ng ta mua né thi, mac du cé
su doi 1ap khong thé tranh khéi doi véi ngwoi thué, theo toi, chac chan rang
ong ta c6 mot vu kién trén tay. Cai ma 6ng da noi vdi t6i la nhitng tién 1é
khong bao dam rang nguodi thué sé thang cudc, nhung vé luat phap, sw
chéng doéi ctia nguoi dy la hop 18.”
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“Ban hop dong da dugc dang ky chii?”

“Khong, bé ngoai thi theo sy doi hoi cia ngudi thué, trong treong hop
ngugc lai, cai do cé thé bat dau bang viéc tham do tirc khac.”

Mason nhan mat.

“Néu nhv vay,” 6ng néi. “Nguoi thué ndm moi quyén. Ong ta tén 1a gi?”

“Mot ong Scott Shelby nao do.”

“Ong ta c6 tén trong s6 danh ba dién thoai khong?”

“Toi chra xem.”

“Della, 6 hay tim trong s6 danh ba xem sao?” Mason yéu cau.

Trong khi c6 gai lat tim trong mdt cubn so 16n, nguwoi ludt sw noi tiép,
“T6i s¢ rang dé chong vdéi mot ké thu thiéu than trong thi ching ta phai
dung nhitng phwong phap manh mé, Jackson.”

“Cai khai niém don gian dé lam t6i run sg, ong Mason a.”

“Co6 nhitng treong hgp ma nguoi ta khong thé lam khac di dugc, anh
Jackson. Co da tim dugc diéu gi chwa, Della?”

Co gai xac dinh bang cach gat dau va ludt su chi cho c6 chiéc may dién
thoai. Della quay s6, doi mot chiit réi néi, “Ong Scott Shelby, xin 6ng vui
long... Thay mdt cho ong Perry Mason...”

Cb ra hiéu cho luat sw, “Xin dng dirng bé may. Ong Mason s& néi chuyén
v(i ong.”

“Xin chao 6ng Shelby!” Mason no6i sau khi cam may.

“Co6 phai la 6ng Perry Mason ma t6i dwgc han hanh tiép chuyén?” Tiéng
nguoi hoi & dau day dang kia.

“Chinh toi day.”

“Ong muédn gi?”

“Ong c6 mot ngwdi luat sw chiy?”

“Khong. Tai sao?”

“Ong can phai c6 mot vi luat su.”

“Toi khong nghi nhv vay.”

“Ong nham roi.”

“T6i c6 thé héi ong nhitng 1y do cta sv... tin chac do.”
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“T6i dang tién hanh mot cong viéc,” Mason tuyén bo, “va téi dang muon
néi viéc d6 v6i mot dong nghiép cua t6i.”

“Néu la van dé dau hda,” Shelby noi, “thi t6i khong can luat sw. T6i biét
nhiéu vé nhitng viéc thué trén nhitng manh dit c6 dau héa hon bat cit mot
luat sw nao.”

“Viéc cua ong la loai viéec gi?”

“Viéc cho thué cuaa Keller.”

“Va thé nao?”

“Can ct vao ban hgp dong dé,” Shelby néi tiép. “Toi phai trd mot tram
d6-la mot thang cho dén khi téi bat dau khoan. Néu t6i khong tra tién, viéc
cho thué sé két thiic. Cai dé chang c6 gi la phitc tap phai khong a?”

“Vé hinh thirc.”

“Nhung,” Shelby noi tiép. “Trong d6 ciling con c6 mot diéu khoan véi
ndi dung cda no la it nhat nguwdi cho thué khong bao cho téi bang van ban
viét rang viéc cho thué da cham dut thi t6i c6 sau thang dé c6 thé lam tron
nhitng cong viéc cua t6i.”

“Va tai sao ong lai dua diéu khoan d6 vao ban hgp dong, diéu khoan do6
bac lai diéu khoan trong hgp dong mau, thwa 6ng Shelby.”

“Chuyén do rat dai dé giai thich cho 6ng qua dién thoai, thva 6ng Mason.
Nhan thé hém nay t6i dwgc biét ngwoi ta ban manh dat do, va cai do, di
nguoc lai véi nhitng dy dinh cua t6i. Nhung mat khac, toi cling khong c6 tw
twong chong lai viéc ban vGi mot thién chi... Thwa 6ng Mason, ong néi
xem tai sao 6ng khong téi cho t6i? Chung ta c6 thé lam ré6 mot so si viéc.”

“Ong hay nhay nhanh dén ché t6i,” Mason ggi y. “T6i dgi ong.”

“Khong, t6i mudn rang cudc gap go sé ¢ ngay van phong cua t6i. Chac
chan la 6ng hiéu tai sao... Toi cling biét la nhitng thoi han chong doéi nhau
chwa dén... 6ng tGi chit?”

“To6i dén.”

“Sau day bao lau?”

“Chirng muoi phat dong ho.”

“Tuyét voi.”

Mason gac may.
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“Gap nhitng cudn sach dé lai,” 6ng noi vdi Jackson. “Va anh vé nha di.”

Jackson ngam ngudi luat sw, vé hodng hét mot cach that tha.

“Troi, ong Mason, ong t6i gap nguwoi d6 ma khong can biét nhitng diéu
khodn ctia hgp dong mot cach chinh xac.”

“T6i da biét chiing tredc day mot luc. Bi, Della, chac chan 1a t6i can mot
nguoi lam ching.”

“T6i khong thé gitip 6ng nhw 1a mot nhan chitng hay sao?” Jackson hoi.

“T6i rat lo ngai vé viéc nay, anh Jackson. Nguoi dé la mot ké Iiva dao va
cudc gap gd sé rat soi noi va anh sé choang vang, c6 thé lam anh bi ém.
Lén duong, Della.”

“T6i di,” c6 ndi.

Vi vé mat buc boi, Jackson nhin ho ra di.
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6

Mason g0 ctfa van phong cua Shelby va canh ctta dwgc mé gan nhw ngay

tirc khac béi mot ngudi dan 6ng da xanh nhgt, tran do, lung hoi gu. Nguwoi
do6 cé doi mat tham quang, lo ngai, khong nhin thang.

“Ong Mason?” ngudi do6 héi.

Luat su xac nhan, sau do ong nai.

“Va ong, chac chan 6ng la Shelby?”

Ho bat tay nhau.

“Co Street, nguwoi thu ky cia t6i,” Mason gi6i thiéu bang cach ra hiéu
bang dau chi vé phia Della.

“Xin maoi vao,” Shelby nai.

Ho di theo ong ta.

“Co6 Ellen Cushing,” Shelby néi, chi mot ngwdi dan ba tré ngoi tredc mot
ban gidy. “C6 ta diéu khién mot hang kinh doanh bat dong san trong toa
nha nay. T6i biét c6 ta c6 th6i quen lam viéc mudn va t6i da yéu cau co ta
cung dv trong cudc noi chuyén cua ching ta.”

Ong ta dwa mit liéc Mason, 10i cudi.

“Thuc ra, chac chan la 6ng da biét rd, ong Mason, t6i mudén c6 mot nhan
chitng. Thoat tién toi cling dinh gidi thiéu c6 ta nhw la ngwoi thw ky cua t6i,
nhung suy nghi lai, t6i muon to6 ra that tha véi ong. Co Cushing dén gitp
toi trong viéc lam ching.”

“T6t,” luat s noi. “Co Della Street la nguwdi lam chitng cua t6i. Nhw vay
la ching ta binh dang. Va bay gio chiing ta hay tién hanh cong viéc tit cho
khé khan nhat. Ong c6 y kién gi can dé xudt, dng Shelby?”

“Vay thi, thwa 6ng Mason, t6i khong muon chong doéi viéc ban doé chut
nao va toi...”

“Thoéi ding doc dién van nita,” Mason cat ngang. “Chuing ta la nhitng
ngwoi hanh dong, hay ké ra nhitng dé nghi ctia 6ng.”
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“Ba khach hang cua ong dinh danh cho cong viéc nay mot s6 tién la bao
nhiéu?”

“T6i khong biét.”

“Ba dy c6 nghe nhitng 10i khuyén ctia 6ng khong?”

“T6i khong biét gi hon vé viéc do.”

“Ban than 0ng, 6ng c6 thé san sang chi ra ba nhiéu?”

“Rat it, t6i e 1a vay,” Mason tra 161, ngo6i xuéng va vat chéo chan. “Cac vi
c6 mudn hut thude 14 khong?” 6ng hoi va moi thude ba ngudi.

“Cam on, toi hut xi ga,” Shelby néi.

Della Street va Ellen Cushing nhan nhitng diéu thuoc 1a. Khi dwa Itra cho
Cushing, Mason ngam ngudi dan ba tré. Ba ta chwa qua tudi ba muoi,
nhuwng cdp mat mau xam sang, cé anh trang trao lam cho ba c6 vé gia truéc
tu6i. Ba ta c6 mot than hinh hap dan ma nguoi thg may loai gioi da cat b
quan &o lam tén Ién gia tri. Ba ta biét nguwdi luat s dang nhin minh va ba
ngo6i ngay ngan lai, giong diéu thoa man v4i mot nu cwdi mim mia mai.
Mason mim cwdi vdi ba ta, sau d6 quay vé phia Shelby.

“Néu ong tudng rang da tim dwgc mot miéng moi dé dang thi 6ng da
lam,” 6ng noi.

“T6i dugc biét dieu doé tir cu dién thoai cta ong.”

“T6i thay rang chung ta da hiéu nhau.”

“Tuy nhién,” Shelby tiép tuc néi. “Ong khong nén twéng ring tdi mudn
1gi dung cac co hoi dé bép cd ba khach ctia 6ng. Bung la t6i khong biét
viéc ban dé cho dén khi ba Keller néi cho nguwdi dai dién cua t6i ¢ ngan
hang biét diéu d6.”

Mason yén lang, nguoi ta khong thé doan ra la 6ng c6 cho viéc do la
khong quan trong hay la 6ng cho rang nguwoi doi thoai v6i minh la mot ké
néi doi.

Shelby nhin ong.

“Xin 6ng nai tiép,” luat su tuyén bo.

“T6i muodn thong bao cho tit cd cac bén co6 lién quan rang téi da thué
manh dat d6. Nhitng gidy bao da dwgc chuan bi. Toi sé kém vao d6 mot ban
sao cua ban hgp dong thué. T6i rat buon la da phai lam nhwv vay khi viéc
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ban da dwoc thoa thuan, nhwng to6i khong thé hanh dong khac duwgc ma
khong thwong ton dén nhitng 1gi ich cta t6i. Mdt khac t6i biét chac chan
rang Benton khong muon cho t6éi duwgc thué tiép mot khi 6ng ta mua xong
hon cu lao d6. T6i doan chitng 6ng &y mudn ty do mua moi quyeén dia dich
va nhitng nguwdoi ban phai cho 6ng ay moi sy bao hiém vé nhitng hau qua
xau. Giay bao cua toi sé bAo ddm moi quyeén cta t6i.”

“Ong khong c6 mdt quyén nao ca.”

“Ban hgp dong thi khang dinh la nguwgc lai.”

“Khong phai la ban hgp dong ma la mot diéu khoan phu thém.”

“Cai d6é khong cé gi quan trong. Diéu quan trong la 6ng Parker Benton
khong bao gid muon trd ba muoi ngan do-la dé c6 mot don kién trén tay.”

“Ong sé khong dé mot don kién nao.”

“T6i sé lam viéc dé néu khéng con mot cach nao dé bao vé nhitng quyén
cta toi. Nhung t6i hy vong, that vay, nguoi ta sé di dén mot théa thuan 6n
thoa.”

“Ong phai trd muwoi ngan dé-la cho don kién, do 1a ré nhat,” Mason néi.

“Va chac chan la kéo dai trong nam nam,” Shelby néi thém v&i mot
giong on ton.

“Trong thdi gian dé 6ng phai tiép tuc trd mot tram do-la mot thang.”

“Pung. Nhung ba khach hang cia 6ng cting khong thé tra it hon.”

“Cai do6 chang dwa ong dén dau ca.”

“Ba khach cua ong cling vay thoi.”

“Va lai ching toi c6 thé ra trvdc mot toa an dé tuyén bo rang yéu cau cta
ong la khong thé chap nhan dugc.”

“T6i biét, thira 6Gng Mason, mot khi ngwoi ta da nhay vao viéc t6 tung thi
nguoi ta khong ra nita. D6 la tai sao t6i vira néi véi ong la toi san sang diéu
dinh. T6i tha thyc véi ong t6i khong biét viéc ban cho dén khi...”

“Cho dén khi nao?”

“Cho dén khi ba Keller néi vé diéu dé cho ngudi dai dién cuia toi.”

“Ai da cho ong biét tén ngwoi mua?”

“Ba Keller.”

“Ba ay da noi o tén cua Parker Benton?”
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“Vang.”

“Va s0 tién ba muoi ngan dé-la ma ong vira noi, cling la do ba Keller
cung cap cho 6ng?”

“T6i khong muon bi dat trong mdt cudc chat van, 6ng Mason,” Shelby
tuyén bo. “Ching ta khong phai dang ¢ tredc mot toa an.”

“Ong mudn bao nhiéu?” ngwdi luat sw héi.

Shelby nhin thang vao 6ng r6i chdm chap no6i, “Muwdi ngan do-la.”

Mason ditng 1én, ra hiéu cho Della va tuyén bo, “P6 la tat ca, cam on.”

“T6i khuyén 6ng la hdy suy nghi vé dé nghi cta t6i,” Shelby ndi.
“Benton c6 thé trd cho hon cu lao dy nhiéu hon cai gia ctia nd, hon nita
trong moi tredng hop khong mot nguwdi mua nao khac trd cao hon. Dé nghi
cla toi rat la wu dai.”

Mason ltc nay di dén ctta, ong quay lai.

“T6i xin bao trudc cho 6ng,” luat st no6i. “Rang mat khi t6i da chién dau,
t0i co6 thoi quen la di dén tan cung.”

“M0ot sy bi mat nay cé gia bang mot sy bi mat khac,” Shelby tuyén bo.
“Khi t6i chién dau, t6i cling vay, t6i khong phai la mot dira tré trong doi
dong ca.”

“That la tot,” luat sw n6i. “Nhu vay, it nhat ching ta biét chiing ta dang &
dau.”

“Hon thé, thwa 6ng Mason, sau ltic 6ng rdi van phong nay, toi sé lam mot
ban phan khang viéc ban nay.”

“Néu 6ng lam cai do,” luat suw dap lai. “Toi sé dua 6ng ra tredc cong ly
va doi héi xem lai viéc thué vi c6 sy ltra ddo. T6i cling kién dng vé sy
chiém doat danh hiéu chta s& hitu dé lam nhitng viéc gian lan khi ky ban
hop doéng.”

“Ong c6 thé 1am céi gi 6ng muén,” Shelby néi. “Nhwng phai mat rat
nhiéu thdi gian thi cac toa 4n mdi c6 thé xét dén tdt ca nhitng dieu do.
Trong khi d6, Benton dda mua va ban hang ntta ta cac tai san khac, va ba
khach cta 6ng & lai vdi hon cu lao ctia minh, viéc ma khong ai muon.”

Mason c6 vé ngdp ngirng, “Ong nghi ring khoan tien ma Benton dua sé
nhiéu hon rat nhiéu so6 tién ma ba khach hang cua t6i c6 thé dwa?”
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“Nhiéu hon rat nhiéu.”

“Con s6, néu 6ng mudn no6i.”

Shelby suy nghi.

“Benton da trd gia ba mwoi ngan d6-la,” ong ta tuyén bo. “Theo tbi, cai
cu lao d6 chi dang muoi lam ngan d6-la. Tuy nhién t6i san sang ha xudng
muoi ngan, con dé cho ba khach hang ctia 6ng ndm ngan do-la tién lai
rong.”

“Ong c6 cho rdng thic ra céi ci lao d6 khong cao hon mudi 1dm ngan
do6-la khong?”

“Pung la nhu vay.”

“Va, néu nguoi ta cho 6ng muwdi ngan, ong sé khong lam ban phan
khang?”

“Vang.”

“Ong van gift nguyén con s6 d6? Mudi ngan?”

“Vang.”

“Thé 1a da. Ong hiy nhé con s6 d6 va khong nén quén ring theo y mudn
ctia 6ng, 6ng Benton da phai trd muwoi lam ngan nhiéu hon gia tri ctia cac
cai cu lao do.”

“T6i khong hiéu...”

Mason cuoi, “Mot khi ong bi kién vi toi chiém doat danh hiéu cha s&
hitu,” Mason tuyén bo, “thi toi doi 6ng phdi boi thuwong. Néu 6ng chong lai,
thi 6ng phai 14y tién trong tdi ra dé tra khoan chénh léch gitta so tién ma
Benton tra cho ba khach hang ctia t6i véi gia thyc té€ ctia hon cu lao do.”

“T6i cho rang dng khong thé cé dwgc mot xu nao vé tién boi thuong.”

“Con toi thi t6i hy vong di dén mot sy thoa thuan on théa.”

“Khong ai muon... cai gia dé ca.”

“T6i c6 thé gidm b6t it nhiéu theo dy kién cta t6i.”

“Vidu?”

“Chung ta n6i giam bét mwoi ngan do-la... C6é thé gidam b6t muwdi ngan.”

“P¢ la 10i cudi cung cta 6ng?”

“Vang.”

“Nhu vay, xin chao ong.”

https://thuviensach.vn



Mason m@ ctra va ditng tranh sang mdt bén dé Della di truéc.

Shelby tién buwéc vé phia ho.

“Cu0i cung, thwa 6ng Mason,” Shelby néi, “day la mét so tién 1on...”

Nhung nguoi luat su da khép canh ctra lai.

“Thwa sép, 6ng c6 cho rang, han san sang c6 nhitng sy nhwrgng b mai
nita khong?” Della hoi trong khi Mason buwéc dén cira thang may va an vao
nit xuong.

“Chac chan la nhw vay.”

“Tai sao ching ta lai ra vé?”

“Han khong thé ha gia xuong dwéi nam ngan do-la. Nguoc lai thay toi
cat dit moi cudc mac cd, Shelby sé sg, vi han khong biét t6i c6 nhitng
manh 16i gi trong tii ma t6i khong n6i cho han biét.”

“Vira roi ong doi x vGi han cé phan qua té.”

“C0 nghi nhuv vay?”

“Ong nghi ring hin 1a mot tén liva dao?”

“Pung, co Della a.”

“Va nguoi lam chitng cua han?”

Mason cwoi, “Lam chitng, theo t6i,” 6ng no6i. “Chac phan rang co & c6
nhitng lgi ich trong mwu mo nay.”

INE

“Co khong nén quén rang a ta diéu khién mét hang kinh doanh bat dong
san, Della,” Mason gidi thich. “Lam thé nao ma Shelby lai c6 thé biét dwoc
soO tién ma Berton phdi trd, néu khong c6 c6 a.”

Thang may lén dirng lai. Ctira m& va mot ngudi bat than tr trong khoang
thang may di ra tién vé phia van phong ctia Shelby. Dot nhién nguwoi doé
dirng lai, quay dau vé phia sau, ngac nhién.

“Nay, nay,” Mason noi. “Trung si Dorset trong doi diéu tra cac vu giét
nguwoi. Con gi6 tot lanh nao dwa ong téi day, ong trung si? Tim kiém mot
xac chét phai khong?”

Dorset ditng han lai va no6i véi nguwdi phuc vu thang mdy, “Anh hay di
xuéng. Ong day sé goi anh sau!”
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Sau d6 quay vé phia luat sw, “Ong Mason, t6i muén néi chuyén véi
ong.”

Mason cuwoi mot cach dé mén, “T6i nghe 6ng,” 6ng tuyén bo. “Trong
treong hgp ong khong hiéu toi, t6i sé c6 mot cudc gap go thu vi véi 6ng
chwong 1y quan sau. Néu la van dé ciaa cung mot vy, t6i ngai rang to6i khong
thé cho 6ng biét thém diéu gi.”

Nguoi canh sat khong chi y dén nhitng diéu luat su noi.

“Ong dén tham ai trong tda nha nay?” anh ta lo ngai héi.

Van twoi cuoi, nhung Mason khong tra 10i.

“Pugc, duge... ong khong thé bo duge cai kiéu choi ranh manh a?”
Dorset t6 ra buc bdi. Anh ta 1ay tay chi ctta phong Shelby. “Ong c6 lién
quan gi trong cau chuyén thudc doc?”

Mason da nhe vao chan Della.

“Ai lam 6ng tudng rang toi biét maot vai diéu gi?” ong hoi.

“Ul... T6i bo cho dng, thua dng Mason, 1a tdi khong dé ai can thiép
vao. Néu ong dai dién cho nguoi da dau doc va néu ong ct 1ap li€m vu nay,
thi 6ng sé khong c6 mét sy may man nao dau, 6ng ban gia a. Bac si da gitr
nhitng vat nén ra va da phan tich. Trong d6 c6 kha nhiéu chat thach tin da
dé giét mot con ngwa. Va do la ly do toi téi day. Con Ong, 6ng lam gi &
day?”

“Chung ta néi,” Mason tuyén bo vdi giong ngot ngao, “rang sy gap go
cta ching ta trong toa nha nay la rat tinh co.”

Dorset cau may, “Nhu 6ng mudn, thwa 6ng Mason. Nhung 6ng khong
nén quén rang téi da bao trudc cho ong va 6ng khong nén tGi day dé than
van va@i toi nita. Xin chao ong.”

“Chao ong,” Mason dap lai.

Ong 4n ntt thang mdy trong khi dé thi Dorset di sau vao hanh lang.

“Mot vu dau doc? Ong c6 cho ring cé ai d6 mudn giét 6ng Scott Shelby
khong?” Della hai.

“Quy that, néu toi biét,” Mason néi. “Mot vu dau doc a? Hir... That 1a la
lung, c6 khong nghi nhv vay a, Della?”
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Ngéy hom sau Mason tdi van phong ding tam gio ba muoi va khi trong
thay ong, Della Street khong giau n6i vé ngac nhién.

“Co lay lam la khi thay t6i dén co quan sém nhw vay phai khong?” ong
noéi, “Toi mudn gap ba Keller néu ba dy tdi day sang nay. Cai y nghi dugc
choi lai mot cd doi véi tén ltira ddo Shelby d6 1am t6i thich tha.

“T6i chwa kip lau lai ban gidy cta 6ng,” Della néi.

“Khong cé gi la quan trong. To6i sé ngo6i trong thuw vién dé nghién citu
mot vai tai liéu. Trong thoi gian do c6 cé thé quét tat ca bui bam néu co
muon. Chiéu hém qua cac ba khach d6 c6 mang ban hgp dong ctia ho dén
khong?”

“Co,” nguoi thu ky néi. “Cac ba ay da nhét né vao thung thw nhw da hen
trudc.”

Co dwa 6ng mot chiéc phong bi. Mason mé phong bi 1y ra tdp van ban
va doc né trong mot lic, sau do ong di vé ban gidy cia minh, ngbi twa lung
vao thanh ghé, chan gac 1én ban va tiép tuc nghién cttu ban hgp dong.

“Jackson sé dén vao lic may gio, co Della?” 6ng hoi.

“Vao diang chin gio. Nguoi ta c6 thé diéu chinh dong ho khi anh ay téi
co quan. Anh ta sé lam viéc cho dén muwoi hodc muwoi mot gio dém. Nhung
bu6i sang thi khong khi nao anh dén cham du chi mot phut.”

“Tot... Co cb thé ndi vai Gertie khi co ay tdi, rang t6i can gap ba Keller
ngay khi ba ay t6i, khong dé ba ta phai dgi.”

“Gertie da dén r6i.”

Della nhac may va n6i mot lic véi ngwoi phu trach tong dai dién thoai.

“Vang... ba Keller... Nhung chi noi gi? Cho mot lat...”

CoO ta quay vé phia Mason, “Gertie khong biét rang ong da dén. C6 mot
ong khach dogi 6ng. Chi ay noi la 6ng khong bao gio dén co quan trwdc chin
gi® ba mwoi va chi ay da noi véi ong khach cho.”
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“Tén 6ng ay la gi?”

“T6i s& hoi chi dy... Ong khach tén 1a... Ai Gertie?”

Co0 quay lai phia luat sw mot lan nita.

“Parker Benton,” c6 tuyén bé.

“Néi co ta moi 6ng ay vao ngay,” ong noi gap.

Hai muoi giay sau, Parker buéc vao van phong. b6 la mot con nguoi
manh khée, vai rong, téc mau sdm lac dac cé nhitng soi tring. Ong ta
khodng nam muoi ndm tudi, dau khong doi mi. Da rdm nang chitng t6 6ng
da di lai nhiéu trong doi minh. Hai ngwoi bat tay nhau va Mason ra hiéu
moi Ong ta ngoi.

“Thuc ra,” Benton ndi. “Toi khong hy vong la dugc gap ngai. Chinh ra la
toi doi ong Jackson.”

“Ai da gidi thiéu ong Jackson vGi 6ng?” ong luat su hoi.

“Jane Keller.”

“Ong da gip ba dy?”

“Khong, chung toi noi chuyen qua dién thoai.”

“Ong c6 thé néi tém tit cau chuyén dwoc khong?”

“T6i twong rang ngai da biét r6i.”

Mason cuoi.

“Chinh la t6i muén dwgc biét cach nhin nhan cta 6ng.”

“Néu ngai muon... Chiéu hom qua mét ngwdi tén la Shelby da tiép xuc
vdi t0i, cho toi r6 la 6ng ta da biét y dinh cta t6i mua céi cu lao cta ba
Keller va bao trdc cho roi rang ong ta dang thué hon cu lao dé va diéu do
cho phép 6ng ta tién hanh khoan thim do & ddy. Ong ta néi thém chic hin
rang t6i mua dam dat d6 dé xay dung mot ng6i nha va khong mudn & day
c6 nhitng thap khoan. Va o6ng ta tuyén bo san sang thyc hién mé6t sy dan
x€ép vai t6i.”

“Ong da tra 15i 6ng ta nhu thé nao?”

“T6i da dat ra nhitng cau hoéi véi ong ay.”

“Sau d6?”

“Sau d6 toi tong c6 6ng ay di! Toi rat ghét bon tong tién.”

Mason yén lang xac nhan.
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“Vé mat phap luat thi cong viéc ra sao?” Benton hdi.

“Theo nhitng diéu t6i nam dwgc thi vi tri cia Shelby la khong thé bénh
vuc dege. Ban hgp dong cua ong ta da két thiic cach didy nam thang. Bang
moi cach ong ta chi co6 cai ma nguoi ta goi sy pho nhugng vat thue cua
nguoi thué vao lic két thic hgp dong bang sy iy thuan mac nhién giira hai
bén.”

“Keé ca khi néu ngudi ta duwa viéc nay ra trude toa an...”

“... Chung ta chac chan sé thang kién.”

“Nhung cai do sé kéo dai, mot cong viéc nhw thé?”

Mason lay tay vu6t mé téc.

“Xin hdy thanh thyc, thva ngai Mason,” Benton néi. “T6i la mot nha
kinh doanh va t6i c6 théi quen nhin thang vao sy viéc: Va lai, néu can thi
t0i c6 nhitng ludt sw gioi. Pon gian la to6i khong mudn mat thi gio.”

“Tat ca phu thudc vao y dinh cta 6ng ta,” Mason noi. “Theo viéc ong ta
loe bip hay la 6ng ta san sang dwa chiing ta dén cho kho khan...”

“Ong 4y s& gay cho ching ta nhiéu khé khin.”

“Ong biét 6ng ta?”

“T6i biét 6ng ay... mot cach khong tryc tiép, 1a toi rat muén c6 hon cu
lao dé6. Mt khac, thyc ra toi cling khong mudn thay dau hoéa chay vot 1én
trong vueon cua toi, cling khong muon thdy né thay thé nuwdc trong bé boi
cua toi.”

Mason xac nhan.

“Shelby la mot tay citng ran,” Benton no6i tiép. “Ciling la mot tay cé tai
chim gai, t6i dugc biét 1a nhu thé. Han da c6 hai doi vg, ngudi vg thit ba it
tudi hon han nhiéu. Ngudi ta khong roé 1am vé hoan canh tai chinh ctia han
vi han khéng cé quan hé véi ngan hang. Ngwoi ta cling noi la han mang tat
ca tién trong nguwoi han. Tai khoan ctia han la s6 khong.”

“Ong cho réng hin rip tm tron thué?”

Benton ra ct chi 1a khéng biét ro.

“T6i rit ra nhitng két luan cua t6i,” Benton ndi. “Con ngai thi c6 nhitng
két luan cua minh. Ching ta khong thé theo dudi céng viéc bang sy vu
khong.”
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Mason im lang mot vai giay trudce khi hoi, “Tai sao ong tGi day?”

“T6i mubn c6 mot vai nhan xét vé phuwong dién phap luat cia céng viéc.”

“Ong vira n6i rang 6ng c6 nhiéu luat su gisi.”

“Pung la nhu vay, nhung t6i nghi rang ngai hiéu rd cong viéc hon ho.”

“Tai sao ong tdi day?” Mason hoi lai.

“Mason, ngai da thang... T6i s€ noi rd cach choi va 1at ngira bai trén ban.
Tai san do6 chi dang gia tr muwdi lam dén hai mwoi ngan do-la. T6i san sang
trd ba muoi ngan dé-la vi t6i mudn c6 né.”

“Ong can n6 dén thé u?”

“Rat can.”

“N6i cach khac, véi diéu kién la c6 duwgc hon cu lao do6, 6ng cling san
sang tra mot cai gi dé cho Shelby.”

“Cau trd 10i cho cau héi dé vwra don gian lai vira phic tap,” Benton noi.
“Van dé tién bac la khong dang ké nhung lai la mot van dé thudc vé nguyén
tac. T6i khong mudn tré thanh mét con nguwsi dé dang cé dugc tai san.
Nhung t6i mudn c6 dwge hon cu lao dy. Va néu can mua sy im lang cua
Shelby thi chinh la ngai lam gitip t6i viéc ay. Ngai hiéu t6i chii?”

Mason xac nhan.

“Shelby loe bip,” Benton tiép tuc n6i. “Tay ay muon tién ctia ching ta,
nhung xét cho cung han khéng c6 mét don kién nao.”

“Ong muédn noéi gi?”

“Co phai la ngai cho goi day noi vai toi sang s6m hom nay khong?”

Mason ra ddu hiéu la khong.

“Rang sang nay,” Benton ndi. “T0i bi chudong cta may dién thoai danh
thitc. Nguwoi néi dau day dang kia la nguwdi dan ba, nguwoi dan ba dy to ra
hiéu biét cong viéc. Nguwoi dy ndi vGi toi rang ba ta dé nghi t6i, mach cho
t0i mOt manh dat t6t. Ba ta tuyén bo rang néu t6i bao dam vai Shelby va vg
ong ta la c6 mot chuyén du hanh trén chiéc thuyén may ctia t6i dén hon cu
lao d6 thi chac chan la t6i c6 may man la cong viéc dugce thu xép on thoa.
Nguoi dan ba do, xin mé ngodc la ba ta c6 mot giong noi rat tot, nguwdi dan
ba d6 néi thém rang Shelby thich cach lam viéc nhw vay nhung ong ta
buwdong binh nhw mot con ltra. Shelby da xac nhan vGi nguoi dua tin nay
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rang do6 la yéu t6 mau muc cta cach giadi quyét cong viéc... Ngai nghi vé
viéc nay nhv thé nao?”

“Ong khong biét rd gi vé ngudi dwa tin cho dng a?”

“Tuyét doi la khong.”

“Va ba ta doi héi rdang cudc gap go cta 6ng vGi Shelby sé dién ra trén
thuyén may?”

“Vang.”

“Va 6ng sé cho thuyén may di dén hon cu lao?”

“Vang.”

“Theo t6i,” Mason n6i. “Chac chan do6 la ba Shelby goi day néi cho ong
nhung khong néi tén. Va ding la ngudi chong bao ba ta lam nhw vay.”

“Po la 101 giai thich hgp ly,” Benton thwra nhan.

“Ong quyét dinh ra sao?”

Benton cudi. “Toi sé goi dién thoai cho Shelby va t6i sé moi han ta ké ca
vo han, di choi thuyén. T6i cling yéu cau 6ng dén véi ching toi va toi cling
moi cad ba Keller cung dén. Moi nguwoi sé thdo luan va néu Shelby to ra biét
diéu, nguoi ta sé cho han mot cai gi dé tr so tién do, trich cia ngwdi mua
va ctia ngwoi ban va lam cho han phai ky vao gidy khudc tir quyén khoan
dat.”

“Ong c6 can mot 15i khuyén khong?”

“To6i xin nghe ngai.”

“Ong hay néi v6i Shelby ring, 6ng s& lam mot cudc van dong vdi toa an
dé c6 dugc mot tuyén bo rang hon cu lao tam thoi khong duwoc st dung. D6
la mot thi doan hoan toan don gian. Nhv vay ong cé thé yén lang mua
dugce tai sdn d6 va néu Shelby mudn st dung cac quyén cua minh thi chinh
han bat budc phai kién ong trude.”

“Trong tay toi hién c6 mot 14 don nhu thé.”

“Vang, nhung Shelby 1a ngudi yéu cau thi dé bi danh hon la Shelby la
nguoi bi don, va néu han biét nhw vay.”

“Toi hiéu.”

“Néu ching ta danh Shelby, han sé kéo dai cong viéc. Néu ching ta thic
day han danh chung ta, han sé roi vao hoan canh khé khan.”
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Benton can moi.

“Ngai chwa 1ap gia dinh chi, ngai Mason? Ong ta héi bat chgt.”

“Chuwa.”

“T6i rat muodn la ngai dén vai ching téi. Ching tdi nho neo lic bon gio.
D6 la mot thuyén mdy 16n cé rat nhiéu buong. Ngai c6 muén mang theo
mot nguwoi nao do khong?”

Mason dwa mat nhin Della. Co kin ddo gat dau ra hiéu bang long.

“T6i sé yéu cau c6 thu ky cua toi di theo,” luat su tuyén bo.

“Rat t6t. Va néu ngai muon mang theo nhitng ngwoi khac nita thi cac vi
ay sé la nhitng vi khach nong hau cua t6i. Nhu vay ching ta sé gap nhau dé
chiu va co6 ich. Sau khi moi ngudi lam quen vdi nhau, nguoi ta sé ban bac.
Va cadm on vé nhitng 16i khuyén ctia ngai, ngai Mason.”

“Chung ta sé gap nhau ¢ dau?”

“T6i sé cho xe dén dén céac vi vao lic 3 gio 30... Con 6ng Jackson? Ngai
khong nghi rang 6ng dy phéi dén véi ching toi sao?”

Mason cuwoi, “Toi sg rang 6ng Jackson khong tim thdy cudn sach luat
hoc nao néu 1én mot tién 1€ vé nguyén tac théa thudn trén mot con tau vui
choi dau.”

“Ngai muon noéi rang néu khong cé6 mot tién 1€ thi ong ay khong thé lam
gl dugc phai khong?”

“Tuyét doi khéng lam gi dugce.”

“Nhu vay,” Benton noi. “Chung ta cho qua viéc ong Jackson.”

“Chung toi c6 thé tré vé vao budi chiéu dugce khéng?”

Benton lim dim mat, “Néi cho ding ra thi t6i nghi la khong thé dugc,
ngai Mason. Nhung nhitng nguwdi khac thi té6i khong néi. Chuyén di dén
hon cu lao sé dai. Hon nita ngay mai thoi tiét dy bao sé néng va nhu vay thi
bubi chiéu sé cé swong mu. Ma chay tau trong thdi gian swong mu thi rat
nguy hiém.”

“T6i hiéu.”

“Nhur vay ngai hdy mang cong viéc can thiét dé lam vao ban dém trén
thuyén... va ngai Mason, ngai ditng ngac nhién khi gap trén thuyén cta t6i
nhitng con chim ky la.”
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8

Déi khoang bon mwoi mét, moi chi tiét du nhé cling rat sang trong, chiéc
thuyén may cham chap di ngugc dong song. Co may Diesel khde lam rung
chuyén nhe con thuyén, nhung nguwdoi ta cting kho nhan ra diéu dé. Parker
Benton gi6i thiéu con thuyén vdi nhitng ngwdi khach moi, Mason nhan ra
tai sao nha triéu phu dé dang chap nhan sy goi y c6 mét cudc thao luén trén
thuyén. Vi chiéc thuyén may la chitng c¢ xac thyc vé sitc manh tai chinh
cta chid né, va Shelby cling khong thé khong nhan ra diéu dé.

Vi luat su da lam quen dugc v6i Jane Keller, véi Lauton Keller ma trong
con mat cwdi cot ctia nguwdi nay 6ng nhan ra mot sy 4c tdm nao do, roi vai
Matha Stanhope va c6 con gai Margie ctia ba, ma Benton da moi dén.

Scott Shelby ro rang la té ra khé chiu, c¢6 gang té ra than ai vGi moi
nguwoi nhung nguwoi ta nhan ra viéc dé doi héi ¢ han mot c6 gang 16n.

Nguwgc lai, Mason nhan ra mot sy xac thye va dé chiu ngac nhién khi cui
chao Marion Shelby - mot nguwoi dan ba xinh dep khoang hai muoi lam
tudi, téc nau den, mat xam xanh, dang diéu gian di va khong bat chudc ai.
Trong thay ba ta, nguwdi ta c6 thé nhan thay ba cling khéng hiéu, nhitng ly
do da dan vg chong ba di choi thuyén. Ba ta luon ludn t6 ra rat hai long vé
su sang trong cua con thuyén.

Benton ra 1énh bay tiéc cdc tai.

“Chung ta dirng voi ban cong viéc,” ong ta tuyén bo. “Viéc ban bac sé
tién hanh sau bita an chiéu. Trong khi chd dgi, chiing ta nghi ngoi va tan
huwéng thoi tiét dep.”

Tiép d6 ong dan khach moi di tham md6t vong con thuyén, chi cho ho
nhiéu phong, buéng may v.v...

Sau khi di tham, Mason 1én bong tau, ty khuyu tay lén thanh tau c6 nhin
canh vat trén bo cach tau chirng nam tram mét. Bat chgt 6ng cam thdy sy
cO madt cua nguoi la ¢ bén canh va quay lai. Do la Scott Shelby.
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“Thwa ngai,” ngwoi nay néi. “T6i mudn néi chuyén nay véi ngai.”

“T6i sg rang toi khong thé 1am hai long 6ng dwoc,” luat su lanh nhat néi.

“Ngai mudn noi gi?”

“Y kién cta Benton muén ring chiing ta s& c6 mot cudc thao ludn dong
da, mot cudc thao luan tap thé. Ong ta khong thich t6i cé cudc néi chuyén
rieng v4i ong hodc v6i mot ngwoi nao khac trede do.”

“Pay thudc vé mot chuyén khac.”

“Chuyeén gi?”

“Vé viéc ban ngai, trung s Dorset. Ong ta da héi t6i rat ti mi, c6 ging dé
t0i phai néi ré nhitng 1y do da dan dén viéc ngai gap toi trudc do.”

“That la loai ngudi to mo.”

“Mot viéc la lung da xay ra.”

“Pirng noi véi téi néu 6ng khong can thiét quan tam.”

“Nhung to6i lai mudn néi véi ngai.”

“T6i da dai dién cho ba Jane Keller. Toi khong thé dai dién cho 6ng dwoc
ntra.”

“T6i hiéu diéu d6.”

“Trong treong hgp nhu vay, ong con gi ma noi voi toi nita.”

“Thé nay, toi muon rang ngai gap trung si Dorset, con ngudi ay khong
thich t6i.”

“Ong khong phai 1a nguoi duy nhat.”

“T6i nghi rang 6ng ta mwu toan mot viéc gi ddy, rang ong ta chuan bi
nhiing tay vao mot viéc dé lam lién luy t&i mot nguwdi nao d6 vé mot viéc gi
de.”

“Cai ma ong néi rat mo ho.”

“Kho thay t6i khong biét nhiéu hon.”

“Ong c6 thdy tdi ngan qué roi khong, nhung to6i khong phai 1a ngudi c6
cai nhin thdu su6t moi viéc.”

“Cach day mot vai ngay toi la nan nhan ctia mot cudc dau doc.”

INE

“T6i da twdng rang t6i an phai cai gi da bi 0i, nhwng thue ra lai phic tap
hon nhu thé. D6 it nhat 1a diéu t6i n6i v6i Dorset. Va ong ta du dinh lam
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rum beng xung quanh chuyén nay.”

Co6 mot vai gidy yén lang. Nguwoi ta nghe ro tiéng nwdc dap vao man
thuyén. Sau d6 Mason noi, “T6i nghe ong. D6 1a diéu téi c6 thé hira vGi
ong.”

“Vg t6i va t6i,” Shelby néi tiép, “da an trwa & khach san. Ching t6i dung
cac mon an khong giong nhau. Toi udng vang do, ba ay thich an so huyét
ran va rau. Nhung khi trang miéng thi ching t6i dung cung mot thir. Chung
toi thady kho chiu sau khi an chirng ntra tiéng dong ho. Vo toi chi thay khé &
thodng qua nhung t6i thi bi nang hon. Trong moi truong hop téi cho rang
toi da an phai cai gi da bi thiu.”

“Cai do t6i thay cling c6 thé la nhw vay.”

“Quan niém cua ngai?”

Mason cuoi.

“T6i tir chdi phat biéu y kién,” 6ng no6i. Shelby ném cho 6ng mét cai
nhin kho chiu, ré6i bt thinh linh thay d6i hwéng nhin.

Mason ngam nuwéc chdy va mot sy im lang méi kéo theo. Cudi cung
nguoi luat sw néi, “Nguoi ta noi la sé tha neo ¢ cu lao.”

“T0i cling nght nhw vay,” Shelby noi giong kho khan. “T6i nght la ching
ta dang n6i dén mot vu dau doc.”

“Putng nhu thé a?”

“Tdi rat dau dén dén mitc toi phai t6i thim mot 6ng bac gia. Ong ta ciing
chita chay cho vg véi t6i. Toi da néi vdi 6ng dy rang ngwoi ta da cé thé cho
ching t6i an nhitng dé hop da hong vi t6i thdy c6 vi kim loai trong miéng.
Va ngai co6 biét viéc gi da xdy ra?”

“T6i khong c6 y kién gi.”

“Ong ban Dorset ctia ngai t&i gip tdi chiéu hém qua da tuyén bé ngay
rang t6i bi dau doc bang thach tin. T6i nghi rang 6ng ta mudn lam to
chuyeén.”

“Con gi nita?”

“Con nita! Ong ta da hoi tdi ring tdi c6 nhitng ké thu khong va dit ra cho
toi hang dong van dé nita. Quy bat ong ta di cho r6i! T6i khéng muon
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nguoi ta no6i cai dé trén bao. Toi dang cé rat nhiéu viéc quan trong phai lam
va loai chuyén nhu thé chi lam hai t6i thoi.”

“Theo Dorset thi ké dau doc lam thé nao ma c6 thé cho thach tin vao
thirc an cua ong dvgc.”

“Ong ta khong biét gi ca va ép budc tdi 1a néi ké dé vé6i éng ta. Tai sao
ong ay khong dén héi & khach san, chac chan do la sy v y ctia ngwoi lam
bép.”

“Khong c6 ai bi kho ¢ nita chu?”

“Dorset khang dinh la khong c6 mdt 1a don nao vé viéc nay.”

Mason nhin vé phia chan troi, khong néi gi. Mat troi xudng thap, mot 16p
mu nhe bat dau noi trén mat nwdc.

Carlotta Benton, vg Parker Benton di dén cho ho.

“A! Cac ngai,” ba ta noi vdi hai nguwoi. “Troi, sao cac ngai c6 vé madt
nghiém trong thé? Toi hy vong rang cac ngai khong noi vé cong viéc.”

“Khéng mot chit nao, khong mdt chit ndo,” Mason cudi néi. “Ong
Shelby noéi véi toi vé bénh tat cia 6ng ay.”

Shelby da khé vao chan nguoi luat su.

“Vang,” han giai thich. “T6i da bi ngd doc sau khi an & mot khach san.”

“That vay, c6 nhitng ngudi cho khach an bat ké cai gi. Toi hy vong rang
ong da binh phuc,” ba Benton nai.

“Bay gio thi toi rat khde manh,” Shelby néi.

“Ong c6 vé con xanh.”

“Toi thi bao gio cling vay.”

“Cudi cung cai chinh la 6ng thdy manh khée. Pi thoi cac ngai, theo toi.
Ching ta lam mot tiéc coc tay trwedc khi an chiéu. Bita an sé duwgc phuc vu
sau day ntta gio.”

“Ba c6 biét,” Mason hoéi ba Benton, “rang chiing ra sé dén cho6 nao, la
mot bén dau xac dinh hay ching ta chi lam mot chuyén du hanh don gian.”

Trong khi noi, dng gitt mot vé hoan toan than nhién.

Ba Benton cuoi, “T6i tir choi tra 10i. Bén dau la bi mat.”

“T6i,” Shelby néi. “T6i chac chan rang ngudi ta sé dén cu lao.”
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Ba ta lai cudi twoi hon, “Xin 6ng tha 16i cho sy dang tri cta t6i. Cai do
da c6 trong hai muwoi ndam nay tir ngay toi két hén va suot thoi gian dé, toi
da hoc cach yén ling. It ra 1a d6i v6i nhitng van dé cia cong viéc.”

Ho déu cwoi ro6i di theo ngudi dan ba dén phan boong tau cé trdi mot tam
vai day, & do6 chiéc radi6 dang phat ban nhac khiéu vii. Khi ho téi noi thi
ban nhac ngung lai. Quang tay Parker Benton, Della Street to vé thich thq,
Lauton Keller theo Marion Shelby dén cho ngo6i cua ba nay va khi thay
nguwoi dan ba tré c6 nu cwoi nira mia mai, ntta byc boi, nguwoi luat sw doan
chac rang Keller da tan tinh ba ta.

Scott Shelby ghé vao tai Mason va n6i, “Khiéu vii va tat cd nhitng tro
twong tw, la cai lam t6i byc minh hon cd. T6i mu6n rang ngwoi ta mau
chong di vao nhitng chuyén nghiém chinh.”

“Ong da c6 nhitng y kién dé n6i?” luat su lo ngai héi.

“Co thé.”

Nguwoi dau bép mang rugu 1én va cau chuyén trd thanh séi néi. Mot hodc
hai 1an, Shelby gang tht n6i vé hon cu lao védi Mason nhung bi 6ng nay
thay doi ngay chu dé cau chuyén.

Khi troi sap téi, mu bién thanh swong va coi tau néi 1én trwée khi ngudi
ta bao bita an da don ra. Coi kéu mat lan nita trong bita an.

“T6i cho rang nguoi ta khong thé ra vé t6i nay dugc,” Parker Benton
tuyén bo.

“V1 c6 swong mu phai khong a?” Della hoi.

“Vang, cai do rat nguy hiém.”

“Ong so cham phai tau khac?” Jane Keller lo ngai héi, “Ong muén néi
rang nguoi ta cé thé bi dam tau.”

“Khong, cai nguy hiém vi va cham la rdt it, nhung nguoi ta c6 thé bi mac
can trén mot dai céat c6 rat nhiéu trén dwong di va chi c6 thuwgng dé méi biét
rang ching ta sé mat bao nhiéu thoi gian dé t6i bo.”

“O! Toi tuyét d6i khong thé & lai dém & day,” ba Stanhope néi va dua
mat nhin c6 em gai.

“Toi sg rang chung ta khong c6 nhiéu cach lya chon,” Benton xin 10i.
“Ba khong nén lo ngai diéu gi hon. C6é buéng nghi cho moi nguwoi va...”
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“Ong hay néi,” Shelby cit ngang. “Ong muén di t6i dau? Ong ciing biét
nhw t6i rdng mua nay bao gio cling c6 swong mu trén song ban dém.”

“Khong phai bao gio cling c6,” Benton cai lai.

“Gan nhw bao gio cling c6.”

Benton né nu cwoi ha vii khi.

“Néu 6ng mudn veé,” éng ta néi bang mot giong ngot ngao. “To6i cé thé
cho ha thuay chiéc xuéng may va dwa ong téi noi gan nhat cach ctra song
khodng mudi 1am cay s6. O ddy dng c6 thé ding xe buyt hodc xe lita dé vé
thanh pho.”

“That 1a phitc tap!” Shelby cau nhau. “T6i vira 6m day, cach di lai nhw
thé c6 hai cho sttc khoe ctaa t6i.”

“Ong Shelby da dn phai mot thi gi d6 bi 6i,” Marion Shelby x4c nhan.

“T6i rat kho tdm,” Benton néi. “Nhung t6i khong thé hanh dong khac
duwgce. T6i khéng mudn con thuyén bi mac nan chit nao. Hon nita, phan
dong khach maoi cta t6i mudn nghi & trén thuyén. Néu 6ng mudn di bang
xuong may chi can 6ng n6i cho mét 10i.”

Shelby cau nhau.

“Trong treong hgp nay,” Benton khuyén, “6ng hay chap nhan sy khong
binh thwong nay véi nu cwdi. Hon nita dé 6ng b6t nhitng nép nhan, toi sé
cho m& mot vai chai regu Champagne.”

“T6i khong muoén néi vé cong viéc sau khi uong,” Shelby noéi véi giong
chua loét nhung khong mot ai chi y dén han.

Trong khi moi ngudi dung ca phé va riwgu nhe thi con thuyén bat chgt
rung lén. Nguoi ta xa hoi & dau may. Sau d6 mot tiéng dong cua day xich
dén tai nhitng nguwdi dang an udng va may ngirng hoat dong.

Parker Benton dwa xi ga va thudc 14 mdi moi nguwdi, roi noi, “Thwa cac
ba, thwa cac ong, chung ta da tha neo bén canh hon cu lao.”

Trong mot vai gidy khong c6 mot sy phan tng nao. Bat chgt Benton
quay sang Shelby, “Chuing t6i nghe nhitng dé nghi cua 6ng,” 6ng ta noi.

“T6i khong c6 mot kién nghi nao,” Shelby néi, vé byc boi ctia han chi la
nhan manh thém.

“Ong khong muén néi gi ca a?”
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“Khong.”

Benton quay vé phia Jane Keller.

“Ba Keller,” 6ng noéi. “So tién ba dat ra la ba muwoi ngan dé-la, nhung
nhiéu khi dung mot bita an khiém t6n lai t6t hon la chang an gi ca. Cai
duwgc cua t6i, dé 1a hon cu lao, va t6i thwong nghi rang mot s théa hiép xau
c6 gia tri nhiéu hon mot vu kién cdo tot. Chung t6i nghe ong - Shelby-
nhitng dé nghi caa 6ng la gi?”

“Cho toi muoi ngan do-la,” Shelby noi. “Va toi tw bo viéc thuc hién
nhitng quyeén thué dat cuia t6i.”

“Nhw vay nhiéu qua,” Benton ndi manh mé.

“Poi vai toi thi la it mot cach nmye cwdi,” Shelbl noéi. “To6i tin chac rang
trén ct lao do6 c6 dau héa.”

Nhin lan khéi xanh bay ra tir di€u xi ga cua minh, Benton tuyén bo,
“Shelby, t0i sé rat thanh that véi 6ng. T6i cé y dé nghi vdi ba Keller dong y
mot khodn giam gia 1a hai ngan d6-la trén so tién toi phai tra cho ba dy va
vé phan t6i, td6i c6 thém vao d6 hai ngan nita. Nhw vay ong c6 thé nhan
duwgce bon ngan dob-la dé doi 1ay viéc ong tir ch6i moi quyén cé thé c6 cua
ong trén hon cu lao do.”

Shelby lac dau ra hiéu la khong.

“Néu 6ng tir cho6i,” Benton tiép tuc noéi, “thi hodc la t6i tr choéi khong
mua hon ct lao dy nita hodc la toi yéu cau toa 4n ra mot van ban...”

Ong dwa mat nhin Mason.

“... Cong bo rang cu lao khéng duwgc st dung vao viéc gi ké ca nhitng
cong viéc cta 6ng co6 thé lam. Bang cach &y, tinh canh cta 6ng tré thanh
khong thé bao vé dugc vé mat phap luat va toi cé thé cé duge mot 1énh cia
toa an cam ong dat chan lén cai sé la tai san cua toi.”

“Co6 thé ong c6 duwgc mot 1énh nhw vay,” Shelby van lai. “Nhung né chi
c6 hiéu Iyc néu dugce toa an t6i cao chap nhan.”

“Néu can nhu vay, toi san sang di dén cdp cao nhat,” Benton lanh lung
tuyén b6. “Cai d6 doi véi tdi cling thé thoi. Ong Shelby. Tdi khong mua céi
cu lao vi nhitng muc dich dau co. T6i muén cé n6 dé xay mot ngoi nha va
vl toi khong co y dinh ban lai, thoi gian cta vu kien khong lam toi lo ngai
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chit nao. Trong khi chd doi, ong ciing khong c6 quyén lam cong trinh gi
trén cu lao do.”

“Va néu t6i duwoc kién?” Shelby hoi.

“Céac co quan phdp luat cua tdi da nghién citu cong viéc va quan diém
cta ho ciing trung hgp vGi quan diém ctia ngai Mason dang c6 mat tai day.
Pé néi rd rang vé tat ca, toi cé y dinh manh mé ky hop dong mua va dé
mdc Ong tan cong to6i.”

Shelby van veo ngudi trén ghé tua.

“Nhitng ngwoi kiém chac dwoc trong vu kién tung do sé la nhitng luat
st,” han nhan xét... “Khong! Khong thé nhu vay. Trong khi chd dgi, hon
cu lao la cua t6i.”

“T6i khong thich 1am cai y kién dy. T6i khong bat budc dng phéi cé mat
& cac toa an. Theo t6i, cai khon ngoan nhat sé la viéc 6ng nhan s6 bon ngan
do6-la va tir bo y dinh choc gay vao banh xe. Néu khong 6ng chi c6 mét tinh
huong la chéng lai t6i va cai nay lam 6ng mat mot tai san nhd.”

“So tién ay, bon ngan do-la, c6 1a mot so tién biéu xac dinh khong?”

Parker Benton dwa mat nhin Jane Keller sau d6 1a Mason.

“Vé phan viéc quan hé dén t6i,” 6ng noi. “Cau tra 10i la ding nhw vay.”

“Jane,” Martha Stanhope néi vgi. “Co cé hiéu 10i 6ng Benton noéi
khong?”

“Theo t6i,” Lauton Kellercan thiép. “Néu 6ng Benton muén mua cu lao
dé thi 6ng phai trd toan bd s6 bon ngan do-la d6. Cai gia ma 6ng tra cho
thim ay la qua khiém ton r6i.”

Benton mim moi v&i mot dang diéu khinh bi.

“Veé phan t6i,” 6ng nhac lai, “phan tién biéu cuia t6i la xac dinh. T6i da
c6 mot sy nhan nhuwgng c6 thé thay rd. Néi chung ngudi ban giao cho toi
mot tai sdn ma chi td6i mdéi c6 quyén st dung.”

“Nhung,” Keller nhan xét, “6ng mudn cai cu lao d6?”

“Chac chan 1a nhw vay.”

“Nhu thé thi 6ng phai tréd so tién ay.”

“Ong mudn néi ring,” Benton ngac nhién hoi, “6ng sé khuyén ngudi em
dau cta ong tr chdi viéc biéu hai ngan do-la trong sé tién t6i trd cho ba
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ay?”

“Lauton,” ba Stanhope can thiép véi mot giong bat binh. “Anh khong co
gi dé noi cad. Anh khong nén té ra tham an nhw vay. Trudc hét hon cu lao do6
la thudc vé Jane va chinh c6 ay la nguoi quyét dinh. Ca nhan t6i, toi thay dé
nghi cua ong Benton la thoa dang.”

“Vay ba Keller, ba nghi nhu thé nao?” Benton hoéi. “Hai ngan do-la doi
v&i ba cling 1a s6 tién cao nhat phai khong?”

“T6i muon biét y kién cia ngai Mason,” Jane Keller noi.

“Néu so tién ay la da xac dinh,” Mason noéi v6i Shelby, “thi viéc nhan
cua ong cling nhu vay cha?”

“Khong,” Shelby tra 10i.

“Trong treong hgp nhu vay,” luat sw tuyén b, “t6i lam tat cd moi viéc.
Hon nita t6i chwra san sang mdc ca. T6i mudn xem xét viéc thué dé c6 phai
la tai san cua ong khong.”

“Ong mudn noi gi?” Shelby ngac nhién va lo 14ng hai lai.

“Ong c6 nhwong lai viéc thué dat d6 cho mot ngwdi thit ba, cho mot cong
ty nao dé khong, vi du nhu vay?”

Shelby dwa tay 1én miéng sau d6 dwa n6 1én cam. Tranh cai nhin cta luat
sw, han tra 101, “T6i thdy khong c6 gi 1a khac nhau.”

“Cho phép t6i c6 mdt quan niém ngugc lai,” Mason bat bé. “Néu ong da
nhwong lai toan bo hodac mét phan, ai xac nhan cho chiing t6i rang 6ng cé
quyén thuong lwong.”

“Néu toi thuwong lwong la vi t6i c6 quyén do... Nhung toi tiv choi viéc
giam so tién nguoi ta biéu t6i.”

“T6i hoi ong lan cudi cung viéc thué dat ay c6 phdi la caa 6ng khong?”
luat sw hoi.

“T6i dai dién cho tat cd nhitng nguwdi c6 lién quan.”

“Noi cach khac, 6ng da nhugng lai mot phan?”

“Cai do khong quan hé gi doi vai viéc thuwong lwong cia ching ta.”

“Co chtt,” Benton kéu 1én. “T6i chi mudn thwong lwgng véi nhitng ngudi
c6 quyeén, vdi tat ca nhitng nguwoi cé quyeén.”

«Q1”
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Shelby lai van veo mot 1an nita trén chiéc ghé tuwa.

“T6i c6 mot ngwdi chung von, mot phu ni¥ chung vén, dé néi chinh xac
hon, nhuwng nguwdi dé da san sang chap nhan cai ma t6i thoa thuan.”

“Tén cia nguwoi chung von?” Mason hai.

“Ellen Cushing.”

Marion Shelby nhin nguwoi luat sw mot luc, sau do quay di.

“Va viéc thué dat la thudc vé hai ngwoi va chi hai nguoi théi chiy?”
Parker Benton lo ngai hoi.

“Vang.”

“Ong khong c6 ngudi chung von nao khac?”

“Khong.”

“Tét... Ong c6 chap nhan s6 bon ngan dd-la ma ching t6i biéu khong?”

“V6i so tién biéu nhw thé t6i tra 161 mot tiéng khéng dit khoét, tuyét doi
va cudi cung.”

“So tién it nhat ma 6ng mudn la bao nhiéu?”

“Muoi ngan do-la.”

Benton cuwdi, “Néu ching ta khiéu vii mot lic dé ching ta thay doi y
kién,” 6ng dé nghi. “Viéc thdo luan khéng phai la da dwa ching ta dén cai
khong c6 gi.”

“Vé phuong dién luat phap, viéc thué dat cia toi la khong thé danh do
dwgc,” Shelby tuyén bd. “T6i cé thé budc nguwdi cho thué phai...”

“T6i khong c6 y dinh ban bac vé nhitng phwong dién luat phap cta viéc
thué dat cta 6ng, t6i sé c6 mot quyét dinh vao chiéu ngay mai. Hoac la toi
tlr bé y dinh mua, hodc la toi di dén danh hiéu la cht s& hitu cé gidi han.”

Lauton Keller cya qudy trén ghé.

“R0O rang,” ong ta tuyén bo. “Néu viéc dan xép that bai, t6i khong mudn
ong nghi rang...”

“Ong da cho t6i biét cach nhin nhan ctia 6ng r6i,” Benton cit ngang mot
cach bat chot.

“N6 chwa duoc xac dinh,” Jane Keller noi.

“N6 dugce xac dinh trong thim quyén ctia hai ngwdi ching ta, t6i va ba,”
Benton ti€p tuc n6i va té ra kho chiu trong thdy. “Néu cé nhitng cudc
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thwong lwgng phdi tién hanh thi ngai Mason sé dam nhiém nhan danh ba.
Nhung t6i nghi va tdi tin rang tot hon la t6i sé tim mot khu dat khac. Nho
troi, cai dé khong thiéu trong x1¢ sd thiéng liéng nay.”

“Vi rang ong khéng muon thdo luan nita, mdc ong, ong dy,” Shelby noi
va bat dau ciing té ra kho chiu.

Benton nhin han véi mot vé khinh bi.

“Chung ta hdy quén tat ca cai do,” ong noi khi quay vé phia nhitng nguoi
khac, “va st dung budi t6i nhw nhitng ngudi cao thwgng. Tuy nhién, trudc
khi khiéu vii t6i nhdc moi ngudi trong ching ta di nhan phong nghi cia
minh. Thuyén c6 tat ca bay phong, moi phong déu c6 may dién thoai dé goi
cho sau phong khac. Sau d6 nhitng ai muén nhay thi chi can lén boong tau.
Nhung t6i xin bao triwdc véi cac vi la toi khong muodn nghe thiy bat ky sw
mdc cd trong tredng hgp nao. Tém lai, ching ta c6 thé néi chuyén vé moi
thw, tri’ cong viéc nay.”

Ong ra hiéu cho ngudi dau bép, “Anh c6 thé vui long chi phong cho céc
vi khach cua t6i.”

“Khi nghi vé viéc nay,” Lauton Keller noi, “t6i cho rang rat la hgp 1y néu
Jane chiu mot sy hy sinh nho. Cai do tranh cho chung ta mot sy kién cao
kéo dai. Theo t0i, con s6 hai ngan dé6-la...”

“Chéng dé 1am gi ca,” Shelby sta lén. “Ong cho t6i 1a con nguwdi nhu thé
nao? La mot nguwdi hay xoay chiéu? To6i khong bao gid chdp nhan cai do.
Va t6i chan viéc nay roi! T4t ca cac ngai co thé di theo ma qui! Phong cta
t0i dau? T6i sé nghi dém trén cai thuyén dang nguyén rua nay vi toi khéng
thé nao lam khac dugc va vi t6i khong thé di xe ltta hodc xe buyt trong cai
gio khuya khoat nhu thé nay, nhung rang sang ngay mai toi sé 1én bg.”

Han noéi vdi Benton, “Va néu ong c6 gang xdy dung du chi mot céi lan
bang go trén hon cu lao do, thi ngay hom sau nhitng nguwoi thg cda t6i cling
bat dau tdi lam viéc, du rang téi c6 thé khéng thdy mot giot dau hda nao
trén manh dat do cling dwogc.”

“T6i rat muon thay diéu do,” Parker Benton lanh nhat trd 16i. “T6i khong
rd gia san cua ong c6 16n khong, nhung hay dé toi néi véi 6ng, ké ca tredc
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khi su de doa cua 6ng dwgc thyce hién, 1a 6ng sé cay dang hoi ti€c rang da
khong ky vao cai hgp dong cho thué dat do.”

Ong ctii dau modt chiit trudc nhitng nguwdi khac. “Xin chao tat ca cac vi.
T6i muon vé phong cua toi va doc sach. T6i xin nhac lai 1a xuébng may cua
t0i sé dwa vé tat ca nhitng vi nao khong muon nghi dém trén thuyén.”
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9

Perry Mason xép lai nhitng chiéc goi, dat lai cdy dén dau giwong va md
mot cudn sach. Ong vira doc xong chwong thi nhat thi chudng dién thoai
kéu trén chiéc ti nhé canh givong. Ong nhac mdy. D6 1a Della.

“Troi! Ong chu,” c6 kéu 1én khi nghe thay tiéng dng. “Mot t6i dang chan
lam sao! Ong giai thich ra sao vé su thay doi bat chot caa thdi tiét nhw
thé?”

“T6i khong biét rd 1am,” luat sw ndi. “Co 1é Benton da khoé chiu vi thai
d6 ctia Lauton Keller. C6 thé hai ngan do6-la la con so t6i da ma ong ta da
quyét dinh... Cudi cung, nhw 6ng ta da noéi, dat ban thi khong thiéu,”

“Tuy nhién, 6ng ta muodn cai cu lao, tdi thiy hinh nhw dé la loai nguoi
lu6n luén mudn gianh dwge cdi minh mong mudn.”

“Coi chirng, Della,” Mason néi dua. “Viéc c6 néi vé chi nha cua ching
ta va binh luan vé viéc lam cia 6ng ay c6 thé bi mot ngwdi nao dé6 ¢ mot
phong khac nhac may lén nghe dwoc. Pay la duwong day chung.”

“A! Toi khong noi cai gi v6i ac y ca. Hon ntta, ngugc lai. Trong khi cho
doi t0i c6 thé ngh dugc thoi. Vay dé giét thoi gian, t6i c6 thé 1dy mot cudn
sach & thu vién va doc.”

“Va co khong thay thu vi, c6 phai c6 muon néi nhw thé khong?”

“Khong. N6 ciing rat tha vi nhung t6i khong thé tap trung lai dugc. Toi
khong thé khong nghi dén nhitng con nguwdi ma Benton mai di choi thuyén.
Trong s0 ho c6 nhitng nguwdi ghen ghét nhau nhuv... 6ng hiéu toi chit, sép?
Va swong mu bao vay chung ta... 6ng da & trén boong tau treéc khi di nghi
chi?”

“Phai, toi da lam mot cudc dao choi ngan.”

“Ong c6 chii y swong mu khong? N6 that 1a thé tham.”

“N0 sé tan dan khi dén gio giac can thiét, c6 gang ma ngu di, Della.”

“T6i cam thay t6i dé chiu hon khi nghe thay tiéng 6ng.”
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“Bay gio néu co thay chwa thé ngt dwgc, nhd 10i toi: Nguwoi ta c6 thé dén
phong khach dé nghe radi6.”

“Oi... Cai d6 ching gidi quyét dugc gi khi bit t6i phai ding lén...
Khong, tdi chi mudn nghe thdy tiéng néi cua 6ng. Toi cadm thdy... No6i nhw
thé nao day nhi?... Bung la t6i da c6 mét sy sg hai toi nay.”

“So hai?”

“Vang.”

“Ve céi gi?”

“T6i tw hoi vé diéu do... Toi khong mudn nga cung dwdi mot mai nha
v&i nhitng ngudi ay... Cai dé lam t6i sén gai oc...”

“A! A! T6i bat dau hiéu,” Mason néi. “Co da lam viéc rat 1au véi mot
ludt su chuyén vé nhitng vu hinh sy... C6 hay thw gian, Della, cam lai cuon
sach. Co sé két thic bang giac ngu va co sé day vao sang mai twoi tinh va
sang khoai.”

“Xin chao, sép.”

Va co gac may.

Mason lai doc sach tiép, nhung 6ng nhan thay cad 6ng nita cling khong
thé tap trung tw twédng duwgc. Thé la 6ng tat dén va co6 gang ngu. Khong két
qua. Ong c6 cam giac ring sy yén ling xung quanh 6ng c6 mdt cai gi ning
né, thé tham. Bat chgt ong nghe thidy nhitng tiéng vang nhu nhitng giot
nuwéc roi xuéng mot mat phang: clic, clic, clic...

Nguoi luat s tran tr@ trén giwong, sau dé thdy khong thé chiu dung
duwgc nhw vay nita, 6ng lai bat dén 1én va cam 1ay cudn sach.

ba gan nira dém, khi 6ng gap sach, nhdy khoi givdng va mac quan éo.

Trén boong tau, 6ng thay swong mu rat day dén mirc khong thé trong ro cai
gi & cach minh trén mot mét. Chi c6 mot tiéng dong ma ngudi ta c6 thé
nhan ra dé la tiéng nwdc va cham vao day xich ctia neo thuyén.
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Cham chap, mé mai nghi ngoi, Mason di vé phia dudi tau. Ong nhan ra
mot béng ngwdi in hinh vao dudi tau. Chac dé 1a mot thay tha dang ditng
gac.

Nguoi luat su quay lai, tiép tuc budc. Chan 6ng vap phai mot cudn day
chao, suyt nga nhao, gugng ditng thang duwgc, gat cuéon day sang mét bén,
di dén thanh tau man phdi va ditng & d6 chirng muwdi lam phit dé suy nghi.

Dot nhién, & canh mii tau, mot ngwdi dan ba kéu 1én. Tiéng kéu kém
theo mot tiéng dong khd khan nhu tiéng ctia banh xe bi né va mot tiéng
phdc. Swong mu bat dau tan. Mason quay dau lai c6 gang nhin bong nguoi
ma ong da thay, nhung bong nguwdi do da bién mat. Co 1€ ngudi thay tha da
chay lai noi cé tiéng kéu. Mason ciing tién lai noi d6. Bat chgt 6ng nghe
thdy tiéng chan nguwoi chay, sau do, bong mot ngwoi nao dé nga vao hai
canh tay ong. Nguoi luat su thdy & tay minh vai do lanh - chac chan 1a lya -
va miii ngri thdy mui nwdc hoa.

Mason thdy ngudi dan ba dang & vao trang thai vo cing hoang loan. Ong
nghe thdy tiéng tim dap va thdy dwoc nhitng rung dong ctia cac bap thit cta
ngwoi do. Sau do khi ngwoi dan ba gio tay 1én, mét anh thép 14p lanh trén
tay nguwoi do: mot khau stung luc.

Truedc khi nguwdi luat sw c6 sw phan @ng lai, thi c6 tiéng kéu ¢ miii tau.

“MO0t nguoi roi xuong song, mot ngwoi roi xuéng séng.”

Dung la ngudi ta c6 cam gidc rang c6 mét ngwdi nao dé dang chdi véi &
duwéi song, dang c6 gang chong lai dong nudc chdy xiét bén canh con
thuyén doi dién vdi noi Mason va ngudi dan ba dang dirng.

Tiép do la sw yén lang. Roi tiéng cta nhitng canh ctta md ra va khép lai
va nhitng tiéng chan chay trén boong tau.

“Bubng toi ra,” nguoi dan ba tham thi. “Budng tdi ra, t6i van ong.”

Mason nhan r6 do la ba Marion Shelby

“Cai gi da xay ra?” ong hoi.

“Khong, khong! T6i van ong!”

Nguoi luat sw chi khau sting, “Va cai nay, dé la cai gi?”

Ong cam thdy cac bap thit ctia ngudi dan ba da gidn ra va ba Shelby nga
han vao ngudi 6ng nhw la ba ta sap nga.
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Mason c6 lam cho ba ta ditng thang nhwng ba luon khéi tay 6ng mong
chay trén. Ong khép chit nhitng ngén tay vao vai lua tron va nghe thay mot
tiéng dong kho khoc... Mot gidy sau Marion Shelby bién mat.

Ciing lic dé boong tau duwgc deén chiéu sang. Mot nguwdi nao dé ném
xuong nuwdc mot chiéc phao cé phao sang va mot anh sang choi 16e 1én trén
madt song, chay mot cach la lung trong swong mu. Nhung dong nuwdc chay
xiét da 16i chiéc phao di xa.

Mason thdy mot ban tay dat 1én canh tay minh va 6ng quay lai. Parker
Benton, di giay vai, mac bo d6 ngu bén ngoai khoac voi vang mot chiéc ao
madc trong nha ma tay 6ng van con that lai chiéc that lung.

“Chuyén gi da xay ra vay?” Benton hoi.

“T6i nghe thay tiéng kéu ‘Mot nguwdi roi xudng séng,” sau do, tiéng roi
ctia mot ngwoi xuéng nuwdce.”

Nguoi luat sw giai thich. “Ngai c6 nghe thay tiéng sting khong?”

“T6i nghe thdy mot tiéng n6 khac thuwong.”

“Bat den chiéu lén!” Benton néi to.

“T6i dang bat, thwa 6ng,” Mot ti€ng néi hinh nhw tir trén cao vong
xuong.

beén chiéu bat sang, xuyén thiing mau trang sita ctia swong mu.

“Chiéu dén vao miii tau, dang sau chiéc phao mét chit,” Benton ra 1énh.

Deén chiéu luc soat mat nwdc, sau dé chiéu thang vao chiéc phao cé phao
sang dang chdy. Mot chiéc xuéng may duwgc ha xudng song va chay theo
xudi dong nuwdc. Chi€c xuong quay vé sau d6 mdy phut, ngudi diéu khién
dang ra sttc sdi chiéc xuong.

“Téat ca moi ngwoi 1én boong tau!” Benton quyét dinh. Phai xem ai la
nguoi roi xuong song.

Ong ta quay vé phia Mason.

“Ngai mdc day du quan do... Chac han la ngai chwa ngu.”

“Co6 ch,” Mason phan tran. “Nhung vi khong thé nao ngu duogc, toi lai
mac quan do vao va 1én day dé hit thé mot chut.”

“Tw khi 1én boong tau dén khi ngai nghe thay tiéng kéu la bao 1au?”

“T6i khong 16... C6 thé chirng hai muwoi phut.”
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“Ngai c6 trong thdy ngwoi nao khong?”

“M0ot nguoi ditng ¢ dudi thuyén. Mot nguoi trong doan thuy thu, chac la
thé.”

“Khong c6 ai khac nita?”

“Co, mot ngwoi dan ba mac quan do ngu chay trén boong tau.”

“Ai vay?”

Nguoi luat su chiu dung cai nhin cua Benton.

“Rat tiéc,” ong noi. “Toi khong thé néi tén ngudi dy véi 6ng dugc.”

Benton nhin ngwdi doi thoai véi vé nghi ngoi.

“Xin ngai nhé cho mét diéu, ngai Mason,” dng n6i, “chinh t6i la cht con
tau.”

Ong ta quay g6t va di.

Mot sy hoat dong nhon nhip ltic nay xdy ra trén con tau. Khap noi khong
chi c6 tiéng mé va khép ctra, nhitng tiéng chan voi va ma cé ca tiéng noi
chuyén 6n ao nita. Mot tiéng noi at moi tiéng dong, doé la tiéng ra 1énh cta
nguoi thuyén tredng. Mot chiéc xuéng may dugc tha xudng nuwdc va di tim
& khap khu vic xung quanh. Mason di dén phia miii tau.

Chinh ¢ day Della Street gap 6ng sau muoi phut

“Co6 chuyén gi xdy ra, sép?” co hoi.

Khéng roi mat khéi mat nwdc den cua dong song, ludt sw ndi, “Toi
khong ro, Della.”

“Scott Shelby mat tich,” c6 loan béo.

“T6i da nghi rang nguwdi dé chinh la han ta.”

Ong quay lai phia c6, “V¢ hin & trén boong tau,” Della néi tiép. “Ba ta
cam doan rang...”

“Coi chitng,” 6ng néi nho. “Kia ai dang dén. Toi cho rang d6 1a Parker
Benton. Ong ta c6 vé buc boi.”

“Toi tw hoi néu...”

“Co dung ditng ¢ day nita, Della,” luat sw yéu cau. “Co thé c6 nhitng
diéu can noi riéng véi toi. C6 hdy di khap con thuyén, sa vao mot vai noi.
Hay nghe nhitng nguwoi khac noi gi.”

Della vang 10i. Parker Benton tién lai gan Mason.
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“Scott Shelby da mat tich,” 6ng tuyén bo.

“Po la diéu toi da nghe noi.”

“Vg ong ta & trén boong lic d6. Nguoi dan ba ma ngai da trong thay
chinh la ba ta...”

“That sao?”

“... va Ngai da khong thé nhan ra,” Benton ndi tiép.

Mason khong phan tng.

“Ba ta xac nhan,” nha triéu phu tiép tuc, “rang chéng ba goi qua may noi.
Ong ta c6 vé xtic dong. Ong ta yéu cau ba 1dy khau sting luc dit trén mit ta
va mang t6i boong tau cho 6ng. Ong ta goi ba tir miii tau. Ong n6i mot cach
chinh x4c - Ong ta néi ba ta lam that nhanh néu c6 thé va néi thém ‘Pay 1a
viéc song, chét’.”

“Ba Shelby da lam gi?” ngudi luat sw hoi.

“Ba ta da nhdy ra khoéi giwong, cam 1ay vii khi va Ién boong tau, trén
minh chi mdc mot 4o trong phong dé khéi mat thoi gian. Khi di gan dén noi
nguwoi chong hen, ba ta thdy mot bong ngwdi bén man thuyén dang cui
xuong, ctr dong run ray nhw dang danh nhau véi ai ¢ phia bén kia.”

Ong ta ngiling lai dé do xét sy phan tng ctia Mason.

“Ong hay ndi tiép di,” luat sy giuc.

“Ba ta chi trong thdy mdt bong nguwdi,” Benton noi tiép. “Lic ba ta tdi
noi thi bong ngwoi nga 1on sang bén kia man tau. Ba Shelby kéu lén. Cung
lic ay ba nghe thdy mot tiéng dong giong nhu tiéng sing n6. Mot vai giady
sau ba ta nghe thay tiéng mot nguwdi nao doé goi tén ba. Ba ta cti minh nhin
xuong nwdc va thdy mot nguwdi dan ong dang cd gang boi. Ba ta c6 cam
giac rang ngudi do da bi thwong hodc bi té liét, ba ta noi véi t6i nhw thé.

“M0ot lat sau dong nuwdc da cudn tréi ngwoi do6 dén mot noi c6 anh sang
chiéu ra ti*t mot trong cac ctra s6 va ba Shelby da nhan ra d6 la chong ba.
Ong 4y c6 ging noi v&i ba mot diéu gi dé, nhung ba ta khong hiéu, tiéng
ngwoi gan nhu khong nghe rd dugc. Sau do Shelby chgt ngling boi va bi
kéo vao miii thuyén. Ba ta nghi rang minh c6 thé trong thay chong & phia
bén kia con thuyén va da vo0i vang chay sang man phdi con thuyén nhung
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khong thay gi cd. Hon nita cau chuyén ba ta ké khong duwgc an khdp lam.
Nguwoi dan ba khon kho t6 ra kha hoang loan.”

“Nhitng diéu 6ng vira néi,” Mason tuyén bo, “cling ding nhw trong dy
doan cua t0i.”

“Co6 thé la nhu vay,” Benton néi. “Nhwng khong mot ai biét sy that da
dién ra nhw thé nao.”

“That vay u?” Mason hoi giong ngac nhién.

“Phai. Pau tién do la viéc Shelby khong thé goi day néi cho vg tir dau
con thuyén dwoc.”

“Tai sao?” luat s hoi. “Céd mot may dién thoai ¢ day - dat trong mdt hoc
nho trong vach. Khi dan ching t6i tham quan mot vong con thuyén, 6ng da
chi cho chiing t6i chiéc may do - R6 rang la viéc Shelby goi day néi cho vo
ttr cho do té ra la lung nhung khong phai la khong thé xay ra.”

“Co6 thé chiz,” Benton tuyén bo. “P¢ 1a tai sao cau chuyén ctia ba Shelby
doi vdi toi la khong chinh xac. Vi khong thé goi dén mot phong nao tw do
duwgce. Vi rang to6i khong mudn dat mot tong dai dién thoai trén thuyén va
mat khac nhitng may dién thoai ndi bo, chi cho phép goi dugc mét s6 may
c6 gidi han nén toi da cho lap dat trén thuyén hai duwong day.”

¢

“Vang. Mot duong cho tit ca cac phong va mot duwong khac cho cac bo
phan con lai trén thuyén. Cac phong cé thé noéi chuyén vdi nhau nhung
khong thé goi dwgc cdc may khac trén thuyén. Chi c6 m6t phong duy nhat
c6 may c6 thé goi khap moi noi.”

“Phong cua ong phai khong?”

“Ptng. Chinh & d6 c6 cad hai dwong day. Toi, ngoai viéc cd thé noi
chuyén véi cac phong con cé thé lién lac duwgc vdi thuyén truwdng, voi
nhitng nguwdi thg may, tom lai v6i khap moi noi c6 dat may. Scott Shelby
khong thé goi vo tir phong cua ong ta dwoc.”

“Bdi vi may dién thoai ¢ miii thuyén la ¢ dwong day khac.”

“Putng nhw vay. Chi c6 mot noi c6 thé goi do la phong cua t6i.”

“Vay thi?”
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“Vay thi,” Benton tuyén bo, “méu Mario Shelby da nhan dugc cu dién
thoai cia chong, 10i goi d6 chi c6 thé xudt phat tr mot trong nhitng phong
khac hoac la phong ctia nguwdi dau bép.”

“Xin ong tiép tuc.”

“Téat ca nhitng phong khac déu c6 nguoi...”

“Ké ca phong ctia nguoi dau bép chit?”

“Vang. D6 la mot ngwdoi ma t6i co long tin tuyét doi. Trudce kia toi da
cttu anh ta thoat chét va anh ta tan tuy véi toi tir thé xac t6i tinh than. To6i
chdc chan rang Iic nao anh ta cling néi that véi téi. Anh da tuyén bo 1a anh
khong roi khoi phong minh va anh da doc sach. T6i da yéu cau anh thic
cho dén hai gi¢ sang trong truong hop mot trong nhitng khach maoi cua toi
can cai gi do.”

“Anh ay khong ngt mét lic nao chiy?”

“Anh ta khang dinh la khong,” anh ta néi rang anh da nghe thdy tiéng
sung no, nhung khong nghe thay tiéng kéu ctia ba Shelby. “Hon nita anh ta
cling nhan thay c6 tiéng va dap vao vé thuyén.”

“Nhitng két luan cta o6ng la thé nao?”

“T6i dang & trong mot hoan canh rat bdi réi,” Benton néi. “Mot trong
nhitng khach mdi cua t6i mat tich va nguwdi vo cia ong ta lai néi vGi toi mot
cau chuyén sai lac han.”

“T6i khong hiéu r6 tai sao no lai sai lac.”

“Ba ta cam doan rang chong ba da goi tir miii thuyén, nhw vay la khong
thé cé duwgc. Tat ca khach mai caa t6i da trong thay chiéc may dat ¢ dé va
mot vai nguoi co thé cho rang ngwoi ta cé thé goi dén moi noi trén thuyén.
Toi tw hoi do c6 phai 1a mot két luan voi vang né khong phai 1a co sé cho
cau chuyén cua ba Shelby khong.”

“T6i xin 10i, 6ng Benton,” Mason noéi. “Nhung la mot luat sw t6i c6 thé
khang dinh v&i 6ng rang 6ng khong thé cho rang cau chuyén ctia nguwoi dan
ba dé la sai lac.”

“Tai sao lai nhu vay?”

“Thé nay. Chong ba ta c6 thé néi véi ba rang Oong ta goi ba tir miii
thuyén. Cé thé khong phai la ba Shelby di dén mdt két luan sai ma la chéng
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ba ta.”

“Néu ma nhu vay,” Benton n6i mot cach kho khan, “0ong ta chi c6 thé goi
day n6i @ mot phong khac hay la phong cia ngudi dau bép.”

“Van deé trd nén hap dan,” Mason ndi. “Nguwoi ta da lam gi vdi khau sting
ma ba dy mang 1én boong tau r6i?”

“Ba ta da dwa cho t6i. Chac chan la cadnh sat muén xem xét nd. Sung
thiéu mot vién dan.”

“Rat nhiéu ngwoi 1ay bt di mot vién trong hop dung dan.”

“Ching ta hdy dé cho canh sat két luan cau chuyén bi mat,” Benton
tuyén bo. “To6i thay ré rang la ngai cé cam tinh vdi ba Shelby. Ba ta da nho
ngai giup do chang?”

“Khong chit nao. Néu toi c6 gang bao vé cach nhin nhan cta ba ay vi toi
c6 thién cam véGi ba dy va t6i biét r6 cach lam viéc ctia canh sat. Nhitng
nguoi diéu tra sé lam cho ba ta lo lang bon chon. D6 1a vi sao t6i c6 gang
thdy ré xem chiing ta c6 quén hodc bé qua cai gi d6 khong.”

“Toi khong nght la nhu vay.”

“Ong van cho tim cdi xac bing moi cach chi?”

“Tat ca nhitng gi con ngwoi cé thé lam. To6i da dwa xudng nwdc hai
xuong may, nhung nhitng nguwdi cta téi khong tim thay gi. Nhu vay chi cé
mot s may man 1a Shelby hdy con séng. Ong ta di bi cudn tréi va nuéc &
cho nay sau sau mét.”

“Shelby c6 an van day da hay khong? N6i mot cach khac ong co biét
nhitng viéc gi ong ta da lam trong phong?”

“Shelby va vo da nam trén giwong,” Benton gidi thich. “Trong phong cta
ho c6 hai chiéc givdng song doi. Ba ta gan nhw di ngti ngay. Sau d6 Shelby
day va mdc quan do. Piéu la lung ctia cau chuyén la 6ng ta khong di tat va
khong maéc 4o 16t minh, chi mac ding cé6 mot chiéc quan, mot 4o s@ mi va
mot o vét tong. Nhung 1o rang la ong ta c6 di gidy.”

“Va mii ctia ong ay?”

“Chac rang ong ta da doi trén dau vi ngwoi ta khong thay n6 dau ca. Quy
that, tai sao 6ng ta khong mac ao 16t minh va khong di tat, khong that ca
vat, khong quan khan quang? Vé diém nay thi c6 phéi la 6ng ta rat voi
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khong? Co that la bao gio trwde khi di ngua ong ta cling cau kinh nhw ba vg
néi khong. Pung la o6ng ta hy vong di dén mot nguyén tac théa dang vdi ba
Keller va t6i. Trwdc mat ba nay, ong ta da noi so tién bon ngan doé-la ma
ching t6i biéu 6ng la nyc cwoi. Va lai han la 6ng ta da ty nha la 6ng da bi
mat mat.”

“P6 co6 phdi la tat ca nhitng diéu ba Shelby da néi véi ong khéng?”

“Vang. Ong can biét doan tiép sau. Ba ta n6i thém lic ma chong ba goi
ba, ba c6 cdm twdng nhuw nghe thdy & dau day kia mot thit tiéng rén ri giong
nhv tiéng ctia mot nguwdi dang co6 gang day mot ké khac da danh minh. Ba
ta dang mo mang ngu, hay la ndi theo dung tw nglt cua ba ta la ngai ngu.”

“Sau d6?”

“Sau dé ba ta gdc may va voi vang chay boong tau trong bo quan éo
ngu.”

“Ong da cho di bao canh s4t?” Mason hoi.

“Khi mot trong hai chiéc xuéng da lam xong viéc tim kiém. T6i sé theo
ddi cac xuong may cho t6i khi c6 mét s may man nho la vét dugc xac 6ng
ta.”

“Chung bao lau nita, theo ong?”

“0, khong... C6 thé trong nam phit, c6 thé 1a mudi. Nhw t6i da néi voi
ong, xac chét c6 thé bi troi di. Mot khi viéc tim kiém ngirng lai, toi sé cho
mot xuong may tdi mot thanh pho gan nhat dé bao cho ngai quan truéng.
Trong khi chd doi tdi phdi bdo ddm khong ai duwogc roi khoi thuyén.”

Mason xac nhan.

“Ngai khong c6 mot goi y nao phai lam?” Benton hoi.

“Khong.”

“Khong c6 101 nhan xét nao dé n6i?”

“Khong c6 gi hon nita.”

“Cam on. Pay la lan dau tién t6i bi vieéng vao mot cau chuyén nhw thé
nay va toi ty héi la téi da lam da nhw né can thiét chwa.”

“Nguoi ta khong thé lam t6t hon.”

“Cam on,” Benton nhac lai.

Noi xong cau do, ong ta di.
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Trong khi viéc tim kiém van tiép tuc, nhitng nguwdi trén thuyén trg vé
phong ctia ho. Chi c6 mot minh Mason trén boong hy vong Della dén day
tim 6ng. Pung la c6 tdi chd 6ng mot lat sau, run 1én vi rét.

“Oi,” c6 kéu. “Swong mu chét ngudi. Néu ching ta di xudng, sép?”

“Khong,” luat su tuyén bo. “Toi mudn & day dgi canh sat dén.”

“Tai sao?”

“Thit nhat, vi toi mudn, nhw ngwoi ta néi, gitt nguyén hién trang nhw no
da xdy ra... vu rac roi. Thit hai khi tréng thay ditng mot minh thi nguwoi nay
hay ngudi kia trong cac vi khach c6 thé dén cho chiing ta mot vai diéu bi
mat, diéu ma ho khong dam néi khi chiing ta lan trong dam déng.”

“Ong c6 muén t6i & lai v&i ong khong?”

“Khong, néu co6 thay rét qua, Della.”

Nguoi dan ba tré xoa bop doéi canh tay dé cho chiing néng lén.

“T6i lam cho mau lwu théng tot hon,” c6 gidi thich.

C6 noéi thém sau mot lic, “Ong chu, gid day cong viéc sé dién ra nhu thé
nao?”

“C0 muon ndi ve cai gi?”

“C6 phai Parker Benton van mudén mua hon cu lao khong?”

“Toi khong nghi nhu vay.”

“Nhung, vu am sat Shelby, gia dinh day la m6t vu nhu thé. Khéng gidng
gl vGi mot vu muu sat.”

“Khong chi c6 nhitng lo ngai, Della. Hoan canh phap luat bay gio hoan
toan khac. Néu Benton mua dwgc hon cu lao nay, 6ng ta budc phai chap
nhan viéc thué dat. Shelby chét, khong c6 mot may man nao c6 dugc mot
nguyén tac thoa dang. Phai dogi sy b6 nhiém mot ngwdi quan ly mdi, phai
lam nhitng cudc van dong khong dit... Khong, v6i moi sy thanh that, toi
khong tin rang Benton nhing tay vao mot chuyén nhw vay.”
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Della hé miéng nhw 1a dé mudn noi cai gi.

Mason cuoi, “Khéng nén sg. C6 c6 mot gia thiét chir?”

“Nhung,” co néi, “ké giét nguoi khong thé 1a mot trong nhitng nguoi. ..
Ong cha, cdi ma 6ng da n6i 1am dao 16n 1ap luan cua toi tir dau dén cudi vi
toi gia thiét rang...”

C0 khong co dut cau.

“T6i khong lam cai gi khac nhw c6 néi vé phwong dién phap luat ctia van
de, Della,” ludt su n6i. “Cai nay khong xd6a bé chiit nao nhitng nguyén nhan
cua toi ac.”

“Ong nghi vé viéc ndy nhv thé nao?”

“Chac chan rang ké giét ngwoi khong hiéu biét phap luat va ké dé quyét
dinh giét Shelby chi vi han thdy ong ta la mot trd ngai duy nhét cho cong
viéc caa han.”

“Nghia la...”

“Suyt! Della! Mot ngudi nao dé dén tham ching ta.”

That vay, mot bong nguoi da ding treéc mat ho.

“A! Cac vi day a?” Lauton Keller n6i véi giong tw nguyén trung lap.
“Tha 16i cho t6i. T6i khong biét la cac vi & day.”

“Ong di tim mot cai gi phai khong?” Mason héi véi giong dé mén.

“Khong, t6i chi di dao, di cho @am nguoi. T6i da goi y cho Benton la cho
ching ta uong ruwgu trang pha nwdc noéng, nhung o6ng ta khong muén chiing
ta c6 mui rwgu khi canh sat t6i. Tuy nhién, t6i sé tra nhiéu tién cho mot céc
ruvgu pha nwdc nong boc khoi.”

“Ong lam t6i thém nhé rdi,” Mason néi.

Mot lat yén lang sau do.

“Thuc ra,” Keller néi bat chot mot giong dirng dung hon bat ct bao gio,
“ngai da biét Shelby lam gi & ché d6 chua?”

“Van chwa!”

“Shelby la mdt ké bat lwong va la mot tén tong tién,” Keller tuyén bo.
“Nhung, mac dau vay céi chét ctia han lam t6i bi s6c. Va vi ai d6 da ban
sung, toi thanh that nghi tha 6ng ay bi ban chét con hon.”
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“Nhung cai chét cua Shelby khong lam thay do6i chit nao hoan canh hién
tai,” Mason noi.

Lauton Keller t6 ra ngac nhién.

“Tai sao lai thé,” 6ng ta néi. “Ngai cé chac chan la nhw vay khong? Thuc
ra cho dén bay gio t6i khong nghi dén chuyén ay. Nhung cong viéc...”

“Ong sé& lam viéc nay t6t hon bing cach dit cau hoéi véi 6ng Parker
Benton. Ong ta, tdi tin chic 1a d nghi dén cai gi d6... Nhung suy nghi k§
thi 6ng khong nén hdi 6ng ta. Sy vdi vang cta 6ng c6 thé té ra rat la... vu
lgi.”

Lauton Keller van khong chiu di noi khac.

“Ngai muon noi rang cai chét cia Shelby khong lam cho tinh hinh don
gian hon?”

“Nguoc lai, né chi lam cho tinh hinh phitc tap thém.”

Keller 1dy mot diéu thudc 14 va cham Itta. Mason nhan thay ban tay cam
que diém cua ngudi nay run lén nhe nhe.

Keller kéo mot hoi thudc, 1am ra vé sap di, nhung lai thay do6i y kién va
ha thap giong noi.

“T6i quén bao v6i ngai mot viec... O! Ngai chd ¥ ring diéu nay c6 thé
khong c6 gi la quan trong.”

“Cai gi vay?”

“Margie Stanhope di dao trén boong truée khi viéec... trwde khi cai do
xay ra.”

“Tai sao 0ng lai biét viéc d6?”

“T6i da trong thdy co ta.”

“Trong thay?”

“Vang, qua ctta s6 cia phong toi trong 1én boong tau. Toi khong nga
duwgc va téi day dé hat mot diéu thudc. Sau dé t6i mudn xem swong mu co
tan khong vi toi tw héi la liéu sang mai co6 thé vé nha hay la hay con phai &
trén thuyén. Vi vy toi lai gan ctra s6 va toi da trong thay.”

“Trén boong c6 anh sang khong?”

“Khong, nhung né khéng hoan toan den t6i.”

“Va 6ng da trong thay cai gi?”
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“Margie Stanhope.”

“Pi vé phia miii thuyén hay vé phia du6i thuyén.”

“Vé phia miii thuyén.”

“DPi nhw 6 ay di dao choi hay nhu c6 dy c6 mot muc dich xac dinh.”

“Khong phai nhv di dao choi theo nghia nhw ngai n6i.”

“Ong da noi chuyén dé véi ai chuwa?”

“Véi ong la nguoi thit nhat... T6i c6 thé phdi khai cai d6 véi canh sét
khong?”

“Do lwong tam cta 6ng quyét dinh,” luat sw néi kho khan.

“Hu!...”

Keller c6 vé suy nghi.

“T6i gia thiét rang canh sat sé dat ra mot dong cau héi...”

“Chac chan 1a nhw vay.”

“T6i phai tra 10i nhw thé nao?”

“Néu ngudi ta héi 6ng ‘Ong c6 trong thdy cai gi dé trén boong khong?’,
ong sé kh6 ma noi doi.”

“T6i hiéu,” Keller n6i. “T6t nhat 1a nguwdi ta héi Margie Stanhope truéc
khi héi t6i va néu co ta nhan la da lén trén boong, thi moi viéc déu tot dep.”

“Va néu co khong noi gi?”

“O! Thwong dé, téi khong nghi dén mot tinh thé nhw vay! Néu cb ta
khong noi gi... va néu toi bao cho canh sat, cai d6 lam cho c6 ay bi t6 cdo,
co gai tré ay!”

“Ong phai ty gidi quyét van dé. Tdi da gidi thidéu v6i 6ng nhieu phuwong
dién, nhung toi tr choi viéc cho 6ng mot 10i khuyén du nhé.”

Keller t6 ra hoang hot.

“T6i khong biét la phai lam nhw thé nao,” 6ng ta ty nhu. “T6i c6 can dén
gap c6 Stanhope dé noi rang t6i da trong thiy co ta khong? Toi c6 phai doi
khi c6 ta n6i xong khong? T6i cho rang t6i phai dén gap co ta.”

Mason c6 tranh mot tiéng ngap dai.

“T6i sg rang 6ng khong cé nhiéu thoi gian trong lic nay,” Mason noi.
“V1i néu t6i khong nham thi kia la canh sat dang tGi.”
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MGt tiéng coi vang lén trong swong mu va coi tau cling noi 1én dé tra 10i.
R6i m6t den chiéu bat sang va soi vao bo.

“Phai, do la canh sat,” Keller noi.

Ong ta nhanh chéng di khoi.

“Ong chu, 6ng c6 mudn dé toi di xem ong ta c6 dén dé nhic ¢ Stanhope
phai dé phong hay khong?” Della héi.

“Cham qua ro6i,” Mason tra 10i.

That vay, chiéc xuébng may ctia canh sat da hién ra trong luéng anh sang
cta den chiéu, coi thét vang. Mot ngudi ditng tredc miii xuong ném mot sgi
day chao va mot thuy thu trén thuyén bat 1dy. Mot ldc sau, hai dai dién canh
sat 1én thuyén. D6 1a nhitng ngudi trg 1y ctia quan tredng, rat nhay cam khi
gidi quyét mot viéc kha quan trong.

Nhitng nguwoi trén thuyén tdp trung & phong an va dugc moi ngoi ¢ ban &
hai dau c6 hai canh sat ditng gac. Mot ngwoi trong s6 ho - mot nguoi
khodng sau muoi tudi, gay, nhd ngudi, mat deo kinh moét nam 1900 - bat
dau chat van.

“Ai biét day da viéc nay hon ca?” ong ta hoi.

Mot su yén lang la lung tiép sau cau hdi va sau do thi ba Selby ra hiéu la
ba muon noéi. Moi cai nhin déu do don vao ba ta.

“Nguoi do chac chan la t6i,” ba ta tuyén bd. “T6i da ké cau chuyén
nhung bay gio téi nhac lai.”

Sau do ba ta da keé.

Nguoi trg 1y ctia quan trwdng cham chd nghe, khong ngat 16i mot lic
nao. Khi ba ta n6i xong, 6ng ta néi, “Cai d6 doi vdi t6i c6 vé day du.”

Ong liéc nhin dong sy nhw 1a dé t6 vé tan thanh sau d6 dng quay vé phia
Perry Mason.

“Ong ciing da & trén boong tau c6 phai khdng, 6ng Mason?”

“Phai,” luat s tra 10i.
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“Ong biét nhitng gi?”

“T6i chi c6 thé xac nhan, dai lvge, nhitng 10i tuyén bé cua ba Shelby, vé
nhitng sy viéc ma toi c6 thé tréng va nghe thay.”

“Co6 mot ngwoi nao khac ¢ trén boong?” nguwoi trg ly hoi moi nguoi.

Khong mot ai tra 10i nhung cé mot sy kho chiu nao dé dang bay luwgn
trong phong.

“Néu khong c6 tiéng sting,” nguwoi tro ly thit hai tuyén bo sau khi bo thai
d6 im lang cua minh. “Van dé sé dugc xac dinh vi né chi cé thé 1a mét tai
nan gian don. Nhung... ba Shelby chac chan rang da nghe thay tiéng sing
no.”

“Vang.”

“Ba c6 mot khau sung?”

“Vang.”

“Nhung ba da khong ban chi?”

“Khong.”

“Ba chac chan la nhw thé?”

“Tuyét doi.”

“Trong 6 dan thiéu mot vién.”

“T6i biét.”

“Tai sao lai nhu vay?”

“Ong Benton di m& hop dan tredc mit toi, sau khi t6i dd ké moi viéc xay
ra, va ong da noéi vai toi trong d6 c6 mot vé dan rong. Nhung trude do thi
toi khong biét.”

“Nhitng vién dan khac van con dau dan.”

“T6i cho la nhu thé.”

bén lwgt minh, ngwoi trg ly thit hai nhin ngwdi dong sy cta 6ng, sau do
quay vé phia Mason.

“Tai sao ong lai len boong tau, ong Mason,” nguoi kia hoi.

“T6i kho ngu.”

“Ong khong thay trudc ring... hir! Ring mot viéc gi d6 sé xay ra?”

Luat su cwoi, “Toi khong thé thdy tridc moi viéc.”

Nguoi trg 1y, ngudi dy khong muon cuoi.
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“Viéc thit nhat phdi lam,” 6ng ta tuyén bo, “la tim duwgc xac.”

“T6i da ra 1énh ti€p tuc viéc tim kiém,” Parker Benton noi.

Quay vé phia ba Shelby, 6ng ta héi, “Chong ba c6 biét boi khong?”

“Po6 la ngwoi rat kha, toi cling c6 thé noi la rat gidi boi 10i,” ba ta tra 101i.
“Ong ay khong bao gi® dé bi cuén trdi... Toi muén néi, ké ca néu chong toi
roi tir trén thuyén xudng, ong ta ciing van c6 thé boi rat lau trén mat nuwdc
néu khong bi... Ong hiéu t6i chi?”

“Néu khong bi thwong, vi du nhw bi ban phai khéng?” ngwoi trg ly quan
treong hoi.

“Vang.”

“Ba c6 biét, liéu c6 mot nguwdi nao c6 mat ¢ day cé 1gi ich vé cai chét cta
ong dy khong?” ngudi dy hai tiép.

Ba Shelby ngap ngirng. Ba nhin lan Iwgt Parker Benton, Lauton Keller,
Jane Keller. Sau d6 ba noi rat khe, “Khong.”

“T6i da & trén boong tau,” Margie Stanhope néi bat thinh linh.

Nguoi trg ly nhin co qua cdp kinh. “A!” ong noi. “Co da lam gi?”

“T6i di dao. T6i cling vay, toi khong thé ngt dugc. Cong viéc ay rat quan
trong doi vai t0i, rat quan trong, ong khong thé twdng twong dugc.”

“Viéc dy? Viéc gi?”

“Viéc gitta ong Benton va Scott Shelby.”

“T0i sé gidi thich cho ong sau,” 6ng Benton ndi vd&i nguoi trg 1y.

Nguoi nay van tiép tuc nhin Margie.

“Co c6 trong thay mot ngudi nao khong?” 6ng ta hoi.

“C0o, ong Shelby.”

“O dau?”

“O miii thuyén.”

“Ong ta lam gi?”

“Khong lam gi ca. Ong ay ditng, v6i dang didéu nhw mot ngudi dang cho
mot nguoi khac téi.”

“C0 ¢0 noi chuyén vdi ong ta khong?”

“T6i da thitt nhwng 6ng dy yéu cau t6i di cho khac, vi, nhe 6ng ay ndi,
ding la 6ng dy dang chd mot nguoi.”
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“Ong ta c6 néi tén ngudi dé khong?”

“Khong.”

“Tai sao co khong ndi chuyén nay sém hon?”

“Chang ai hoi toi ca.”

Hai ngwoi trg 1y nhin nhau, sau d6 nguwdi nhiéu tudi quay vé phia ba
Shelby va néi véi ba bang mot giong haoi khé chiu, “T6i xin 16i ba la phai
ddt ra vGi ba mdt cau hoi riéng vé ca nhan... Chong ba da dong tién vao
qiiy bdo hiém?”

“Vang.”

“V i so tién la bao nhiéu?”

“MOot so tien kha 16n.”

“Ong ay dang ky quy bao hiém lic nao?”

“Cach day hai thang,” Marion Shelby tra 10i sau khi ngan ngai.

Nguoi trg ly néi véi moi ngwoi, “Cac vi co thé tré vé phong ctia minh.
Ching t6i c6 mot vai cau hoi dat ra vai ba Shelby va ching t6i muon héi ba
ma khong cé nguoi chitng kién.”
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Marion Shelby rut re go ctva phong ctia Mason.

Ba ta budc vao, khép ctra, r6i dirng lai nhw 1a ba ta khong dam tién 1én.

“T6i xin 10i 1a da lam ngai ban rén,” ba ta rut ré néi. “Nhwng t6i can gap
ngai.”

Co 1€ ba ta da khoc vi doi mat ba do va sung lén.

“Co chuyén gi?” Mason hoi. “Ho da lam ba qua phién long?”

“Vang.”

“Ho c6 dua ra mot 10i budc t6i nao chinh xac khong?”

“Khong c6 gi la chinh xac, nhung nhitng 16i bong gio cua ho thi nhu la
moi 101 budc toi trén trai dat. Sau do da cd... néi nhu thé nao?... Cach ho
lam viéc.”

Mason ra hiéu la 6ng da hiéu ro.

“T6i muon...” ba ta tiép tuc ndi, “trong treong hgp cé mot viéc gi xay
ra... ngai hiéu...”

“Ba hay noi ro hon, ba Shelby.”

“T6i mudn ngai sé dai dién cho toi trong truong hgp do... Nhitng 1oi
budc t6i dwgc dwa ra cu thé. T6i khong hiéu viéc gi sé xdy dén véi toi,
nhung t6i sg cai xau nhat.”

“Chong ba,” luat sw noi. “Pa noi véi téi rang 6ng ta la nan nhan cia mot
vu dau doc.”

“Pung, sau khi an & mot khach san. Nhung t6i cling vay, t6i cling thdy
khé chiu. Toi cho rang day la mot tai nan nhé.”

“Chong ba c6 nhirng ké thu khong?”

“Co.”

“Rat nhiéu ké thu?”

“Toi cho la nhw vay.”

“Ong ba séng v&i nhau nhu thé nao, hai ngui?”
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Ba ta thd dai, “N6i chung khong dén ndi t6i... Cling kha trong chirng
muc c6 thé... T6i luén luén c6 gang té ra rong lwong.”

“Ba mudn noi rang 6ng nha con c6 nhitng nguwdi dan ba khac.”

“T6i khong biét. Toi tranh dat ra nhitng cau héi vé loai viéc nay.”

“Nhung ba nghi rang 6ng nha cé chii?”

“Truedc day, 6ng dy vé nha kha mudn, nhiéu khi rat mudn va khi vé, ong
ay té ra rat ban ron. T6i doan rang ong dy khong mudn noi chuyén véi toi.
Khi 6ng dy nhu vay, t6i nghi rang khon ngoan nhét la dé 6ng ay dugc tw
do... Va toi dé ong ay yén.”

“Khong bao gio ba ddt ra nhitng cau hai vdi ong ta?”

“Khong bao gio. Sy to mo la mot trong nhitng cach chac chan nhat dé
pha hoai hanh phtic ctia gia dinh. Tt khi nguwdi ta bat dau chu y dén ctr chi
va viéc lam cia nguoi chung séng thi ngwoi ta sé khong biét 1o viéc do sé
dan t6i dau. Cudi cung, khong c6 mét bién phap nao c6 hiéu qua dé ngan
tré mot ngwdi lam cai diéu ma nguwdi ay mudn, néu ngwoi &y mudn nhw
vay. Sau hét, tir khi mot nguwoi - nhat 1a dan 6ng - c6 cam gidc rang minh
khong c6 mot sy ti do hanh dong day da, nguwoi dy sé mudn cai dé ¢ nguai
vQ minh.”

“Nhu vay ba thtra nhan rang khong c6 mau hong nao trong mot cudc hén
nhan?”

“Ching ta hay no6i cho chinh xac hon la khong c6 mau hong doéi véi
Scott.”

“Ba c6 mot ngwoi dan ong nao khac trong cugc doi khong, ba Shelby?”

“Khong,” ba néi bang giong ca quyét va nhin thang vao luat su.

“Ba Shelby,” Mason tiép. “Cé mot viéc ma toi can biét s that, 1a nhitng
sy viec da xay dem hom qua, do duang la sy that chi?”

“Vang, thra ngai Mason. Toi cam doan vGi ngai la nhu vay.”

Mason nghi nggi trong mdt vai gidy roi bat chot héi, “Coé phai trude dé,
ba la ngwoi da goi day néi cho Parker Benton dé ggi y ong ta to chitc mot
cudc gap mat trén thuyén may?”

Ba ta to6 vé ngac nhién, “Tai sao ong biét viéc d6?”

“T6i khong biét gi cd. Vi mudn biét nén toi dat ra v4i ba cau héi ay.”
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“Vang,” ba ta tra 101. “D6 1a chdng t6i yéu cau lam nhw vay. Ong dy néi
vdi t6i rang 6ng c6 mot co hoi dé gidi quyét théa dang mot cong viéc voi
mot luat suw dai dién cho Parker Benton, nguwdi ma ong dy da bo 16 co hoi,
ong dy noi chinh xac nhw vay. Sau dé, 6ng ay noi la khong phéi 1a qua
muon néu t6i ndi chuyén vdi 6ng Benton ma khéng néi o toi la ai.”

“Ba Shelby,” Mason n6i. “T6i héi ba mdt viéc rat quan trong. C6 phai ba
va chong ba khong dinh truwdc la sé c6 mot sy du ngoan bang thuyén may
tredc khi xdy ra cau chuyén ma ba vira néi cho toi biét khong?”

“Tuyét doi.”

Mason chau may.

“Chung t6i dy dinh lam mot cudc du ngoan trén song nhan ky nghi cudi
tuan téi bang thuyén may. Nhung ddy lai 1a mét viéc khac. Pay la chiéc
thuyén mady ma Scott dang muén mua va cudc du ngoan doé sé cho chiing
toi biét ro l1a chung t6i c6 thich n6 hay khong.”

Khi ba Shelby vira néi xong thi c6 tiéng go ctta phong.

Mason diéng lén va ra m& ctta. Mot trong nhitng nguoi trg ly ciia quan
treong dirng tredc mdt ong va ben canh 6ng nay la trung si Dorset.

“Ong?” Mason néi ngac nhién khi tréng thay ngudi trung si. “Ong lam gi
0 day? Khong phai la ngoai pham vi xét Xt cua ong a?”

“T6i da c6 gang tGi day trudce khi sy viéc da qua mudn,” Dorset tuyén bo
mot cach kho khan. “Khon thay s6 ménh lai muon khac di.”

“Truwde khi sy viéc dd qua mudn? Ong muédn noéi gi, dng trung si?”

“Trudc khi Scott Shelby bi am sat.”

“Ong biét rdng 6ng 4y bi de doa chét bat than a?”

“T6i da tap hgp nhiéu yéu té dé co6 ly do nghi ngo va hanh dong.”

“Nao, nao, trung si, ong hay néu ra ro hon.”

Dorset phan van mot ltic, sau dé két luan, “Puogc, t6i t¢i day vi c6 mot td
1énh.”

“Lénh gi?”

“Lénh bat giam, 6ng Mason a. To6i dwgc lénh bat gitt ba Marion Shelby
vi muu toan dau doc ngudi la chong. Chinh ba ta da cho vao thitc an caa
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ong ay mot lwgng thach tin. C6 thé lam 6ng dy chét néu bac si khong t6i
kip thoi.”

Marion Shelby nghe nguwdi trung si n6i ma miéng ha hoc, toan than run
rdy. Khi anh ta néi xong, ba lai gan anh ta va néi, “Ong... 6ng khong c6
quyeén no6i nhw vay,” ba ta lap bap. “Khéng ding... khong...”

“Ba hay binh tinh,” Mason noéi véi ba ta... “Co phai do la tat ca nhitng
diéu 6ng can tuyén bo khong, ong trung si?”

“Nhu vay khong du hay sao?”

“Néu con van dé gi nita, 6ng c6 thé néi bay gio khong?”

“Ong s& dwoc nghe trong mot thdi gian thich hop,” ngudi trung si tuyén
bd mét cach long trong.

Mason quay vé phia Marion Shelby. “Trong nhitng hoan canh nhw thé
nay,” ong noi, “va xét dén viéc dwa ba vao tinh trang bi bat, cach t6t nhat
cho ba 1a hay im ldng cho dén khi c6 1énh md&i va khéng néi gi ca.”

“Nhung néu toi bac bé nhitng 16i budc tdi dy?” ngudi dan ba tré kéu 1én,
“Chung 1a phi ly. Chung la sai. P6i v6i t6i chiing c6 vé 1a mot viéc sap dat
trugce.”

“Rat t6t, ba Shelby,” luat su néi. “Nhung ba khong c6 gi phdi bac bo. Ba
phai pha nhan - dé la diéu kién tat yéu dé toi dai dién cho ba. Néu bao chi
phong van, ba sé tra 16i ‘Khong cé gi dé tuyén bo’. Néu la canh sat, ba sé
néi ‘“To6i vo tdi. Toi khong lam gi va 101 budc tdi 1a khéng cé co sd, toi t
chéi trd 10i mot s6 cau héi néu khong cé su hién dién ctia ngudi luat suw cia
t0i. Va néu ngudi ay c6 mat thi chinh nguwdi ay sé néi’.”

Dorset cau nhau, “Bao gio cling nhitng cong thic ct rich.”

“Hoan toan la nhuw vay,” Mason ndi vGi giong thach thitc. “Va moi khi
toi bdo vé cho mdt than chu ma ngwdi ta mudn bién thanh ké bi tdi oan,
chinh la t6i dung nhitng cong thic ay.”

“Keé bi t0i oan? Pung hong.”

Va ngudi trung si cudi thanh tiéng.

“Ong da nghe t6i néi roi,” luat sw lanh ling noéi.

“Ké bi t0i oan!” Dorset kéu lén. “Hay nghi nhitng diéu t6i sap néi véi
ong: nguoi dan ba nay da thdic day nguwoi chong dong quy bao hiém nhan
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mang c6 chiéu c6 dén ba ta. Ba ta dong mot phan 16n gia san ctia ong ay
mang tén ba ta! Tiép do ba ta dén ctra hang dwgc pham va mua & day thach
tin, néi rang dé diét chuot! So thach tin d6 ba ta da 1én bo vao thirc an cua
chong.”

“Ong quén roi,” Marion Shelby ngit 10i trung si, “rdng toi cling bi ngd
doc cung mot luc.”

“Chac chan la nhu vay,” Dorset néi. “D6 la mot meo cii mém. Nhitng ké
di dau doc thuwong dung dé tranh nhitng sw nghi ngd. Ba da chid y chi dung
mot lwgng nhé thach tin, con cho chong ba mdt lwgng chét nguwoi.”

“Khong ding.”

“Ba c6 nhd rang cai tii xach tay ma ba dung hom dé khong? Mot cai tai
bang da bo mau hat dé cing mau vdi bo quan do ba mac? Trong tui xach
tay d6 c6 mot tdi bang gidy dung thach tin,” nguwdi trung si noéi vé dac
thang.

“Nhung that 1a 16 bich!” ba kéu lén.

Ba ta ngtrng lai vi qua phan no.

“Va,” Dorset noi tiép. “Ba khong thé phta nhan viéc mua sé thach tin dé.
Chang phai la ba da khong ngai di xa dé c6 duwgc nd vi ba da dén mot clra
hang dugc pham cach nha ba ba hodc bén khu nha khac.”

“Tai sao toi phai lam thé? T6i chang c6 gi phai che gidu ca.”

“Tai sao ba lai mua thudc doc d6?”

“Coi chung!” Mason noi.

“T6i khong c6 gi phai che giau, 6ng Mason,” ngudi dan ba tré néi. “Toi
mua thach tin dé bay chudt vi chong t6i da yéu cau toi lam nhw thé.”

“Va ba da dung né nhu thé nao, mot khi thach tin da dwgc mua veé?”
Dorset hoi.

“To6i da dua cho Scott.”

Nguwoi trung si cuoi, “Thé 1a,” anh ta n6i véi mot giong khdi hai, “6ng dy
dan ba di an & thanh pho, da cho mot it thuéc doc vao thitc an cia ba va cho
nhiéu vao thitc an cta ong dy, cho phan con lai vao tdi xach tay.”

“T6i...”
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“O! Nhung day khong phai 1a mot y nghi toi, 6ng trung si,” Mason can
thiép. “Trong tu twdng ctua ong do chi la mot chuyén khoi hai hay ho nhung
né co thé la mot sy that ding dan. Va t6i khuyén ba, ba Shelby, khong nén
néi nhiéu vé chuyén ay lac nay nita.”

“Thay rang thudc doc khong dat duwgc muc dich cia minh,” Dorset néi
tiép, “nguwdi dan ba nay da quyét dinh thtr lam mot cach khac. Ba ta da lay
mot khau sting luc, day chong xuéng séng va tir trén ban xudng, roi kéu
1én, goi cdp ctru.”

“Khong dung!” Marion Shelby phan déi. “T6i khong lam mot cai gi nhw
thé. Toi da ké cho ong trg ly quan tredng nhitng s viéc xdy ra.”

“Vang, ong ta da noi lai vdi toi cau chuyén cua ba,” Dorset noi vdi giong
khinh thi. “Cau chuyén cua ba ctling khong duang sy that.”

“Nhung dé la sy that.”

“Ong hay néi, ong trung si,” Mason lai can thiép. “Néu 6ng cho ring
nguwoi dan ba nay da dung sung, tai sao 6ng khong xét nghiém vii khi bang
sap.”

“Cai meo ay?”

Dorset tré moi dudi ra vé miét thi.

“T6i khong tin, khi day la mot t6i ac cé suy tinh trdc. Ba ta da di tat tay,
ban, r6i ném chiéc tat tay d6 vao mdt chdé ma khong bao gio nguoi ta tim
thdy. Nguoi ta dung khau sting d6 khéng lau, nong sting hay con mui thuéc
chay. Va ba ta tay hay con cam sting & cho chong ba da chét”

“T6i doi hoi 6ng lam cudc xét nghiém bang sap,” luat sw tuyén ho.

“Ong c6 sap & day khong?” Dorset héi.

“Khong, chac chan nhuw vay. Nhung n6 c6 thé cé trong thuyén.”

“Cling khong co, toi da hoi. Va toi cting khong thich cach ong doi hoi toi
phai lam xét nghiém. C6 hang dong cach lam cho n6 mat hiéu qua.”

“To6i khong ban,” Marion Shelby n6i manh mé.

“Ba da nghe thay tiéng sting?” ngudi trung si hai.

“Vang.”

“Va chong ba da goi dién thoai cho ba tit miii thuyén?”

“Ong ay noi v4i toi rdng 6ng goi toi tir noi dé.”
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“Ong trung si,” Mason néi. “Néu dng xem xét tat cd cidc may dién thoai
trén thuyén vaGi bot tim dau tay, 6ng c6 thé biét dau tay nao la cia Shelby va
biét dwgc ong ta goi dién thoai tir dau.”

“Viéc do sé lam lang phi thit bot quy ay,” Dorset néi vGi giong che ché.
“Chung ta sé khong tim thdy gi ca vi 1y do r6 nhat la Shelby khong hé goi
dién cho vg. Pay la cau chuyén ma ba ta da sang tac ra vé moi chi tiét dé
chiém doat nam muoi ngan d6-la. Ba ta twéng tuwgng rang cong ty bao hiém
sé tra cho ba ta nhitng vién kim cuwong & trén mong tay ma khong can tién
hanh mét cudc diéu tra khi canh sat cho rang phai mat it nhat la hai thang.”

“Trung si,” Mason no6i. “T6i doi hoi 6ng mot 1an niva la 6ng hay lay dau
tay trén cac may dién thoai va hay lam mdt xét nghiém bang sap.”

“Buc minh! Khong cdi vao dau duwgc,” Dorset tuyén bd réi ma@ cira
phong va ra hiéu cho ba Shelby di theo minh.

Ngang cao dau, ngwoi dan ba tré tuan theo.

Con lai m6t minh, Mason ngap ngirng mot lat, sau dé di dén gia dé hanh
ly, mé& chiéc va li ctia minh, ném 16n xon nhi*tng vat trong d6 vao mot ngan
kéo tu, di vé phia may dién thoai, 1ay tir tti 4o ra mot con dao nhip, cat day
dién va chu y khong dé vét tay ctia minh trén mdy, cam 1y may, nhét may
vao vali va khéa né lai. Mot 1at sau, 4o khoac trén vai, mi doi trén dau va
chiéc valy trén tay, ong roi khéi phong minh.

Ong t6i phong cta Della Street va go cira.

“Ai vay?” nguoi dan ba tré hoi.

“Mac quan ao vao Della,” luat st ra 1énh. “Chung ta di thoi.”

“Nhung ching ta khong can phai doi...”

“Chung ta khong phai dgi,” Mason tuyén bd. “Xuong may sé di gap sau
day va to6i sé di trén xuong do. Trung si Dorset vira bat Marion Shelby.”

“Nhung liéu nguoi ta cé cho phép chung ta di nho khong?”

“T6i rat muén trong thady ngwoi can tréd chung ta,” luat sw néi. “Toi
khong tin rang nguwdi ta thir ngan can... Hon nita, Dorset tin rang cong viéc
da dugc két luan. Nhanh 1én, Della! Chiing ta con hang déng cong viéc phai
lam.”
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12

Nhu’ la nhitng con méo, Paul Drake, gidm doc mot co quan diéu tra tw

nhan, mang tén anh ta, chi ngt c6 mét mat. “Do6 1a, anh ta ndi, mot trong
nhitng diéu kién chinh dé tr& thanh mot nha tham t& gioi, hai diéu kién
khac 1a khong dé minh giéng mot nha tham t¥ va c6 thé an vao bat c gio
nao mién la cai dé6 khong lam hai cho nhitng kha nang diéu tra ctia anh’.

“Tat nhién, doi khi anh con n6i, néu co6 tri khén thi khong bi hai. Nhung
khong phai la tuyét doi can thiét”.

Mason dap manh ctra can hd ctia Drake va tiép dé nghe buwéc chan khong
giay trén san nha.

“Ai day?” Tiéng Drake hoi.

“Perry Mason day, Paul.”

Va nguoi luat sw nghe thay tiéng chia khoa van trong 6.

“Della cung di vai t6i,” ong bao trudc.

“Trong truong hgp nhu vay, xin dgi toi nam giay.”

Mot 1at sau, ctta m& va hién ra mét anh chang - Paul Drake vira & buong
tam ra, chan di giay vai, téc bu xu, mat tham quang.

Anh ngam hai nguwoi véi mot vé la lung, “Dé danh thire t6i vao gio nay,”
anh tuyén bo, “cac vi, ca hai phdi can té6 chitc dam cuwdi va dén bao cho t6i
tin mai, tot lanh.”

“MOot cach dv dam cuwdi m6i mé ly lam sao,” Della nai.

“Pirng néi nhitng diéu ngu xuan nita, Paul,” Mason ditng bén canh anh
néi. “Mot ngudi chong néu cho vo minh nhin thady ban minh trong tinh
trang nhu anh sé 1a m6t ké khing bé tinh than ddc ac va ngudi vg sé chay
tron ngay lap tirc vé nha cha me minh.”

Drake 13y tay chdi md& téc.

“Néu 6ng goi day noi cho tdi dé bao trwdc sy tham hoi,” anh ta noi, “toi
sé di uon toc.”
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“Anh c6 1é can rira mat bang nuwéc lanh.”

“T6i vita danh rang xong. Néu khong phién, hay cho phép t6i nam lai
trén giwong. Toi da bi lanh dit doi va vira thoat chét vi rét. Xin mai ca hai
vi ngbi. Cha y! Perry, 6ng nhac dum céai quan dat 1én ghé bang... Coi
chtrng! Trong thi c6 chiéc dong ho qua quit. Lic nay la may gio r6i nhi?”

“Chinh x4c la nam gi® ba hai phut,” Mason tuyén bd sau khi xem chiéc
dong ho bam gid cua minh.

“Gan rang dong roi... Cac vi can gi ¢ t6i?”

“T6i muon anh tim cho t6i mot xac chét.”

Drake da vao trong giwvong. Anh xép nhitng chiéc goi, kéo chan 1én che
nguoi va ngoi thodi mai theo cach ctia anh.

“M0ot xac nguoi! Toi phdi ngbi chd ¢ day,” anh than thé. “Néu nhw c6
viéc gi khac, mot toi ac ghé gém, c6 thé kéo ong ra khoi giwong vao céi gio
nhw thé nay! Con toi, t6i nghi rang day la mot cau chuyén tinh 4i. Cai ma
toi co thé la té ra ngay tho.”

Mason da nhac chiéc quan dat vao ghé banh va ra hiéu cho Della ngbi.

“T6i,” 6ng noi, “t6i san sang ra khoi givong.”

“... vOi mot cai nhin s¢ chét.” Drake thu chan lai.

“Anh ty nhan xét 1ay, Paul, rang nhiém vu ma t6i giao cho anh c6 khong
it sy mai la.”

“Thé nao vay?”

“Thong thwong,” ludt su giai thich, “thi ching t6i tim thdy xac nguoi va
anh thi dugc tung di tim ké giét ngwoi. Lan nay ké giét nguwdi da bi bat va
xac chét chinh la thit ma t6i yéu cau anh tim kiém.”

“Phai tat can mot cai ho, chac nhw vay cha?”

“Khong phai la mét cai hé ma la mot con song.”

“Po la mot con song ma toi phai tat can?”

“Khong can thiét, canh sat da ddam nhiém viéc do.”

“Thé thi t6i con phai tim né lam gi nita, cai xac ay?”

“Trong phong cta mot ngwoi dan ba toc vang hoe.”

“Oh, chi c6 thé thoi a?” Paul néi véi mot giong cham biém. “Va t6i phai
tw gidi thiéu v6i nguwdi dan ba do nhu thé nao? T6i gia lam md6t nhan vién
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cta Van phong thong ké cé trach nhiém kiém ké s6 bd xuwong ngudi trong
cac tu trong twong hay sao? Hay la lam mot sinh vién nganh y di tim mot
xac nguoi dé nghién ciu?”

“T6i biét rang anh 1a mot nguwoi co muu,” Mason néi. “Va lam on cho
ching t6i nhitng y kién sang sua cua anh ngay bay gio, Paul. Cong viéc that
la rat gap.”

“Té6t, tot, tbi nam dé nghe ong.”

Mason ké twong tan cau chuyén ké ca nhitng chi tiét nhd, khong quén
diéu gi.

“Va ong cho rang ba ta vo t6i, nguwdi dan ba ay?” Drake kéu lén khi
nguoi ludt su vira néi xong. “Nhung 6ng hoi dién 1oi. Perry! it nhat 1a ong
da phai long ba ay, t6i khong biét tai sao 6ng lai cé thé nghi ngd sy pham
t0i cua ba ta. Khong Perry, t6i khong muén dinh vao cai tdi kho sai do.”

“T6i cho rang ba ay vo toi, Paul,” Mason tuyén bd. “Néu ba &y mudn dau
doc nguoi chong thi liéu ba ta con dé chat thach tin trong tdi xach tay cda
minh khong?”

“A! Nhu vay ddy, dé 1a mot 1y 18 16n ctia nguwdi bao chita tai gioi day! Va
cai canh trén thuyén mdy, ong giai thich ra sao? Tdi tin chac rang khi ba ta
nga nguoi vao tay ong la khi ba ta vira ha sat xong ngudi chong. Ba ta that
la gioi, khong mot boi tham doan nao c6 thé tha bong cho ba ta.”

“T6i chwa ndi hét,” Mason tuyén bd. “Shelby da tim mua mot thuyén
may va sé di du ngoan vao ngay nghi cudi tuan véi vg va mét vai nguoi
ban. D6 la y kién 6ng ta c6 sau khi yéu cau vg goi day no6i cho Benton dé
goi y 6ng nay to chitc mdt cudc du ngoan trén thuyén may ctia Benton.”

Drake cau may, “Hay néi rd hon chut nita, Perry. Toi khong hiéu céi do6
ra sao ca.”

“T6i sé noi cho anh mot diéu nita, Paul. Trong khi t6i di dao trén boong,
tredc khi xdy ra cai chét, chan t6i da vap phai mét doan day chao 16n dai
khoang sau mét, theo t6i duy doan, va day c6 duong kinh la hai muoi lam
xang-ti-mét.”

“Cai day chao c6 lién quan gi dén cau chuyén?”

“T6i da gat n6é bang chan dé lay duong di.”
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“Va sau d6?”

“Khi t6i di trd lai trén boong sau tiéng kéu va tiéng sing thi sgi day chao
khong con.”

“T6i chi hiéu tirng it mot.”

“Vi anh khéng c6 tri twéng twgng, Paul. Néu khong phai 1a ngudi dan ba
ban stng thi ai 1a ngwdi cé thé lam viéc d6?”

“To6i khong biét gi cd.”

“Nguoi chong, Paul. Scott Shelby, chinh han.”

“Ong mudn néi rdng 6ng ta tw nguyén bi thwong?”

“Nhung khong, Paul, anh van chwa r6. Han ta ban, khong phai la dé lam
bi thwong ai, ma la dé nguoi khac nghe thiy tiéng sting n6 va dé cho ngwoi
vQ c6 cdm gidc rang moét nguwoi nao dé tim cach giét chong minh, han,
Shelby. Han da chuan bi cong viéc that la chu dao.”

“M0ot lan nita, sgi day chdo cta ong c6 vai tro gi trong cau chuyén, gia
thiét rang chinh Shelby da dao dién moi chuyén.”

“Shelby,” luat sw giai thich, “da quyét dinh rang nguwdi vg sé la nguoi
lam chitng cta viéc dm sdt han. Han da goi cho vg va khi ba ta téi noi, cui
ntta minh trén mii thuyén thi han lam ra vé dang danh nhau, nhung mot ké
v6 danh nao dé kéo han xuéng nuwdc. Sau dé han dé roi minh xuéng nwdc
va han da ban mot phat sung, st dung tr mot khau sing khac ma han da
mang theo dé phong bi. R6 rang la chinh han mot vai gio trudc dé da ban
mot phat trong mot khau sting khac, khau sting ma han dé lai trong phong
cta han.”

“Nhung soi ddy chdo? Ong da khong giai thich cho t6i vai trd ctia né,
Perry.”

“Thé nay! Sgi day dé cling la mdot trong nhitng cong cu cua Shelby.
Chiéc thuyén mdy cua Benton neo ¢ phan cudi dong song. Néu Shelby chi
don gian, don doc nhdy xuong nuwéc, han sé: thit nhat, khong thé né sung
duwgc vi nwdc vao vii khi; thit hai: bi dong nwéc cudn di trede khi ngudi vg
nhan ra han, treong hgp nao ngudi ta cling khong tin la han chét vao ldc ay.
Va sgi day chao rat cé ich cho han. Thuyén mday & cudi dong, Shelby chac
da budc chap doi day chdao vao mot cai vong hodac mot vat gi dé mot cach
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dé cdi sau nay. Han dé roi tay tradi xuéng nwdc trudc, tay phai gio 1én cao
dé sung khong wét. Sau khi kéo co sting, han cdi day va quang di. Khi vg
tién lai gan, han lam ra vé chéng lai dong nwéc va goi vg, va két thic la han
lan xuéng ham thuyén, sau d6 boi dén mot ché ma han thdy la an toan.”

“Troi, han mudn téng khit vg han a?” Drake hoi.

“T6i hiéu la nhu thé,” Mason tuyén bd. “Toi cho rang han tang tiu vdi co
gai toc vang hoe, Ellen Cushing, gidam doc m6t hang kinh doanh bat dong
san. Nhung han khong muon ly hon: han dang phai trd phu cap nudi dudng
cho hai ngudi vo trede d6 va han khong muon trd nhw vay cho ngudi thi
ba. Han quyét dinh chét va chon Marion Shelby nhw 1a nhan chitng cta cai
chét d6. To6i cling tin chac rang cai canh ay ciing sé dién ra theo cung mot
kich ban & trén mot thuyén may khac vao tuan sau. Nhung néu han t6 chitc
viéc giét han trén thuyén cta Benton, tat ca sé to ra la ty nhién. Cudi cung
la han & chung véi ké thu. Va vg han du nhiéu du it cling la pham phap.”

“Perry, 6ng gan nhw da lam t6i tin,” Drake noi.

“T6i rat vui murng,” Mason néi. “Nhuwng t6i muon thang 6ng chwéng ly
quan. T6i khong thé chi dung 1y thuyét ma khong c6 nhitng ching cé vitng
chac.”

“Nhitng chitng c@ loai nao?”

“Scott Shelby khong thé mdt minh ding ra t6 chirc tat ca viéc nay,”
Mason gidi thich. “Han chac chan la can mét ké tong pham. Theo t6i ké do
dgi han & mot khoang cach nao dé trén mat chiéc thuyén go. Sau khi lan
xuong ham thuyén mady, han c6 thé lan ti€p mot quang dwdi nwdc. Khong
nén quén rang han la mot tay boi 16i gidi. Sau dé noi 1én mat nwdc dé boi
dén cho ké tong pham. Ké nay, c6 thé la dan 6ng hodc la dan ba - dung mét
den pin dé hwéng dan han trong swong mu. Vao gio nhat dinh Shelby phai
bay t6i New York hodc téi Mexique va & day Ellen Cushing sé dén gap han
sau d6. Sy dugce thua rat quan trong, Paul. Téi mu6n anh huy dong nhitng
nhan vién tai gidi cua anh. Nhitng nguoi nay tim ké c6 nhan dang nhu Scott
Shelby sé di may bay hay xe Itta. Nhitng ngudi khac di hoi tat ca nhitng chu
cho thué thuyén go dé xem c6 phai c6 nguwoi thué la mot trong ngwoi dan ba
tré giong Ellen Cushing khong. Nhitng nguwdi khac nita chiu trach nhiém
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tim chiéc xe hoi cta Ellen Cushing dé xem trong xe cé quan 4o tham nuwéc
ctia Shelby vi chac chan rang Shelby thay quan 4o trong xe cta Ellen
Cushing.”

Mot cu nhay, Paul Drake da ra khoi givong.

“Pua gitup t0i cdi quan, Perry,” anh kéu lén. “C6 ct ngo6i, Della.” Anh
néi thém khi biét y dinh ctia c6 gai. “T6i sé mdc quan ao trong phong
tam... Trong khi cho doi, c6 cé thé gitp t6i. Goi day noi cho tong dai goi
tat ca nhitng nhan vién cda t6i ma tén cua ho da ghi vao tdm phiéu khan
cap. Tiép dé tim cho dia chi cta Ellen Cushing va néi vGi hai hodc ba
nguoi cua toi tim chung ta tredc nha co ta. Cai viec chinh theo toi la tay ta
phai s¢ dugc vao chiéc xe hoi ctia c6 & do.”

“Pung la viéc tdi da nghi,” Mason néi vé dong tinh.

“Khong nén mat qua mot tiéng dong ho dé moi ngwdi c6 mat ¢ co quan,
Perry... Vao viéc, Della.”
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Séng s6m lanh 1o va am wét. Ngoi trong 0 t6 ctia Drake dau tredc toa nha

cta Ellen Cushing, Della quan chat 40 mang t6 vao nguoi.

“Chung ta phai lam gi day?” Drake hai.

“Phai tim nha dé xe ctia c6 ta va quan sat chiéc xe hoi cta c6 ay,” Mason
khang dinh.

Nha tham t&* nhan mat, “Cai do that la nguy hiém. Néu ngudoi ta gap qua
tang ching ta? Nguoi ta sé bao cho trung si Dorset bat ching ta va git
chiéc xe nay lai.”

“Anh ta sé cwdi vao mii ching ta vi anh ta tin chac rang Shelby da chét
va canh sat dang gitt ké giét nguoi.”

“Néu ching ta nho trung Gy Tragg thi sao?”

“Anh ta sé tir choi, vi cai d6 sé gdy mau thuan ngdm ngam véi nguwoi cap
dudi cia minh. Co 1é sau nay anh ta sé nghe nhitng 10i khuyén cua toi,
nhuwng bay gio thi con s6m qua.”

“Ong khong thé chd doi mot thdi gian sao, Perry, dén lic ma...”

“Dirng c6 ngdc, Paul. Moi phut la rat quy. Nwdc boc hoi, néu khong 1am,
t0i muon so vao nhitng chiéc dém trong xe trwdc khi ching kho. Nha dé xe
cta Ellen Cushing chac & phia sau nha, ching ta phédi vugt qua con duong
ma anh trong thay ¢ day. Néu c6 ngudi gap ching ta, ching ta sé tra 10i la
ching ta dwgc nhitng nguwoi ban cho biét c6 can hd cho thué trong nay, va
ching ta dén xem.”

Drake cho xe chay, 1ai xe chdm cham di vao con duong dé vao san trong
cta toa nha, ma & mot bén la nhitng gian nha dé xe, va tat may.

“C6 1€ day,” luat su noi. “S6 16B. Nha dé xe cung so6 véi s6 cta can ho.
Co6 dung la Ellen Cushing ¢ can ho s6 16B khéng?”

“Pung,” Drake noi. “Chung ta lam thé nao ma vao duwgc?”

“MOot nha tham ti phai biét lam moi viéc,” Mason khich 1é.
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“Nhung nhu thé c6 1a toi pham khong?” Della hoi.

“T6i khong thé, Perry,” Drake n6i. “Néu sau nay nguoi ta tim ra, t6i sé
mat gidy phép hanh nghé.”

“Trong treong hgp nay,” Mason noi, “dwa cho t6i chum chia khéa van
nang cua anh, Paul.”

“Perry, ong khong nén lam nhv vay! Mot ctta s6 c6 thé mé ra va néu
nguwoi ta thay ching ta...”

“Cang thédo luan thi ching ta cang cé nguy co bi 16,” Mason néi thap
giong. “Pua cho t6i chum chia khoéa, Paul.”

V@i vé cau nhau, Drake tim trong ngan dung gang tay tren xe va dua cho
Mason chum chia khéa. Ngudi luat sw xuéng xe, theo sau la Della. Drake
lam ra vé mudn di theo ho nhung r6i anh lac dau va 1én xe ngoi.

Mason phai thit t6i nam chiéc chia khéa méi tim thdy chiéc chia m&
duwgc 6 khoa. O khéa kéu 1én, Della mé cita nha xe. Nguoi luat suw di vao.
Ong nhin xung quanh vai gidy sau d6 ra hiéu cho Drake buéc vao.

Anh ta theo Mason vao nha xe, mat sa sam hon lic nao hét.

“Hay s0 dém phia sau, Paul,” luat sw ndi.

Drake lam theo.

“Phia bén trai,” Mason khang dinh.

“Co vé am u6t,” Tham t noi.

Mason chau may.

“Nhuwng néu 1ap luan cta 6ng la ding,” Drake noi tiép, “thi tdim dém nay
phai w6t sting.”

Nguoi luat sw s& cac tdm dém khac. Sy that vong thé hién trén nét mat
ong. Sau d6 ong nhac mot vai tam dém lén. Khong cé gi.

“Ong xem,” Drake néi. “Chéng c6 vui mirng nao an ti ching ta.”

“Chung ta da di theo con duong sai lam r6i, Paul,” luat sw néi. “Cé qui
mdi biét tai sao tdm dém nay lai &m? Chung ta hdy xem may.”

Ong s vao dau mdy. “Lanh.”

Della, cho dén ltic nay van ditng canh chirng & ctra, tho dau vao.

“Khong thay gi a?” ¢6 héi hét sitc nho.

“Khong,” Mason noi.
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“Co0 ta c6 thé dung mot xe hoi khac, ngwoi dan ba tré ggi y va di vao
trong nha xe.”

“Co thé, that vay, nhung chinh ¢ day, trong chiéc xe nay ma toi hy vong
c6 dugc nhitng tang chitng lam cho dwa cho 1ap luén cua t6i.”

“Bang moi cach,” Drake ggi y. “Chung ta hay roi khoi nha xe. Chuing ta
c6 thé no6i nhiéu & bén ngoai. Néu con ¢ lai day, ching ta c6 thé bi bat.”

Mason di ra ctta trong khi Della dang luc soat moi x6 xinh bat chgt 1én
tiéng voi giong day cam xtic, “Ong chu, lai day mot 14t.”

Nguwai luat sw dirng lai va Drake quay vé phia sau.

“Cai gi vay?” Mason hoi.

“Lai day, c6 khan khoan ra hiéu cho ho.”

Hai nguoi dan ong tién dén.

Duéi mo6t chiéc ban tho moc, Della vira kéo ra dwge mot chiéc chan dung
trong quan doi.

“Ong s& xem,” ¢ noi.

Mason lam theo, sau do noi rit 1én, “U6t sting!”

“Va ong hay xem cai nay,” Della ndi tiép.

Va c6 cti xudng 1dy dudi gam ban mot doi giay dan ong.

“P0i gidy thé thao nay dat dwdi tdim chan,” c6 loan bado. “Ca doi giay
cling vay, cling sting nwgc.”

“Ong da doan dung, Perry,” Drake néi v&i vé kham phuc.

“Nho Della,” luat su néi.

“Bay gio ching ta lam gi?” Drake lo ngai hoi. “Chung ta mang nhitng
tang vat nay di u?”

“Khong, v6i bat cit gia nao,” Mason tra 16i. “Ching ta dat tat ca vé cho
cll va canh sat sé dam nhiém viéc tim ra chung.”

“Ong cho ring canh sat ciing suy nghi nhw vay, Perry?”

“Chung ta sé kich thich ho, Paul.”

“T6i dé lai ching ding nhw t6i da thay ch?” Della héi.

“Phai, nhung trede hét ching ta phéai xem k¥ doi giay. Chung ta hdy xem
sO giay va tén hang san xuat.”

Della 14y s6 tay ra sau khi dwa doi giay cho Mason.
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Nguoi luat sw xem xét doi giay, sau do doc tén hang san xuat va cd giay:
so 43.

“Khong con gi nita a?” Della hoi. “Khong c6 tén cua nha ban 1€ a, vi du
nhu vay.”

“Khong. Nhung chiing ta ¢6 thé 14y dwgc nhitng tin titc phu thém & mot
ctra hang giay.”

“Nao, nao, néi chuyén it théi,” Drake néi. “T6i rat voi di day.”

“OK.” Mason noi. “Dat lai doi giay vao cho cti, Della.”

Nha tham tr 1a ngudi dau tién roi khoi nha xe va 1én xe. Mason khép ctra
nha xe, lau 6 khoa va tay nam canh ctra bang chiéc khan tay ctia minh va
sau khi gitip Della 1én cho ngo6i, 6ng cling 1én xe.

Drake n6 mdy, lam mot cd ngoat thong minh, viegt con dwong va di ra
ngoai pho. Anh ditng cach tda nha ma ho vira thoat ra hai, ba tram mét.

“Va bay gio,” anh héi, “6ng c6 muon ching ta dén tham Ellen Cushing
khong?”

“Khong phai chung ta ma canh sat lam viéc nay,” Mason noi.

“Va lam thé nao ma 6ng c6 thé kich thich canh sat quan tam t6i Ellen
Cushing?” Nha tham tr 1o ngai hoi.

“Pé bat dau, ching ta phai tim kiém mot vai dau hiéu phu.”

“Bang cach nao, Perry?”

“Bai cac nhan viéen cua anh, Paul. Nhitng nguwoi ma ching ta da hen ho
tGi day. Ho sap t6i chwa?”

“Chac chan la chwa. T6i dang sot rudt doi ho.”

“Trong truong hgp nhw vay chiing ta hdy cho xe di dén cho c6 thé canh
chtrng 16i di vao toa nha ay.”

Drake m& mdy cho xe chay va do xe treéc mat nha Ellen Cushing.

“Scott Shelby da chuan bi cho hanh dong cua minh dén nhitng chi tiét
nho nhat,” Mason tuyén bo sau khi nha tham tr da dirng xe. “Nhung con
mot viéc ma han khong dam lam la mang theo nhitng thit can thay doi hang
ngay.”

“Tai sao?” Drake hoéi.

“V1i cong ty bao hiém sé dén lam mot cudc diéu tra.”
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“Ké ca néu canh sat dwa Marion Shelby ra trwdc tda an nita phai khéng?”

“Keé ca trwong hgp nhu vay. Viéc giét ngudi, néu that 1a cé viéc do, 1a cai
khong mong muén cua cong ty. Cai ma ho quan tdm ngwoc lai, 1a so tién ho
phai trd. Gia thiét rang Marion Shelby duwgc toa dai hinh tha bong. Luc dé,
diéu quan trong phai néi, la cong ty sé budc phai tra cho dén dong xu cudi
cung cua tong soO tién nam muoi ngan do-la. Trw khi, chinh vi céi do ba dy
phai bi diéu tra, néu nguwdi ta thdy cé mot sw thong dong gitra hai vo chong.
Shelby da hinh dung trwéc cudc diéu tra dé. Vi 1ap luan da ding dan, han ty
nhu néu trong cong viéc nay, hoac dé thiéu di mot bo comlé, triv bo han
dang mdc, cong ty sé tim kiém gat gao hon. Cai han da lam thi dé doan ra.
Khi da 1én khéi nuwdc, han chui vao xe cia Ellen Cushing da c6 san mot
chiéc chan dé han khoi bi lanh. Khi tGi day ching dé tdm chan xuéng dudi
chiéc ban thg mdc. Va viéc tim ra chiéc chan dé da chitng t6 vi sao cac tam
dém trong 6t chi hoi bi am thoi.”

“Con nhitng chiéc giay?”

“Ellen Cushing chac chan mang di theo dé6i gidy. T6i danh cudc vdi anh
la sau day mdt hodc hai gio 6 ta sé xuéng nha xe va mang doi gidy 1én nha
dé lam kho chiing.”

“Tai sao c0 a lai khong mang chiing 1én nha ngay khi vé?”

“Lam thé nao ma toi biét dwgc. Co thé 1a c6 ta quén chiing hodc vi mét ly
do nao khac.”

“Nhirng nhan vién cua toi sé phai lam gi?”

“Can mot nguwdi quan sat ctra so cta can ho s6 16B. Anh ta chi can ding
¢ toa nha doéi dién va dung 6ng nhom.”

“Anh ta c6 can trong vao nha caa Ellen Cushing khong?”

“Mot nguoi,” Mason noi. “Mot nhan vien khac sé canh chung ctra ra
vao, quan sat tat ca nhitng ngwoi an nit chuéng dién dé vao can ho 16B.”

Mot chiéc xe hoi di dén géc phd, phan van mét chit, sau do bat chot 1ai
xe ré quat, chay t6i do sau xe cta Drake.

“Ho day r6i,” anh ta bdo. “C6 ba ngudi. Toi sap x€p ho ra sao day?”

“Nguoi thit nhat gac ctra ra vao,” luat sw néi. “Nguoi thit hai gac ctra so,
nguoi tht ba nha xe trong san.”
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“T6t,” Drake néi. “Va tiép theo?”

“Tiép theo,” Della Street néi xen vao, “ching ta di uéng mot tach 1én ca
phé néng. Va néu c6 c6-nhac trong xe, Paul, anh dwa cho ching t6i, vi t6i
rét run lén, rang danh vao nhau lap cép va t6i sg ching gay mat.”

“Mot y kién rat hay,” Mason xac nhan.
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Mason va c0 thuw ky ngoi trong phong riéng cua luat s va 6ng da ra 1énh
cho nguoi phu trach tong dai khong nhan tiép ai dén gdp. Ca hai déu to ra
qua mét nhoc. Mason cé bo rau hai muoi bon gid khong cao, Della véi doi
mat tham quang.

“Neéu la trude day,” Mason noi, dang suy nghi, tay s& 1én ma, “toi da goi
mot nguwdi thg cao, cao mat tai chd cho t6i, nhung cai d6 khong con phu
hop vao thoi ky nay nita. Tiéc thay.”

“Con toi,” Della néi. “Néu c6 mot chau xoa bop t6t thi toi sé khée lai.”

C0 xem dong ho ctia minh.

“Tam gio.”

“Co di ngu di, Della,” luat sw ggi y. “Chac chan la c6 bi mét hon t6i.”

“Chang mot chiat nao!” c6 kéu lén. “Nhitng bién c6 da xdy ra va toi
khong muén vang mat...”

Nhw dé ching té c6 c6 ly, chuong dién thoai réo. Co6 nhac may nhanh
chong.

“Vang... Mot lat, Paul, téi chuyén may.”

Mason chiém ngay lay 6ng ndi.

“Ong da diing trén moi gia thiét, Perry,” Drake néi.

“Nhitng nguoi trong s6 nha 16B da day trudc day mot lat. Co gai toc
vang hdy con mac quan 4o nga. Co ta ra kéo nhe tdm rém che ctra so. Toi
doan day la ctra s6 cta phong ngn.”

“Chac chan la nhv vay,” luat sw hudng ng v6i giong to mo, 6ng noi
thém, “Nhung ngwoi cta anh, ho cé thdy mot nguwdi nao khac trong can ho
khong?”

“C6, mot nguoi dan ong.”

“Pac diém.”
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“Mot nguoi dan ong khoang ba muoi lam tudi, nhwng khong chac chan
lam, vi duwong pho rong, tuy c6 6ng nhom ngwoi ta van khong trong ro. Mat
khac, gian phong c6 ngudi dan 6ng ay lai qua t6i.”

“Anh néi tiép di, Paul.”

“Nguoi dan ong cao khoang mot mét bay muoi, ndng khoang bay sau ky.
Hinh nhw chac chan la anh ta c6 téc va mat mau xam.”

“Cai do phu hgp véi dac diém cta Shelby,” luat sw n6i. “Va... Han téi
sau khi chung ta di cha?”

“Khong, han phai ¢ trong phong tw triedc. Ellen Cushing khéng c6 khach
dén tham. Nhan vién cda to6i khong roi mat khoi ctra ra vao. Rat nhiéu
nguoi ra khoi toa nha, nhung khong c6 mot nguwdi nao cé nhitng dac diém
nhu vay di vao.”

“P6 la tat ca nhitng gi t6i mudn biét, Paul. Cam on.”

“Ong mudn toi lam gi bay gio?”

“Anh s€ la nguoi lam chitng cho t6i.”

“Pong y. T6i tGi van phong cta 6ng?”

“Anh goi dien thoai cho toi tir dau?”

“QO van phong t6i.”

“Nhu vay toi sé don anh khi di qua.”

“Ong mudn dén gip trung si Dorset a?” Drake hoi.

“Khong, ma la trung dy Tragg,” luat sw ndi. “Dorset td ra chong doi véi
moi goi y cua toi.”

“Tot, toi dgi ong.”

Ca hai nguoi déu gac may va Mason quay vé phia Della.

“Pung la nhv vay,” ong noi.

“Cai gi a?”

“Scott Shelby & trong can ho.”

“Ong chéc chidn chit?”

“Co6 mot ngudoi trong phong nga cta Ellen Cushing va dic diém cua
nguoi nay rat giong vai Shelby. Chac han da & qua dém vaéi c6 ta.”

“P6 cti méo!” ¢6 néi. “Ong c6 mudn tdi goi day néi cho Tragg khong?”

“Ctt thir xem. Chac rang anh ta da t6i lam viéc.”

https://thuviensach.vn



Della quay s6 cua canh sat va yéu cau gap trung ty Tragg.

“Xin cho mot 1at, 6ng trung ty. T6i chuyén may cho 6ng Mason.”

Nguwoi luat s cam 14y ong néi.

“Xin chao ong trung uy,” ong noi. “Co gi maoi khong?”

“O day khong c6 gi méi. Nguwoc lai, t6i twéng ring 6ng dang gitip cho
mot than chu bi td cdo trong mdt vu giét ngwoi, nhw thdi quen.”

“Pung nhv vay.”

“Nhung, 6ng Mason, 1an nay thi ca-r6t da dwgc ndu chin réi. Néu t6i la
ong, toi rut lui khoi vu nay trong khi hay con thoi gian.”

“Khong thé dwoc. T6i bi cong viéc ngap tGi co... Nhung t6i quén mat...
T6i mudn gap 6ng, Trung uy.”

“Vao luc nao?”

“Ngay bay gid... Lic 6ng c6 thé tiép t6i”

“Co that la khan cap khong? T6i phu trach viéc...”

“Rat khan cap.”

“Rat, rat, rat khan cap.”

“Khan cap hon nhuv thé nita.”

“Veé van de gi?”

“Vé mot vu giét nguoi.”

“Vasao?”

“T6i c6 nhiéu dau hiéu cung cap cho 6ng.”

“Xin nghe t6i, 6ng Mason, néu la dé gidi thiéu vdi téi mot 1ap luan
chitng minh sy v6 toi cua ba khach hang cua 6ng thi khéng nén mat cong
nita. Cai do co6 thé cho. To6i hién rat ban.”

“Cai nay thi khong thé chd dugc,” luat su tuyén bo.

“Tail sao?”

“Vi néu ong dé phdi chd, ong sé phdi can ngén tay minh va ca cac cong
Sy cua ong clng vay.”

“O! Ba Shelby la thii pham. Ba ta phai biét rdng hoan canh ctia ba ta la
tuyét vong roi vi ba ta cling khong dam m@& miéng ra nita. Moi su kién déu
chong lai ba ta va...”
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“Cac su kién chang quan trong gi! Néu khong quyét dinh viéc nay, ong
sé la ngwoi dau tién hoi ti€c ngay sau do.”

“Néi cho t6i biét day la viéc gi?”

“Khong thé noi qua dién thoai dugc.”

“Trong treong hop nhu vay, viéc nay phai dgi,” Tragg noi voi giong qua
quyét. “Marion Shelby da & trong nha tu, va t6i cé thé gap ong chiéu nay
hay ngay mai...”

“A! T6i muén nhin nét mdt 6ng khi 6ng biét rang t6i c6 mdt tang pham
biéu 6ng.”

“Gi vay?”

“Xac chét.”

“Xac chét? Xac chét nao?”

“Cua Scott Shelby.”

“U...uuw...”

Bat chot Tragg to6 ra quan tam. Anh ta n6i mét giong rat 1é phép, “That
vay, cai do6 la quan trong, t6i théa thuan viéc nay. Chung t6i da bat gilt ba
Shelby can c* vao nhitng dau hiéu cé lién quan, nhung t6t hon véi tat ca
moi nguwoi la xac cia ngudi chét sé & dwdi ban tay cua luat phap.”

“Pung la cai ma toi dy dinh lam. Toi sé giao cho ong cai xac do.”

“Né6 & dau?”

“Néu ong thyc tdim muon biét no, né dang & trong mot can hd ctia mot
nguwoi dan ba tré va dang séng nhw ong va t6i. Va t6i chac chan rang sau
khi 6ng cong tay né, ong sé cam on t6i da tranh cho 6ng mot cai hé hénh to
16n bang cach tuyén bé véi bao chi sy vo toi cta ba Shelby.”

Tragg huyt sdo khé. “Bao dam chit?” anh ta hoi.

“Vai phan.”

“Vo han c6 tham gia?”

“Toi khong biét.”

“Ong khong tra gia bing dau toi chit?”

“Khong.”

“Ong c6 thé t6i trong bao 1au?”

“Khoang muoi phut.”
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“Muoi phat! Troi! Trong mwdi phut t6i da phi khap thanh phé r6i.”

“Co thé, nhung, 6ng, 6ng c6 mot cai coi hu.”

“Nay! Ong, dng c6 cai ludi ciia 6ng. Néu ngudi ta bit dng, 6ng sé& néi
canh sat... khong, to6i c6 mot y t6t hon. T6i dén tim 6ng,” 6ng hién & dau?

“0 vin phong cta t6i.”

“Cho t6i. T6i khéng can mat t¢i nam phut.”

Anh ta gdc mdy. Mason ciing lam nhu vay, sau dé twoi cwdi quay vé phia
Della Strett.

“Toi sé dén cho Paul Drake,” 6ng bao tin. “Sau d6 ching t6i xudéng don
Tragg. Con c0, cd6 & day dé dgi nhitng cu dién thoai bat thuong. Néu c6
thdy céi gi quan trong, goi t6i & dwdi nha. Néu khong sau day mwoi phuit,
co di ngu di.”

“T6i khong thé di theo 6ng a, sép?”

“T6i nghi rang Tragg sé khong wng thuan. D6 1a viéc ctia nha chic
trach.”

“Po la cai ma t6i rat muon...”

“T6i khong nghi ngd diéu do, nhung vién trung dy sé khong bang long.
Co di ngu di, Della. Sau khi da nghi ngoi, c6 sé dén mdt vién sac dep, lam
xoa bop, gbi dau... Tém lai tat cd nhitng gi c6 mudn. Co6 ghi tat ca nhitng
cai do vao chi phi cho cong tac.”

“Khi nao toi gdp lai ong?”

“Chac chan la ngay mai. Khi céng viéc da hoan tit, t6i sé di tam kiéu
Tho Nhi Ky, roi t6i sé di cao mdt va xoa bép. Cubi cung toi dinh di nga
mot gidc mwoi lam tiéng dong ho lién.”

“O.K! Ngay mai, thra sép.”

Mason cam mii, roi khoi van phong va sang bén phong ctia Drake. Nha
tham t¥ dang dgi 6ng, mi trén dau.

“Thé nao? Anh ta héi.”

“Tragg sé dén day don chung ta.”

“Nay!” Drake néi. “Anh ta dén nhan céi tin bao nhw thé nao?”

“Ngac nhién... i, Paul. T6i khong muén lam cho anh ta phai cho dogi.
C6 thé anh ta nhd tdi trung s Dorset va budc phai di tim anh nay.”
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“Co gi khac nhau?”

“Rat 16n. Tragg la mot ngwoi thong minh va Dorset 1a mot thang ngoc.
Néu Dorset di v6i chiing ta thi anh ta c6 thé choi tro choc gay vao banh xe
v@i chung ta.”

Ho cung di xudng. Ho ditng duwéi nha khoang ba muoi gidy thi tiéng coi
xe canh sat kéu & bén ngoai. Ho ra khoi toa nha ding lic chiéc xe canh sat
do bén via he.

“M0i 6ng lén.” Tragg gao. “Anh ay cling c6 mdt trong vu nay a? Anh ta
ndéi thém khi thay Paul Drake.”

“Thé nao nita!”

“Ca hai ngudi 1én xe, nao,” Tragg noi. “Va thugng dé sé phu hod cho
ching ta vi t6i muén mai cac vi lam mot cudc khiéu vii ma cac vi chwa hé
thdy. Chuing ta di dau day?”

Mason dwa cho anh ta dia chi.

Coi hu, dén do chdi, chiéc xe chay & gitta dwong, lic do thi cac 6 t6 cai
thi tranh sang ben phai, cai thi tranh sang bén trai.

“Hay thuong hai!” Paul Drake rén ri. “Ong giét ching t6i mat.”

“Chung ta tGi nha ai day?” Tragg hoi Mason.

“Pén nha mot co6 tén la Ellen Cushing,” luat sw néi. “P6 la noi 6ng ban
than Shelby an ndp. Co ta khong biét 6ng va Paul nhung c6 ta da biét toi.
D6 1a tai sao toi sé dwa cac vi vao lay cd vé viéc kinh doanh dau héa.”

“Ong nghi ring can phai mat thi gio nhw thé?” Tragg héi khi cho xe lugn
nhanh khién Paul Drake lai phai kéu lan nita, “T6t hon ca la cho c6 ta thay
cai huy hiéu cénh sat cta t6i va di thang vao cong viéc.”

“T6i muon cho c6 ta mot co hoi.”

“OK. Ong hdy lam nhw 6ng muén, nhung khong nén mat thoi gian. Téi
con mot dong cong viéc phai lam sang hom nay.”

Ho dén trudc toa nha cta Ellen Cushing. Tragg ngiing xe dot ngot va
quay vé phia Paul Drake.

“Nay, ndy,” anh ta néi. “Ong thdy trong ngwdi khé chiu hay sao?”

V@i b6 méat xanh xao va nhan nhé, nha tham t nang né roi khaéi cho
ngoi.
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“Va néu ong tweng rang toi con di vGi ong nita thi 6ng con dién hon t6i.”

Anh ta duwa chan xuéng via hé mot cach than trong.

“DPo6 la can ho so 16B, 6ng trung ty,” Mason tuyén bo, chuyén di khong
lam 6ng kho chiu chut nao.

“Ong chi dwong cho chiing tdi,” Tragg néi.

Ludt su an vao mot cai nat va canh ctta ma ra.

“Lau hai,” Drake noi.

“Ong biét tda nha nay?”

“Khong, nhung t6i c6 mot ngudi canh gac ngoi nha.”

“Va Shelby tang tiu v&i c6 gai?”

“Nguoi ta noi nhu thé.”

“Han ta tG¢i day nhu thé nao?”

“T6i khong biét nhiéu hon 6ng. Theo t6i han ta phai boi dén mot con
thuyén go cho san va lén xe cta c6 géi va ngu lai dém & day.”

“Nhu vay ngudi ta phéi tim dén nhitng dau vét cta viéc han ngoi trén xe:
Quan do am w6t hay la mot céi gi do ve loai ay.”

“Co thé 1a nhue vay,” Mason tra 10i ngay.

“Trong treong hop dy, ngudi ta phai dé mot nguwdi gac trudc nha dé xe,”
Tragg noi.

“Nhitng nguwdi cia toi da canh nha dé xe,” Drake no6i khi da tinh téo sau
chuyén di mét nhoc.

“O.K.”

Tragg quay vé phia Mason, “Va éng ding ra n6i chuyén chi, Perry?”

Ho roi buong thang may va di lai phia canh ctta mang s6 16B. Canh ctra
md& ngay sau khi Mason vira bam chuong va Ellen Cushing ditng tri6c mat
ho, twoi tinh, gon ghé, an mac nhw 6 ta sap sita di dau.

“O, xin chao, ngai Mason,” c6 ta n6i mot cach dang mén. “Ong diing 1a
nguwoi ma téi mubn gap.”

“Véi toi thi chinh ba la nguwdi t6i muén gap,” Mason tuyén bo bang mot
giong khong kém phan dé mén.

“Cho phép to6i giGi thiéu cac ong Tragg va Drake cung lam viéc vdi toi
trong mét cong cudc kinh doanh... T6i doan rang ba da biét chuyén gi xdy
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ra v6i ong Shelby chi?”

“Vang, tdi mai biét chuyén do sang hém nay,” co ta néi. “Toi goi day noi
dén van phong 6ng ay va mot nha tham t da trd 10i t6i. Nguwoi ay dat ra
cho t6i mot dong cau hoi va két thiac bang héi dia chi va s6 dién thoai cua
t6i. Ong Mason, hdy cho tdi 3, 6ng c6 biét viéc dang budn d6 mot cach chi
tiét khong?”

“Ong ta da du ngoan béng thuyén véi Paker Benton,” Mason noi.

“T6i biét. Ca 6ng nita, 6ng cling & trén thuyén phai khong?”

“Phai.”

“Ong ay du dinh mot sy théa hiép thich dang vé viéc thué dit phai
khong?”

“Vang.”

“Va cai gi da xay ra?”

“Ong ta roi xuéng song.”

“Ba vg ong ay cling c6 mat & day chi?”

“Pung.”

«).”

“Tai sao ba lai héi t6i vé cai d6?”

Co ta cuoi va tranh sang mot bén.

“Xin moi cac ngai vao. Chuing ta ngoi thi tot hon.”

Ho cung budc vao phong khach. Tragg nhin ngay mot vong xung quanh.
Khéng c6 mot dau hiéu nao vé sy c6 mat mot ngwoi thit ba.

“Ba con mot can ho hai phong?” Mason hoi. “Nguoi chu nha néi la c6 ba
phong nhuwng céai bép thi rat nhé nhuw 1a mét ta trong twong. Can hd gom
mot phong ngu, phong nay va bép.”

Ho cung ngoi.

“That 1a mot bi kich!” Mason n6i giong ngan ng.

Khong thay tiéng trd 10i, 6ng no6i thém, “Truwdc khi chét, 6ng Shelby da
cho chiing t6i biét ba cling chung v6n vao viéc thué dat dé.”

“Pung la nhu vay.”

“Ong ta néi chinh x4c 13 ba c6 nim muoi phan tram.”

Co ta cuoi.
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“P6 chi la mot cach noi,” co ta noi.

“Nhu vay la khong diang sao?”

“Khong phai hoan toan dung.”

“Xin ba giai thich.”

“T6i la ngwoi duy nhat va doc nhat nam nhitng quyén vé viéc thué dat
do,” co ta noi.

Mason nhin nhanh Tragg, roi tuyén bd, “Ong Shelby da néi o 1a ba c6
nam muoi phan tram quyén 1gi.”

“Vang,” nguoi dan ba tré n6i. “Dé la t6i néi vdi ong dy nén ndi nhw thé.
Ong 4y & vao vi tri thwong lwong thuan lgi. Ong hiéu diéu t6i néi chiv? Mot
ngwoi dan ong c6 thé lam nhitng viéc ma do6i v6i dan ba bi cam ky. Va 6ng
Shelby la mot nha thvong lvgng gioi.”

“Ba biét ong ta lau chwa?”

“Khoang sau thang trg lai day.”

“P6 la viéc duy nhat ba cung cong tac v6i ong?”

Co ta lai cuoi.

“That vay, ong Mason, 6ng c6 biét la nhitng cau héi ctia 6ng can true tiép
di vao nhitng van dé chung ta quan tam khong? T6i gia thiét rang vi can c6
mot su thoa thuan thich dang ma t6i duwoc ti€p cac ngai.”

“Co thé la nhw vay.”

“T6i xin nghe nhitng kién nghi ctia 6ng.”

“Pung la nhu vy, t6i dén tham ba theo cach hiéu la ba chi c6 ndm muoi
phan tram quyén 1gi,” Mason ndi. “Viéc ba néi ba la nguwdi duy nhat va doc
nhat nam quyén da lam thay do6i hoan canh.”

“Theo t0i, cai hoan canh doé tw nay sé it phic tap hon.”

“Vang.”

“Vay ong c6 thé cho t6i mot moén qua tang kha chiy?”

Mason cuoi.

“Ba than chu cta t6i cling hiéu phdi nhw vay... hay khong can phéi nhw
vay. Nhung bay gio thi c6 van dé chitng c6.”

“Ching c6 veé cai gi? Troi dat!”

“Rang viéc thué dat dé la thudc veé ba tat ca.”
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“T6i c6 thé tra 161 cau hoi d6 mot cach dé dang.”

“T6i khong nghi ngd diéu d6 nhung truede khi qua doi 6ng Shelby da
tuyén bo rang 6ng c6 nam muwoi phan tram trong hgp dong thué va tat ca
nhitng nguwoi c6 von déu tham gia vao viéc tuyén bo. Trudc luat phap ba
khong thé no6i khac hon.”

“Tai sao lai nhu vay?” co ta hoi vé ngac nhién thuc su.

“Luat phap,” luat sw gidi thich, “quy dinh khi mot nguwdi chung von tw
tran, ngwoi con lai khong thé xac 1ap nhitng quyén ciia minh bang cach lam
chitng bang 16i n6i.”

“A, t6i hiéu,” c6 ta noi.

“DPo6 la tai sao,” Mason noi tiép, “chi mdt van ban cé chir ky ctia ong
Shelby méi c6 thé xac nhan chac chan cho chiing t6i diéu ma ba vtra cho
biét.”

“QO! Cai do6 rat don gian.”

“That chi?”

“Vang, tdi c6 cac van ban ma 6ng noi. Chung ta hay di thang vao viéc
xem xét nhitng dé nghi ma 6ng sé noi vai toi.”

Mason lay mot diéu thuoc 14 trong hop dwa Ién miéng, cham ltra, va kéo
mot hoi.

“Cai do sé rat rac roi hon la né khong c6. Nguwoi khach hang caa t6i
muon thay chinh x4ac cac van ban trong d6 6ng Shelby da nhwgng cho ba
toan bo quyén 1gi cia viéc thué dat d6. Co chit ky cua ba Shelby dwéi van
ban d6 khong?”

“Ba ta hoan toan ditng ngoai cuoc.”

“Viéc thué do la tai san chung cta hai vg chong chi, ba Cushing?”

“Khong,” nguoi dan va tré noi véi giong sac nhon. “Ba ta khong ky vao
van ban do6, va t6i khong nghi rang chiing t6i can phai c6 chit ky cua ba ta.
Marion Shelby khong dugc chong tin twdng trong viéc kinh doanh va ca
trong nhitng viéc khac nita.”

“Ba chac chan la nhw thé?”

“Pung nhv vay.”

“Cai gi cho phép ba khang dinh diéu d6?”
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“T6i biét gitt cho tai mat luén ludn tinh tdo. T6i da nghe nhitng diéu ma
Scott néi vé vg minh. Nao 6ng mudn biét y kién cua t6i thi chinh ba ta da
do6 thudc doc vao thitc an cia chong.”

“P6 la mot 101 t6 cdo nghiém trong,” Mason chau may néi.

“O!” ¢6 ta voi vang néi thém véi mot vé khé chiu. “Dé khong phai 14 cai
ma t6i muon noi... 6 la mot cach chirng to6 cho dng thay la téi khong co
thién cam vd&i ba ta.”

“Tail sao?”

“Dé la mot sy gia doi,” ba ta ghét Scott... Nhung, thwa 6ng Mason, tat ca
nhitng cai nay lam ching ta di qua xa van de.

“Khong phai nhw vay... Toi sé that tha vGi ba, ba Cushing, t6i can phai
trong thay van ban trudc khi c6 thé dinh mét khoan biéu. Can phdi xem ba
da chuyén nhuwgng quyén cua ba thanh mot ban chitng thw két thiic binh
thwong, hodc la ba dwa ching t6i xem mot td gidy trong do 6ng ta cho phép
ba doi lai toan bo viéc thué sau khi ong ta qua doi.”

“T6i thay khong cé gi khac nhau.”

“Co6 su khac nhau 16n, ba Cushing. Mot dang, mot sw két thiic cé diéu
kién, sé dwoc coi nhw 1a khéng va khong xdy ra trudc cac toa an. Mot dang,
theo tinh thé da thay doi, vi khach cua toi c6 thé c6 thai do ngugc lai cai ma
ba ta nhan dinh cho dén bay gio.”

Co ta ngap ngung mot chut.

“Ong Mason,” cudi cling c6 néi, “viéc gi c phai di vong quanh mai. Bi
mat doi 1ay bi mat, toi sé ké cho 6ng nghe tat ca.”

“T6i nghe ba.”

“Hai thang sau khi viéc thué dat khong thudc vé Scott Shelby nita thi
mot hom, téi ngoi trong van phong 6ng ay. Cau chuyén xoay sang van dé
nhuong quyén khai thac dau héa. Ong dy béo cho t6i biét ring dng c6
quyeén ay va ong san sang nhugng cho t6i véi nhitng diéu kién c6 1gi, vi n6
khong con lam cho 6ng thich thd nita. Cai ma 6ng ay doi héi ¢ toi la t6i
phai tra cho sw cham tré. Va toi phai trd cho ngudi cho thué dat mot tram
do-la mot thang.”

“Xin ti€p tuc,” luat su néi. “Cai gi xdy ra sau d6?”
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Co ta nhin ong vai vé thach thuc.

“Vi kinh doanh trong nganh bat dong san, t6i biét 1a hon cu lao dé da
duwgc ban cho Phaker Benton va nhitng thoi han két thic sé dén thoi gian an
dinh. T6i khong noi vGi Shelby diéu nay.”

“Tai sao?”

“Vi day khong phai 1a cong viéc cua t6i. Ong 4y 1a nha kinh doanh ciing
nhw t6i la mot nha kinh doanh.”

“P6 la mot tinh thé c6 thé chap nhan dwoc. Sau d6?”

“T6i nhan 101 dé nghi ctia 6ng dy va toi da phdi tra nam tram do6-la cho
nguoi thué dat, tien cham ma Scott khong thanh toan, Shelby giai thich v&i
toi rang viéc kinh doanh dau hoa khong lam cho 6ng thich thi nita va 6ng
ay hai long nhugng lai.”

Mason xac nhan.

“T6i da choi bai ngtra, ong Mason, mu6n rang 6ng va cac ban éng cé thé
hiéu r6 hoan canh,” c6 ta tuyén bo.

C0 cuwoi voi hai nguoi dan ong kia, Drake cuwoi dap lai nhung khong co
mot thd thit nao chuyén dong trén mat Tragg.

“Cong viéc bat dau dugc thay rd,” Mason ndi. “Cau chuyén cia ba ditng
vitng dugc.”

“T6i chap nhan mat s6 tién can thiét (ng truedc,” cd ta noi tiép. “Va Scott
thoa thuan toi la ngwoi cha quén ly.”

“Sau d6?”

“Sau do6 t6i nho mot nguoi tra cho Jane Keller nam tram do-la, néi roé cho
ba ay biét cong viéc ba phdi lam. RO rang la t6i biét tredc la ba tir chdi,
nhwng t6i muodn rang ba ay cam tién cua toi tredc mat nhitng ngwoi lam
chitng du trong chi mdot vai giady dong ho. T6i bao ngudi do dén ngan hang
cho ba 4y t6i. Ong ta dgi ba 4y mat hai ngay.”

“Tai sao lai phai ngay ¢ ngan hang?”

“Vi ndi chung nhitng khach hang cua nha bang dwgc coi la nhitng nhan
chitng duwgce long tin cta toa an. Mat khac, mét nguwdi xép hang trudc clra
giao dich cta ngan hang thuwdng nhan tién ma ngwdi ta nhét vao tay minh
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mot cach may méc. Nhung ba Keller da tiv chdi véi mot cv chi cé thé la
theo ban nang.”

“Ba rat giéi vé tam ly hoc thwc hanh, ba Chushing.”

“T6i c6 gang theo kha nang dé bao vé nhitng 1¢i ich cua t6i.”

“Va nguoi lién lac ctia ba da nhét tién cho ba Keller khi nghi rang minh
lam viéc nhan danh Scott?”

“T6i mudn khong ra mit. Ong khéng nén quén ring tdi 1am nghé kinh
doanh bat dong san va néu nguoi ta thay toi co6 gang dau co bang cach do,
danh tiéng cta t6i sé bi dnh hwdng xau. Nhu thé thi khong phai 1a that tha,
toi thtra nhan, néu tat ca theo dung nhitng du kién, t6i c6 thé kiém dwoc
mot vai ngan do-la trong choc 1at. D6 1a tai sao t6i yéu cau hanh dong theo
tén t6i.”

“Pung la ba rat thanh thiyc, ba Cushing,” Mason noi.

“T6i da danh gia cao vé ong,” c6 ta noi. “Va t6i nghi rang can c6 thai do
tot dé thoa thuan vaGi ong.”

“Sau d6?”

“Trong lic d6, 6ng ay nhan duwgc cd dién thoai cia ong va ong ay dén
tim t0i ngay titc khac. T6i phai giai thich cho 6ng 4y cac hoan canh, dng ay
to ra tham lam va budc t6i phai cho 6ng ay mot cai gi do trong tong so tién
ma toi c6 thé nhan dwoc khi tir bé nhitng quyeén cua toi trong viéc thué dat
do6. Toi khong co thoi gian dé thao luan vi 6ng c6 thé dén vao lic nao dé va
toi hita v6i ong ay la toi théa thuan tra cho 6ng mot phan tuw so tién thu
dwgc. Toi cho rang nhitng doi hdi cia 6ng dy la vo6 can c, nhung t6i nhg
lai m6t vai viéc nguoi ta cling gidi quyét nhw vy, toi lam ra vé tan thanh
nhitng ly 1€ ctia 6ng ta. T6i doan chac rang nhitng cong viéc cé sy am chi
chang mang lai cho chiing t6i cai gi, ngudi nay cling nhu nguwoi kia.”

“Ba da khong cung lam v&i 6ng ta mot viéc gi khac ngoai viéc ba vira ké
chit?” Mason hoi.

Co ta ngung tra 10i va ném cho 6ng mot cai nhin gian di.

“T6i khong hiéu tai sao toi trd 10i ong tat cd, ong Mason,” c6 ta noi.

Mason cuoi.
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“Ba Cushing,” 6ng néi. “Khi hiéu ro nhitng diéu ba ké, chac chan rang
ba da ky véi Shelby nhiéu van ban.”

“Vang, lic dau la viéc nhugng lai, sau dé la viéc tiy quyén trong dé ong
ay cam doan giai quyét cong viéc nhan danh t6i.”

“Ai da viét nhitng van ban d6?”

“T6i.”

“Bang viét tay hay danh may?”

“Panh may.”

“Sau d6?”

“Scott Shelby da ky sau do giao lai cho t6i.”

“Neéu toi c6 thé nhin qua.”

Co ta ding 1én lam ra vé vao buong ngu, bong nhién c6 ta ngirng lai nhin
thang vao ong.

“Va néu 6ng lat ngtra vai con trong nhitng con bai ctia 6ng, 6ng Mason?”

“Co6 thé toi sé cong hién cho ba theo nguyén tac tra tién ngay, ba
Cushing.”

“Bao nhieu?”

“Toi chwa ro.”

“Ong Shelby,” ¢6 ta n6i mot cach chdm chap, “... nghi ring c6 thé nhan
dwgc muoi ngan do-la.”

“Shelby nham.”

“Po 1a nhan thitc cua t6i.”

Co ta doi mot vai giay trude khi noi thém.

“T6i c6 thé thu dugc ti viéc nay bao nhiéu, 6ng Mason?”

“To6i chwa ro.”

“Nguoi khach cia ong cho 6ng biét y dinh ctia nguwoi ay khong tot hon
sao?”

“Nguoi ay khong mudn cé mot khodn biéu nao trude khi biét rd ba c6
trong cudc, c6 hgp phap khi néi, khi nhan hoac tir chdi hay khéng?”

“That la la lung.”

“Co nhitng ngwoi la lung... Bay gid cé thé la lic ma khach hang cua to6i
triedc hét muon ba an dinh cho s6 tién.”
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“T6i da nghi la tGi can ba ngan.”

“Ba da noi vai Shelby rang 6ng ta co thé doi ba ngan do-1a?”

“Khong, bon ngan, 6ng ay can dwgc hai mwoi lam phan tram cua tong so
tién. Ca nhan t6i thi day la con s6 t6i da.”

“Nhung Shelby, 6ng ta, muon mot cai gi khac nita phai khong?”

“Ong ay chic chin ring 6ng dy sé duge nhidu hon.”

“Pung la vi cai d6 ma hom qua 6ng ay da gian doi sau khi dugc biét bon
ngan do-la la con s6 t0i da 6ng dy c6 thé thu dugce tir viéc ay.”

“Q!... Ong Benton c6 thé bidu bon ngan do-la?”

“Khong ding han. Con s6 duwgc dwa ra trede va Benton da tuyén bo san
sang tra hai ngan do-la néu Jane Keller cung tra nhw thé, 1dy & so tién mua
hon cu lao cua 6ng.”

“Pé dung la cai cach ma t6i da doi héi Scott sap xép cong viéc. Toi da
noi v6i ong dy la doi cho dwgc bon ngan va dé cho moéi bén dong mot nira.
Benton kha giau c6 dé tra hai ngan do-la ma khong mat mat, va Jane Keller
lam nhv vay cling 1a mot viéc tuyét diéu... Nhung Scott c6 chap nhan
khong?”

“Ong ta ciing ching thém nghe nita. Ong ta mudn nhiéu hon”

“T6i c6 ngai ngai vé ong ay. Ca nhan t6i bao gid cling nghi rang mot cai
ma anh da nam trong tay con hon hai cdi ma anh sé c6.”

“That la la lung,” Mason néi. “La con s6 ctia ba va con so cua Benton lai
giong nhau.”

“Tai sao lai la lung?”

“Bai vi ba khong thé biét cai gi da dugc ndi trén thuyén.”

“DPé chi don gian la van dé thién chi, 6ng Mason. T6i danh gid moi cong
viéc cling nhv t6i danh gia con nguwdi va t6i dw doan ré rang gidi han toi da
cai ma nguoi ta ¢ thé doi héi.”

“T6i hiéu.”

“Ong cho ring ching ta c6 thé théa thuan véi nhau bay gi®, 6ng Benton
va toi?”

“To6i khong biét. Téi khong téi day vdi tinh cach la dai dién cho ong
Benton va t6i khong muon ba nghi nhw vay.”
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“Vay thi ong dai dién cho ai?”

“T6i rat phién long, ba Cushing, nhung t6i khong thé tra 10i cau hoi do
dwgc. T6i mudn thay van ban nhwong lai va uy quyén do.”

Co ta liéc nhanh vé phia buéng ngu, ngan ngtr mot lic, roi hoi, “T6i co
thé dwa cho 6ng sau day mot tiéng hay hai tiéng dong ho dwgc khong? Toi
sé mang chung t@i van phong cua ong...”

Mason quay dau vé phia vién trung dy, “Ong nghi thé nao vé viéc nay,
ong Tragg?”

Nguwoi duge hoi lac dau dit khoat, “Nhw to6i da néi v6i ong, Mason, toi
rat voi. Néu ching ta c6 lam cai gi do, thi lam ngay bay gio.”

Mason nhin Ellen Cushing.

“Rat tot,” co ta noi. “Xin doi t6i mot 1at.”

Co ta dén phong ngl, md ctra, sau d6 nhac lai vGi giong 16n hon, la lung,
“Pgi toi, thwa cac vi, toi sé mang tai lieu ra sau day mot lat.”

C0O ma hé cda ro6i len vao phong va khép ngay cira lai.

“Ong c6 trong thay khong 6ng trung tiy?” Mason néi véi Tragg va chi
cho anh ta canh ctra phong ngu.

“Ong chéc chan 1a 6ng dy & trong d6?” ngudi canh sat héi.

“T6i biét chac chan rang trong ay c6 mot ngwoi dan 6ng ma nhitng dac
diém rat giong Scott Shelby.”

“Khong dung nhu khi 6ng ndi vdi toi qua day noi,” Tragg noi. “Va cai do
lam t6i ngai ngung khi x6ng vao phong bang bao Iyc néu...”

“Khi chai rvgu vang da md, thi phéi udng théi,” Mason tuyén bo.

Ong ditng 1én, di trén dau ngén chan dén ctra phong ngt, quay nhe nhang
tay nam ctra va noi, “Suy nghi xong, ba Cushing, t6i khong cho rang...”

Nguoi ta c6 thé néi cb ta chd dgi sy can thiép do vi cd ta ditng ngay &
ctra luc do.

“Mot lat,” c0O ta noi. “T0i sé noi chuyén vgi ong, ong Mason.”

Nguoi luat st muén mé rong cira mot chit nita nhung khong kip. Ellen
Cushing da buwdc ra phong khach roi khép ctra, budc 6ng phai lui lai.

“Pay la nhitng van ban,” co ta tuyén bo. “Néu cac 6ng mudn, cac 6ng cw

»

Xeml.
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Mason ¢6 nhin qua dau ngwoi dan ba tré nhung 6ng khong trong thay gi.
Nguoc lai 6ng c6 cam giac rat rd 1la c6 mot nguwdi nao do trong phong ngu
da giup Ellen Cushing khép ctra phong.

“Ong hay xem ban nay,” nguwdi dan ba tré néi va dwa cho luat su to gidy.

Mason ra hiéu cho Tragg.

“Pay la van ban ma ong quan tam,” ong noi!

Nguoi trung Uy cam to gidy dugc dua téi va xem né mot cach ho hitng.

“Do la chit ky cta ong Shelby?” ong hoi.

“Vang.”

“Ba co6 trong thdy ong ta ky khong?”

“Chac chan 1a nhw vay.”

“Pa bao lau r6i?”

“Khoéng... hu! Xem, ngay, thang da ghi ¢ phia trén.”

“Ngay thang ghi la chinh xac chu?”

“Chac chan.”

“Ba c0 tin chac la nhitng van ban ctia ba khong dwgc ky sau nay?”

“Nhung dang nhuw toi noi. Tai sao lai khac di duwoc?”

“Cai do c6 thé c6 mot sy khac nhau, néi vé mat phap luat.”

“Nhung van ban nay dugc lam ding vai thé thite,” ¢6 ta khang dinh. “Va
bay gi®, néu cac ngai cho phép... T6i da c6 hen vdi vién sac dep va toi
dang bi tré gio. Néu cac ngai c6 y kién gi, t6i xin nghe. Néu cac ngai con
muon suy nghi, t6i khong voi gi.”

Mason nhin nhanh vién trung uy.

“Chung ta khong nén gitt ba Cushing nita,” nguoi canh sat noi. “Toi cho
ring nhitng van ban nay 1a ding thé thitc. Ong nghi nhu thé nao, 6ng
Mason?”

Nguwoi luat st xem xét nhanh chéng hai to gidy. Pung la mét sy nhugng
lai quyén thué dat va mot sy iy quyén dugce viét véi mot phong cach luat
phép, nhitng cau chit thi cu thé, rd rang. Ong xac nhan va héi, “Dén lic nao
thi ching t6i c6 thé gap ba & nha?”

“Sau bubi trura.”

“T0i sé goi day noi cho ba trude.”
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“Rat tot.”

Moi nguoi dirng 1én. Ba ngwoi dan ong di ra cira trong khi do nguoi dan
ba tré né mot nu cwdi lam xiéu long ca boi tham doan.

Tragg va Drake ra trdc, Mason di theo ho, thai do gian dit. Khi ¢ trong
buong thang mdy, éng néi, “Thé 1a thé nao, trung uy? Tai sao 6ng khong
lam gi ca?”

“V6i danh nghia gi?” Tragg tra 16i giong kho6 chiu. “To6i khong c6 bang
chitng nao vé sy c6 mat ctia mot nguwdi la trong can phong dé, néu khong ké
dén nhitng suy doén riéng ctia dng.”

“C6 mot nguwoi nao do trong phong ngu,” luat sw khang dinh. “Va cai
nguoi do ditng ngay sau canh cwra, chan ctta khong cho mao.”

“Po la Ellen Cushing da ma& va khép lai,” Tragg noi.

“T6i da trong thdy cai d6. Nhung t6i cling cam thiy c6 nguoi day cia ti
phia bén kia. T6i xin nhac lai v&i 6ng, c6 mot ngwdi nao do trong can
phong ay.”

“Va néu gia thiét 1a c6 mot ngwoi?... Nhung véi danh nghia gi ma t6i
vao trong dé bang bao lwc? Toi ciling khong c6 mot to trat... T6i mudn nhin
qua chiéc xe hoi cia ba ta, nhung, néu t6i khong thay cai gi, téi bo qua viéc
nay.”

“Ong 1a quan toa déi v&i nhitng viéc dng lam,” Mason néi.

“Chung ta co6 thé dogi trong san va khi ba ta vao nha xe, t6i c6 thé theo
vao v@i viéc gid do hoi vé mot vai cong viéc phuy, hodc la gitr ba ta & ngoai
pho khi chiéc xe ra khéi nha.”

“T6t hon ca la gap ba ta ngay trong nha xe,” Mason khuyén. “C6 thé &
trong d6 c6 mot vai dau hiéu thu vi.”

“Theo thoi quen, téi rdt mudn do t6i cho ba khach hang cia 6ng hon la
€O gai nho nay.”

“Ong biét, dng truy 1y, ong c6 thé tw do hanh dong nhw 6ng da quen lam.
Néu céi d6 lam 6ng thich thd, 6ng c6 thé cho bao chi budi chiéu biét 1a 6ng
da bat giam Marion Shelby. Nhung cwdi nhiéu nhét la nguwdi cuwdi sau
cung.”
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Ho dang ditng ngoai pho. Tragg nhin sang bén phadi, r6i bén trai va di vao
16i vao san. Mason va Drake di theo anh ta. Ngwoi trung ty ditng & mot géc
san va doi.

Hai phut sau, dén lwgt Ellen Cushing di ra khéi tda nha va di gan nhw
chay qua san. Vi di nhanh nén c6 ta khong trong thay ba ngudi dan 6ng.

Nguoi dan ba tré di thang vao nha dé xe va md cita. Mason ra hiéu cho
Tragg.

bén lwgt minh, ho xéng tai.

“Ba Cushing,” luat sw n6i khi c6 ta sap budc vao nha xe. “Ba c6 nhan
bon ngan do-la khong?”

Co ta quay dau lai, dang diéu ngac nhién.

“T6i cho rang d6 la mot mén tién da dinh ro rang,” c6 ta néi.

Mason cuoi.

“Ba c6 vé rat vii... Ba co thé cho t6i di theo ba dén vién sac dep hay
khong? Va nhw vay ba c6 thé thao ludn cong viéc v6i Tragg trén duong di.”

“Rat dong y.”

CO ta m@ ctra trwdc khi ngoi trede vong 14i, trong lic d6 vién trung Gy
sap stra 1én xe dé ngoi bén canh co.

“Co lé ong ngoi dang sau, ong Tragg,” Mason néi. “Va toi sé ngoi bén
ong.”

Tragg lam theo. Mason cam tay anh ta va dat 1én cho bi am w6t cia tam
dem.

Ngudi trung Uy cau may, xudng xe, chay vao nha xe, nhin xung quanh.

“Cai nha dé xe nho dep that,” anh ta noi.

“Putng nhu thé c6 phai khong?” ¢6 ta ndi va né may.

“Ba khong c6 nhiéu dung cu chita xe, chac la nhw vay,” nguoi trung uy
nai tiép.

“Khong.”

“Cai gi ¢ dudi kia, trong goc dy?”

Co ta quay dau lai.

“T6i khong biét.... 6! D6 la cai chan.”

“Pung thé,” luat sw no6i. “Va 6ng xuong xe.”
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“Thé 1a thé nao, tat ca nhitng viéc nay?” c6 ta noi, giong byc bai.

Khong n6i mot 10i, Tragg di dén chiéc ban thg mdc va nhdt chiéc chan
wot sling, sO nd bang tay, dat né xudng dat roi cam lay doi giay.

“O.K!” anh néi va di dén mot quyét dinh bat chot. “Ba hay l1én nha véi
ching t6i. T6i c6 mot s6 cau hoi muodn héi ba.”

“Ong c6 quyen gi?”

Tragg chi cho c0 ta thdy chiéc huy hiéu canh sat deo & mat trai co bé cta
ao vet-tong.
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Ellen Cushing tra chia khoa vao 6, mé ctra, ditng tranh sang mot bén dé ba
nguoi dan 6ng budc vao nha.

“Xin mai cac vi ngoi.”

“Ba cho phép t6i nhin xung quanh mot chut,” Tragg dé nghi.

“Mot cuoc kham xét?”

“Khong, toi néi la nhin mot chit... Ba khéng c6 mét sy phan d6i nao
chtt, toi hy vong la nhu vay?”

“Co, t6i phan doi.”

“Pugc, néu ba mudn choc gay banh xe, téi van c6 thé trd lai v6i mot to
trat dung luat 16.”

“T6i muén nhu vay.”

“Nhung céi do khéng dwa ba dén dau ca.”

“Ong c6 mot vai diéu can giai thich rd,” Cushing néi véi Tragg. “Va néu
ong t6 ra thong cam mot chut, sé khong ai gay kho khan cho 6ng ma nguoc
lai.”

“Ba muon t6i gidi thich diéu gi?”

Tragg nhin thang vao madt co ta.

“Ba rat than mat vdi Scott Shelby,” anh néi. “Dém hém qua, 6ng ta tham
gia mot cudc du ngoan bang thuyén va bi roi xuéng nwdc; ngwoi ta két luan
la 6ng bi chét dudi. Mot vai sw suy doan noi rang ong bi giét, nhung xac
ong chwa dwgc tim ra. Cho 6ng ay bi roi khong sau. Tuy nhién nhitng cudc
tim kiém tir dém hom qua va sang hom nay chwa mang lai két qua.”

“C6 dong nudc chay manh khong?”

“Chung t6i da chu y tdi cai do.”

“Roi thé nao nita?”

“Nhuw vay,” Tragg néi tiép véi mot thai do kién nhan khong san c6 & anh,
“chuing t6i xac nhan rang Shelby chi la ké muwon tén ba. Ching t6i tim thay
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mot cai chan sling nwdc trong nha xe ctia ba va mot doi giay dan ong nita
cling am nuwdc. Cai dé cho phép nghi rang ba da mang theo xe mot vat gi
vOt 0 dudi nudce len.”

“Ong mudn di t6i dau?”

“T6i mudn lwu y ba, rat don gidn rang cai vdt dé cé thé la Scott Shelby.”

“That la vo ly.”

“Hon nita,” vién trung Uy noi tiép. “Chac chan la mot nguwoi dan 6ng
trong phong ngu cua ba.”

“Tai sao ong lai dam nghi ngd nhu vay?”

“T6i nham hay sao?”

“Pung la nhu vay.”

“Trong treong hgp nhu thé, ba c6 thé cho phép t6i nhin mot chit vao
phong ngu dang noi khong.”

“Toi khong ro tai sao toi lai phai cho phép 6ng lam nhuw vay.”

MOoi nguoi déu gitt y kién ctia minh. Tragg nhin Mason.

“Co6 18,” nguoi luat sw tuyén bo, vai mot giong diu ngot, “ba Cushing c6
thé gidi thich cho ching to6i tai sao chiéc chan do6 lai am w6t va dwgc mang
vao xe hgi?”

Co ta ném cho 6ng mot cai nhin gian du.

“Ba Cushing khong c6 gi phai giai thich ca,” co ta noi to tiéng. “Néu toi
khong nham, 6ng Mason, thi chinh 6ng la nguwdi da mang lai cau chuyén ly
ky nay.”

“T6i khong chdi cai... Vé phan ba, hay to ra la ngudi choi dep. C6 mot
nguoi dan 6ng trong phong ngu cta ba. Ong ta cao khodng mot mét bay
nang bay muoi lam ky, c6 téc va mat mau sam. Pung la nhitng dac diém
cua Scott Shelby phai khong?”

“Va nguoi do dang ¢ phong ngu cua t6i?”

“Vang.”

Bat chgt c6 ta nga dau vé phia sau bat ra mot trang tiéng cwoi kinh dong
gan nhu la cuong loan.

“Hay tra 10i cau hoi cua t6i, ba Cushing,” luat sw nhac lai sau khi c6 ta
thoi cuoi. “Co mot nguoi dan ong trong phong ngu cua ba phai khong?”
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“Nhung khong, troi.”

“Ba cho phép toi nhin qua trong do.”

“Tuyét doi 1a khong.”

“Ong trung ty Tragg c6 thé nhin qua trong d6?”

Co ta ngap ngung mot luc.

“Khong,” cubi cung cb noi.

“Ba chac chan, tuyét doi chac chan la khong c6 mot ngwoi dan 6ng nao
trong phong ngu?” Tragg hoi.

“Tuyét doi.”

“That la phién, ba Cushing. Vi, ba c6 biét khéng, c6 mot ngwoi lam
chitng da trong thdy mot ngwoi dan ong & cira s6 phong nay va néu ba noéi
rang khong, t6i chi cé thé c6 mot 16i gidi thich: mot ké trém da vao trong
nha nay, trong tredng hop nay bon phan cua toi la phai bat gitt ké dé vai tw
cach la dai dién cua canh sat.”

“Ngudi nao da trong thdy ngudi trong phong ngu cta t6i? Ai da rinh mo
t0i?”

“Ba da bi theo doi,” Tragg thita nhan. “Ba Cushing, t6i mu6n biét la liéu
c6 mot nguwoi dan 6ng trong phong ngu khong? Cé thé 1a nguwdi ma ba cho
phép & trong d6, mot khach mdi hodc mot nguwdi ban. Néu la nhw vay thi t6i
khong thé vao néu khong cé lénh kham nha. Nhung néu ba néi la trong
phong ay khong c6 ai, toi sé phai bat giitt nguwdi dang & trong phong vi dé la
bon phan cua t6i.”

Co ta nhin Mason mot ldc, sau dé lai nhin Tragg.

“Va néu toi néi véi ong ba la trong d6 c6 mot khach mai thi sao?”

“Trong treong hop do, ching t6i khong thé vao phong néu khong co
1énh.”

“Roi sau d6 6ng lam gi?”

“Chung toi sé cit mot nguwoi ding gac tredc can ho cta ba voi nhiém vu
la khong cho ai ra khoi nha. Trong lic do6 ching t6i di 1ay to 1énh kham xét
ding tha tuc. Sau dé ching t6i mai ba dén canh sat dé hoi cung ba.”

CoO ta cup doi mi mat nhin xudéng nhw la ngam nhitng hinh vé trén tam
tham. Sau do6 c6 ding 1én.
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“Puogc, toi sé thanh that.”

“Cai d6 la cai tot nhat, ba Cushing.”

“Pung la c6 mot nguwoi dan ong trong can ho cua toi.”

“Scott Shelby?” Tragg hoi.

Co ta ngdp nglrng mot gidy r6i trd 10i, “Khong. Ngugc lai, nguwoi do
khong & trong phong ngu cta téi ma & trong bép.”

“Pung chi?” Tragg hoi.

Mason néi, “Ngudi ay co6 thé & dudi bép trong lic nay, nhung trede day
khi ching t6i dén tham lan dau, thi ngwdi dé6 ¢ phong nga.”

Nguoi dan ba tré dé trng mat.

“Ong Mason, nhung cdng viéc cua tdi khong lién quan gi dén ong.”

C0 ta ndéi véi vién trung uy, “Khong ding, ngudi dy van & trong bép. Lic
nay nguoi do an diém tam, bay gio thi rira bat.”

Co ta to tiéng goi, “Anh c6 thé di ra, anh Art!”

Canh ctra nha bép mé ra va m6t ngudi dan ong tir trong bép di ra, mot
nguoi cao khodng mot mét bdy va nang co thé dén bay muoi lam ky.

Nguoi ay c6 mat va toc mau sam. Khi thay ba vi khach, anh ta c6 vé khé
chiu. “T6i xin gidi thiéu véi cac vi, day la Arthur Lacey,” Ellen tuyén bé.
“Chung t0i sap stra két hon. Bung ra la khi ching t6i c6 nhitng gidy to can
thiét. Trwa nay, sau khi & vién sac dep vé, chiing t6i sé dén toa thi chinh dé
gidi quyét viéc nay. Anh ay dén day sang hom nay dé nghi dwgc chuan bi
bita an sang va rira bat dia dé t6i c6 thoi gian ty do.”

“Rat han hanh, thwa cac ngai.”

Art Lacey cuoi twoi hon.

“Ba khong c6 cau chuyén nao hay dé ké cho ching téi a, ba Cushing?”
Mason hoi.

“Cai do la tot,” Tragg doa. “Ngudi nay da dugc nhin thdy ¢ ctra s6 phong
ngu, ba Cushing?”

“Khong thé nhw vay dugc. Anh dy & trong bép. Anh ay khong vao phong
ngu cua toi!”

“Khi thitc dady ba m& ctra s6 nao dau tién?” Paul Drake hoi bat chot.
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“Ctlta sO0 nha bép. Arthur go ctra, t6i m& ctra ra vao, téi di vao bép vdi
anh sau khi kéo rém, m@ ctra s6 va toi néi la anh c6 thé nau nwéng. Sau do
t0i di mdc quan do. Va téi mac dé ngu khi mé ctra s6.”

Drake nhin Mason mot cach buon ba.

“Cai do khong quan trong, ba Cushing,” luat sw noi. “Luc ndy khi ching
toi & day thi chong chwa cuwéi cia ba ¢ trong phong ngu.”

“Cai gi lam ong twong nhu vay?”

“Vi toi da trong thay mot ngwoi nao dé day ctra gian phong dy tir phia
bén kia.”

Ellen Cushing phac ra mot ¢t chi phan ng, “Ca me nita, me cling can ra
ngoai nay, me! Canh ctva phong ngu bat m& va mot ba gia hién ra. M@ téc
bac cta ba roi tung va ba khodc mot chiéc do tdm rong.”

“Troi 0i,” ba ta kéu. “That la ding lidc. Toi twdng rang nguodi ta khong
bao gio xong viec! Toi chwa bao gio dugc tham dy mot cugc mdc ca nhw
thé nay.”

“Thua cac vi, day la me toi,” Ellen Cushing noi.

Tragg mat ngay lap titc vé kiéu ngao, “Ba van & trong phong ay?” anh ta
héi ba cu.

“Vang,” ba gia tra 1oi. “T6i ngu ¢ day. Ellen va t6i, chung toi cung ngu.
T6i cho rang, thva cac 6ng, cac 6ng phai xin 16i con gai t6i... D6 la mot co
gai ding dan...”

“Me t6i,” Ellen Cushing giai thich, “dén day chiéu hom qua. T6i dén tim
ba & ga xe Itra Itic tdm gio. Va tir day me t6i khong roi t6i lic nao. Ba thich
ngt muodn, hon nita ba bi mét. Po 1a ly do tai sao anh Art mudn ty minh
lam bira an sang. Me t0i da dung bita @ trén giwvong, con chung toi, Art va
toi, chuing t6i an & trong bép.”

“Ba c6 thé nghe thdy ching t6i néi nhitng gi ¢ trong phong ngoai nay
khong?” Mason hoi ba cu.

“Gan nhu tat ca. Bung la t6i nghe & bén ctra khi mot nguwdi nao d6 mé
ctra. Toi suyt bi nga... Troi! Toi quén ham rang gia.”

Ba gia nhay khéi ghé, chay bién vao buong ngu, nhwng lai xuat hién sau
dé mot lat, ham rang gia da dugc lap vao miéng.
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“Va 6ng?” Tragg héi Lacey. “Ong cé nghe dugc cau chuvén cta ching
toi n6i & day trong khi ong & trong bép khong?”

“U... tiing cau... T6i phai ngiing lam viéc. Téi khong mudn ngudi ta
thdy toi dang rtra bat dia.”

“That la mot sy dan canh tuyét voi,” Mason kéu len. “Nhuwng cai do
khong di dén dau.”

“Tai sao?” Ellen Cushing rit lén.

“Vi can ho cua ba dugc giam sat tredc rang dong va khong mot ai bam
chudng goi ctra nha ba tw bén dudi.”

“A! Do la cai ly 1€ danh thép cta ong. Nhung thwa cac ngai, can ho cta
anh Lacey cfing trong toa nha ndy... Ong khong bao gid nghi nhu vay,
hi?... Rat la so dang, 6ng Watson than mén cua t6i.”

“Thé 1a da!” Tragg cat ngang 16i 6 gai. “Toi dang diéu tra mot toi ac, ba
Cushing! T6i muon biét cai chan va cai doi giay wét & dau ra?”

“T6i c6 thé cung cap cho 6ng mot vai diéu,” ba gia néi xen vao. “Ellen
t6i hdm qua khong di dau trir viéc n6 di vGi téi. Va néu ong khong tin toi,
chang trai,” ba gia noi véi Tragg, “toi c6 thé dwa ra cho 6ng mot nguwdi lam
chitng. Sau bita an chiéu ching t6i dén tham mot ba hang xém cii, ba
Turlock & ctra bén canh. Chiing t6i & d6 dén nita dém, sau do6 ching t6i vé
va di ngu... Cé6 mot diéu ma me khong ro, Ellen, titc 1a vi sao ma con gidu
me la con sap stta két hon, anh ta va con. Con khong néi vGi me.”

“Con sé noi vai me sau khi me thdy anh ay, me a.”

“Ba ngu ngon chi?” Mason hoi ba gia.

“Nguoc lai, toi ngu chap chon. Toéi nghe thdy tiéng chudt chay trong
phong. Nhung vi hai long gdp lai con gai nén sau do toi ngu dugc.”

Mot su yen lang kem theo.

“T6i van cho cau tra 161 vé chiéc chan va doi giay wét, ba Cushing,” cudi
cung Tragg tuyén bo.

Nguwoi dan ba tré quay vé phia Lacey.

“Giai thich cho 6ng ay, Art,” co ta néi. “T6t hon hét la néi rd moi viéc
néu khong thi cac vi khong chiu di vé dau.”

Lacey m@ miéng, thét ra vai tiéng cau nhau réi ngirng noi.
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Ellen Cushing bat cuoi.

“Anh dy nhut nhat, anh 4y thdy kho néi chuyén véi nhitng nguwdi ma anh
khong quen biét. Hom qua ching t6i di nghi an bita com ngoai troi. Do la
doi giay bi w6t cua Art.”

“V1i rang ching ta dang néi nhitng chuyén riéng tw,” Tragg néi kho khan,
“c6 thé 6ng va ba cho toi biét rd moi chi tiét.”

“Va ching to6i cé thé nhan dip nay nhin qua phong nga mét chut, cau
chuyén sé lam cho chung toi yén tam.”

Tragg nhan va dirng léen.

“Ba cho phép chi? Ba Cushing,” anh noi.

“T6i dong y,” c6 ta n6i. “Nhung t6i khong muon 6ng ludt s nay cung
vao v6i dng. Ong ta gay cho tdi biét bao nhiéu 1a chuyén byc minh thé.”

Tragg vao phong ngu. Anh mé ti gan ¢ twong, nhin duwdi gam givong, di
ra ctra so, nhin ra ngoai roi tré@ vé cho cii, ngbi trén ghé va noéi vai giong
mét moi, “O.K.” Ba hdy n6i vé cudc di nghi ngoai troi.... “Khoan, truwéc
hét! Lacey, 6ng c6 quen biét Scott Shelby khong?”

“Anh 4y da dugc quen vGi 6ng ta sang hom qua,” Ellen Cushing nhanh
chong tra 16i. “Ciling vi vdy ma anh hoi khé chiu - Va xin ditng quén diéu
gi. Chac chan la t6i phai 1am mét bao céo vé tat ca chuyén nay.”

Tragg ném mot cai nhin gian di vé phia Mason.

“Va day la lan cudi cung t6i lam theo mot nha tai t&. Ba néi di, ba
Cushing.”

“Vi ong bat budc va vi 6ng can dy vao doi tw cta toi... Van tat, toi sap
stta 1dy Art Lacey. Hom qua anh dé nghi t6i két hon va t6i da tra 1oi la
vang. Chung t6i di nghi ngoai trdi ¢ nong thon. Ca hai ching t6i déu muon
nghi ngoi va hit thd khong khi. Chung t6i v0i nén chi mang theo banh kep
thit, nhitng chai bia va mét vai qua 6 liun.”

“Tai sao lai c6 cudc di choi ngoai troi bat chot nhw vay?”

“T6i sung suéng... Toi da yéu Art tir lau va khong biét rang anh... anh
cling c6 nhitng tinh cdm nhw vay doi véi t6i. Va ching t6i lam mot cude
dao choi ¢ nong thon.”
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“Ba gidi thich nhw thé nao viéc tdim dém trong xe va chiéc chan nay bi
am wot?”

“T6i sé noi dén, néu 6ng dé toi n6i. Chung t6i mang banh kep thit, sau do
ching t6i dirng xe lai @ mot ctra hiéu tap héa, & ddy ching td6i mua bia. Bat
chgt ching toi thay bia sé bi néng 1én khi ching toi t6i noi nghi va chiing
toi cling mua ca nuwdc da. Bé cho nwdc da khoi bi chdy, ching t6i 14y cai
chan dé boc né lai.”

Co6 mot luc yén lang, Tragg to ra suy nghi.

“Céa hai nguoi di nghi bén bo song phai khong?” Mason hai.

Co ta nhin Mason nhu sét danh.

“Mot lan nita toi yéu cau ong dirng quan tam dén t6i, ong Mason.”

Mason im ldang.

“Vi 6ng muon biét tat ca,” ngwoi dan ba tré no6i. “Ching t6i dén bén bo
ctia mot cai hd. O ddy, anh Art da tim thdy mot vai manh véan, anh ding van
dé ghép thanh mot chiéc be va cho xuéng nwéc. Vi nhe vay ma chan anh bi
wot.”

“Sau do6 ca hai ngwoi chia tay nhau vao budi toi va 6ng ta dén gap lai ba
sang hom nay?”

“Vang. Vao luc tdm gio toi, me t6i di xe Itta va anh Art cling c6 mot
cudc hen vao lic tdm gio rwdi. Anh muon gap me va di theo toi ra ga.
Khong may xe Itta tGi ga chdm mudi lam phat va anh lai phéi di. Nhw thé
ching t6i hen nhau la sdng hom nay anh dén dé chuan bi bita an sang va
sau budi trwa thi ching t6i dén toa thi chinh dé 1ay nhitng gidy to can thiét.”

“Va ba da don ba cu vao luc tam gio muoi lam.”

“Vang.”

“Va ba cu khéng roi ba tr luc ay?”

“Khong.”

“Nhung ba cu va ba da cung sang tham ba Turlock t6i hdm qua kia ma.”

“Sau bita com chiéu me t6i c6 nhiéu khach & thanh pho. Me t6i dinh & lai
day vai ngay dé di tham tat cd. Mot nguwoi ban khac la ba Starr cling ra ga
dén me nhung ba lai phai di don chong tan tam & noi lam viéc vao ltc chin
gio. Va nhu thé ba ngudi ching t6i an chiéu ¢ khach san ctia nha ga. Tiép
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d6 la ba Starr dwa ching t6i dén tan cta nha ba Turlock, & day ching toi
con ditng lai néi chuyén mot vai phit nita. Ong c6 thé hoi ba Starr, ba dy &
toa nha bén canh.”

Tragg ra hieu cho c0 ta ngirng noi va quay sang phia Lacey hoi, “Va day
la doi giay cua ong?”

“Vang.”

“Ong c6 thé nhan ra chi?”

Lacey cGi giay dang di, cam 1dy doi giay ma Tragg da 1dy & nha dé xe
mang lén va di vao chan minh. Tragg so vao giay.

“Bi c6 vira chan khong, anh budc Lacey phai xac nhan.”

“Vtra van,” Lacey ndi. “Day la giay cua t6i.”

“Ong c6 quen Shelby khong?”

“T6i mai trong thdy 6ng ay mot lan.”

“Luc nao?”

“Sang hom qua.”

“Ong da c6 mot budi sang ban ron,” Mason n6i bang mot giong mia mai.

“Pirng dé y dén 6ng ta, anh yéu,” Ellen Cushing néi. “D6 chi la mot 6ng
luat su quy quyét. Ong ta dai dién cho ngudi vo ctia Shelby. Ba ta da giét
chong, va luat s c6 gang tim ra mot vai viéc tai tiéng gi d6 dé lam nhe toi
nguoi khach hang caa minh.”

“Tai sao ba ta lai giét ong ay?” Lacey hoi, sau khi anh ta da ngoi thoai
mai mot ldc lau.

“Mot cau hoi méi ngd nghinh lam sao,” c6 ta ndi va cuoi.

“Cudi cung thi cai do chang la lung gi,” Lacey tuyén bo.

“Ong biét diéu gi trong chuyén nay?” Tragg héi.

“Chi can xem xét con nguoi,” Chang tré tudi tra 10i. “Khong, t6i khong
c6 diéu gi dé chong lai 6ng ta ngoai cai cach 6ng ta doi x vaGi Ellen...”

“Va ong ta da doi xt vGi ba ay nhu thé nao?” vién trung dy chgt hoi.

“Ong ta lam tdi c6 cam twéng vé con qua dang sa xudng mot con ga
con.”

“Khong c6 gi khé hiéu, Art,” Ellen néi ngay. “Ong dy chi hon anh bay
tudi.”
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“T6i nhac lai la t6i khong cé gi dé chong lai 6ng dy,” Lacey néi. “Sau hét
la t6i khong quen biét dng dy. Nhung riéng cdi cach ma 6ng dy nhin
Ellen... Khi d6 t6i nghi rang ong ay sé c6 thé thyc hién nhitng dy dinh cta
minh...”

“Ong ay da thyc hién chwa?” Tragg héi ging.

“T6i yéu Art ti 1au,” Ellen Cushing tuyén bo. “T6i méi biét Shelby tw
sau thang nay. Ong ay da c6 vo nhung 6ng dy ciing c6 tiéng 1a... 1a ling
lo.”

“Ong ay c6 choc gheo ba khong?” anh trung 1y héi.

“Ong ay khong dat dwoc két qua ndo,” co ta tra 15i thing.

“Chac chan la nhw vay,” Lacey n6i. “Va toi biét diéu nay, nhung mot
viéc nho c6 thé néi 1én nhiéu sy kién... Piang la hai ngwdi cung lam viéc
v6i nhau, nhung ong ta khong can phdi... T 1au t6i cling yéu c6 ay, toi
cling vay, tuy nhién t6i khong bao gid c6 mét 16i néi khong ding dan, mot
c chi nghi ngd. T6i tén trong c6 ay. Nhuw vay 6ng rd toi khong c6 thién
cam v0i Shelby.”

“Nhung tai sao ba lai con hay gap g& ong dy?” Tragg héi.

Bay gio dén lwgt Cushing tra 10i cau hoi.

“T6i c6 mot nghé kinh doanh bat dong san,” c6 ta gidi thich. “Va ong
Shelby c6 nhiéu ban ma viéc dwa vao ho la rat quy gia. Té6i mudn lam an tot
véi ong dy. T6i phai kiém song, xin 6ng ditng quén diéu dé.”

“P6 khong phai la ly do dé ong ay tim cach lang chang véi c6. Lic nao
ong ay cling mudn nhw vay.”

“Ong ay khong phai 1a ngudi duy nhét,” c6 cudi tra 1oi.

Tragg cling mim cuoi.

“Xin ba ti€p tuc,” anh néi.

“Vang! T6i di gan nhu noi tat ca... Ong Shelby tiép tuc goi day néi cho
toi dé duwgc gap toi. Toi biét chac chan la 6ng dy hy vong di dén két thiic
cong viéc. Ong dy da 1am nhidu chuyén ngu ngéc.”

“Nhu 1a bé vg, chang han?”

“Vi du thé!”
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“Theo ba, c6 phai la 6ng ta c6 thé lam bat cit viéc gi dé bé vg va cudi
ba?”

“Ong dy muén 14y t6i 1dm... Vang, t6i nghi 1a dng ta cé thé 1am nhu
thé.”

“Va cai do6 khong lam cho ong Lacey hai long.”

“T6i chang hai long chtt nao,” Lacey néi xen vao.

“Thé ba khong néi véi Shelby a?”

“Co.”

“Vao luc nao?”

“Hom qua... D6 1a diéu t6i co gang gidi thich cho 6ng ay.”

“Nhung ba da tuyén bo la da di nghi ngoai troi kia ma.”

“Chung t6i di sau budi sang.”

“Piing 1a nhv vay,” Ellen Cushing noéi tiép. “Ong dy da dén va...”

“Pé t6i ndi,” Lacey ngat 10i. Anh ta cé vé nhv la ngwdi muodn néi cho
hét.

“T6t, anh ndi di,” Cushing noi.

“C6 mot cudc thao luan giita Shelby va Ellen vé viéc thué dat,” Lacey
giai thich. “Ong ta néi ring nhd 6ng ma co ta c6 thé c6 mot hgp dong cé loi
va trong nhitng diéu kién nhw vay, c6 dy phai trd cho 6ng ta mét cai gi do.
Ellen titc gian rdi van phong cta Shelby va dén can ho cta t6i, toi dang doi
c6. Co ay ké cho t6i nhitng chuyén da xdy ra... Toi gian dit va da dén gap
Shelby noéi vGi ong ta rang hay dé cho Ellen dugc yén.”

“Ong ta phan (¢ng ra sao?”

“Ong dy c6 thai do xdu. Ong ta dang thao luan cong viéc v4i mot ngudi
khac, nguwoi ay roi khoi cho 6ng ta thi toi dén, hinh nhw d6 1a mot ngwoi cut
chan, 6ng ta dang cay dang oan Shelby da an cudp ctia 6ng mot ctra hang
tap hoa hodac mot cai gi do dai loai. Mudn xua du6i 6ng khach kia, 6ng ta
quay lai hoi téi muén gi. T6i da no6i vGi 6ng ta toan bo su that.”

“Pugc, nhung sw phan ng cia 6ng ay?” Tragg hoi gang.

“Ong ay noéi voi toi 1a viec nay khong can du gi dén toi, ring Ellen da
qua khon 1én dé ty bado vé minh, rang c6 ay c6 quyén chon ban ma co6 ay
thich. Ong ay néi thém 14 viéc t6i dén gip ong ta 1a khong ding chd. Gian
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qua, toi noéi v6i ong ta rang viéc dén gap 6ng cuda t6i sap tGi sé khong phai
la khong ding cho nita dau. Toi dén cho Ellen va dé nghi c6 14y t6i.”

Ellen Cushing bat cuwoi dot nhien.

“Ong hdy trong canh nay,” c6 ta néi. “T6i yéu Art tit 1au nhung anh lai
khong biét nhitng tinh cdm cua t6i...”

“Con t6i,” Lacey tuyén bd, “tdi sg c6 ay tir ch6i nén khong dam dé
nghi.”

“Tom lai,” Tragg hai Ellen Cushing. “Ba da nhan 10i.”

“T6i dong y ngay, khong ngap ngirng cht nao.”

“Va sau do,” Tragg hoi. “Ba c6 dén dé cho Shelby hai cai tat tai khong?”

C0 ta cuoi rat tuoi.

“Khong,” c6 noi, “t6i cé nhiéu viéc quan trong phai lam... Hon nita toi
khong thich Scott. Cudi cung la 6ng ay c6 quyén tim cai ma ong 4y thich...
Noi 10 hon la sau do chung toi, Art va toi, da noi chuyén v@i nhau trong
nita gio, réi bat chot ching t6i mudn di nghi ngoai troi.”

“Chung t6i lam nhitng céng viéc chuan bi va ching t6i 1én xe,” Lacey
noi.

“Va nho c6 mot sy quan canh sat va mot 6ng luat sw ma nguwdi me biét
dwgc con gai minh sap 1dy chong,” ba cu gia n6i, mat nguwdc 1én troi.

“Mot cau hoi nira,” Mason néi xen vao. “Tai sao lai khong dé nudc da
vao thung xe ma lai géi n6 vao trong chiéc chan va dé tat ca & dém sau
xe?”

Ellen Cushing nhuéng doi 16ng may, lai nhin nhw sét danh vao nguoi luat
Sur.

“Cai do chang lién quan gi dén 6ng ca,” c6 ta cham rai noi.

“T6i lay cau héi dé lam cau héi cta t6i,” Tragg tuyén bo.

“T6i khong mudn con ngwdi ay nhing miii vao cong viéc cua toi,” nguoi
dan ba tré cai. Mat van nhin cham cham vao Mason. “Chinh 0ng ta la nguoi
chiu trach nhiém vé vu rac ré6i nay, va...”

“Chi can ba tra 10i t6i, vdi toi,” Tragg noi.

“Thé nay, toi da giai thich cho 6ng roi... Ching t6i quén nuwéc da... Khi
xem lai nhitng thit da mua thi thiy thiéu nwéc da va ching to6i da mua.
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Nhung khong thé dé né 1én trén cac do vat khac dugc. Bi chay, né sé khong
thé dung dwgc. Toi cho rang Art da 1ay chan goi n6 lai ma khong nghi ngoi
gi. Toi cling vay, t6i khong bao gio nghi rang viéc do lai gay ra hang dong
cau hoi.”

“Tai sao khong dé nwdc da va chan xudng san xe?” Mason hoi.

“Trén xe c6 nhiéu cho,” Lacey giai thich. “Va vi cai chan day, t6i khong
nghi rang dém sé bi am wét.”

“Khong tra 15i 6ng ta, anh yéu,” Ellen Cushing tuyén bé. “Ong ta khong
c6 quyeén gi dé chat van anh.”

Trung uy Tragg dirng lén.

“Céam on nhitng 10i gidi thich cta cac vi,” anh noi. “Bay gio thi toi phai
di lam viéc ctia minh. T6i an han vi da lam phién cac vi.”

“Khong c6 gi ca,” Ellen Cushing ndi. “Thé bay gid 6ng dan ching toi
dén don canh sat hay dén 6ng chuwdng ly quan?”

“Khong can ba phai doi hoi cai dé,” Tragg cudi 16n va noi. “T6i da sai
lam khi dé tai cham chd nghe nhitng 16i tao lao.”

Nguoi dan ba tré ném mot cai nhin khinh miét cho Mason.

“T6i da doan ra nguon goc cua viéc nay,” co ta noi.

“Bay gi0,” Tragg tuyén bo. “Vi ba can di gap va toi thdy ba da bi mudn.
Viéc nho nhat 1a toi c6 thé 1am la ma&i ba di mot chuyén xe cyc nhanh, cé
coi ha.”

“Hay, hay,” ba gia kéu lén. “Cac con hay di vGi ngai si quan canh sat
dang mén nay. Me sé rita bat dia.”

“O! Chang c6 chuyén gi 16n,” Lacey néi. “Mot cai tach mot cai dia.”

“Bi ludn,” Tragg noi.

“Xin c6 ngay,” Ellen n6i va déi mi. “Me, néu me buon, me sé goi day
noi cho ba Turlock va...”

“Me sé khong goi dién thoai cho ai khi me chwa dén hiéu cat toc,” ba gia
phan doéi. “Me gan giong nhu mot con bu nhin.”

Tragg m@ cua.

Lacey cuoi véi ba gia.

“Chung con sé gdap me sau, me,” anh ta noi.
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“Trong coi Ellen can than, con trai,” ba cu néi.

“Di!” Tragg giuc.

Khong c6 mot 10i nao qua lai khi ho & khoang thang may. Khi xuéng
dwéi nha, dé dgi hai ngudi it tudi di qua, Tragg néi vdi Drake va Mason.

“Rat ti€c la khong dwa cac ong vé nha duogc, nhung thoi gio caa toi rat eo
hep.”

“Pirng xin 16i chiing t6i,” Drake néi, “it nhat, nhw vay thi t6i con chac
chan la khong chét vao ngay hom nay.”

Ho da ra dén dwong pho. Tragg md cira 0 t6 canh sat dé Art Lacey va
Ellen Cushing buéc vao, roi ngoi trudc vong 1ai, ném mot cai nhin khoi hai
cho Mason.

“Sé c6 mot ngay... Sherlock!”
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16

Sau budi trwa, khi budc vao van phong, Della tré thanh mot nguwdi dan ba
khac han. Bon gio ngn, hai gio & vién sac dep da tra lai cho c6 cai vé
thuwong ngay.

M¢& khéa, day ctra phong riéng ctia Mason, c¢6 bong lui lai s¢ hai khi
trong thay luat sw nam nga trén ghé banh.

“C6 chuyén gi vay, sép?” co kéu lén.

Ong ngang dau.

“Ong khong.... Troi, sép, ong khong cao mit... Ong ciing khong ngu a?
Chuyén gi da xay ra?”

“T6i da chui dau vao mot cai thong long va chinh t6i da dap do chiéc ghé
dwdi chan, Della. T6i khong biét 1a nén bat dau tr dau.”

“Ong muon néi rang Shelby khéng c6 & d6? Con toi thi toi khong nghi
dén viéc goi day ndi cho 6ng vi tbi da tin chac rang cong viéc da nam trong
tii va 6ng ldc nay dang nam trén giwong roi.”

Mot lan nita nguwdi luat sw ngang dau 1én.

“T6i chwa bao gig bi that bai nhuw thé nay,” 6ng ndi véi mot giong thé
tham.

“Nhung nguoi dan 6ng dé ¢ phong ngu chit?”

“Khong phai la phong ngti ma la nha bép. Con chinh me c6 ta thi &
phong ngt. Co & Cushing da moi chong chwa cwéi dén dé chuan bi bita an
sang, dé ra mat vdi ba me. Ho sap két hén.”

“C6 phai qua ctra s6 nha bép ma nguoi cia Paul Drake thay c6 ta mac bo
do nga khong?”

“Phdi, anh ta da nham. Chuing t6i da xem lai khi t&i noi. Tragg da cui
ngwoi nhin qua ctra s6 phong ngt va ngwdi ma Drake da néi thi lai & trong
bép... Mot sy that bai hoan toan, Della. T6i chi dwgc biét thém méot chuyén
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la chong chwa cwdi cia Margie Stanhope da tim dén Shelby dé néi vdi han
tat cA moi diéu trong trai tim minh.”

“Vao luc nao?”

“Vao budi sang hom qua, trwdc lic Shelby ndy ra y dinh du ngoan trén
thuyén ctia Benton. Hai ngwoi dy da cai nhau.”

“Lam thé nao ma ong biét dwgc?”

“Arthur Lacey, chong chwa cuwéi ctia Ellen Cushing tuyén bo 1a da trong
thdy mot nguwdi khach cut chan cia Shelby... Nhung khong biét c6 phai
day la chong chua cuwéi ctia Margie khong? Tw sy that bai budi sang hém
nay, toi chang tin vao cai gi nita... D6 c6 thé 1a mot nguwoi tan tat khac da
trach moc Shelby an cudp ctia anh ta mot cwa hiéu tap hoa.”

“Khong, chac chan dé la Frank Bonnar, chong chwa cugi cia Margie.
(chdu cua ba chu miéng dat, ba hira cho vo chong co dy tién dé mua tiém
tap hoa & chuong 2)”

“Chac chan la c6 c6 ly, Della... T6i sé bado Darke cho xem lai. T6i tw hoi
la tai sao? Chung ta sé dung cai d6 vao viéc gi?...”

“Ong chu, 6ng hay ké cho tdi nghe tit ca nhitng gi da xay ra,” Della yéu
cau va c6 ngoi & mot goc ban giay.

“To6i da tre thanh mot ké lam tro cuwoi,” Mason noi. “Toi chwa bao gio
thiéu nhiéu sy trung hgp ngau nhién trong mot vu nhw vay. Néu Dorset biét
dugc diéu gi da xdy ra, anh ta mang ké lai cho Marion Shelby va anh ta sé
dat dwgc nhitng diéu mong mudn.”

“Va Tragg?”

“Anh ta gian dit... T6i n6i nhw thé nao day? Anh ta da cong khai ché
nhao t6i.”

“Va co a Cushing tim thady mét 10i gidi thich ditng vitng vé doi giay cua
Scott Shelby?”

“Khong phai ctia han ma la cta Athur Lacey.”

“Hay bat dau tr dau, sép,” c6 khan khoan.

Mason k¢ lai.

“Thé day,” Mason ndi sau khi két thic cau chuyén. “Ai con dén vGi
chung ta bay gio nita?”
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“O vao dia vi 6ng, sép, toi s& di cao mit, di tim. Ngdy mai 6ng sé& thay
dé chiu hon trong tat ca moi viéc.”

“Toi ty hai lai minh, Della. Pay khong phai la mot cong viéc ma thuc sy
la mot con ac mong... Hom nay la ngay gi? Thit sau, muwoi ba! Cai do
khong lam t6i ngac nhién.”

“Hay dgi dén ngay mai, ching ta sé thay rd hon.”

“Co twong nhu vay a, Della?”

“Va néu khong phai la Ellen Cushing ma la mdt nguwoi dan ba khéc thi
sao, sép? T6i tin chac chan rang, t6i dy, la suy nghi ctia 6ng khdéi dau la tot.
Ong chi nham 14n vé nguoi dan ba, nhung chic chin ring Shelby chwa
chét, chac chan 1a han c6 mot ké tong pham. Sau tat ca han la mot ké hay
lang nhang, chim chudt va lam vg, han c6 thé tap hop hang ta.”

May noi réo chudng.

“Hay tra 10i, cd Della,” luat s n6i. “T6i khong muon tiép ai, it nhat do
khong phdi la mot viéc that quan trong.”

Co gat dau va nhac may.

“Ald!” co ndi. “Vang, toi day, chi Gertie. TOi sé tGi ngay lap tuc...
Khoéng, sép khong mudn bi qudy réi... Sao, chd mdt lat, toi sé hai sép...”

CO quay vé phia Mason, “C6 6ng trg ly quan trudng dang doi 6ng, ong ta
tuyén b6 nhw vay. Ong ta cam doan muc dich ctia viéc gdp ong rat 1a quan
trong, ong ay dé nghi t6i néi véi ong cho 6ng ta gap mot lat.”

“Ong ay t6i,” luat sw néi. “May méan chic quay trd lai.”

“Moi ong ta vao,” Della tra 16i vao may noi.

Sau do6 co gac may.

Ctra phong mé sau d6 mot lat, va 6ng tro ly, mot nguwdi nho, thap, rau
mép qudp xudng, tay cam cap gidy t0 budc vao. Mot vai biéu hién gi dé
trong thai do cua ong ta lam cho Mason doan trueéc dugec muc dich cua
cudc gap.

“Rat phién, 6ng Mason,” nguwoi mdi tGi noéi. “T6i c6 mot gidy goi ra toa
dwa ong. D6 la ganh nang cua t6i, tdi khong thé lam gi dugc, ong la ludt sw
chdc 6ng hiéu diéu do.”

“Do la chuyen gi vay?” Mason lo ngai hoi.
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“Viéec Ellen Cushing kién Perry Mason va Paul Drake. Nguoi bén kia doi
bo6i thudng hai tram nam muoi ngan do-la vé t6i vu khong.”

“Xin cho t6i biét rd chi tiét,” luat sw yéu cau.

“Nguoi khiéu nai cho rang 6ng da cé gang lam cho canh sat twéng rang
ba dy da vi pham luat phap. Ba ay cho rang viéc lam cta 6ng khién cho ba
ta mat tinh cdm ctia nguwdi chong ma ba sap két hon. Hon nita, 6ng da thuc
day canh sat dén kham nha ba ta ma khéng c6 1énh va da ngam ngam tung
tin la ba ta da la tha pham cua mot tgi ac. Hon nita, ong da noi bong gio
rang ba ta da nga véi mot nguwdi dan 6ng trong dém. Ba ta doi hai tram nam
muoi ngan db-la tién boi thwong thiét hai. Chac han 6ng biét rdo nhitng luat
st cia ba ta: Attica, Horie va Meade. Mot bd ba nguwdi nha trdi, néu ong
héi y kién cta t6i.”

“Ong da dwa gidy goi ra toa cho Paul Drake chwa?” Mason hoi.

“Chua.”

“T6i mudn trong thdy bé mat cua anh chang Paul khon kho trong thoi
diém tam ly nay,” Mason noi va khong thé nén dugc tiéng cuwoi. “Toi gia
thiét rang bao chi ciing da biét tin nay?”

“Thé thi sao? Cushing tr@ thanh ngbi sao ban ngay. M6t cau chuyén kha
lang man, ong thr nghi mot chit xem. Cai gi nudi séng bao chi sao chép
trong tam ngay?”

“Va ba ta hién nay ¢ dau?”

“Theo tin cudi cung, ba ay hién dang & cho trung si Dorset, 6ng ta hién
nay gitt vai tro nguwdi cam chich trong vu nay.”

“Ong khong ngac nhién vé viéc toi 1am hay sao?”

“Néu 6ng muon biét y kién cna t6i, ong Mason,” ngudi trg 1y n6i sau mot
lic 1au yén lang. “Tat ca nhitng cai d6 khong phu hgp v6i dao Thién chua.
Toi, toi biét gia tri cia ong. Toi cling biét rang chac chan la 6ng mudn giup
dd canh sat. Viéc nay that bai, n6 da ném 6ng ra lam moi cho ac thu. Va
anh chang mat day Attica da voi vang trong cong viéc vdi thoi gian ngan
thi khong can phai n6i nita.”

“A!” Mason néi. “Khi nguoi ta bat dau mot cudoc dau chong lai ai do, thi
nguoi ta phdi chuan bi dé nhan nhitng ci danh 1én hen ha. Rot cudc, chwa
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c6 cai gi mat ca.”

“Ong khong mudn gép toi nita?” ngudi trg Iy hoi.

“Troi, tai sao t6i lai mudn gap ong trong viéc nay,” Mason kéu.

“Nhu vay, xin tam biét, ong Mason,” ong ta noi.

“Tam biét.”

Hai nguoi bat tay nhau va nguoi trg 1y di khoi van phong ctia ludt su.

Deila Strett hoang sg, khong dam nhin Mason nita.

“Troi, sép,” cudi cung c6 néi. “Hai tram nam muwoi ngan do-la 1a mot gia
san.”

“U1” luat su noi. “Cai dé khong dit hon 1a d6i mot phan tw tridu 1y mot
tram do-la.”

“Cai do sé dan ong di dén dau?”

“Co6 muon néi gi, Della?...”

“Pung la, t6i dang nghi dén Marion Shelby.”

Nguoi luat s nhan mat.

“Va toi cling nghi dén Paul Drake,” Della tiép tuc n6i. “Anh ta sé lam gi
khi nhan dwgc 1énh doi ra toa? Anh ta c6 thé chét ngat.”

Mason cam to lénh doi ra toa cia ngwoi tro 1y quan tredng vira dwa cho
ong va nghién ctu mot luac.

“Khong, nhung hay nghe toi doc cai nay, Della,” 6ng noi.

Va 6ng bat dau doc.

“Nguoi khiéu nai nhan thay rang nhitng bi cdo sau day da hoat dong
cung nhau, ho tw nguyén mot cach bat hgp phap va gian 1an, khong tinh dén
hau qua déi vGi ngudi co tw cach phap nhan, da vao nha bang nhitng chiéc
chia khoa gid hoac ding hon la vao nha dé xe ctia ngwdi khiéu nai nay va
tim mot s6 do dac. Trén co s& nhitng do vat tim dwogc, cac bi cdo nay da
mang tGi tredc trung Uy Tragg nhitng 10i to cdo sai vé can ban. Nhitng 10i
t0 cdo nay chi can ct vao nhitng chitng cé mao xung trong cudc tham nhap
bat hgp phap do, nhitng chitng cé ma nguwdi khiéu nai khong thé nao chap
nhan dugc va theo ngwoi khiéu nai ty xem xét va doi hoi mét khoan tién
phat boi thuwong thiét hai, thé hién khong chi s thiét hai vé tinh than va
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nhitng thiét hai khac ho da phai chiu, ma con la xay dyng lai sy hiéu biét
cong cong voi nhitng nguoi thit ba.”

“Mot doan van xu6i rat hay,” Della tuyén bo. “T6i van gitt nhitng y kién
ctia t6i. Ong can di nghi trwée khi Paul Drake t6i day khoc trén vai ong.”

Mason nhét nhitng gidy t0 trén vao tui...

“Khong c6 van dé di ngd,” 6ng néi. “Co thé ngi mat. Chung ta di nghi
ngoai troi.”

“Pi... nghi ngoai troi?”

“Phai. Ngay tai noi Ellen Cushing cam doan la da nghi cung vGi nguoi
chong chwa cwdi ctia minh. D6 1a ménh dat bén mot ho nwdc ma co ta dang
muon ban, nguwdi ta néi vaGi toi nhw vay.”

“Va 6ng muon di tGi d6?”

“Thé thi sao! T6i xuéng nha va di cao mat. T6i sé trd lai sau day khoang
hai muoi pht, con c¢d, c6 nghién citu noi do, t6i cling khong biét né & dau,
nhing c6 c6 thé dé dang tim ra vi c6 & Cushing da dang & muc rao vat trén
bao chi.”

“Nhung ching ta di dé lam gi, sép?”

“Nhitng nguwoi di nghi ngoai troi,” luat sw gidi thich. “Thwong dé lai noi
minh da nghi mau giay, nhitng vo do hop, coc dia bang bia citng. T6i mudn
xem xét lai noi dod, tirng xang-ti-mét mot dé xem hai nguwdi sap 1ay nhau do
ho c6 néi that hay khong.”

“Va néu 6ng khong thay gi ca 6ng sé lam gi?”

“Néu thé,” Mason cham chap néi. “T6i sé lam cho ho phai nhan mot giay
goi ra toa, tuyén thé trudc mat mot si quan cua phap luat. Loi khai sé duwgc
ghi toc ky, va toi hita vdi co 1a khong thue hién bang lira doi, bang cam
bay.”

“Chung ta hay gia thiét thém rang Ellen Cushing va anh ban cta c6 a
khong noéi doi thi sao?”

“Thi chung ta c6 mat thém gi dau, trong tinh trang ctia ching ta hién
nay?”

“Tét,” Della Street n6i. “Ong di cao mit di, sép. Trong khi dé, t6i s& thu
thap nhirng tai liéu co ich.”

https://thuviensach.vn



Hai mwoi phtt sau, khi trd vé Mason thay Della dang cti nhin xuéng mot
tam ban do.

“C0 c6 tim thay cai gi khong?” ong noi.

“Co6,” co6 ngudc mat 1én noi. “Manh dat dé & cach Pleasant Ville khoang
hai mwoi lam ki-16-mét, dién tich mot tram sdu muoi héc-ta, gia dat hai
muoi ngan do-la.”

“Mot cai ho.”

“Mot cai ho, mot khu rirng, mot con sudi. T6i khong nghi rang do chi la
mot cai ho cd nwdc sudi chdy vao. Nhung & muc rao vat thi néi ngudi ta cé
thé xay dung ¢ day thanh mot bé boi, cai do cho ta hiéu rang n6 rong.”

“Lén duong,” Mason noi.

“Khi vé thi da khuya r6i.”

“Khong quan trong gi. T6i c6 nhiéu dén pin trong xe.”

“Ong cht, 6ng can dwoc nghi ngoi.”

“Sau nay, sau nay,” Mason tuyén bd. “Lén duong.”

Della hiéu rang sé rat la vo ich néu ctt khuyén can 6ng mai.

Nguoi luat su di véi toc do ky luc, dén mic cé thé gap nguy hiém vé
phia Pleasantville. Tt day, Della cti xuéng tdm ban do6 chi duong. Di khoi
Pleasantville chirng hai muoi ki-16-mét, ho ré vao mot con duong lang va
muoi phit sau ho gap mot thanh chan ngang duwong treo mot tam bién ghi
“Béan - Xin héi E.B. Cushing, nguoi kinh doanh bat dong san”. Pia chi cia
Ellen Cushing dwoc viét r6 phia dudi.

Ho xudng xe va di qua thanh chan.

“Mot xe hoi da qua day,” Della tuyén bo sau khi da quan sat mat dat.
“M@i day thoi.”

“To6i da cha y,” Mason noi. “Khong c6 gi mdi.”

“Tail sao?”

“Banh trdc bén phéi ¢ xe ctia Cushing con rat mdi, con banh xe trudc
bén trai thi d@ mon dén bé. T6i da cha y cai nay trong nha dé xe. Co hay
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nhin vét xe & day, ding la xe cta Eiiea Cushing da qua day.”

Mat troi con treo lo ltng phia trén chan troi, nhuvng mau xam da lam mo
canh dong xung quanh.

“Ho da nghi ¢ dau, Della?” Mason hoi.

“T6i cho rang cai ho & phia tay phai ching ta,” c6 néi

“Chung ta phai di theo con duong nho nay.”

Ho di vao con dwong nho. Con dwong quan quanh qua doi dén maot cho
dot nhién no quat sang phia tay trai

Chot Della kéu 1én mot tiéng ngac nhién, va Mason ciing vay, dirng lai
mé man badi nhitng canh dep trai ra tredc mat ho.

Cai ho dai khoang nam muoi mét, rong khoang ba mwoi mét c6 nhitng
mang mau hong & bé mat bay 1én, & phia bén kia h6 mot con su6i lwgn qua
nhitng hang cay d6é nuwéc vao ho.

Mason quang tay qua vai Della.

“0 day that 1a dep,” Della

“Pep va lang man. Ong chu, t6i dang nghi 1a c6 thé Ellen Cushing da
khong néi doi. TGi day sau khi da dong y két hon, cai do6 1a mot y nghi rat
tw nhién.”

“Chung ta hdy quan sat xung quanh trudc khi troi t6i,” Mason noi.

Ho di bén bo ho tim dén noi ma hai nguwdi sap két hon da nghi. Ho khong
gap kho khan: nhitng chiéc dia bang bia ctitng mot vé do hop. Mot ho nho
trén mat dat chitra nhitng vo tritng, mét vai to gidy dinh m&, mot vé hop ca
nglt, nhitng mau vun cta banh mi, nhitng mau con lai cta khoai ran v.v...

Mason quy mdt chan xudng dat dé nhin rd hon. Mot lat sau 6ng ditng 1én
va noi, “Thuyc sy la mot ngay thit sau, muoi ba, Della.”

“Chura phai 1a tat ca, sép,” Della néi. “Khon thay, néu khéng lam thi day
la cai ma Lucey da dung lam be. Ping vay, mot hinh chit nhat bang go dai
mot mét rudi, rong nira mét noi trén mat nwdc trong va yén lang.”

Mason nhan mdt, khong ndi gi.

Ho lai tiép tuc dén dau ho bén kia. T¢i diy Mason nguwdc mat nhin 1én
troi roi mét nhoc dé roi minh xudng co. Della lam theo ong.
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Nguoi luat su co vé dang nghi ngoi va nguoi thue ky tranh khong lam dit
doan su suy nghi ctia 6ng. Cudi cung 6ng nam xuong, tay dé sau gay va
ndi, “Chung ta hay dogi vi sao dau tién moc, Della. Sau d6 ching ta tré ve.”

Co nhdc dau 6ng dat 1én dau gbi ctia minh. Mason budng tiéng thé dai.

“Nhu thé nay t6i thdy dé chiu,” 6ng noi.

Co0 au yém dat ban tay co Ién mi mat 6ng budc 6ng phai nham mat.

“Bao cho toi biét khi c6 nhin thdy ngbi sao dau, Della,” lut su noi.

Muoi gidy dong ho sau, 6ng ngu.

Della dé 6ng nghi cho dén khi hang ha sa s6 ngoi sao lap lanh trén bau troi,
sau dé co6 danh thitrc 6ng. "Dén gio roi, sép."

“Della... Troi, mdy gio roi?”

“T6i khong biét. Nhung khong mudn lam dau!”

“Tai sao co khong danh thic to6i s6Gm hon?”

“T6i cling ngh,” cd tuyén bo.

“That khong?”

“Vang.”

“Troi. PBen pin dau?”

“Pay.”

"T6i qua!”

“Ching ta da c6 cai dé soi sang... Ong biét khong, sép, toi da nghi...

“Vé cdi gi, Della?”

“Vé cong viéc. Toi cang nghi dén né t6i cang... Néu c6 & Cushing noi

»

ding di nita, néu ho c6 nghi & day di nita thi cai 1ap luan cta 6ng cling
khong phai la sai. Chiing ta chi nham lan vé nguwdi dan ba.”

“Toi hoai nghi...”

“Va Shelby? Ong nghi ring hin con séng va dang an nap?”

“Cai dé thi toi chac chan.”
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“T6i thi khong, sép... T6i cho rang han da chét... Mot thi linh tinh nhw
la ngwdi ta ndi. Va toi cho rang viéc giét nguwoi da dién ra bén thuyén. Cai
do cling c6 thé khac.”

“Néu han da chét, Della, chiing ta sé bi dap, bi dap tir moi phia... A! Ro6i
sé biét.”

Nguoi luat sw bam dén, lia anh sang dén moi phia, r6i ¢ dugi dat, ding
lai va gitup Della buéc theo.

“Co cam cai gi day,” ong hoi bat chot khi thay tay c6 gai c6 mot vat sang
lap lanh.

“Mot cai ong bang chi, rong,” c6 tra 10i. “Mot ong chi dé cau ca, chac
chan 1a nhw thé. M6t ngudi nao dé da cau ca ¢ day. Toi da nhat no, coi nhw
vat mang lai hanh phuc.”

Co dua no cho ong.

“Cam lay nd, sép. Ai biét rang van rai cta chung ta khong sap két thic.”
Ho di vé phia chiéc xe hoi. Della nai ni. “Cang nghi t6i cang chac chan
rang c6 mot nguwdi dan ba khac trong cudc. Triwdc hét Shelby khong phai la
nguwoi c6 mot ngwdi dan ba. Han tang tiu vdi Ellen Cushing, nhung chac
chan la con nhitng ngwoi dan ba khac ma han du do dwgc. Nguoi ta phai
tim xem c6 mot nguwoi dan ba nao khac doi han trén mét thuyén goé khong.”

“Co thé 1a o c6 ly,” luat sw xac nhan.

Ho dén bén canh chiéc xe hoi Mason m@ ctta xe, gitup Della 1én xe, roi
tim trong tdi chiéc chia kh6a m¢& dién.
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Perry Mason budc ra khoi khoang thang may, dau ngang cao, miéng nd
mot nu cwdi khoi hai. Sau d6 6ng day ctra van phong Paul Drake.

“Ong cha t6i muén gip ong, 6ng Mason,” ngudi tiép khach néi véi ong.
“Ong 4y dang doi 6ng.”

Nguoi luat sw bude vao phong ctia Paul Drake.

“Q, Perry,” Drake reo lén. “Ngudi ta da dwa cho 6ng to gidy goi ra tda
chwa?”

“Roi! Thi sao?”

“Con thi sao gi nita! Hai trdm nim muoi ngan doé-la, Perry. Ong rd
chwa?”

“Phai nop thoi, theo y t0i.”

“A! Con t6i, t6i khong biét la sé phai lam gi? Cam chum chia khoa van
nang va ném né xuéng nuwdc thoi.”

“Cai dé that 1a dang ti€c,” Mason tra 10i tinh bo. “Anh da c6 mot bo swu
tam chia khoa rat dep.”

“N6 con dung vao viéc gi duwgce nita, mot khi tdi that nghiép, pha san?
That la dai dot, Perry, cong viéc c6 nghiem trong khong?”

“Ai song thi sé thay. Hién gio, thi dé chi la mot manh khée quang cao.”

“Ong da trong thdy nhitng bitc anh cta cudc da ngoai chua, Perry?”

“Chua. O dau ra?”

“Trong bao Times, doc quyeén. Ellen Cushing cam may chup.”

“Khong dua chi?”

“Khong. D6 la nhitng bitc anh tuyét dep. Trong anh c6 du hai nguoi, co a
va Lacey, vi may c6 bo phan chup ti dong. Va c6 4 sé di kién & toa an véi
nhitng birc anh do day dé!”

“Pting ndi thé, Paul! Cai d6 chi vi hom qua la th sdu ngay muoi ba,
hém nay la thi bdy ngay mwoi bon va van rui theo dudi ching ta dén day
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cham dt. Cam ldy nhitng dung cu nghién cttu va di theo t6i. Toi c6 cong
viéc cho anh.”

“Thé 1a thé nao?” Drake nghi ngo hoi.

“T6i muon anh chup lai nhitng dau van tay chiéc mday dién thoai ma toi
da lay tw trén thuyén cta Parker Benton.”

“Ong da dung chiéc may nay?”

“Co, nhung toi cho rang da c6 nguwdi dung né sau t6i.”

“Ai vay?”

“Chac chan la Shelby. Cac phong khac déu c6 ngudi, riéng phong ctia toi
thi khong.”

“Vi tinh yéu cta chiia, Perry?” ngudi tham ti? kéu 1én. “Ong khong thay
la 6ng da di vao con dwong sai lam r6i a? Nguwdoi dan ba ay. Marion Shelby,
khong nhan dwgc mot cu dién thoai nao. Ba ta biét rang chong minh dang &
trén boong. T6i chac chan la thé, hon nita, anh chong dang di dao véi
Margie Stanhope. Han chac chan dang tan tinh c6 gai, néu co6 chiu, han hita
sé nhan nhuwgng vé viéc thué dat cia han. Nguwoi dan ba da biét va da ha sat
nguoi chong khong trung thanh.”

“Thoi, dirng noéi ly thuyét nita, Paul. Cai ma ching ta can hién nay la sy
kién. Hay tim xem c6 ddu van tay cta Shelby trén chiéc may nay khong?”

“Lam thé nao ma biét dwgc nhitng ddu van tay ctia Shelby? Chiing ta
khong c6 gi dé so sanh.”

“Canh sat chac chan c6 khi 1y nhitng ddu van tay ctia han trong phong
cta han.”

“Co6 thé, nhung toi sé khong thiy la néu canh sat tir chdi cho chiing ta
nhitng ching c6 d6. May man doc nhat la nguwoi ta tim dwgc xac han.
Nhung ching ta cling cé thé dén van phong ctia khdm nghiém vién.”

“Pung la phdi dén ca do nita,” Mason ndi.

Drake budng tiéng thé dai, cam mot cai tdi nhé bang da va mot cai may
anh roi di theo Mason.
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“Bubi sang nay c0 thdy nhw thé nao, Della?” Mason héi trong khi day cira
vao phong lam viéc ctia minh.

“Nhu 12 mét sy say mé,” co tra 15i. “Ong da trong thay nhitng tdm anh
trén bao chua, sép?”

“Chura. Chiéc va li dyng may dién thoai dau?”

Della m& mot chiéc rwong. Va ldy ra mot chiéc va li nhd.

Mason lay chiéc may ra, chil y khong dé in dau tay trén may va dwa cho
Drake.

Trong luc anh nay dang phun mot 16p bot dac biét 1én may thi luat suw
cam lay to bao.

“Phai, nhitng tdm anh nay rat ro,” 6ng khang dinh sau mat ltc.

May chudng dién thoai reo khi 6ng chira n6i hét. Della nhac may.

“Co nguoi can gdp anh, Paul,” ¢6 bao tin sau khi nghe mot vai giay.

Drake cam 6ng may.

“All6,” anh noéi. “H&? Thé nao... Xin cho, dirng boé may.”

Tay anh dat 1én 6ng néi va no6i vGi Mason;

“Nguoi ta da tim thdy xac cta Scott Shelby, Perry. V6t diing cho.”

“Co6 dung thé khong?” Mason ndi khong gidu ndi sy ngac nhién cua
minh.

“V&i mot dau dan & 9,5 trong so.”

“Nguoi ta tim thiy xac lic may gio?” luat su héi.

“Lic mdy gid?” Drake héi lai ngudi nhan vién ctia minh. Lai quay vé
phia Mason mot lan nita, anh bdo tin, “Vao ltic hai mwoi ba gio nam muoi
chin phut hom qua.”

“Cai dé khong lam t6i ngac nhién,” Mason noi. "Con la th® sau, ngay
muoi ba."
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Ngu’(‘ﬁ ta da chi dinh chanh an phién toa, trong lic 6ng chudng ly quan
ngoi vao cho ctia minh thi Paul Drake dang cti xuéng néi nhé v4i Mason.

“T6i thady hinh nhw cong viéc that bai, Perry. Mot cong viéc bang vang.
Ong khong c6 14y mot may mén nao. Ba khach cta 6ng chic chin 1a tha
pham,” anh tham thi.

“Anh da xem nhitng dau van tay, Paul?” Mason hoi.

“Roi.”

Mason cuoi. “Pé 1a cai t6i muoén biét tredc tién. Néu bay gio toi cé thé
cO dugc nhitng sy kién chitng minh chitng 161 khai caa Marion Shelby...”

“Khong thé dugc, Perry.”

“Anh muon néi gi?”

“Trén may dién thoai khong chi c6 nhitng dau tay ctia Scott Shelby, cta
ong va ca caa Parker Benton. Va c6 ca dau tay cia mét nguwdi dan ba ma toi
khong 16 la ai. Benton tuyén bé la khong biét. Chac la ctia nguoi dan ba da
¢ can phong ay trwdc 6ng va chac chan la Benton khong muén tén cta
nguoi do dinh dang vao vu nay.”

“Nhitng vét tay khac thi t6i khong quan tdm,” luat sw néi. “Bay gio chi
can dau van tay caa Scott Shelby...”

“Hay khoan, troi! T6i sé néi dén, Parker Benton da noéi trong ban cung
ctia minh 1a lic dau nguoi ta xép Scott Shelby nghi trong phong ay, sau do6
ong ta da ra lénh la xép ca hai vg chong Shelby vao mét phong khac & dau
kia con thuyén. Cé thé la Shelby da dung chiéc may dé trudc khi 6ng dén
nghi & phong nay. Bo chac chan 1a 16i 1€ caa bén kia va nhitng 1ap luan cta
ong khong c6 trong lwgng tredc mat boi tham doan.”

Mason nhan mat.

“Con dau dan, Paul,” ong héi.
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“Tdi khong tim ra dwoc ngudn tin ndo. Ong chuwéng 1y quan gian dir vé
SU 10 ri tin tic & cac vu khac da tir ch6i khong néi nhitng diéu chi dan cho
nhitng ngudi cOng sy ctia minh.”

“Mot sy viéc hién nhién, trong moi treong hgp,” Mason noi giong chac
chan. “Pau dan do6 khong duwgce ban di bang khau sung ay. Cai do toi tin la
chac chan.”

“Khong nén tin chac diéu gi c4, Perry.”

“Khong, Paul, ¢ day toi da co tang chirng. Toi danh cugc vai anh la ong
chuwéng ly quan sé néi rang khong thé tim duwge dau vét cia dau dan hodc la
ba Shelby c6 hai khau stng.”

Mot tiéng no6i tham cho ho biét 1a phién toa bat dau lam viéc.

“Chtc may man, Perry,” Drake noi khi bat tay Mason.

Mason dén ng6i bén canh Marion Shelby. Mot lat sau 6ng chanh 4n Max
Well t6i, moi nguoi ding léen.

Hamilton Burger, chwdng 1y quan, doc mot ban twong trinh chi tiét cua
vu kién. Ong ta néi sdu vao mot vai chi tiét ma 6ng da dy kién bén bao
chita sé c6 gang cho ching la sai sau d6 ong dé nghi toa cho phép dwa ra
mot s6 tang vat.

Mot chuyén gia di dén mang theo nhiéu cudn gidy. D6 la s do ctia con
thuyén. Ttrng t& mdt duwge nop cho phién toa, sau d6 Hamilton Burger bat
dau cuoc tham van cta minh.

“Ong Adams,” 6ng ta n6i v6i ngudi chuyén gia. “Xin 6ng gii thich cho
toa y nghia chinh xac cia nhitng duong vé dé va xanh trong so do - tang
vat ghi chir ¢.”

“Nhitng duong vé dé,” Adams tuyén bo, “thé hién duong dién thoai, hai
mach dién, dé noi chinh xac hon.”

“Ong c6 thé chi 16 so d6 d6 cho tda va cung cap cho tda nhitng chi tiét
ma Ong thay can thiét cho sy hiéu rd so do nay.”
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“Day do,” Nha chuyén gia lai néi. “Thé hién mach dién dién thoai noi
lién mot s6 bo phan trén thuyén: phong cta chu thuyén, phong cia thuyén
tredng, phong nga cda thiay tha, buéng may, v.v... nhitng may trén duong
day nay cé tat ca tdm may.”

“Va day xanh?” Burger héi. “Theo so do nay t6i thady né di dén tdm may
khac.”

“Pung la nhw vay, thwa ngai, bdy may trong s6 do6 la ¢ cac phong hanh
khach va cai thit tdim & phong nguwoi dau bép.”

“Hai mach dién nay khong dwgc néi véi nhau chi?”

“Khong, thwa ngai.”

“T6i cho rang viéc nay khong c6 diéu gi nghi ngo,” Burger néi. “Xin toa
hiéu nhitng ly do budc ching t6i phai dung hai mau khac nhau dé thé hién
hai mach dién. That vay, 6ng Adams, ngwoi ta khong thé dung mét may &
mach dién c6 mau xanh goi cho bat ct mdy nao & mach dién cé mau dé,
phai khong?”

“Pung la nhu vay.”

“Ngugc lai, cac may cung & mach dién do chi c6 thé goi lan nhau?”

“Vang.”

“Cling nhu vay, cac may cung & mach dién xanh ciing chi c6 thé goi lan
nhau.”

“Vang.”

“Khong mdt noi nao trén thuyén hai mach d6 chap vao nhau ch?”

“Khong, thra ngai. Moi hé thong déu doc 1ap.”

“D6 la tat ca,” Burger khang dinh. “Ngai c6 mu6n tham van nhan chitng
khong, ngai Mason?”

“C0,” Mason dap. “Cau chuyén vé mach dién lam t6i quan tam.”

“Viéc do khong lam t6i ngac nhién,” nguwdi chwdng ly quan noéi bang mot
giong khoi hai.

“Theo t6i hiéu,” Mason noi v6i Adams, “la tuyét d6i khong thé tir mot
may ¢ mach dién xanh goi dén mot may & mach dién do dung khong?”

“Pung nhv vay.”
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“0O day t6i nhan thdy trén ban so do c6 it nhat mot chd ca hai mach déu
di vao phong mang so6 1.”

“Do6 la chiéc may duy nhat ma ngudi ta c6 thé goi cac may & ca hai
mach, dat & phong ctia 6ng Parker Benton. Tat nhién la... Nhung t6i s¢
rang 6ng di qua xa van dé...”

“Ong néi c6 ly, ong Adams,” Burger tuyén bd v4i mot nu cudi che ché.
“Néu ong khong giai thich thi toa cling dé dang hiéu vi la chu con thuyén
nén tat nhién 6ng Beirton muon goi tat ca cac may khi can thiét.”

“T6i nhac lai cau héi cua t6i,” Mason noi. “Ca hai mach dé déu di vao
phong s6 1 chi?”

“Ca hai mach cung vao nhung chung khong chap nhau,” nguoi chuyén
gia xac nhan. “Phong d6 c6é hai mdy, mot may ndi vao mach do, may kia
noi vao mach xanh.”

“Trén so do hai mach dé chi cdch nhau mét vai milimét. Ong c6 thé cho
t0i biét sy chinh x4c ctia van dé nay khéng?”

“Rat dé. Ca hai may déu dat trén mét chiéc ban nho, cach nhau nam hoac
sau xangtimét. Nhing mot mdy duwgc noi vao mach xanh, mot may duwgc
noi vao mach do.”

“Rat tot. Ching ta hdy twdng twong mot kha nang. Ngudi & trong phong
sO 1 c6 thé goi riéng titng may & mach do va & mach xanh dugc khéng?”

“Puogc, vbi diéu kién la nguwdi dé sit dung may do hay may xanh néu
nguoi dé6 mudn goi may khac & mach do hay xanh.”

“Rat tot,” Mason néi. “Bay gi0 mot cau héi khac. Mot thg dién sau khi
cao vo cach dién di va n6i hai mach vao nhau dugce khong?”

Nguwoi lam chitng cau may, “T6i hiéu y cau hoéi cta 6ng,” ong ta ndi.
“Nhung t6i khong cho rang céi dé co thé xay ra.”

“Tai sao?”

“Cau trd 10i hinh nhw da c6. Khi t6i trinh bay vé hai nguon dién. Nguoi
chu thuyén mudn c6 mudi sdu may trén thuyén va néu ong ta dat hai nguon
thi 6ng ta khong phai bAm s6 muwoi sdu may trén mot may.”

“Cai ma nguoi chi muén hodc khong muon khong quan trong,” Mason
néi. “Cai ma t6i muon hoi la rat don gian: khi n6i hai mach lai bang cach
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cao vo cach dién nguwoi ta cé thé it nhat tam thoi n6i mach lai khong?”

“Hwr cau hoi khong phai la don gidan nhw né thé hién dau... Trén moi
mach cé mot hé thong goi. Toi chwa thit n6i hai mach vao nhau, nhung t6i
gia thiét rang néu lam nhw vay ca hai hé thong cung hoat dong. Va néu 6ng
c6 goi mot mdy nao doé trén tau thi may sé lam viéc khong tot.”

“Nhung ong khong thé khang dinh duwgc la cé thé hay khong co thé.”

“T6i khong thé néi ngay mot cach chac chan,” nguwdi lam chitng néi va
boi roi trong thay. “Ca nhan toi, toi khong nghi dén, nhung...”

“Nhung ong khong biét chac chan vé cai dé, 6ng khong nghi vé no...”

“Khong, thwa ngai.”

“Va o6ng khong biét chinh xac vé ly do phai lap hai mach dién riéng trén
con thuyén?”

“T6i chi biét nhitng cai ma 6ng Benton néi véi t6i.”

“Pung nhuv vay,” Mason no6i. “Nhung chac chan la 6ng ciling hiéu rang
ong khong nén lam chitng bang nghe - n6i chi?”

“Vang, thua ngai.”

“P6 la tat ca nhitng gi toi mudn héi,” Mason noi.

Hamilton Burger cho goi nguwoi lam chiing tiép theo: Parker Benton.
Sau khi ddt ra cho nhéan chitng nhitng cau héi vé ly lich, nguoi chuéng ly
quan hoi, “Ong Benton, dng biét Scott Shelby khi con séng chii?”
“Co biét.”
“Bay gio ong Shelby & dau?”
“Ong ta da chét.”
“Ong chéc chin chit?”
“Vang.”
“Ong da trong thay xac dng ay?”
“Vang, thra ngai.”
“O dau?”
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“O nha xac.”

“Ong da nhan dién xac 6ng ay?”

“Vang.”

“Ong da trong thdy ong Shelby khi con séng?”

“Vang.”

“Khong c6 su nghi ngo gi trong viéc ong dy da chét?”

“Khong c6 su nghi ngo gi, thwa ngai.”

“Ong da nhan dién xac 6ng ay véi sw c6 mat cta nhitng nguwdi dai dién
canh sat va ong bac si phap y?”

“Vang.”

“Céa ong Robert p. Noxie cling c6 mdt phai khong?”

“Nguoi chuyén gia vé khoa dwong dan? Vang, thwa ngai.”

“Ong c6 ndp cho canh sat mot vii khi trwgc khi éng duge moi dén dé
nhan dién xac chét?”

“Vang.”

“Ong c6 thé mo ta cho ching toi nghe vé vii khi d6?”

“Mot khau sung Colt cta canh sét, ¢d 9,5.”

“Trén sung c6 s6 hiéu khong?”

“Co.”

“Ong c6 thé cho ching t6i biét s6 hidu dé dwgc khong?”

“S6 14581.”

“Ong nhan dwogc khau sting d6 tir dau, 6ng Benton?”

“Khau sting do ba Marion Shelby, bi c4o, dwa cho t6i.”

“Ba ta dwa khau sting dé cho ong trong treong hgp nao?”

“Trén thuyén cua t6i.”

"Ba ta c6 noi diéu gi khi dwa cho 6ng khau sting khong?"

“Co.”

“Xin 6ng nhac lai cai ma ba ta da n6i.”

“Phan d6i, thwa ngai,” Mason tuyén bd. “Cau héi d6 khong thé duwgc dat
ra vi n6 khong dva trén co sé luat phap nao ca.”

“Ong 4m chi gi vé sy cau tao tdi pham?” dng chanh an héi.
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“Vang, thwa ngai,” Mason n6i. “Cho dén bay gid moi ngudi déu biét la
Shelby da chét, nhung khong c6 cai gi chi ro, néi vé mat luat phap, la 6ng
ta bi giét. Bén budc t0i chira mang lai m6t chitng cé nao chitng to cai chét
ctia 6ng ta la khong ty nhién. D6 la mot diém quy dinh trong quyén cta
ching ta: chithg c@ cua mot tdi ac dugc xac nhan truwdc va khong mot 16i
tuyén bé nao, khong mot 16i thu tdi nao co thé lam cho bi céo trd thanh tac
gia ctia cac hanh dong c6 thé thay thé cho chitng c6.”

“Trong truong hgp nay t6i cho rang 16i phan doi c6 gia tri,” 6ng chanh
an Maxwell n6i. “Va toi ra 1énh cau hoi dugce giit lai cho dén khi viéc két
toi da mang lai chitng c& do.”

“Rat t6t, thwa ngai,” Hamlton Burger tuyén b6 vé khong vui. “Nhung
viéc nay budc t6i phai mai 6ng Benton lan thit hai 1én ché ngo6i cta nhitng
nhan ching.”

“Cai do khong quan trong,” 6ng chanh an néi. “Toi khéng hiéu tai sao
ma ong khong muon nghe 6ng ta tGi hai lan?”

“Tét,” nguwdi chuwéng ly quan noi.

Quay vé phia Benton, 6ng ta hoi thém, “Ong da nhan vii khi dé tir tay bi
cao?”

"Vang, thwa ngai."

“Sau do ong lam gi?”

“T6i da nop cho céc si quan canh sat va ho da dwa cho t6i mot gidy bién
nhan.”

“Ong c6 thé nhan ra vii khi d6 néu éng nhin lai n6?”

“Chac chan.”

“Pay, ong hay cam khau Colt, cd 9,5 va néi xem cé ding né la khau
sung dang noi khong?”

“Pung la nd.”

“Bay gio thi nhw vay. Toi gilt cai quyén dugc hoi dng mot lan nita. Ngai
c6 muon phan thdm van nhan chitng khong, ngai Mason?”

“Khong phai la bay gio,” luat sw n6i. “Toi gitt lai viéc phan tham van cua

A9y

tol.
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Hamilton Burger ngap ngirng mot liic roi bat chgt 6ng noéi, “Toi sé dat ra
cho ong mot hodc hai cau hoi nita, Benton. Chung sé giup toi lam sang to
mot vai cong viéc ma toi dy dinh nam.”

“Khong phan doi,” Mason tuyén bd, “it nhat 1a t6i da thay mot lan ong
da dat ra cac cau hai.”

“Ong Benton,” Burger héi. “Trén thuyén cta 6ng c6 nhitng khach mdi
trong dém xay ra... Trong dém ma bi cdo da dua cho 6ng vi khi d6? Toi
cho rang do la dém mudi hai rang ngay muwoi ba.”

“Vang.”

“Ong c6 thé néi cho ching t6i biét hoan canh nao 6ng di moi moi ngudi
tGi thuyén cia 6ng.”

“Toi co y dinh mua cua ba Jane Keller mot hon cu lao. Trwdce khi dinh
thoi gian giao nhan, t6i lai thdy da c6 viéc cho thué dat ky két gitta ba
Keller va 6ng Shelby. Viéc thué cho phép 6ng nay quyén dwoc khoan dat dé
tim dau héa.”

“Xin tiép tuc.”

“T6i rat muon c6é hon cu lao d6. To6i da tra mot gida cao nhung to6i cling
san sang tra thém dé c6 tai san dé.”

“Va nhv vay ong c6 quan hé vagi ong Shelby?”

“Vang. Nhan dé t6i muén moi thém mot s6 ngudi tryc tiép hay khong
trie tiép lién quan tGi viéc nay tGi thuyén cua toi dé ban bac. Trong nhitng
diéu kién nhw vay nén t6i di moi ong Shelby, ba Jane Keller, nguwdi anh
chong cta ba nay gilt vai tro c6 van, ba Marthe Stanhope va c6 Margie
Stanhope la chi va chau cua ba Keller, cung ca 6ng Mason la nguoi dai dién
phap luat cua ba nay va c6 Delta Street, thu ky ctia 6ng Mason. V¢ t0i cling
cO madt va ong Shelby cling dva vo di theo.”

“Ong da di ngugc song?”

“Vang. Chung toi da tha neo noi cach cu lao khoang mot tram nam muoi
mét. Mot dam may swong mu day dac roi xuoéng, ching toi sg xay ra rai ro
néu di xa nita.”

“Ong da cho tha neo bén chiéu doc ctia cli lao?”

“Vang, thra ngai.”
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“Chiéu sau cua song ¢ cho dé la bao nhiéu?”

“Sau mét sau, khoang nhu vay.”

“Nuéc c6 chdy xiét hai bén man thuyén khong?”

“C0, c6 mot luong nudce cé thé di thuyén dugce va c6 thé cho phép thuyén
cta toi dén gan cu lao. Ciing vi vay ma t6i mu6n mua hon cu lao nay.”

“To6t. Bay gio khong di vao nhitng chi tiét, 6ng c6 thé cho ching t6i biét
la c6 su thwong lwgng viéc thué dat budi toi khi moi ngwoi trén thuyén phai
khong?”

“Vang, do l1a budi téi ngay mudi hai. T6i hy rang sau khi dy mot bita an
chiéu thinh soan, moi nguwdi sé té ra... to ra théng cam. Pé la tat ca,”
Burger noi.

“Khoan,” Mason can thiép. “T6i mudn dat ra mot cau héi cho ngudi lam
ching.”

“Toi xin nghe ngai,” Benton noi.

“Co6 mot cudc thao ludn vdi 6ng Shelby vé nhitng diéu kién ong ta san
sang nhan 1ay viéc tir bo viéc thué phai khong?” Maaon hai.

“Vang.”

“Co van dé tién nong trong d6?”

“Vang, thwa ngai.”

“Nguoi ta da dua ra nhitng con so, nhitng so tién?”

“Vang, thwa ngai.”

“Trong cudc thdo luan do, ong Shelby c6 mot vai tuyén bo lién quan dén
viec mot ba Ellen Cushing nao dé cé nhitng 1gi ich trong viéc thue dé phai
khong?”

“Phan do6i!” Hamelton Burger néi. “Van dé nay vuot ra khoi khuon kho
tham van.”

“Khong mot chut nao,” Mason binh tinh ndi. “Ngai da hoi ngwoi lam
chitng mot cau vé thuong lwgng da dién ra buoi téi hom do trén thuyén.”

“Vang,” ong chuaong ly quan da nhan ra. “Nhuwng cau hai cua toi la trong
trat tw chung.”

“Co thé 1a nhw vay,” Mason cai. “Nhung n6 cho phép t6i dugc hdi nguoi
lam chitng & mdt vai chi tiét.”
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“L0oi phan doi khong c6 gia tri,” 6ng chanh &n Maxwell quyét dinh.

“Xin ong tra 10i cau hoi,” Mason noi vGi Benton.

“Vang,” Benton néi. “Ong Shelby di tuyén bs ring ba Ellen Cushing,
mot nguwdi dan ba tré kinh doanh nganh bat dong san, gitt mot nira quyén
lgi. Sau nay t6i tim hiéu ra nhw vay.”

“Céi viéc 6ng tim ra sau ndy khong quan trong!” Burger gam lén. “Ong
chi can tra 10i nhitng cau héi cua bén bao chita va khong thém vao day cai
gi ca.”

“Rat tot.”

“Pén day la hét,” Mason noi.

“Xin cdm on 6ng, 6ng Benton,” 6ng chanh an ndi. “Ngai Burger c6 thé
cho goi m6t nhan chirng tiép theo.”

"Nguoi lam chitng tiép sau cua to6i," 6ng chuwéng ly quan bdo tin, "sé la ong
bac si Horace Stirling."

Nguwai bac si phap y ngoi vao cho, tuyén thé va tuyén bo la c6 mat trong
khi Parker Benton di nhan dién x4c Sbott Shelby va tuyén b6 rang minh
Xem Xac cua nguoi nay.

“Ong da xac 1ap nhitng 1y do ctia cai chét d6?” Burger héi.

“Vang.”

“Cai chét cta Scott Shelby dugc gay ra bai cai gi?”

“Bai mot dau dan.”

“Ong da tim thay dau dan d6 trong xac chét?”

“Vang. N6 da nam & cho xwong song.”

“O chd nao?”

“Q giita dot th? nhat va dét thi hai ctia cot séng. Pau dan da cham vao
tay cot séng.”

“Cai chét c6 phai la do chét dudi khong?”

“Khong, thwa ngai.”
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“Pung la dau dan da gy ra cai chét ctia Scott Shelby?”

“Hién nhién.”

“Pau dan do, ong da 14y n6 tir xac chét ra?”

“Vang.”

“Sau do6 ong lam gi?”

“T6i khac nhitng chir tat trén dau dan dé nhan ra né sau nay, sau do t6i
dwa cho 6ng Robert P. Noxie. chuyén gia vé khoa dwong dan.”

“Ngai c6 thé phan tham van,” Burger néi vdi Mason.

Mason ding lén. "Béac si, cai chét ctia Scott Shelby," 6ng hoi, "khong thé
nao gay ra bang viéc roi xuéng nuwdc a?"

“Theo t06i, tuyét doi la khéng. T6i xac dinh chac chan la ngudi dé bi chét
do vét thuwong gay ra bdi mét dau dan.”

“Pau dan vao cho nao cda cai xac?”

“0 ding sau cb.”

“Ong c6 thu lwvom than chay caa thudc sting khéng?”

“Khong.”

“Cai gi da goi y cho két luan vé tu thé caa vii khi trong lic vién dan
duoc ban di.”

“Dé cho mot phat dan dé lai nhitng dau thudc dan, khau sing can phai
duwgc ban trong mot khodng xach sau mwoi dén chin muwoi phan la toi da.
Viéc c6 hay khong cé nhitng vét thude sung phu thudc vao tinh chat dau
dan dvgc dung.”

“Cai c0 la céi dich kha nhé so vdi co thé phai khong, bac si?”

“Twong doi nho, that vay.”

“N6i mot cach khac, mot nguoi cach mot nguwoi khac mot khoang cach
nao do, néu nghi dén viéc ha tht nguwdi ay thi nguwoi ta khong nghi la phai
ban vao c6.”

“T6i khong thé tra 161 cau hoéi dé vi téi khong biét dwgce y dinh cia ké
giét nguwdi,” ngwoi bac si phap y tra 10i. “Ké nay cé thé ngam vao dau hoac
vao luwng nhung lai ban vao gay. T6i chi c6 thé nhac lai 1a t6i xac nhan rang,
qua viéc xem xét dau dan, thi dau dan sau khi cham vao dét xwong song da
nam trong tay song.”
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Trong cong chiing noi 1én tiéng thi thao do suw khéo 1éo trong viéc tranh
né cuia ngudi bac si, do do6 da thoat dwgc cai cam bay ma Mason giwong ra.

“Ong khong thdy mot triéu chitng ndo cho phép xac dinh ring cai chét
gay ra do chét du6i?”

“Khong mot triéu chitng nao. T6i xac nhan rang xac y da ngdm & duwdi
nwdc mot thoi gian, nhung t6i nhac lai mot 1an nita, ngwoi dé da chét vi
mot phat sung.”

“Ong c6 thdy nhitng dau hiéu vé bao Iyc khac trén x4c ngudi?” Mason lo
ngai hoi.

“Phan dé6i!” Burger noi. “Vi khéng c6 tang vat.”

“Khong c6 gid tri!” 6ng chanh 4n néi. “Ong hdy tra 161 cau héi.”

“Vang,” ngudi bac si phap y néi sau mot ldc phan van. “Toi khéng thé
néi mot cach chac chan vé cu bao lwc cling nhw nhitng hau qua cé thé caa
noé, ct danh dé xdy ra tredc mot chit cai chét cia nan nhan. Nhung to6i nhan
ra ¢ trén dau ngudi chét mot vét bam mau chac chan gay ra bdi mot do vat
lam giap.”

“Vét do co thé gay ra do viéc roi nguwdi xuéng nwdc khong?” Mason hoi.

“Theo t06i thi khong. Ct danh d6 ¢ mot noi, khong thé do trwdng hop ay
gay ra dugc. T6i cho rang né dwgc gay ra bagi, nhw t6i ndi, mot vat lam
giap.”

Mot anh sang l6e 1én trong mat cia Mason, “Cu danh d6 cé gay ra bai
mot ké nao do dirng gan sat nguoi bi chét khong?”

“Véi diéu kién la ca danh da gy ra béi mdt ngudi nao do,” Bac si
Stirling tra 1oi.

“Néu la mot cu thi can gi phdi do mot ngwoi gay ra?”

“Khong can thiét that. Nguwoi da chét co thé roi tir mot dé cao nao do6 va
va cham vao vat gi do, do d6 ciling c6 thé gay ra vét tim bam lam chan
thwong. Néu khi roi, nguwdi dé vap phai mot sgi chao cang thang thi vét dé
dung 1a nhw vay.”

“Khong phai la cai ca do gy ra cai chét a?”

“T6i da néi rang cai chét gay ra bdi dau dan. Nhung cai ct do co thé lam
nguoi do ngat di duogc.”
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“Nhung néu nguoi dé da cham mot sgi chao trong khi roi xudng nudc,
tai sao 6ng khéng c6 mot vai dau vét gi dé xac nhan?”

“Hur... Khong can thiét.”

“Tai sao vay?”

“Nhitng day chdo ma ngudi ta dung trén thuyén thwong khac han véi cai
chung ta thwong nghe ndi day chdo.”

“No6i mot cach khac,” Mason ndéi, mat sa sam, “oOng lam tat ca theo quyén
ctia ong dé toi thiéu hoa sy quan trong ctia cai ci ma Scott Shelby da bi &
trén dau phai khong?”

“Khong mot chut nao,” nguoi bac si phap y cuce lyc cai lai.

“Phan do6i!” Vé phan minh, Burger cling kéu 1én. “Bén bao chita khong
tim cach xac nhan sy that ma chi tung sy nghi ngd vao nhitng 16i tuyén bo
cua nhan ching.”

“Tat cad nhitng cai ma t6i mudn xac nhan,” Mason tuyén b6 bang mot
giong trong tréo. “D0 1a cai viéc nguwdi lam chitng cia ngai dang c6 t6 ra vo
tw.”

“Cac ngai, cac ngai!” 6ng chanh an kéu lén. “Tiép tuc tham van, ngai
Mason.”

“Sau khi cho biét la khong c6 nhitng vét thudc sting chdy,” Mason noéi
tiép. “Ong c6 thé néi ring ké ban sing di & cach nan nhan mot khoang
cach hon mot mét khong?”

“Mot mét hay it hon. C6 thé chi hon sdu muoi phan nhu t6i da néi.”

“Ong khong thé cho con s6 chinh xac?”

“T6i nhac lai hon sau mwoi phan.”

“Khi ban mot phét sting, 6ng dung bang tay c6 phai khong bac si?”

“T6i chwa bao gio thit ban bang nhitng ngén chan, néu dé la cai ngai
muon t6i néi véi ngai,” Bac s Stirling buc boi cai lai.

Nhiéu tiéng cuwdi dap lai ong ta va 6ng chanh an phai 1ap lai trat tw.

“That vay,” Mason n6i. “Nhw vay, cho rang khi nguwdi ta ban véi khau
sung luc ma nguwdi ta cam trong tay... Bac si xin ong ditng trong tu thé cia
mot ngwoi sap stta ban bang khau sung luc.”

Nguoi phap y gio tay.
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“Rat t0t,” Mason no6i. “Xin ct déng nhu vay, cho dén khi t6i do xong
khoang cach.”

Va ong lay trong tdi ra mét chiéc thuwéc gap.

Nguoi lam chitng thay ré cach lam viéc cia Mason, ha thdp céanh tay
xuong nham dwa ban tay vé than minh gan hon.

“Khong, khong! Mason phéan doi,” 6ng da ctr dong ban tay. Xin 6ng dé
lai nhw lic dau.

“Po la t6i... T6i mubn noi... Toi dirng trong tw thé ctia mot nguwdi chuan
bi ban,” Bac s Stirling néi... “Loi dung lic dang néi chuyén dé duva tay vé
than minh gan hon.”

Mason cuoi.

“N6i cach khac, thi Iic ay 6ng biét y dinh cuda t6i, 6ng bat dau co tay lai

p »

“Nhung khong! Ngai da yéu cau tdi lam nhw mot ngwdi sap stta ban

“... Va ong da, rat ty nhién, dva thang tay ra.”

“T6i da lam nhw mot ngwoi sap ban ma khong ngam. Nhung néu toi
muon ngam toi sé kéo tay vé than minh.”

“Va ong twdng rang ong c6 thé ban vao ¢6 mot nguwdi nao d6 ma khong
ngam chang?”

“Nguoi dan 6ng giét ngudi chac chan ngam nan nhan & vao cho cé dién
tich rong nhuwng vién dan c6 thé di vao bat ky cho nao.”

“Po la ong to ra minh la ngwoi tién tri,” Mason noi giong khoi hai. “Tai
sao Ong lai c6 thé doan ra do la nguwdi dan ong giét nguwdi ban hodc lam ra
vé sap ban?”

“Nguoi dan ba giét ngwoi!” ngudi bac si phap y mat tw chu thét 1én.

“Ong vira n6i “ngudi dan 6ng giét ngudi”.”

“DP6 la ngwoi dan ba giét nguwoi.”

“Tai sao Ong lai biét ro la nhw vay?”

Nguoi lam chitng im lang, mat sa sam.

“Nhu vay, td6 cdo 6ng la khéng vo tu thi t6i khong nham ti nao,” Mason
néi. “Xin 6ng dé tay lai nhw lic dau, dwoc chir?”
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Nguwoi lam chirng phat y gio tay.

“Ong c6 thé ngdm trong tw thé nhw vay dwoc khong?” Mason héi.

“Pugc.”

“T6t,” Mason tuyén bo. “Toi 1ay khau sing luc da nop vao ho so coi nhw
1a tang vat va toi dit vao tay 6ng. Ong ngim di.”

Béc si Stirling rut dau vao vai.

Mason bat cuoi.

“Tot, nhw vay rat tét,” ong quyét dinh. “Xin dirng dong day.”

Vi chiéc thude gap, ong do khoang cach.

“Bady muoi hai tir miii 6ng dén mii sting,” 6ng bao tin.

“Khong dung,” nguoi lam ching cai. “Tai sao ong lai do tdi miii sung?”

“Lic ndy ong néi nhitng vét thudc sing chdy, gia dinh rang phai do thém
chiéu dai cta khau sung nita.”

“Vang,” ngudi ta nhan ra mot cach mién cudng.

“Néu nhw vay,” Mason tiép tuc n6i. “Chung ta n6i thém: S6 bay muoi
hai phan va s6 sdu mwoi phan ma 6ng da noéi la khoang cach toi thiéu dé
khong c6 vét thudc sting chdy, chiing ta c6 thé néi rang ngwdoi ban sing da &
cach xa nan nhan ctia minh mot mét ba muoi hai la it nhat.”

“Va... ang,” Mot cau trd 10i it vui vé dap lai.

“Va day la mot khoang cach toi thiéu?”

Yén lang.

“Chiing ta hdy sang viéc khac,” Mason néi. “Ong c6 cho réng ci dénh da
ndi cé thé gdy ra bang chiéc gdy dai mot mét bay muwoi?”

“Cling c6 thé v6i mot do vat dai nam mét.”

“T6t. Mot dung cu nhu thé khéng lam cho 6ng la lung hay sao?”

“Toi khong biét gi hét. Toi khong phai la ké giét ngwoi. Toi trinh bay
trrdc toa mot bao cao trén co s& nhitng diéu toi da xac nhan.”

“Va ong cling khong biét rang cé phai 1a ci danh dugc gay ra dau tién
hodc ngugc lai c6 phai la vii khi ma nguwdi ta da dung la dau tién?”

“T6i khong biét. Hai cai dé co thé xdy ra dong thoi.”

“Cu danh c6 thé gay ra béi mdt vat nhu 1a... ching ta néi la mot chiéc
gay bong chay.”
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“Véi diéu kién la... Vang, c6 thé. Tat ca moi vat khong sac va khong cé
goc canh. Néu vat dé la cai gay bong chay thi dau gay phai dugc boc bang
cai gi do.”

“Va kich thuwéc cta vat d6? Puwong kinh cta vat d6. N6 c6 thé twong
duong nhw mot cai gay khong?”

“Cling c6 thé... cling c6 thé cai gdy d6 nho hon.”

“T6i xin cdm on 6ng,” Mason no6i. “Do6 la tat ca.”

Toa nghi va nhitng ngwoi du cham chap di ra tv cac ctra. - Mason gdp lai
Della Steeet va Paul trong khi ho di ra phia ngoai toa an.

“Pi theo t0i,” 6ng no6i. “Chung ta di an trea va ching ta tranh thu trao doi
mot vai y kién.”

“That 1a hay, cau chuyén vé cai ci danh, Perry,” Drake néi.

“Co6 thé,” Mason xac nhan. “Nhung chung ta khong nén néi gi néu chuwa
kiém dwgc mot goc ma ¢ day khong mot ai cé thé nghe cau chuyén cua
ching ta dwgc. Va anh, Paul, anh da tim ra mot diéu gi chwa?”

“Khong c6 gi, ding nhuw nguoi ta noi la khong co gi,” nguwoi tham thw
noéi. “A! Toi quén mat. Nguwoi ta da mat bao cho t6i rang bén két t6i sé cho
goi Ellen Cushing ra toa nhw la mot nhan chitng dé xac dinh rd noi dung vu
an.”

“A!” Mason noi va chau may.

“Vang, dung la cd 4 sé ra trudc toa néi vé nhitng diéu khoan chi tiét cia
ban hgp dong thué dat. Ong da méc bay roi phai khong, Perry? Phai dé cho
a ndi tat ca nhitng cai gi 4 ta mudn hodc la dva ra cong khai viéc & kién
ching ta vé t6i vu khong.”

“Mac bay,” Mason noi. "Nay, t6i sé doi xir xitng dang vdi 4. Va bay gio,
noi it ch. Chung ta di an thoi."
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19

Khi phién toa tiép tuc lam viéc vao ldc hai gio, Hamilton Burger mdi ong
Robert p. Noxic, chuyén gia vé khoa dwong dan lén ngoi trén ghé cua
nhitng nguoi 1am chitng. Ong héi 6ng ta nhiéu cau héi vé dinh danh, vé
kinh nghiém va chi thuc sy chat van khoang hai muoi phit.

“Ong nhin thdy mau chi c6 dang mot dau dan ndy chi??” 6ng héi. “Vat
ndy mang mot vai ddu hiéu dé cé thé xac dinh né 1a vat gi. Ong da tréng
thay noé roi chi?”

“Vang, thra ngai.”

“No da ¢ trong tay ong?”

“Vang.”

“Ai dua no cho ong?”

“Bac si Stirling.”

“Vao dip nao va véi diéu kién nao?”

“O nha xac, trong phong mé... Ong béc si Stirling da dwa né cho t6i sau
khi 1ay né ra tir xac ctia Scott Shelby.”

“Vat nay, 6ng Noxie, mau chi nay la cai gi?”

“La mot dau dan cd 9,5, thwa ngai. N6 nang khoang 10 gram ndi chinh
xac 9,75 gram duwgc ban ra ti*t mot khau sing cé toc dé ban ghi rd la 208
m/gidy. N6 c6 thé xuyén thung mot tdm van go day 12cm.”

Nguoi lam chitng li€c nhin nguwoi ghi téc ky ghi nhitng 16i khai cia
minh, roi lai nhin Mason nhw thé néi: 'C6 gang ma nghe t6i néi va co lam
cho t6i néi ra nhitng diéu khac!"

“Ong c6 thé néi cho chiing t6i biét rd,” Burger tiép tuc héi. “Dau dan nay
duwogc ban bang vii khi nao?”

“Vang, thra ngai.”

“T6i nbéi 10 hon vé cau hoi, khong can noéi loai vii khi cling nhu kiéu
sung, nhung phai ndi ro tén vi khi.”
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“Vang, thuwa ngai. Pau dan nay dugc ban bang mot khau Colt ma canh
sat thwong dung, mang sé hiéu 14581.”

“T6i dua cho 6ng mot khau Colt canh sat thwong dung da dwa vao hoé so
coi nhu 1a tang vat va héi 6ng rang cé ding la khau stng dy khong?”

“Pung la n6,” Noxie tuyén bd sau khi quan sat khau sting.

“Bay gio xin 6ng gidi thich cho toa ro lam thé nao ma 6ng xac dinh dugc
rang dau dan ma 6ng da thay dugc ban bang khau Colt mang s6 14581?”

“Ngai muon toi gidi thich tredc toa?”

“Xin 6ng vui long cho biét.”

Nha chuyén gia lam mot bai gidng ngan vé vii khi no, tiép do néi ro tai
sao Ong ta va cac dong s ctia minh tién hanh so sanh, sau d6 ong lay trong
chiéc cap da ra khodng mét ta nhitng tdm anh c& 20x25 va tuyén bg, “Day
la nhitng tdm hinh chup thu nho thé hién mot loat dau dan ma t6i da ban vdi
vii khi gdy t6i ac trong md6t binh hinh tru day nwéc. Ngai thay rd, thwa ngai
chwéng 1y quan,” 6ng ta nhan manh dé ggi sw chu y cta Burger, “nhitng
diém chung c6 trong nhiéu dau dan dugc ban di ttt mot khau sing. Téi cling
ndp cho ngai nhitng birc anh ghép gom nhiéu dau dan cho phép thay ro su
giong nhau cta cac ranh va cta cac dac diém khac.”

Hamilton Burger cam nhitng tdm anh va néi, “T6i yéu cau nhitng tai liéu
nay, mot khi duge nhan, sé nop vao ho so.”

“Khong phéan doi,” Mason ndi.

Nhitng birc anh dwgc xép vao ho so, sau dé 6ng chuwdéng ly quan moi
nguwoi lam chitng néi cho biét theo y minh, rang dau dan lay & xac Scott
Shelby c6 dung la tir khau sing da thai ra khong. Noxie xac nhan bang cach
lay tw trong cdp ra mot biic &nh khac ma Burger sau d6 thay mat toa nhan
lay va coi nhu la tang vat.

“Hon nita,” nguwdi lam chitng néi. “T6i da rira hang ta tdim anh sau cung
nay dé moi vi thanh vién phién toa c6 mot tdim. Va dé cac vi thay ro toi
cling mang theo mudi hai chiéc kinh phong dai nita.”

Burger cuoi - Bén két toi da thang nhiéu diém.

Mason cham chu theo do6i phan ng ctia cac boi tham. Mot vai ngudi
trong s6 ho nghién cttu sau tai liéu. Nhitng ngudi khac, ngugce lai, chi nhin
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né trong mot vai phit, sau dé liéc nhin bi cdo. Mason hiéu rdng niém tin
cua ho da dugc xac lap.

“Ong c6 mudn phan thdm van nhan chiing khong?” Burger héi Mason.

“Chac chan la c6,” Mason tra 16i ma khong dé thé hién nhitng cam xtc
ctia minh tw nhitng 10i tuyén b6 ctia nguwdi lam chitng.

“Trong treong hop nay toi dé nghi boi thim doan hdy gitr 1dy anh va
kinh lup trong khi nghe phan tham van,” éng chudng ly quan néi. “Cé thé
né can cho moi ngwoi.”

“Ong khong phan déi chi?” 6ng chanh 4n héi Mason.

“Khong chut nao, thwa ngai.”

“Trong truong hop nhw vay, ngai c6 thé phan chat van.”

Noxie quay dau vé phia Mason va n6i v6i 6ng mot 10i nhe nhang, khoan
dung.

“T6i san sang, thwa ngai.”

“Cam on,” Mason noéi v6i giong 1é phép hoi qua dang. “Xin ndi cho t6i
biét 6ng Noxie, néu t6i hiéu ding, moi dau dan khi vao than thé nguoi va
cham vao xwong thi khong chi git lai vét xodn cua vii khi ma ciing gitt ca
nhitng vét gay ra bdi nhitng manh xwong c6 phai khong?”

“Noi chung thuwong xady ra nhu vay.”

“Chung ta hay 1y vi du dau dan trong h6 so. Chac chan la cé nhitng vét
ctia ranh xodn cia nong sing ma ca nhitng vét do nhitng manh xwong gay
ra chir?”

“Co thé 1a nhw vay.”

“Ong c6 mit trong lic mé ti thi khong?”

“Co.”

“Ong c6 tham gia vao viéc 1dy dau dan ra khong?”

“Co, thua ngai.”

“Ong da trong thdy bac si Stirling danh ddu dan dé sau nay c6 thé nhan
ra no cha?”

“Vang.”

“Roi sau d6 6ng lam gi vGi dau dan d6?”

“Toi da nhan né.”
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“Néu t6i hiéu nhitng diéu 6ng vira tuyén bo thi sau khi mo ti thi va thay
ro dau dan da cham vao xuwong, dau dan phai c6 vét ay.”

“Rat c6 thé, that vay.”

“Ong khong tim cach x4c nhan 1a c6 nhitng vét xoin?”

“Khong.”

“Ong chi don gian cho 1a nhitng vét xodn c6 thé c4.”

“Vang.”

“Nhu vay 6ng lam mdt loat thi nghiém cu6i cung la dé xac nhan rang dau
dan do6 c6 thé da duge ban véi khau sting da gay nén cai chét ctia Scott
Shelby nhuwng 6ng khong lam gi dé xac nhan sy hién dién trén dau dan vét
xodn c6 thé cé dé thuyét phuc chiing t6i rang ding la dau dan dé da gay ra
cai chét phai khong?”

“Viéc d6 ong bac si da xac nhan.”

“Nhung riéng ong, ong khong lam gi?”

Nguwoi lam chitng hat dau.

“Cé phai,” Mason tiép tuc héi, “ong da trong thay 16 thung gay ra bdi
dau dan & c6 nan nhan khéng?”

“Vang, thua ngai.”

“Ong c6 mit liic mé t thi?”

“Vang.”

“Ong c6 chup anh vét thwong & c6 khong?”

Noxie hang giong.

“Vang t6i c6 chup mot vai tdim, nhung né khong mang lai mot yéu to
mo&i nao cho viéc diéu tra.”

“Nhitng bitc anh ay ¢ dau?”

“0O van phong cua t6i.”

“Ong khong mang chiing di theo?”

“Khong.”

“Tai sao?”

“Vi rang, to6i nhac lai, né khong mang lai mot yéu t6 nao can chu y ca.
Ching t6i cung chup nhiéu anh khac nita sau khi ria thi thdy chiing khong
c6 mot loi ich nao.”
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Mason tién lai gan nguwdi lam ching.

“Ong da tuyén b6 khi bat dau viéc khai bao ring loai dau dan d6 c6 thé
xuyén thiing mot tdim van go day mudi hai phan?”

“Pung nhuv vay.”

“Nhung dau dan lai khong vao sau than thé ngudi chét.”

“No6 da gap phai xwong. Khi mot dau dan cham vao xuwong thi ngudi ta
c6 thé thay trudc 1a no6 sé thay quy dao néu than ngudi cling roi trong lic
dau dan trang nguoi.”

“Ong mudn néi rdng 6ng Scott Shelby roi trong lic 6ng ta bi dan tring
nguoi?”

“Khong.”

“Nhung 101 tuyén bd vira roi cia 6ng sé cé y nghia gi?”

Noxie nhan mat.

“Putng la mot nha chuyén gia vé khoa dwong dan,” Mason nhan manh.
“Ong phai giai thich tai sao dau dan lai khong di sdu vao co thé Scott
Shelby?”

“Pay... toi c6 mot lap luan.”

“Pay day,” Mason noi. “N6 nhu thé nao - cai 1ap luan ay?”

“Lap luan cua to6i la...”

Noxie ngung lai.

“T6i khdng c6 quyén ndi. To6i chi ¢ quyén can ct vao sy viéc va...”

“Khéng dugc,” Mason néi. “Ong 1a nha chuyén gia, 6ng da néi ngang,
néi doc lic ndy. Ong c6 mot 1ap ludn giai thich, theo dng, tai sao dau dan
dé lai vao xac nguoi twong doi khong sau lam nhw vay? Cai lap luan doé toa
c6 quyén nghe.”

“U. Thé nay!... Lap luan cua tdi 1a ngudi dy, Scott Shelby, di bi tring
dan khi 6ng ta & dudi nwdc. Toi cling co thé n6i né da trung ngay khi 6ng
ay cham vao nwdc. Nhung t6i nhac lai, do chi 1a mét 1ap luan.”

“Pay la mat 1ap luan rat tha vi. Va ai da cho ra doi céi 1ap luan ay trong
nhan thic cta ong?”

“Thwa ngai,” Burger can thiép véi mot thai do chiu dwng. “Néu ching ta
phai nghe nhitng 1ap luan cua tat cd nhan chirng thi ngudi ta khong két thic
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dwgc cong viéc. Ching ta da mat mot thoi gian quy bau.”

“Ngai cling vy, vira ro6i ngai cling da dat ra cho nhan chitng nhiéu cau
héi khién 6ng ta phai mat hon muwdi lam phit dé tra 16i va né khong quan
hé trye ti€ép tGi cong viéc,” Mason phéan dé6i. “Trong nhitng diéu kién do, toi
cho rang t6i c6 quyén hoi ong - Noxie la gidi thiéu cho ching ta mot 1ap
ludn c6 quan hé tryc tiép tdi cong viéc.”

“Ngai c6 phan doi khong?” 6ng chanh an hoéi 6ng chwéng 1y quan.

“Cé, thra ngai.”

“Loi phan doi khong c6 gia tri,” 6ng chanh an quyét dinh. “Nhan ching
hay trinh bay lap luan cua minh.”

“Mot trong nhitng 1y do khién t6i c6 1ap ludn nay,” Noxie n6i. “Dé la
tinh chat dac biét caa vét thuong.”

“N6 c6 gi dac biét?”

“L0 thung do dau dan gay ra khong tron. N6 c6 hinh bau duc.”

“Cai do nghia la thé nao?”

“Nghia 1a khi dau dan cham phai ngudi, n6 khong di theo duwong thang.
N6 da bat dau... dao dong.”

“Xin 6ng ndi cu thé hon.”

Nguoi lam chitng cam 1ay mot chiéc but chi, mot dau c6 cuc tay.

“Pay,” ong ta tuyén bo. “Pau dan bao gio cling di theo mot duwong thang,
rat chinh xac la néu né khong cé khuyét tat va néu vii khi dung khong c6
sai héng. Nguwoc lai néu vii khi bi sai héng, dau dan sé di nhu thé nay...
Ngai trong thady chit? Chiéc but chi la dau dan... Pau nhon cta bt chi bao
gio cling di theo duwong thang, nhung dau kia, dau c6 cuc tay, thi tw n6 quay
tron.”

Mason ra hiéu la nghe ro.

“Mot dau dan nhw thé khi vao than thé mot ngwdi nao dé khong gay ra
mot 16 tron ma la hoi bau duc vi dau cudi ctia né bi ti€p tuc dao dong.”

“That 1a tha vi,” Mason tuyén bd. “Va vét thwong ma ong thay trén co
cta Scott Shelby thi cé hinh bau duc?”

“Vang.”

“Ong con thdy diéu gi nita khi dwa ra 1ap luan nay?”
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“Vang. Cai diéu, vi du, dau dan hoi bi dep di. Cai do toi c6 thé lam mot
xét nghiém chi tiét ma khong gap khé khan gi.”

“Cai do nghia la thé nao?”

“Theo t6i, dau dan c6 thé gap phai m6ét mat phang nhan va do dé no bi
dao dong trudc khi cham phai Scott Shelby.”

“A! Pau dan d6 da dao dong?” Mason ndi 16n giong va nhin cac vi boi
tham dang ngang c6 dé nghe nguwdi chuyén gia trinh bay.

“T6i xin phép duwgc lwu y toa rang day chi 1a mot 1ap luan,” Burger ndi.

“N0 da dugc mot chuyén gia néu len,” Mason néi. “Nhitng 13p luan cua
ong dy chac chan la két qua sy nghién cttu chuyén mon vé cac hién twong.”

“N6 van chi 1a mot 1ap luan khong hon va khong la céi gi khac nita,” 6ng
chwéng ly quan kéu 1én. “Va mot 1ap luan trong mot vu giét nguoi thi
khong c6 may gia tri.”

“Ngai Burger, t6i nhac ngai gitt trat tw,” 6ng chanh an Maxwell n6i vdi
giong nghiém khac, “ngai Mason, xin ngai tiép tuc.”

Mason mot lan nita quay vé phia ngudi lam chitng.

“Va nhitng birc anh 6ng da chup c6 chi ro dac diém nay cda vét thwong
khong?”

Moxie cya quay trén ghé va cudi cung tra 10i.

“Vang.”

“Nhung ong c6 mang chung t6i toa a?”

“Khong, thwa ngai.”

“Luc dy 6ng ciling da nghi dén cai lap luan vé dau dan dao déng chii?”

“Vang.”

“Ong c6 bao co v6i ngai chuéng 1y quan khong?”

“Phén doi!” Burger gam 1én. “Cau hoi do ra khoi khuon kho ctia sy phan
tham van!”

“Khong hé nhw vay!” Mason phan déi. “T6i cho rang, vi la mot chuyén
gia, ngwoi lam chitng da khai mot cach vo tw. Néu toi thay 6ng da trinh bay
1ap luan caa minh vGi ngai chwdng ly quan ma ong nay da khuyén la khong
nén nai cai do trudce toa trir khi bi hoi dén, hodc da goi y rang nhitng birc
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anh chup dugc khong nén mang téi toa an va nguwdoi lam chitng da chap
nhan tat ca thi sy khong v6 tu cia nguwdi lam chitng sé dugc xac nhan rd.”

“Thwa ngai,” Burger phan déi. “T6i gitt y kién cua t6i. Cau hoi ctia bén
bao chita chi nham gay nghi ngd su liém khiét trong nghé nghiép cua toi.
T6i khong chi yéu cau toa budc ngai Mason phdi rit cau héi ma hon nira
con doi hoi ngai ay phai xin 16i t6i nita.”

“Toi khong néi ai c6 1y do duwgce xin 16i,” Mason kéu. “Néu chuyén doé co6
that, toa sé nghi dén. Néu khong cé that, bén budc tdi khéng c6 gi ma ngai
cau héi cta toi, ké ca nhitng cau tra 16i ma ngwoi lam chitng néi 1én.”

“Ngai chi lam mat thoi gian vé cac loai cau hoi d6!” Burger kéu.

“Xin ngai nhin nét mat ctia nguoi lam chitng va ty ngai xac dinh xem toi
c6 lam mat thi gio cua toa khong,” Mason cudi va tuyén bé.

Noxie da ngo6i Iuc thi khoanh chan, Itic thi dudi chan ra. Lai nhan xét vira
roi cia ngwoi luat sw lam 6ng do mat.

“Thwa ngai, t6i phan d6i mdot lan nita!” Burger kéu. “Ngudi ta khong thé
rat ra két luan tir sac mat ctia nhan chitng.”

Ong chanh an cudi.

“T6i tuyén bo rang ca hai 10i phan doéi déu khéng dwgce chap nhan,” ong
quyét dinh. “Va t6i ra 1énh cho nhan ching trd 16i cau hoi cta bén bao
chtta.”

“Tra 10i di, ong Noxie,” Mason noi.

“Thé! Vang,” Nha chuyén gia n6i mot cach rat kho chiu. “T6i da néu 1ap
luan cta to6i véi ngai Burger, nhung ngai ay khong nghi...”

“Cai ma ngai Burger c6 thé nghi khong quan trong gi. Cai ma toi héi ong
la ngai 4y noi gi?”

“Thwa ngai, t6i phan doi,” Burger lai néi. “Cau héi cudi cung ré rang la
vugt qua nhitng khuon kho cta sy phan thdm van. N6 chi la cdu chuyén
gitta ngwoi lam chitng véi mot ngwoi dai dién cho phap luat. N6 khong thé
giup rat ra dwgc mot chitng ¢, mot dau vét trong vu an.”

“To6i phai hiéu, duwdi cac hinh thitc da dwoc dat ra, cau hoi da vugt qua
nhitng khuon kho ctia sy phan tham van, vi cau tra 10i cia nhan ching c6
thé dwa vao vu kién nhitng nhan t6 xa la. Tuy nhién, ngai Mason, t6i cho
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phép ngai dat lai cau héi dwdi mot hinh thitc dé ngai c6 thé rut ra chi nhitng
yéu t0 c6 lgi cho than chu cta ngai.”

“Rat tot,” Mason noi.

Ong quay lai phia nguoi lam ching, “Pay 1a cau héi cua toi, dng Noxie,
co dung la ong da trinh bay lap luan cua minh véi ngai chudng ly quan, ong
da néi vGi ngai chudng ly la theo y 6ng thi dau dan da roi xudéng nuGc
tredc khi di vao than thé cua Shelby va bén két t0i da ggi y ong dirng noi
khong?”

“Khong dung.”

“Vay thi ding ra la ngai Burger da noi vGi ong nhu thé nao.”

“Phén doi!” Burger la 1én.

“Loi phan d6i khong cé gia tri,” 6ng chanh an cat ngang. “Cau hoi ctua
bén bao chita bay gio dwa dén mot yéu té cu thé cia cau chuyén gitta ngai
v6i nhan chitng, yéu td tha vi tryc ti€p dén vu an.”

“T6i van chwa thady quan hé giita vu an v@i cai toi c6 thé néi hay khong
noi véi nhan chirng,” Burger cau nhau.

“Cai ma toi quan tam,” Mason gidi thich. “Khong phai la cai ma ngai da
noi voi ong ta ma la nhitng cai nhan chirng da lam dwdi anh hudng cua 10i
ndéi ctia ngai. Cai ma t6i muon biét 1a, n6i nhw nhan chitng, 6ng Noxie, theo
10i khuyén ctia ngai, 6ng ta da dé & nha nhitng bitrc dnh c6 tam quan trong
chinh cho bwéc di cta cong ly. Cai ma t6i mudn biét la, van theo 10i
khuyén cta ngai, 6ng ta da tranh néi dén mot vai phwong dién cia vu nay
cho t6i khi t6i dan 6ng ta vao bay.”

Mason quay veé phia chanh an, “Thwa ngai, t6i tw cho phép néi 1én cai ma
moi nhan chitng da dé mat vi dai dién phap luat hwéng dan trong mot vu an
giét nguoi can phai t6 cdo mdt cach vo tw, va cai nay toi cho toa da thay
kha ro rang.”

“Ngai Mason, toi hiéu la toa da c6 thé c6 mot quan niém vé van dé nay,”
ong chanh an noi.

“T6i tran trong yéu cau toa la nhitng nhan xét d6 can dwa vao cudc tranh
cai va nguoi ta can ghi vao bién ban toc ky rang nhan chitng cé mat & day
da dé minh bi anh hwéng bdi ngai chwéng ly quan.”
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“T6i cho rang 6ng cé quyén ay,” éng chanh an quyét dinh. “Nhan chitng
trd 10i cau hédi cudi cung cia bén bao chira. Cau tra 16i cia 6ng sé dugc ghi
vao bién ban vu an.”

“Thé nay!” Noxie néi. “Ngudi chwong ly quan qua that da noi véi toi
rang t6i khong can phai néi céi lap luan ctda toi trude toa. Ngai ay cling néi
tredc toi la néu ngwoi ta hoi toi vé van dé nay thi toi phai noi sy that. Ngai
chuwéng 1y ciing khuyén t6i la theo y muén ctia minh dirng cung cap mot
tinh hinh nao c6 1gi cho phwong dién 4y ctia vu kién, chac chan rang ban
than ngai thi khong bao gid dat ra cau héi vé van dé nay.”

“Ngai chuwéng ly quan da noi ro tirng cau rang tuy theo y muén ctua 6ng
dang khong?”

“U...u... bing.”
“Vangai ay goi y cho 6ng la khong mang nhitng tdim anh dén tda an phai
khong?”

“Ngai chwong ly da néi rang cai d6 khong can phai mat cong vi ngudi ta
6 thé dé 1an vai cac tam anh khac.”

“T6i mudn xac dinh mot diém rat cu thé. Ngai chuéng ly khong chi néi
v6i ong la 6ng cé thé lam lan 16n véi cac tdm anh khac, ma ngai da khuyén
ong khong nén mang chung theo nita chit?”

“Vang.”

“P6 la tat ca!” Mason noi.

“Po la tat ca!” Burger nhac lai c6 vé yén tam hon.

“Nhung,” Mason néi tiép. “Toi yéu cau toa cho phép goi dng bac si
Stirling t&i ngdi ghé cac nhan chitng. T6i con mot hodc hai cau hoi nita dat
ra cho 6ng dy. T6i rat hiéu dé la trai véi cach thwong lam, nhung t6i hy
vong rang toa khong cho t6i la qua hang hai ma vi cai ma t6i sé xac nhan.
Hon nita, viéc héi thém caa t6i khong lam mat thém thoi gian vi ong
Stirling chwa roi khai toa an.”

“Pong y,” ong chanh an Marwell néi. “Béac si Stirling xin mdi 6ng trd
lai... Khong, 6ng khéng can tuyén thé lan th hai. Pay la nhitng cau héi
thém trong cudc phan tham van héi nay chit khong phai la cuéc tham van
khac. Nao, xin mgi ong luat su.”

https://thuviensach.vn



Mason nhich lai gan ghé ngoi cia nguwoi lam chitng véi vé nhw con méo
sap stra an thit con chudt nhat.

“Bac si,” 6ng ndi vbi giong 0m diu. “Khi chat van, ong da khéng néi dén
vé khac thuong cua vét thwong trén xac chét?”

“Nguoi ta da khong dat ra cho t6i cau hoi nao vé van dé nay,” ngwoi lam
chirng tra 101 vdi vé ro rang la kho chiu.

“Pung la nhu vay,” Mason tuyén bd. “T6i diung la khong dé ra cau hoi vé
van dé nay vi ly do rat ding dan la ngwoi ta da khong cho phép t6i trong
thdy xac nguoi trede khi mo tw thi. Va vi 6ng da moé cho vét thuong dé 1dy
dau dan nén toi cling khong thé trong thdy sau do tinh trang rat khac thwong
cta vét thwong.”

“T6i da tra 10i moi cau hoi ctia ngai dé ra cho t6i,” Bac si Stirling noi vé
van con kho chiu.

“Co6 thé la nhv vay, nhung 6ng da khong can nhac mét cach co ich dé
hwéng sy chi y cta toa vé cadi y mudn... Bac si, ong c6 mudn noéi cho
ching t6i rang ngai chuéng ly khu da goi y cho 6ng, cad dng nita, la khong
nén noi veé cai d6?”

“Phan do6i!” Burger nhdy khoi ghé, kéu to. “Day la mdt cach néi bong
gio... Toi thay gi? Mot sy nhuc ma thyc sy! Toi khong nghi rang toa cho
phép t6i chat van mot nhan chitng ctia bén bao chita vé cai gi nguoi dy cé
thé noi, hodc thay vé mot cudc gap g& bi mat vdi bén bao chira.”

“T6i khong chong lai cai do,” Mascn binh tinh n6i, “it nhat, that vay, la
toi khong gay anh hwdong nhan chitng dé loai bé mot chitng ¢ hoac mot
tang chitng, hodc im hoi lang tiéng tredc mot yéu té quan trong ctia vu an.”

“T6i cling khong lam mot cai gi nhw thé!” 6ng chwéng ly quan noi.

“T6i khong noi vé cai ma ngai da lam,” Mason néi. “Toi dat mot cau hoi
don gian cho nhan ching.”

“Cai cach ma cau héi dat ra c6 thé dwa lai mot thiét hai vé tinh than cho
bén két tdi thua 6ng,” dng chanh an néi. "Ong c6 thé dit cau héi theo mot
hinh thitc khac khong?"

“Cling dugc,” Mason néi. “Béac si, xin 6ng cho toa biét rang ngai chudng
1y quan néi vdi 6ng nhw thé nao vé vét thuwong?”

https://thuviensach.vn



“Ngai chi don gian yéu cau t6i la khong néi vé cai 16 cta vét thuwong it
nhat khi ngwdi ta khong hoi toi vé cai do.”

“Vét thwong dé c6 cho ngai m6t cdm nhan vé mot cai gi khac thuong
khong?”

“Khong, thwa ngai.”

“That ch?”

“V1 rang t6i da noi n6 véi ngai! D6 1a mat 16 thing gian don gay ra béi
mot dau dan.”

“Ong chéc chin chit, bac si?”

“Vang, thua ngai.”

“Bac si, ong c6 thé biét 16 hong do6 gay ra bai cai gi khong?”

“Bdi mot vi khi bi hong hodc bai hang chuc ly do khac.”

“C6 bao nhiéu vét thuwong cé tinh chat d6 ma ong da trong thay trong
nghé nghiép ctia minh, bac si?”

“Hang ta va hang t4.”

“C6 bao nhiéu vét thwong gay ra bdi vii khi n6 ma éng da trong thay
trong hai nam lai day?”

“Hang tram.”

“Va trong so vét thwong dé bao nhiéu vét thwong c6 hinh bau duc?”

“Nhu thé! Khoang hai ndm nay, t6i da kham nghiém xac cia mot ngudi
da den, t6i khong nhé ngudi dy tén la gi... va vét thwong cling loai d6.”

“Va ong khong trong thay vét thuwong nao nhu thé nita trong hai nam vira
qua?”

“T0i... toi khong nhg.”

“Thé thi 6ng néi vé bon nam trd lai day.”

“Toi nhd c6 mot treong hop... truong hgp khac.”

“Hai vét thwong trong bon nam... N6i mot cach khac, bac si, khi noi
rang nguoi ta da thdy n6 hang ta va hang ta la 6ng da n6i qua 1én chi?”

“Co thé.”

“Vi mot vét thuwong thudc loai do la hiém c6 phai khong?”

“T0i... that vay, ngudi ta dé nhg dén.”
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“Va vét thuwong loai 4y néi chung gay ra béi mot dau dan dao dong. Ong
c6 nghe thidy nhitng cau tra 10i ctia 6ng Noxie vira day khong?”

“Néu 6ng muon nhu thé.”

“O day khong phai 12 ci t6i mudn hodc 1a khong muén, bac si. Hay tra
10i cau hai cua t6i.”

“Vay, vét thwong do6 da c6 thé gay ra bdi mot dau dan di dao dong.
Nhung t6i khong thay c6 gi khac...”

“Tai ty cho phép la khong chia sé vGi cach nhin cua 6ng,” Mason bac bo.
“Néu la mot vét thwong thwong thi cai dé chi ro ké giét ngwoi ti do ngam
ban nan nhan, nhung trong trudng hgp mot vét thwong hinh bau duc thi no
chi cho phép nghi rang dau dan da di vao ngudi chét bai nhitng 1y do ngau
nhién. Nguwoi ban stung c6 thé ngdm mot noi nhung lai ban vao mot dich
khac.”

“DPé chi la nhitng gia thiét,” ngwoi bac si phap y noi.

“Pung nhw thé,” Burger gao lén. “Dé chinh la nhitng gia thiét, khong
nam dwgc, ma n6 khong ditng vitng duwogc. T6i goi cai dé la sy ltra gat luat
phap...”

“Ngai Burger,” 6ng chanh an quat. “T6i nhac ngai ve trat ty! T6i thiéu la
ngai phai kinh trong toa 4n. Toi yéu cau ban boéi tham la khéng chap nhan
nhitng y kién nhan xét ctia ngai. Con 6ng, Mason, 6ng con nhitng cau héi gi
ddt ra voi nhan chitng nay nita khong?”

“Khong, thira ngai. Phan tham van két thic, thia ngai,” Mason bdo tin.

“Vay thi,” ong chanh an Maxwell noi, “toa nghi giai lao muoi phut. Toi
xin nhac cac boi tham la khong thdo luan vdi nhau nhitng cai ma cac vi da
nghe, khong cho phép ngudi ta ban bac trtdc mat minh va bac bé mot quan
niém du nho veé su ¢o6 t6i hoac vo toi cta bi cdo.”
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20

Ré dam dong dang don lai trong phong 16n cda toa an, Della Strett va Paul

Drake dang 1am mot con dwong di dén chd Mason. Ong da chdm hit mot
diéu thudc trong goc yén tinh ctia gian phong.

“Perry,” Nha tham t noi. “Vira roi toi so rang phai hy sinh dé cttu van
tinh thé.”

“Anh muon néi gi, Paul?” Mason hoi.

“Pay, cam giac sau xa cua toi la ba khach hang cua ong la thu pham. Va
ttr Iic ma ba ta dwgc toa biét dén thi ching ta bi thwa kién doi boi thuwong
thiét hai. Khén ngoan nhat theo t6i la théa thuan véi Ellen Cushing mot s
thanh toan théa dang.”

“Chac chan la khong.”

“Ba khach cua ong sé ngoi tu, Perry. Ba ta la tha pham.”

“Toi khong nghi nhu vay.”

“Trong truong hgp nay, ong gidi thich nhw thé nao viéc trong nguoi
Shelby c6 mé6t dau dan?”

“Tdi khong giai thich né, Paul. {t nhat 1a bay gid.”

“Birc anh ghép do6 pha di moi may man cia Marion Shelby. Day la ba ta,
toi néi vai ong! Pau dan tr khau sting ctia ba ta ban di.”

“Pung la nhv vay.”

“Nhung, Perry, 6ng khong cong nhan a?... Cho dén bay gio 6ng da thang
trong viéc ché ngy bén két t9i, cai do toi biét. Ong da it nhiéu lam cho toa
c6 dugc y kién rang nhitng nguwoi lam chitng chinh ctia toa da khai v6i mot
s khong vo tu thue si’? Sau nay ngudi ta sé di vao két thic vu an. Marion
Shelby chac chan la da néi doi khi khai rang chong ba da goi day noi cho
ba tir miii thuyén...”

“Khong can thiét. Cé thé la chéng ba ay da noi doi.”
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“Ctt cho la nhw thé. Nhung lam thé nao dé lam cho toa an tin? Bo6i tham
doan sé cho rang Marion Shelby da trong thdy mday dién thoai ay khi di
tham thuyén va da lap cai ké hoach trong khi khong biét duwgc rang may dé
khong thé goi cac mdy trong cac phong hanh khach dwgc triv may cua
Benton. Khong, Perry, toa sé cho d6 1a mot toi 6 sat c6 dw muu va...”

“Ké ca néu Marion Shelby la tht pham,” Mason tuyén bd c6 phan néng
ndy. “T6i cling khong thé dat ba ay vao gitra cudc diéu tra.”

“Pong y, dong y, 6ng c6 thé thu xép vdi 6ng chuwéng 1y quan. Ong nay
c6 thé thoa thuan rang bi can la tha pham mot vu giét ngwoi cap hai, cai do
tranh dugc toi ti hinh. Luc do sé khong c6 don kién cua Ellen Cushing nita.
Nhung, Perry, néu ong tudt tay khdi dip may nay thi 6ng khong chi thua
kién va Ellen Cushing sé dat duwgc tit ca nhitng gi & ta muon trong viéc doi
b6i thwong thiét hai hai tram nam muoi ngan do-la. Hay nghi dén so tién
ay, Perry!”

Mason khéng néi gi, rit manh diéu thudc 14 trén tay.

“Theo cau chuyén cta ba ta,” Drake tiép tuc néi. “Marion Shelby da
trong thay chong gidy giua, roi xuéng song, mat tam & dwdi nwdc sau mot
lic. Nhu vay chac chan rang & day nita ba ta van néi doi, Perry. Mot vét
thwong & tiy song, phia nhitng dot trén cing sé gay ra moét sy té liét ngay
titc khac. Shelby khong thé boi duwdi nwdc duge, vi theo cac chuyén gia thi
viéc roi va viéc triang dan la xdy ra dong thoi.”

“Va néu c6 mot ké giét ngwoi doi han dudi thi sao, Paul? Mot ké giét
ngwoi dong thoi 1a mot nguwdi boi gidi thi sao, Paul?” Della cat ngang.

“Pay la mot l1ap ludn nita, Della?” Drake ngac nhién. “Nhung ké giét
nguoi dung vii khi gi?”

“Nay!... Dé toi nghi...”

“Khoi phai mat cong, ké giét ngudi chi c6 thé dung mot vii khi: cai ma bi
can cam.”

Mason nhan mat.

“Va diéu dang buon,” Paul Drake két luan. “Marion Shelby la nguoi duy
nhat cam vii khi do.”
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“Xin 16i,” Della phan doi. “Ba dy da dwa né cho Parker Benton va dén
lwgt minh, 6ng nay da dua cho canh sat.”

“Po la sau khi t0i ac da xay ra,” Drake ndi.

Della Stret nhin ngudi tham t&r cham cham.

“Anh biét vé viéc nay thé nao, Paul?” c6 cham chap hoi.

Mason virt mau thudc, nghién nat mau thuéc bang got chan.

“Hay noéi xem, Della, day la tinh huong cé thé xdy ra ma t6i da suy
nghi.”

“Qi! Vi chiia té& hién lanh cua tdi 0i!” Drake kéu. “Ong ciing khong c6
thé cho rang mot khi da & duwdi nuwdc Shelby lai c6 thé boi tdi miii thuyén
dé an nap.”

“Hay duwéi dubi thuyén,” Mason nhan xét. “Cho an nap khong tot.”

“That la burc minh,” Drake kéu.

“Toa lam viéc,” nguwdi mo toa rao.

Dan chuing 6n ao di vao phong xt an.

“Perry!”

Drake dang chay theo sau Mason.

“Perry, dirng lam diéu dai dot. Hay can than. Hay cttu van cai tinh thé
lam chuing ta sat nghiép.”

“Chung ta sé thdo luan viéc nay t6i hom nay, Paul,” Mason lanh lung tra
10i anh.

“Nhung, t6i nay sé la qua mudn! Néu 6ng khong mudn di dén mot thoa
thiép vai toa thi 6ng hay can than trong khi tham van Ellen Cushing. Néu
ong dé cho c6 4 chong lai ching ta thi khong bao gid 4 ta muén di dén dan
x€ép thoa dang vGi ching ta, hai tram nam muwoi ngan do-la, Perry!”

Khong tra 10i, Mason di vé phia ghé cua bén bao chita va ng6i xudng
dang lac 6ng chanh an Maxwell di vao.

https://thuviensach.vn



"T6i cho rang cac vi boi thim da cé mat day du, bi cdo dang & trwdc toa
an," ong chéanh an tuyén bo. "Ngai chwdng ly quan, xin ngai cho goi nhan
chitng tiép theo ctia ngai."

“Ellen Bedgin Cushing,” Burger bao tin. “Nguoi ma bay gio co tén la
Ellen Cushing Lacey.”

Nguoi dan ba tré buwéc nhitng budc qua quyét vé phia ghé cta nhitng
ngwoi lam chitng. Chac chan tredc dé co ta da ¢ rat lau trong vién sac dep,
vi si xudt hién ctia o ta gdy nén mot sy tram tr6 trong cac boéi tham nam
va Mason thay dwgc ngay tirc khac rang ong phai di vao mot cudc chién
dau ac liét.

Sau khi tuyén thé, co ta ngoi xudng ghé, vat chéo chan, y ti kéo vay, cod
gang khong dé qua 16 liéu doi chan, 6ng chuwdng 1y quan dat ra cho c6 mot
vai cau hoi mé dau vé ca nhan, vé viéc lam, vé quan hé véi Shelby va cudi
cung 6ng héi co ta, “Nhw vay ba da mua lai viéc thué dat do?”

“Vang,” co ta tra 10i.

“Tail sao?”

“T6i sé thanh that trd 10i,” c6 ta néi. “T6i biét rang hon cu lao dé sap
dwgc chuyén nhwgng va ngwdi mua lai khong biét cu lao do6. Téi da thay &
do6 c6 thé tién hanh m6t cudc kinh doanh tot.”

“Ba c6 noi diéu do cho 6ng Shelby khong?” Hamulton Burger héi.

“Khong.”

“Tail sao?”

“Ong Shelby di c6 vo,” ¢6 ta néi. “Va tdi ching c6 bon phan gi véi ong
Shelby, t6i khong néi dén cai tin la cu lao dé sé dwoc ban. Sau hét chung toi
déu la nhitng ngwoi kinh doanh, moéi ngwoi phai bao vé minh.”

“Ba da mua lai viéc thué dat d6?”

“Vang.”

“V&i so tién la bao nhiéu?”

“Ong Shelby coi hop dong thué dat don gian nhuw 1d mdt manh gidy,
khong c6 gia tri gi. Ong bao t6i, tdi c6 thé c6 hop dong d6 ma khong mat gi
v0i diéu kién 1a tra so tién ng con thiéu.”

“Ba da lam nhu thé nao?”
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“T6i da soan mot van ban két thuic viéc thué dat dé 6ng Shelby ky, sau
do toi nho mot ngwoi mang ban do dwa cho ba Jane Keller, chu s& hitu cua
cu lao véi so tién nam tram d6-la con thiéu véi danh nghia Scott Shelby.”

“Ba da san sang mat nam tram d6-la.”

“T6i khong thay c6 gi la rii ro ca,” co ta cuoi. “Toi biét rat ro 1a Jane
Kelier khong thé nhan dugc s6 tién do, vi ba ay biét ro hiéu luc cia viéc
thué d6 ma ba ta da phu nhan gia tri phap luat.”

“Ba co la nhan tinh ctia ong Shelby khong?”

“Chac chan 1a khong.”

“Ong Shelby c6 yéu ba khong?”

“Khéng nhiéu. Ong ta coi t6i nhu mot kinh nghiém theo thdi véi tinh
chat hoan toan vat chat. Hon nita t6i da yéu mot ngwoi khac.”

“Chong ba hién nay.”

“Vang.”

“Tiép d6,” Hamilton Burger noéi. “Ba hay trinh bay trwdc toa céi gi xdy ra
sau do.”

Mason thoi khong nhin ngudi lam chitng ma quay sang quan sat cac vi
boi thdm. Khong nghi ngd gi nita, moi nguwdi déu nghe vGi mot sy chd y
ddc biét va véi mot cam tinh trong thay vi Ellen Cushing Lacey biét chinh
xac minh muén di dén dau... Tat ca cac béi tham gom nha bu6n nho, thau
khoéan... cam thdy gan giii v&i c6 ta. CO ta la nha kinh doanh va c6 ta
khong giau giém cai d6. Mdt tay san gai da mudn quyén rii c6 va c6 da
chong lai v&i moi vii khi ma c6 c6. Sy thanh that cling vay, moi si vo si ma
o ta co thé thé hién, duwgc néi Ién bang sy mén chudng cta co. Co ta khong
tim cach che day nhitng nguyén nhan cua sy doi xtr gid déi. Nhung co ta
biét rat ro la c6 dang no6i vdi nhitng ai va cach xt thé ctia c6 c6 mot cai gi
do6 lanh manh, phai, lanh manh, n6 chi cé thé lam hai doi phwong.

Nhitng cau hoi va nhitng cau trd 10i noi tiép nhau, nhitng cau thit nhat
duwgc dat ra do 6ng chuwéng ly quan khoe khoan, nhitng 16i thit hai dwgc duwa
ra b&i mot nguwdi lam chitng khong tim cach tranh né diéu gi. Co ta mo ta
mot cach khiém ton tat ca nhitng gi Mason da biét, sau d6 Hamilton Burger
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de nghi toa cho phép xép ban hgp dong thué dat va nhitng gidy to dugc ky
két gitta nguwoi dan ba tré va Scott Shelby vao hé so vu an.

“Nham muc dich gi?” 6ng chanh &n Maxwell nghi ngai sau khi liéc nhin
Mason vé do hoi.

“Cu0i cung la dé tim dong co cua tdi ac,” ong chwdng ly quan néi.

“T6i khong thdy r6 vi sao ngai dé nghi tim cai dong co dé bang nhitng
gidy t0 nay,” 6ng chanh an tuyén bo sau khi thady Mason khong phan ng.

“Nhitng tai liéu nay giai thich nhitng ly do cia cudc gap mat trén thuyén
cta ong Parker Benton, nhitng mau thuan chinh cta vé kich,” Burger giai
thich. “Vi cudc hop do da dong lai trong tam tri cua bi cao nhitng dy dinh
giét chong, vi cudc hop d6 cung cap cho ba ta mot dip may ma ba ta khong
thé bé qua.”

Mot lan nita 6ng chanh an lai nhin Mason.

“Khong phan doi chi, thira ngai?” 6ng héi.

“Khong,” Mason tra 10i.

“Trong truong hop nay, toi ra 1énh xép nhitng gidy t0 dé vao ho so. Ngai
con nhiéu cau hoi dat ra vGi nhan chitng nita khong, ngai Burger. Vi sau
day toi sé phai két thic vu xét xir.”

“Pung la con mot vai cau hoéi nita, xin phép toa, toi sé két thiic,” Burger
noi.

“bong y.”

Burger di gan dén nguwoi lam chirng.

“Néu nhitng tin tic cta toi ding,” 6ng tuyén bé. “Vi luat sw cia bén bao
chira va ba c6 nhitng mau thuan véi nhau vé van dé nao dé.”

Ong chanh 4n Maxwell kinh ngac truéc 15i tuyén bé ctia Burger.

“Muc dich cta cau hoi do la gi?” ong hoi.

“T6i muon don gian la xac dinh rang nhan chitng c6 khai bdo mét cach
vo tu khong?”

“Ngai muon noi rang ba Lacey ditng vé phia bén bao chita a?”

“Khong, thwa ngai, nguoc lai.”

“Néu nhu vay thi bén bao chita phai xac dinh.”
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“Khong mot diéu luat nao quy dinh phai nhw vay thwa ngai,” 6ng chuwéng
Iy quan cai lai, “nguoi ta da t6 cdo toi tim cach gdy anh huwdng tdi nhitng
nhan chitng cua to6i. Bay gio t6i mudn ching té khong phai la nhw vay hay
it nhat la néu t6i c6 mot vai goi y nao d6 cho mot hodc hai ngudi vira méi
khai bao thi dén day t6i da khong lam nhw vay nita.”

“Nhitng théi quen mudn rang sy vo tw cia mot nhan chitng, ngai Burger
a, thwong la do bén doi phwong doi héi.”

“Co thé la nhu vay, thwa ngai, nhung vi luat dinh, khong, t6i kinh xin toa
cho phép t6i chitng minh rang nhan chitng Ellen Cushing Lacey chong doi
v@i bén bao chira.”

Ong chanh 4n quay vé phia Mason.

“Ngai nghi nhu thé nao, thwa ngai?”

“Khong phéan doi,” Mason ndi.

Ong chanh 4n t6 ra ngac nhién.

“T6t,” Cudi cung ong quyét dinh. “Ba c6 thé 16i cau hdi, ong nédi vdéi
nguoi dan ba tré.”

“Xin ba trd 16i cau hoi, ba Lacey,” ong chuwéng 1y quan tuyén bo, mat
may rang rd.

“T6i kién Perry Mason va Paul Drake va doi boi thuong thiét hai vé t6i
vu khong,” co ta no6i. “To6i doi ho moi ngwoi hai tram nam muwoi ngan do-la
- hai ngwoi nay da khang dinh véi canh sat 1a toi gitt mot ngwoi dan ong
trong phong ngu cua toi, rang t6i da giup Scott Shelby an nap sau khi t6i ac
xdy ra ma ldc ay thi Shelby da chét va toi da khong trong thdy 6ng ay mudi
hai tiéng dong ho trudc do.”

Co ta n6i mot hoi.

“Ngai c6 thé phan tham van,” Burger néi vdi Mason.

“Ba Lacey,” Mason no6i. “Nhitng nhan xét ma t6i da n6i cho canh sat biét
c6 phdi la da dya vao su hién dién trong nha dé xe cia ba mot doi giay dan
ong bi wét va mot chiéc chan trwde do bi thdm nwdc khéng?”

“Phén d6i!” ong chudng ly quan khiéu nai. “Chiing ta da di xa van dé,
toa dang x* ly mét vu an giét ngudi chit khong phai dang xt vu vu khong.”
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“Rét ti nhién,” 6ng chanh 4n néi. “T6i da danh cho éng sy théa man. it
nhat la do 6ng mudn xac dinh sy vo6 tw ctia nhan chitng ma ding ra bén bao
chita phai lam viéc nay, t6i bat budc phai néi rang 10i phan doi cua 6ng la
khong co gia tri. Va toi xin cac ngai la khong nén kéo dai sy tranh cai. Thoi
gian phai nghi da qua lau ro6i.”

“Toi chi xin ngai khong hon nam hodc mudi phut, thwa ngai,” Mason
noi.

“boéng y.”

“Xin tra 101 cau hoi,” luat su ra 1énh cho nguwoi lam ching.

“T6i khong biét nhitng cai ma d6ng c6 thé no6i vai canh sat,” Ngudi dan ba
tré lanh lung tra 10i.

“Trong don kién, ba néi rang ba da biét. Bon kién d6 dva vao nhitng tinh
hinh nam dwgc va vao mot tang vat riéng tu.”

Hamilton Burger can thiép. "Nhan chitng ciing ty minh thay r6 1a trong
nha dé xe c6 doi giay va mot tam chan w6t. Tam chan da dwgce dung goi
nwoc da.”

“Xin ong gio tay phdi lén,” Mason yéu cau Burger.

“Thé nao? Dé lam gi?”

Mason cudi, “Néu 6ng mudn khai bao thay thé nhan chitng, t6i muodn
rang 6ng tuyén thé truwdc da.”

Tiéng cwdi no vang trong phong va Burger mat dé nhw nhu mot con tém
hum.

“Xin cac ngai, xin cac ngai,” 6ng chanh an kién nhan. “T6i c6 can nhac
ngai, ngai Burger, rang ngai khong nén can thiép vao 10i cung khai nhan
chitng khong?”

“Co6 mot chiéc chan wét trong nha dé xe ctia ba khéng?” Mason hoi
nguoi dan ha tré.

“Co, n6 dugce dung dé goi da.”

“Va mot doi giay dan ong cling bi v6t.”

“Po la doi giay cta chong toi,” ngwoi dan ba trad 161, mat may khoé chiu.
“Cubi cung thi mot ngwoi dan ba c6 quyeén giit trong nha dé xe cua minh
doi giay cua chong minh khong?”
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“Ong Lacey 1a chong ba lic d6 a?”

“Khong, khong, ching t6i két hon bén ngay sau dé.”

“That 1a chinh xac. Nhung ba cé nhan ba da gidu trong nha dé xe cua
minh mdét tdm chan va mot doi giay dan Ong, tat cd déu bi tham nuGc
khong?”

Céc boi tham cti minh vé phia trwdc, nghe mot cach cham chi cudc
chién dau sinh t& Mason - Ellen Cushing. C6 vé da hiéu ro ho, nguoi luat
st doan dugc nguwdi dan ba tré bat dau thé hién tredc ho dwdi mot vé khac
thuwong trai vdi sy twdng twong cta ho. Hamilton Burger, 6ng ay, ciling hiéu
la budc ngoat do la bat 1gi cho minh va da mudn dirng 1én dé no6i phdn doéi
nhung sau d6 6ng quyét dinh ngay lap tic la khong nén lam nhw vay.

“Néu ngai mudn biét sy viéc, ngai Mason,” Ellen Cushing Lacey noi,
“toi c6 thé trinh bay né vdi ngai va ngai khong can phéi lam nhitng cong
viéc dot nhap xau xa va vo ich ay.”

“Toi da budc chan than trong,” luat s Mason tra 10i.

“Thwa ngai,” Burger can thiép. “T6i cho rang bén bao chita da vugt qua
quyeén cua minh.”

“T6i khong cho 1a nhu thé,” 6ng chanh an no6i. "Cau hoéi do sé khong co
néu ngai khong bat budc nhan chitng tuyén bo rang ba ta kién lai nguoi dai
dién cho bén bao chita. Bay gid viéc da r6i, ngai phai ganh chiu ldy hau
qua.”

“T6i xin cdm on ngai, thwa ngai,” Mason n6i. "Vé phan t6i, t6i mong
rang tda can phai biét nhitng sy kién."

Mat cua Ellen Cushing sa sam lai.

“T6i di nghi ngoai troi véi ngudi dan 6ng ma t6i sap két hon,” c6 ta noi.
“Cudc di dé trung vGi ngay xdy ra toi ac tit gitra tra dén bon hodc nam gio
chiéu. T6i cling c6 nhitng bitc dnh dé chitng minh viéc t6i da lam.”

“That cht?” Mason hoi. “T6i ldy lam sung swéng néu duwgc xem cac tam
anh do.”

“Thwa ngai,” ong chudng ly quan kéu to.

“Loi phan doi khong cé gid tri,” ong chanh an vd&i giong moi meét.
“Nguoi ta phai két thuc mét 1an cho xong. Tét ca nhitng viéc nay la do 16i
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ctia ngai, ngai Burger. Hay lam theo yéu cau ctia ngai Mason,” 6ng ra lénh
cho nguoi dan ba tré.

Mason cam lay nhitng tdm anh va quan sat ching.

“Ngai c6 thé thdy,” co ta néi. “Chong toi, ngwdi dan 6ng trong dnh, dang
ding trén mot chiéc bé. Chinh lic d6 chan anh bi wét. Anh ay da ty lam 14y
chiéc bé v6i vai tdm van. Va day la chiéc chan, nguwdi ta con thay tdng nuéc
da bén trén. Chung t6i da dat nwdc da sau khi da mua vao trong chan, va
nho chiéc chan nay ching t6i mang da dén noi nghi.”

“Tai sao lai phdi dung chan?” Mason hoi.

“Ngai da thit mang nwéc da bang ban tay bao gio chwa, thwa ngai?”

Mot vai ngwoi du phién toa cuoi khuc khich trong phong.

“Va ba da lam gi khi di nghi ngoai trgi,” Mason tiép tuc héi.

“T6i & bén canh chong t6i.”

“Lau khong?”

“Ca bu6i chiéu, cho dén khi tdi tré vé thanh phé. O day tdi di d6n me toi
& ngoai ga va me t6i ¢ v4i toi sudt dém tiép dé.”

Mason liéc nhin dong ho treo twong.

“T6i cho rang,” 6ng noi. “Pa dén gio toa nghi lam viéc.”

Ong chanh 4n yén ling x4c nhan. Ong gian dit ra mit, byc minh nhiéu
hon v6i ong chuwdng ly quan vi da dua ra mét sy viéc chang ich cé gi cho
phién toa hon la doi véi Mason cé nhitng cau héi khéng tryc tiép lam sang
to tinh hinh.

“Ngay mai la thi bdy,” Mason tuyén bd. “Viéc tranh cai chi c6 thé tiép
tuc vao ngay th hai. Phién toa dugc dat dudi sy bao vé cuia ngai quan
tredng va yéu cau cac boi tham khong ban bac v6i nhau vé vu an, va khong
nghe nhitng diéu ma nguwoi ta c6 thé néi vé vu nay.”

Ong ditng 1én va di nhanh ra ctra danh riéng cho bdi thdm doan.

Burger nhin Mason v@i vé mia mai.

“Bang long chii?” 6ng ta nai.

Mason cudi, “Ong hdy tiép tuc mé hé cac canh ctia va tdi s& md toang
ching ra,” ong noi.
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Ong chuéng 1y quan dinh tra 16i nhung sau dé thay déi y kién, 6ng ling
1€ ra khoi phong xtr an.

"Xin chd mét chut," Mason goi v&i ngudi trg ly quan trudng sap stra dan
Mason Shelby di. "T6i con mot hodc hai cau dat ra cho than chu cua t6i."

Nguwoi ay xac nhan va di xa mét vai buéc.

Mason cui xudng gan Marion Shelby va néi vdi vGi ba ta, “Ba c6 chac
chan ngudi ma ba trong thay roi tir trén thuyén xudng la chéng ba khong?
Xin ba nghi k¥, cau trad 10i cua ba la diém chinh day.”

“T6i chac chan la nhw vay,” ba ta tra 10i.

“Ba c6 nhan rdé nét mat 6ng ay khong?”

“Co nhan ra, khong phai luc roi, ma la luc ¢ dwdi nwace.”

“Va ba chac chan dé 1a chéng ba?”

“Vang.”

“Ba c6 nghe thdy tiéng 6ng nha?”

“Vang.”

“Pung la tiéng cua chong ba?”

“Vang.”

“Mot cau héi khac dac biét quan trong. C6 ding la chong ba vung vay
dudi nwéc khong?”

“Ong &y c6 viing vay.”

“Ong nha ltic 4y ndm sap hay nim ngtta?”

“Nam ngtra.”

“Ba khong thé trong thay phia sau c6 ong ay?”

“Khong, chi trong thay mat.”

“Nhung ba chac chan la 6ng ay vung vay, dong day?”

“Chéc chin. Ong ay dap béing tay va chan nhung khong giéng nhu cach
lam cta nhitng ngwdi binh thwong. Trong thdy nguwdi ta c6 thé noi la 6ng ay
da bi mot cai gi dé dap vao dau trwdc khi roi xuéng song.”
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“Va chi c6 mot minh 6ng ay ¢ duwdi nwdc lic dé chik? Ba cé con trong
thay ai boi bén canh 6ng khong?”

“Khong c6 ai ca.”

“Ba khong thé trong thay ai boi dwéi mii thuyén?”

“Khong. Hon nita chong t6i bi chim rat nhanh dwéi nwéc. Téi hy vong
sau d6 chong t6i noi 1én mat nwdc & phia bén kia thuyén, nhung t6i khong
thay.”

“Va ba nghe thdy tiéng sing truedc khi dén mdi thuyén va tredc khi ba
cti xudng nwdc?”

“Vang. Toi nghe thay tiéng nd truwdc khi chong t6i roi xudng nudc va
trede khi bi nwdc cuon di.”

“V1 ba hinh dung ra kha nang ong nha bi mot ngwoi nao do kéo di.”

“Vang, c6 mot vai cai gi do rat la lung trong cach chong t6i vung vay
tredc khi mat tich. Ngwoi ta c6 thé néi mot nguwdi nao dé, ma toi khong
trong thdy dau ca tuy rang to6i co chud y tim kiém, kéo 6ng ay di. Vang, t6i
c6 cam giac la chong phai chong choi vGi mét ké thu vo hinh.”

“Ba Shelby, liéu c6 thé,” Mason héi. “La chong ba khong phai la vung
vay duwdi nwdc ma chi lam cho ba thdy c6 vé nhu vay khong? Hon nita
dong nwdc chay xiét, ché d6 lam cho ba c6 cam giac rang chong ba viung
vay hon la dang boi di hoac la...”

“Chac chan khong phai la nhw vay: 6ng dy vung vay, vat 16n, gia dinh la
toi c6 thé dung mot thuat ngiy nhw vay.”

“Ba c6 biét nhitng hau qua néu bén két t6i lam boi tham doan thdy dwoc
vét thwong do khau stng ba cam trong tay khéng?”

“Vang.”

“Ba hay suy nghi ky vé tat ca nhitng gi t6i néi vGi ba,” Mason noi. “Ba
khong phai la ngwdi ngoi trén ghé cac nhan ching... Chwa dén ldac.”

“Ngai mudn rang to6i phan cung, ngai Mason.”

“T6i chi muoén mot diéu, ba Shelby, la ba néi ding sy that,” Mason tra
10i bang mot giong moi mét. “Nhuwng néu ba noi doi, tdi xin bao trudc ba
ro: ba khong c6 may man nao thoat khéi phong hoi ngat dau.”
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“T6i khong thé 1am gi duogc cd, ngai Mason. T6i khong muén phéan cung.
To6i da noéi sy that va toi van giilt nguyén nhw vay.”

“Néu la nhuw vay thi cai t6t nhat la ba bam chat 1dy cau chuyén cuaa
minh.”

Mason bat chgt thdy mét méi vo cung.

“Cau hoi cudi cung: khau sung dé ding la ctia chong ba chit?”

“Vang.”

“Ong ta c6 stng tir 1au chwa?”

“T6i khong biét.”

“Ong nha c6 théi quen mang sting bén minh khong?”

“Khong phai tir dau, ma t khoang hai thang nay.”

“Ba c6 biét ly do khong?”

“Khong.”

“Co 1€ 6ng ay nghi ngai mot ké thu nao do.”

“Toi khong r6.”

“Ong ta c6 mang theo sing hom dé, ngdy muoi hai khong?”

“Cé6. Ong ay c6 mot cai bao sting. Truwéc khi di ndm 6ng y 14y ra va dat
no trén mat td com-mot.”

Mason nghi nggi mot lat.

“Va 6ng nha da yéu cau ldy n6 ma mang né 1én trén boong khi goi day
noi cho ba?”

“Vang.”

“Nhu vay t6i két ludn rang 6ng dy s¢ mot ngudi nao dé.”

“Co6 thé. Nhung, ngai Mason, 6ng dy da dung nhiéu khau sing dy mot, a
khong hai... vang, hai ngay trudc do.”

Do6i mat cia Mason bat 1én mot tia sang.

“Lam thé nao ma ba biét?”

“Khau sing khoéng cé dan. Khi chong t6i 1y trong tdi ra la vao chiéu
ngdy mong mudi. Ong &y mé mot ngin kéo 14y dan va nap vao sing.”

“That u? Ba khong dat ra cho 6ng dy cau hoi nao a?”

“Khong bao gio t6i dat ra nhitng cau héi cho 6ng ay, thwa 6ng Mason.”

Mason cau may.
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“Co thé l1a ong dy ban thir trong ngay hom dé.”

“Cé the.”

“Ong ay ban ca sau vién?”

“Vang, 6ng ay da nap lai dan vao sting.”

“Hon thé nita, 0ong dy c6 thé ban mot phat nita sau khi da nap vi khi ba
cam lay vii khi dé trén néc ti com-mot thi thiéu mot vién phai khong?”

“T6i khong biét. D6 la canh sat da noi trong stng thiéu mét vién dan.”

Mason lai suy nght.

“That dang tiéc la ching ta khong biét k§ hon vé doi séng, vé ban bé va
vé ké thu ctia chong ba.”

“T6i lay lam tiéc, thwa Mason, nhuwng t6i tuyét nhién khéng thé giup
duwgc ngai hon nita. Chong t6i khong di lai nhiéu va cting khong tiép ai. Do
la con nguwoi kin ddo. Toi cling vay, toi cling khong biét gi vé con nguoi
ong ay, cd nhitng nguoi lién quan dén cong viéc kinh doanh cta 6ng Ay,
nhitng ngwoi chung von, v,v...”

Mot su yén lang tiép theo.

“Tinh hinh hién thoi nhw thé nao?” Bat chot ba ta hoi.

“T6i khong thé néi véi ba vé tinh hinh dwgc.”

“Ngai khong muon néi véi toi, nhw thé c6 ding khong?”

Ba ta bon chon cudi guong.

“That tha ma néi, tinh hinh khong sang sta lam,” Mason thtra nhan.

Ba thot ra mot tiéng thd dai.

“Ngai hay lam hét sttc ngai, thwa ngai,” ba ta néi. “To6i tin twdng & ngai.
Xin chao.”

“Xin chao,” Mason nhac lai va cam 13y chiéc cap da.
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21

Hai ngon tay cai ngoac vao nach 4o ghi-1é, dau hoi cti vé phia trudc,
Mason buéc tirng buéce trong phong lam viéc ctia minh.

Ng6i bén ban, mét cudn s6 dé mé & tredc mat, mot chiéc but chi trén tay,
Della Street ghi chép nhitng y kién thinh thodng nguwoi luat sw doc cho.

Con Paul Drake thi ng6i lot thom vao mot trong nhitng chiéc ghé bang,
mot tay do lung, hai chan vat chéo budng thong.

Thay da tir 1au ma Mason khong néi gi, ngudi tham tr tuyén bo, “Tot
nhat 1a 6ng tir bé viéc nay, Perry. Ong dang & trong mot ngd cut, ma khong
phai la c hic dau vao twong la co thé di dén mot cai gi d6. Marion Shelby
la thu pham, d6 khong con la cai bong caa su nghi ngo nita.”

“Toi co mot 1ap luan,” Mason noi. “N¢ la la lung nhung...”

“N06 chac chan la la lung vi né lam cho ching t6i, Della va t6i, khong thé
c6 y kién dwgc. Va ong, ong biét tam ly cta boi tham doan chi, Perry?
Nguoi ta khong tin 6ng. Ong dang di dén trwdc mot cudc bai tran. Burger
sé dé dang lam 6ng thay do6i y kién va néu 6ng bat hanh dwa ba khach cia
ong ra dé lam ching, ba ay chac chan la bi két an t¥ hinh.”

“Hoan canh la nghiém trong, t6i biét,” Mason xac nhan. “Va thoat nhin
thi anh thdy t6i nhw da thua. Nhung ching ta dang & trong ngay thit sau,
ching ta dang c6 cd mot ky nghi cudi tuan trudc mat.”

May dién thoai reo. Mason ngap ngung, sau do ra hiéu cho Della tGi tra
10i.

“Al6!” co néi. “Vang...”

Co dé tay 1én miéng 6ng noi.

“Ttr nha giam,” c6 bao tin. “Marion Shelby c6 viéc gi d6 quan trong
muon bdao tin cho 6ng va ba giam doc cho phép ba ay néi chuyén véi 6ng.”

“Chuyén may cho t6i,” Mason néi. “Allo! To6i nghe...”
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Marion Shelby chac chan la vira méi khoc vi v6i mot giong khan khan
ba ta tuyén bo, “Ngai Mason, ngai rat tuyét voi, 1ong lay. T6i chi sg mot
diéu, do la ngai khong thao trong loai viéc nay. T6i muén tranh cho ngai
nhitng buon phién mai va béi ly do dé t6i quyét dinh la... la trit bd nhitng
trach nhiém ctia ngai trong cong viéc.”

“Co phai la,” Mason khong tin, “la ba khong mudn t6i dai dién cho ba
nita phai khong?”

“Pung la nhu vay.”

“Va ba muon ty minh bao chita?”

“Khong, toi sé c6 mot vi luat s khac... Mot luat su thanh thao vé loai
viéc ndy. Mot luat sw ma 6ng Lauton Keller da thué cho ti. Ong Keller s&
t6i gip ngai. Ong ay da I1én duong va sé t6i trong choc lat. Ong Ay sé giai
thich cho ngai tat ca... Ngai hiéu t6i chit, ngai Mason? T6i can mot luat sw
hiéu 16 loai viéc nay.”

“Noi cach khac, ba cdm on t0i, ding nhv vay chi?”

“Khong... Khong ding... Nhung t6i muén mot nguwoi khac bao dam sy
bao chita cho t6i. Ngai da c6 nhiéu lo phién vi t6i va t6i khong muon rang
ngai sé gap nhitng lo phién mé&i nita. Ngai chadp nhan, c6 phai khong?”

“Va thé nao ntta, troi dat!” Mason quat lén, day gian dit, gdic mdy ro
manh.

“Cai gi vay?” Della lo lang néi.

“Ba ta vira bao toi thoi viéc nay,” Mason cau nhau mdt do vi gian du.
“Lauton Keller da vao tham ba ta va bdao dam vd&i ba ta la mwén mot luat sw
khac! Mt luat su, theo ding 10i ba ta néi, thong thao vé loai cong viéc ay!”

“O! Ong chua! Téi rat hai 1ong! Tbi rat hai 1ong!” Della kéu 1én, chay dén
Mason va 6m 14y ong.

“That 1a may man, Perry,” Paul Drake n6i phan minh.

“May man a? Toi chwa bao gio biét dén mot sw nhuc nha nhuw thé trong
doi!” Mason noéi. “T6i dé nguwdi ta nam miii, sau do...”

“Pirng buc bdi, Perry,” ngwdi tham ti cit ngang. “Ong it lui trong danh
dy. Ong da thua ldc xudt phat va mic dau vay, ong di 1am mat tin nhiém
nhitng nhan chitng cia bén két toi. Bay gio cai tay Keller dén nhing cai
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mdi to twéng cuia han vao cong viéc va lam ba khach cia 6ng mat sang
sudt. Ba ta nhd mot luat s khac. Cau chuyén that 1a dep. Va sau do ra sao?
Trong khi chd doi, 6ng c6 thé nghi ngoi va chiing ta c6 thé thu xép cac van
dé don kién va 1oi vu khong.”

Mason phac mot ctr chi chan ngay.

“T6t,” 6ng no6i. “Toi tan thanh y kién cta anh. Quy tha ma bat ba khach
cli cta toi di! Néu ching ta di an thi sao nhi?”

“Y kién tuyét voi,” Della kéu. “Tbi sdp chét déi day.”

Mason di dén tua treo o, lay chiéc mi doi 1én dau.

“Co dung quen, Della,” ong noi. “Ngay mai, tai day, chung ta ghi lai 10i
khai lam chitng cua Ellen Lacey. T6i nhan dugc thong bao nay tu Attipla,
luat su cta co a. Attipla la mot tén bip bom.”

Mason dang mdc do mang t6 thi c6 tiéng go cua.

“Co0 ra xem c0 viéc gi, Della,” Mason néi. “Va néi v6i nguoi ta rang dé
dén sau lé Noel hoac sang nam m&i.”

“Van phong da dong cwira!” Della kéu 1én sau canh cua.

“Xin cho t6i vao,” Tiéng cua mot ngwoi dan ong ndi. “To6i la Lauton
Keller, va t6i muon néi chuyén vGi ngai Mason.”

Mason cwdi mot cach khoi hai, “Cho 6ng ta vao. Bubi toi sé khong day
da néu thiéu ong ta.”

Della m@ cwra.

Lauton Keller to ra rat vui vé. Mot diéu xi ga to twéng treo trén moi va
trong thai do c6 mot sy bdo dam ma nhitng ngudi khac khong biét téi.

“Xin chao moi nguwdi,” 6ng ta ndi giong cap trén.

“Hay ngan gon, Keller,” Mason no6i khi ng6i vao ban gidy. “T6i phai di.”

“T6i sé no6i ngan,” Keller hita. “T6i quan tam dén toan bd vu nay.”

“T6i khong bao gio nghi ngd veé cai do.”

“Ngai la mot luat su vi dai, Mason.”

“That 1a dang mén.”

“Co nhitng viéc trong d6 ngai la ngwoi khong thé bi danh bai dugc.”

“Ong khoéng thé twéng twong dwgc niém an ui 6ng da gieo vao trai tim
toi to 16n nhu thé nao.”
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“Xin ngai dirng buwc minh. Troi! Khong phai la 16i cia ngai néu vu nay
khac véi tat ca nhitng vu quen thuéc ma ngai da dam nhiém. T6i c6 mot
luét sw, mot ngudi ban cta tdi, 1a ngwodi ctia hoan canh. Ong ay da dy budi
tranh cdi chidu nay va néi that 1a da phai giat téc bic minh. Ong 4y néi véi
toi la ngai khong thé lam nhw vay dé bao vé mdt ngudi vo toi. Nguoc lai,
khi day la mot viéc... Cudbi cung, ngai hiéu toi chit?”

“Ong luat su do tén 1a gi?”

Keller thé hién mdt giong diéu thang lgi, “Attica, ctia hang Attica, Hoxie
va Meade.”

Drake huyt sao.

“Ong biét 6ng ta?” Keller hoi nguoi tham tir. “D6 1a mot nha &o thuat.”

“Tredc hét 1a mot luat sw xdo tra, vang,” Drake néi. “Chinh 6ng ta dai
dién cho Ellen Lacey trong viéc doi boi thuwong thiét hai ma t6i la mot trong
nhitng nguoi bao chiva.”

“Va thé nao,” Keller néi. “Ngai da doc bai qudng cdo ma ba Lacey da
thu 1gi nho ong ay?”

“N6 théi rita!” Mason noi.

“Ngai dirng buc minh, ngai Mason,” Keller noi. “Pung la t6i da sai lam
khi cho ngai biét rang ong ay khong thich cach ma ngai tién hanh viéc bao
chita... Tém lai t6i kéu goi tinh than thong cam cua ngai...!”

“Ong muén di dén dau day?”

“To6i muodn ké lai nhitng cai da dién ra,” Keller néi khi cam thang diéu xi
ga trén miéng. “Cai tén Scott Shelby ay la mot tay chim gai c6 mot khong
hai trén doi nay. Han khong thé khéng chay ngay dén khi trong thdy mot
chiéc vay ngan. Cai d6 nita, chang la céi gi ca. Nhung han cling 1a mot tay
tong tién thudc loai khong ngan ngai doa dam nhitng nguwdoi dan ba khong
chiu chiéu y han.”

“Xin ti€p tuc,” Mason noi. “Cau chuyén cta 6ng lam toi hoi hop.”

“Budi t6i khi tit ca ching ta trén thuyén, ba vg han da suy nghi ky vé
hoan cénh. Ba ta da chan ngdy Shelby. Ba ty bdo ba sé lam cai tot nhat la
doi hoi ly hon. Nhung ngai biét rang ngwoi ta khong thé ly hon nhw vay, chi
can mot cai bat tay. Khong, can phai c6 chitng c6. Han da dé ba trong
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phong mot minh, ba ¢6 don, con han? Han da hen gap mot nguwdi dan ba
khac trén boong va ba da di theo dé bat qua tang. Ngai hiéu toi chit?”

“R0i sao nita?” Mason hoi giong kho khan.

“Ba ta trong thay khau sting trén mat td,” Keller néi tiép. “Va khong c6
mot dung y ba cam ldy sung va...”

“T6i biét doan ti€p sau,” Mason cat ngang giong mia mai. “Ba ta di 1én
va chay trén boong, mu quang vi ghen tuong. Ba da that vong cyc do dén
mitc khong nghi dén 1a ba khong c6 gi trén nguoi, chi c6 mot do ngu khon
kh6. Hodc ngudi ta c6 thé dwa vao mot gia thiét khac. Co thé la ba khong
ghen trong ltic d6. Co thé la ba lo lang khong thdy chéng nam bén minh. C6
thé la ba twdng twgng rang chong gap mot chuyén gi do, rang c6 mot ké ac
nao dé lam chong ba bi dau dén. Cé thé ba roi phong dé bao vé, dé gitp
chong.”

“Pung nhu vay,” Kelleer noi, trong cai nhin ctia ngudi nay, ngwoi ta doc
thdy mot sy kham phuc, khong chat gia doi.

“Khi t6i miii thuyén, bat chot ba thdy ngudi chéng minh dang trong tay
mot ngwoi dan ba khéac,” Mason ti€p tuc néi. “Nguoi dan ba nay roi khoi
tay Shelby va chay tron dé lai hai nguwdi doi dién. Shelby gian dit, qud trach
Marion da theo d6i minh. Han chtti ria, doa nat ba. Thé la ngudi dan ba bé
nho khén kho noéi gian, khéc nitc né trude sy vo si. Bang 1& dé cho ba diu
dan, nguwoi chong doc ac lai gian dit hon. Han da tat ba mot cai, c6 thé la
hai céi, nam vai ba mot cach tan nhan, va ra lénh cho ba tré vé phong. Lan
nay, that la qua lam. L4y hét can ddm ba da dam noéi véi han 1a ba da chan
ngay va qua chan ngdy han va ba doi ly di. Bién 1én vi gian di¥ bdi sy thiéu
kinh trong do, Shelby nam c6 ba, mu6n bép ¢6 ba va cudi cung la dinh ném
ba xudng song. Vat 1on. Bat thinh linh nguwdi chong vap phadi mét sgi chao
va nga ra khdi thuyén. Nguwoi chong chét, phai vay, khéng phai la do anh
am sat ma la nan nhan cua mot tai nan ma ong ta co trach nhiém. Va bay
gi®, cau cho linh hén 6ng binh yén - Amen.”

“Vi thanh vi dai!” Keller kéu. “Ngai con manh hon Attica... Va néu toi
de nghi ngai tiép tuc ddm nhiém vu nay thi sao?”

“Va néu t6i dé nghi ong, tbi ay, 1a cit ra khéi ctra thi sao?” Mason noi.
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Ong nhay ra khéi ban gidy. Tién dén gan Keller dang ngbi trong ghé
banh, nam 14y ¢6 4o khodc ctia anh ta va cho anh ta nhitng cu da dir doi.

“Né6i xem, anh da gdp phai ai?” 6ng phan doi. "Va toi, t6i cho rang toi da
lam viéc tot! Cai ma t6i quan tam dén ba Marion ay, do la sy that va..."

Della Street nhin Mason do héi. Ong ra hiéu cho c6 mé to ctia ra vao.

Mason kéo Keller ditng 1én, giit 14y hai vai anh ta va cho anh chang mot
cu dau goi vao lung.

Bay ra khoi phong, Keller thdy minh nam sap ngoai hanh lang. Mason
lau tay v6i mot ¢t chi nhw trén san khau. Della dong ctta. Ngudi ta c6 thé
noi day la mot moén vii ba 1é dugc biéu dién tot.

“Va bay gid ching ta ubng mot coc chi¥?” Mason ndi.

Ong di dén mé ti 1y ra mot chai tiych ky va ba chiéc céc.

“Nhu thé,” Drake n6i. “Ngudi ta khong tin vao minh nita. Khéng bao gio
duwgc trong thady mot sy tong ¢ c6 hiéu lyc nhue vay. Khéng dua dau, Perry,
tai sao 6ng khong nhan sy cong hiéu dy. V&i cau chuyén vé nhitng gi da
xdy ra trén boong thuyén, ong c6 thé gan nhw dat dugc sy trang an cta ba
khach cua ong.”

Mason ngung rot rugu.

“Anh c6 mudn ra ngoai hanh lang nhuw Keller khong, Paul?” 6ng noi.

Drake bat cuwoi, “Khéng mudn chit nao,” anh néi, “tuy rang to6i khong
doi ba ta! bung la 6ng da dwa lai cho toi long tin. T6i dgi budc di cua Ellen
Lacey va don kién hai tram nam muoi ngan dé-la. Mot phan tw triéu la cai
gi? Hur! Bé cho t6i cudi! To6i van c goi dién thoai cho Attica. Nguai ta c6
thé thuwong lwgng mot thoa wéce...”

https://thuviensach.vn



22

Séng tht bdy, d6i mi 1éch, nu cwdi tin twdng trén moi, Mason dén van
phong.

“Xin chao! Della,” 6ng ndi. “Co gi maGi?”

“Ellen Cushing sé khai vé&i tw cach la nhan chitng vao lic muoi gio ngay
tai day,” co nhac ong.

“Toi biét, toi biét.”

“M0ot nguoi ghi toc ky tuyén thé lat niva sé tGi. Va cong chitng ciling
trong toa nha nay da hira sé hop tac.”

“C0 c6 tin gi vé Paul Drake khong?” Mason lo ngai haéi.

“Anh chang Paul khon kho hom qua phai thitc trang dém bat ké tat ca
nhitng gi anh néi cho 6ng nghe hom qua. Anh ta da goi day néi Attica dé
nghi c6 mot thoa wdc.”

“Sao ntra?”

“Attica da tra 10i anh rang 6ng ta bao gid cling san sang cho moi cudc
thwong lwong trén doi dé dat dwgc so6 tién hai tram nam muoi ngan do-la
sau do ong ta gac may.”

“T6i khong ngac nhién vé viéc nay.”

Mason cau may.

“C0 can biét 1a trong hoan canh nao ma Attica nhan dai dién ca cho Ellen
Lacey va cad cho Marion Shelby. Han 1gi dung bén nay dé kiém chac bén
kia. Han sé theo d6i cudc tham van Ellen Cushing vao thit hai...”

“Nhung 6ng ta khong thé nhan...”

Chuong ¢ may dién thoai reo va Della tGi nghe.

“Pay la Paul, sép,” co bao tin sau khi nghe. “Anh ay sap t¢i va muén néi
chuyén vdi ong.”

Mason cam 6ng nghe.

“Khoe khong, Paul?”
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“Khong thé 6m hon dwgc nita, Perry,” nguwdi tham t néi véi mot giong
bai tran. “T6i khé c6, nhitc dau vi uéng nhiéu rugu, sau d6 nam dai trén dat
ma khoc.”

“Nao! Nao! Tai sao?”

“T6i c6 gang quén di moi noi lo buén ching ta.”

"Tw citu lay minh, d6 quy! Cudc khai bdo cta nhan chitng Ellen Lacey
bat dau vao lic muoi gio tai day va anh phai tham dy. T6i dang nghi dén...
Anh cé mot cdp phong vién la ban than ma anh cé thé tin twéng dwoc phai
khong?"

“Putng. Dé lam gi?”

“Thé nay! Néu anh m@i ho tham dw bu6i khai bdo nhw vay chac chan
lam cho ho hai long. D6 1a mé6t thong tin t6t va ho cé thé gitip anh mot
cong viéc nho.”

“Trdi! Perry, 6ng c6 ly. Téi ngu qud. Y kién khong ty t&i voi tdi trong
khi suy nghi dugc.”

“Goi day noi cho ho,” Mason khuyén. “Chu y la ho da té ra tot véi anh
trong thoi gian gan day va n6i vdi ho dén that nhanh.”

“Cam on, Perry, cam on,” Paul Drake noi. “Toi lam ngay khong cho dgi
gi nita.”

Va anh gac may.

Ctra phong mé va Gertie ngwoi phu trach tong dai dién thoai budc vao
trong phong.

“Ong Attica, ngudi cta hing Attica, Hoxie va Meade vira dén dé du cudc
khai bao.”

“Chwa dén muoi gio,” Mason tuyén ba.

“Ong ay néi véi toi 1a 6ng dy dén sém mot chit. Ong dy mudn néi véi
ong mot cau chuyén riéng.”

“Moi ong ta vao.”

George Attica la ngwoi khodng nam muoi tudi, toc xam lo tho. Thoat
nhin ngudi ta c6 thé nghi day la mét ngwoi dai dién, nhung 6ng nay trong
anh mat cé mot tia sang té ra day la con nguwdi nguy hiém.
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“T6i cho rang t6i da it nhiéu lam phat y 6ng Drake chiéu hém qua,
Mason,” 6ng ta néi nhw la 161 mé dau.

“T6i bao gig cling nhan nhirng 161 xin 16i,” Mason néi. “Ma&i 6ng ngoi.”

Attica vang theo, sau dé hang giong va liéc nhin Della.

“Co ay van ¢ lai day,” Mason noi van tat.

Attica ho.

“Chuing ta khong con nhiéu thoi gian,” ong ta néi. “Nhung con mot s6
cong viéc ma td6i mudn cung 6ng xem xét tredc khi thye hién cudc khai bao
cua than chu cua t6i.”

“T6i tw hoi cé cai gi ma 6ng mudn noi vdi téi, Attica,” Mason noéi lanh
nhat.

“T6i sé dua ra cong khai nhitng 10i tuyén b6 ctia Marion Shelby, dé
nhitng 10i tuyén b6 dé dwgc dang trén cac bao chi dia phwong,” Attica loan
bao. "Pay la mot cau chuyén rat nhan dao, sé lam lay dong trai tim ctia phu
nit khi doc chuyén do."

“Ong thdy t6i c6 han hanh.”

“Xin nghi xem, 6ng Mason, su that vong ctia ngwoi dan ba trwdc nhitng
viéc dién r6 ctia nguoi chong ma ba ta da giao pho tinh yéu, sy triu mén va
long trung thanh.”

“Ong tin 1a nhv vay truéc tda?”

“Nao, nao, Mason. T6i thady 6ng c6 vé gian dir. T6i tw hoi 1a tai sao?”

“That vay u?”

“Pung la nhw thé, Marion Shelby da néi do6i 6ng va ong c6 thé khong
vitra 1ong vi mac liva. Nhung 6ng c6 gang hiéu hoan canh. Bi giam giit, de
doa, ba ta chi hiéu s that 1a vii khi t6t nhat dé bao chita. Ba cho rang, toa
an khong tin ba mac du sy that do rat don gian va hop 1y.”

“Cho qua, cho qua. Ong muén di t&i dau?”

“T6i dén yéu cau 6ng mot vai diéu.”

“Toi khong nghi ngo g1.”

“T6i muodn néu bao chi phéng van 6ng, 6ng sé xac nhan cau chuyén cta
Marion Shelby hodc it nhat 6ng khong bac b. Ong c6 thé c6 vai tro tét khi
néi rang ong cling da biét rd cau chuyén nhung 6ng khong mudn noi né ra
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tredc toa an, muc dich la lat d6 ong chwéng ly quan vao gio phit cudi
cung.”

Mason cwoi mot cach khoi hai.

“Attica,” Mason néi sau khi da suy nghi. “Ké cad néu td6i muon thi toi
cling khong bao gid phan bdi 1ong tin ctia ba khach hang cii cta ti. Ong c6
thé chac chan rang t6i khong bao gid bac bo diéu gi ma ba ta c6 thé néi. T6i
t’ nay la nguwoi ngoai cugc.”

Mot nu cwoi rong miéng lam rang r& nét mat Attica.

“Tuyét voi, ong Mason! Tuyét voi!” ong ta kéu 1én. “T6i thay rat hai
long. Hon nita, vi dugc sy hao hiép ctia 6ng toi thay c6 thé c6 mot dé nghi
nhan danh mot than cht khéc nita ctia t6i, ba Lacey. Ong da pham mot sai
lam khi c6 gang bao chita cho ba Shelby va khong c6 mot y dinh x4du nao
trong viéc lam cia minh, 6ng va éng Drake. T6i nghi rang ba Lacey c6 thé
thda thuan bé qua chuyén doi boi thwong thiét hai ma chi can mot khoan
tién nho thuan tiy mang tinh chat twgng trung thoi.”

“Chung bao nhieu?”

“Con s0 thi it quan trong. Céi dang ké la 6ng nhan ra la minh da nham
lan, vé mat tinh than ma néi.”

“Ong doi bao nhiéu?”

“Nao... Toi cho rang hai tram nam muoi do-la la vira da. Cudi cung 16i
khai cta ba Lacey trudc toa an, nhitng 16i phan tham van, nhitng 10i tuyén
bd ctia 6ng va moi cai con lai, tat cd déu dugc dang trén cac bdo. RO rang
xac nhan la ba Lacey la mot ngwoi dan ba ditng dan va 6ng chi lam ba ta
bue tite do lwong tam nghé nghiép ctia 6ng.”

“Ong néi xem,” Mason nhdn manh. “Ong khéng néi véi toi ring ong
dang muon hy sinh mot than chti nay cho mot than cha khac a?”

“Khong c6 mot chut nao.”

“Va ong chac chan rang bai Lacey sé chap nhan thay doi va rit don kién
dé nhan mot s6 tién la hai tram nam muwoi do la a?”

“Ba ay chwa néi la dong y, nhung t6i tin chac rang ba ay sé chap nhan
néu nhu t6i khuyén ba.”

“Va 6ng sé khuyén ba ta nhuw thé?”
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“Tai sao lai khong?”

“Pén luwgt toi noi, Attica,” Mason tuyén bo cing ran. “Toi sé khong tra
cho ba ta hai tram nam muoi do-la, ké cd mot do-la. D€ noéi cho hét, toi
khong c6 y dinh dé nghi vGi ba ta mot xu.”

“Nhung that 1a vo ly,” Attica kéu 1én. “T6i muon t6 ra ddng mén vGi ong.
Khéng c6 mot toa 4n nao lai cho rang bén nguyén la than cha cta t6i lai chi
dang gia hai tram nam muoi do-la. Khong ké dén viéc 6ng khong phai tra
toan bd s6 tién vi ong Drake da phai trd mot nira.”

Mason ngap mot cai ngap dai va xem dong ho qua quit.

“Pa gan muoi gio roi,” o6ng no6i. “Ba khach cta 6ng da c6 mat & day
chua?”

“Nhung khong c6 cudc khai bdo nao néu o6ng khong nhan qua biéu cua
t0i.”

“T6i khong thich qua biéu ctia 6ng. T6i khong muon thoa hiép.”

“Ong Mason, t6i thdy 6ng qud la lung. T5i hom qua, dng Drake néi véi
toi qua day ndi la c6 thé thoa thudn mdt so tien khodng trén dwdi mot ngan
do-la.”

“Anh dy thoa thuan, néu anh ay thich cai do!”

“Ong mudn anh ta phai tra toan bd s6 tién? Hay 1a mot trong nhitng nhan
vién cua anh ta da pham phdi sai lam dinh ménh nay.”

“Hay nghe cho rd,” Mason tuyén bd. “Ba khach kia 6ng cé thé rat don
kién néu ba ta mudn, nhwng t6i, téi khong trd mot xu va toi sé rat phan no!
Toi da hita v6i ong la sé khong néi trai lai v6i nhitng 16i tuyén bo cua ba
Shelby vi ba dy da la than chu cua t6i, nhwng khong c6é cai gi can tré t6i néi
vé nhitng diéu t6i nghi vé ba Shelby... Pa mudi gid. Ba khach cia 6ng c6
dén hay khong day?”

Attica ding 1én, madt do vi gian di.

“Rat t6t,” dng ta néi bing mot giong khan khan. “Ong muén chién tranh
a? Ong s& c6. Va ong sé thay ciing cai hoan canh ctia cai thai dd pha réi ctia
ong sé chong ngay lai chinh 6ng. H6m qua trong thanh phdé ngudi ta da thi
thao vé viéc ong bi dinh chi viéc bao chita cho ba Shelby r6i.”
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“Ngudi ta thi thao cai gi theo y mudn cua ngudi ta. Da mudi gio. Toi doi
ba khach cuaa ong.”

Attica c6 gang tran tinh.

“Ong muén tién hanh cudc khai bao & dau?” ong ta hdi bing mot giong
kho khan.

“Trong thu vién cua t0i.”

“T6t. Ba than chu cta t6i sap tdi.”

Ong ta di ra.

Della Street vao thu vién vai phut sau di ra.

“Tat ca da san sang, sép,” co bao tin.

“Drake da tGi chua?”

“Chuwa.”

“Va ba Lacey?”

“Attica dang doi 4. Ong ta da goi day néi yéu cau a t6i.”

“Pa muoi gio.”

“Toi biét. Ong ta chic chin 1a 6ng s& nhan 15i dé nghi ctia 6ng ta. Biéu
do giai thich sy cham tré ctia Lacey.”

“Bao cho t6i biét khi moi nguwdi c6 mat ¢ dé,” Mason ndi.

Della ra khoi phong.

Lic muoi gid muwoi bdy phit ¢o trd lai néi véi nguoi ludt sw rang Paul
Drake da tGi cung v&i hai nguoi ban cta anh.

Luc muoi gio hai muoi Della lai tré lai phong lam viéc caa Mason.

“Ong khong nghi rdng & Lacey sé& 1am cho 6ng buéc hut chi?”

“T6i da budc ba ta phai tdi, toi c6 thé di xa hon,” Mason noi.

“Ong dang xem gi day, sép?” cd hoi bat chot. “T6i chwra bao gi® thdy ong
cam dong nhv lic ndy. Ong da tim ra mdt vai didu gi méi phai khong?”

Mason m@ to bdo ma 6ng da doc lwét khi Della vang mat.

“Co da xem cai nay chuwa?” ong hoi.

“Chua. C6 gi vay?”

“Mot bire anh. Mot bire anh ma t6i khong biét. Co hdy nghe 16i chu thich
day: “Anh di nghi ngoai tr&i da 1am cho 6ng Perry Mason va ong Paul
Drake bi goi ra toa vGi hai tram nam muwoi ngan do-la boi thwong thiét hai.
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Trong anh ba Ellen Cushing, bay gid la ba Arthur Lacey cung véi chong
nghi ngoi ¢ ngoai 6 thanh ph6”.”

“Va thé nao?” Della hoi sau khi ngam bi¢c anh.

“Mot kiét tac,” Mason noi. “Co hay nhin sy ro rang cua birc anh. Ky
thuat nhiép anh da c6 nhiéu tién bd trong may nam gan day. Ngudi ta trong
thdy ca nhitng chi tiét nhé. Co trong nay, Ellen xinh dep dang mé& dé hop.
CoO trong nguwoi chong nay trén chiéc bé lam ldy, va c6 nhin cach lay anh
sang béng rirng, nhitng dam may. Mot tay chuyén nghiép chwa chac da
thanh cong nhu vay.”

“Ong cht, dng mudn néi gi?”

“Choc nita cd sé thay, Della.”

Crra mg.

“Ba Lacey da tdi, thiva 6ng Mason,” Gertie bao tin. “Ong Attica héi ring
ong c6 muon gap ong ay nita khong?”

Mason dang mai cat bitc anh trong to bao.

“CO noi vGi Attica rang toi gap 6ng ta nhu vay la dua réi. i, Della...”

Mason va nguoi thu ky cua minh di vao phong thu vién.

Mac mot b6 quan 4o mau xanh nwdc bién, chan di giay mau xanh, dau
d6i mii mau xam, Ellen Cushing mang chiéc kinh mau lam cho c6 & giong
nhw mot con cu.

“Pa dén luc,” Attica tuyén bé bang mot giong long trong. “Lay 16i khai
cua nhan ching Ellen Cushing Lacey trong vu kién Perry Mason va Paul
Drake.”

“Viéc lay 10i khai nay,” Mason noi tiép vao. “Pugc tién hanh theo nhitng
diéu luat cna trinh tv t6 tung, cho quyén t6i dwgc ghi lai 16i khai cta phia
bén kia, 161 khai dugc tuyén thé va dwgc phan tham van trén tat cad cac cau
héi néu lén bai luat sw cta phia doi lai.”

“Ong co thé bat dau,” Attica noi.

Mason ng6i xuéng mot ghé dua.

“Nhan chirng tuyen the.”

Nguwoi cong chitng hwéng dan c¢6 Lacey tuyén thé roi di va bédo tin la
minh s€ trd lai khi cudc khai bao két thic.
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Mason liéc nhin Paul Drake. Hai nha bao di theo anh dang c6 gang ngoi
thu nhé minh lai.

“Ba Lacey,” Mason néi. “Ba da kién t6i va Paul Drake vé t6i vu khong?”

“Vang.”

“La don kién do6 dwa vao viéc ma ching toi da bao véi canh sat vé viéc
c6 mot tdm chan va mot doi giay dan ong trong nha dé xe cta ba, hai thit
nay déu bi am wét, c6 phai khong?”

“Khong chi cé thé. Cac 6ng da noéi rang toi cho Scott Shelby an nap, rang
ong nay khong chét va cudi cung la c6 ngudi dan 6ng ¢ qua dém trong
phong ngu cua toi.”

“Ba da giai thich rang tdm chan am w6t la do go6i nwdc da?”

“Vang. To6i c6 phai nhac lai tat cd nhitng gi t6i da noi vé viéc nay
khong?”

“Khong, néu ba tuyén bd ding nhw nhitng 16i ba da khai ¢ toa h6m qua.”

“T6i khang dinh tat ca nhitng gi t6i da noi trudc toa an.”

“Ba c6 mudén xem mau bao cat nay khong?”

Mason dwa cho c6 ta bitc dnh da cat.

“Ba hay xem va néi cho ching t6i biét day cé diung la birc anh ma ba da
chup khong?”

“T6i biét tam anh nay. Bung, t6i da chup tdm anh nay.”

“T6i dé nghi dwa vao ho so vé 10i khai caa nhan chitng.”

“Khong phan doi,” Attica tuyén bo.

Mason ldy ban ghi ctia nguwoi ghi toc ky da tuyén thé, nguwdi nay da ghi tir
lic khéi dau budi khai béo.

“Ba da noi vai t6i, ba Lacey,” Mason hdi tiép. “Ngudi dan 6ng ma ba da
két hon da dé nghi t6 chitc cudi ding vao ngay ma 6ng Scott Shelby bi giét
chét?”

“Vang, thra ngai.”

“Ong ta néi chuyén 4y vao liic mdy gio?”

“Vao lic muwdi mot gio ba mwoi phut budi sang, tredc dé vai phut.”

“Phan &ng cua ba nhu thé nao?”

“T6i da noi vGi ong roi.”
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“T6i muodn ba nhac lai cau dé.”

“T6i da no6i dong y, sau dé ching t6i quyét dinh di nghi ngoai troi bén bo
h6. N6 ding la mé6t noi nghi ly twéng. Pay 1a noi to6i dang muon ban. N6 la
mot tai san c6 dién tich mot tram sau muoi héc-ta va mot cai ho nhoé. Toi
nai rd vi sg rang 6ng chwa biét. Ching t6i di nghi ngoai troi & do.”

“Trwdc do ba da mua trong mot ctra hang thyc pham nhitng gi dé an?”

“T6i da c6 mdt s6 thwe pham & nha ma ching t6i mang theo. Nhitng thi
khac 1a do Arthur mua & mot civa hang thyc pham.”

“Pung vao ngay Scott Shelby bi giét? Thit nam ngay mudi hai?”

“Vang.”

“Va ba khong gap mat 6ng Shelby tit lic ba bat dau di nghi?”

“Khong, thwa ngai. Lan cudi cung t6i gdp ong ay vao khoang mudoi hai
gio. Toi chi thdy lai 6ng dy & nha xac khi ngudi ta yéu cau to6i nhan dién
xac chét.”

“Pay du. Ba néi rang ba da c6 mét so thuwec pham & nha phai khong?”

“Vang. Chang t6i da chuan bi kep thit.”

“Va ong Lacey mua nhitng thi¢ con lai trong hang thyc pham?”

“Vang.”

“Ba cling mang theo bia va khi di dwong ba bat chgt thay rang ba khong
c6 nuwdc da va do do6 ong Lacey da di mua va lay chan boc nuéc da?”

“Vang, vang! Troi, c6 ding la t6i phdi nhac di nhac lai nhitng cai do
khong?”

“Bao ra budi sang hom nay da dang mot bitc anh c6 hai 6ng ba di nghi
ngoai troi. Ai da cung cap birc dnh do cho béao chi?”

“T6i.”

“Co dung la ba da chup btrc anh dé khong?”

“Vang, nho vao bo phan chup ty dong.”

“Btrc anh do dugc chup vao thit nam, ngay muoi hai dung khong?”

“Vang, thit nam, ngay mudi hai. Ngay ma ong Shelby bi giét bai...”

“Birc anh dé dugc chup vao lic may gio?”

“Sau bubi trra. Vao ldc tr ba dén bon gid, néu t6i khong nham.”

“Truwdc hay sau bita an trwa?”
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“Sau, chac chan la nhv vay.”
“Pén may gio thi ba dén bo h6?”
“T6i khong nh@ chinh xac, mot gio ba mwoi hodc hai gio.”
“Va ba da an trwa vao lic may gio?”
“Ngay sau khi tdi noi.”
“Va tdm chan bj wét tim thay trong nha xe la do dé nwdc da vao d6?”
“Vang, vang, vang!”

“Va 6ng Lacey bi wét chan trong khi dwa bé xudng nuwéc?”

“Vang!...”

"Ba trd vé thanh pho lic may gio?"

“Chung t6i vé day lic nam gio. Chuing t6i ra vé v0i vang vi téi con phai
don ba me toi ¢ nha ga.”

“Néu nhitng thong tin cta toi la chinh xac thi 6ng Lacey ciing ra ga vdi
ba?”

“Vang, nhung xe Itta vé cham, anh ay khong thé chg dugce.”

“Nhung 6ng dy da dén nha ba vao sang hom sau dé lam quen véi ba cu
me ba?”

“Vang.”

“Va cling dé chuan bi bita 16t da?”

“Vang.”

“Ong &y biét nau bép?”

“Co thoi gian anh ay la m6t sép dau bép dwgc tra lwong hau dai cta
thanh pho.”

“Biét rang xe ltra vé cham, ong Lacey da rdi ba vi 6ng ay c6 mot cudc
hen quan trong?”

“Ngai Mason, tat cad nhitng cai nay toi da noéi di noi lai véi ngai r6i.”

“Va ba da gap ¢ ngoai ga mot ba ban va khi me ba tdi thi ba ay ché ca
hai vé nha bang xe hoi ?”

“Vang.”

“Néu t6i hiéu ding thi 6ng Lacey da muwon xe hoi cta ba.”

“Vang, chung t6i la nhitng ngwdi ban t6t, day khong phai la lan dau tién
anh ay muon xe.”
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“Ba Lacey, tai sao ba mang kinh ram? Ba dau mat a?”

“Tai vl toi thich mang kinh ram.”

“Thi giac ba kém a?”

“Khong.”

“Thi giac ba tot?”

“Rat tot.”

“Chac 1a c6 mot ly do gi d6 khién ba phai mang kinh ram?”

“Toi da noi vai ngai vi toi thich, né lam tang vé khéu ggi cua t0i.”

“Cubi cung la,” Attica can thiép bang cach mia mai. “Tuy da c6 gang
budc than chu cua toi phai nhan la da dwa mot ngwoi dan ong vao phong
ngu cta minh ban dém nhung khong dat dugc, bay gio thi dén mot chi tiét
vé cach an madc caa ba dy! T6i ciling vay, ciing thay cap kinh do6 la rat dep.”

“T6i khong ban vé phuong dién thim my cta né,” Mason néi. “Toi chi
don gian héi tai sao ba khach ctia 6ng cho la tét khi mang n6 tGi budi khai
bao.”

“T6i da giai thich diéu d6 v6i ong r6i,” Ellen Lacey néi v6i giong mét
moi.

“Ba Lacey,” Mason tiép tuc héi. “T6i c6 thé yéu cau ba bé kinh ra dé
nhin k¥ birc anh nay khong? T6i khong muén rang, vi mang kinh, sau nay
ba sé ndi rang ba da nhin khong ré bitc dnh dang néi.”

“T6i nhin 6 tdm anh nay. Ngudi ta khong thé nhin rd hon nita.”

“Birc anh nay thé hién noi ba da nghi Iic bén gio chiéu sau khi an ti hai
hodc ba tiéng dong ho phai khong?”

“Vang, nhung khong phai la mot tiéng rudi sau bita an.”

“Va trong anh c6 cd mot tdng nwdc da dat trén chiéc chan?”

“Vang.”

“Ba mua nwdc da dé lam gi?”

“Chung t6i da c6 bia va chiing td6i mudn udng bia lanh.”

“Cé phai la ba da dap nuwéc da thanh nhitng manh nho va cho vao bia
khong?”

“Khong, toi chi lam lanh no.”

“Thé nao? Bang cach nao?”
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“Thé nay! Ching t6i... Chung t6i dd dao mét cai 16 trong d6 ching t6i
cho nuwéc da vao va dé nhitng hop bia Ién trén, va...”

“Va ba da uong bia do khi an trwa?”

“Vang!” co ta n6i manh mé.

“Nhung trong birc anh chi 1o cuc da dat trén chan va khong phai trong 10.
Do la mot cuc da nang khoang hon 10kg.”

Nguwoi dan ba tré can moi.

“Ba gidi thich nhw thé nao?” Mason thiic giuc

“Cuc nudc da do la phan con lai cua nwdc da sau khi ching t6i da lam
lanh bia.”

“Nhung nhw vay ong Lacey da mua mot tang nwdc da nang 25kg?”

“Anh &y mudn chiing t6i uong bia lanh.”

“Ong &y gift nuwéc da con lai nhdm muc dich gi?”

“T6i khong biét.... Chac anh dy nghi rang ching t6i con can dén né.”

“Tai sao ba khong cho tat ca nwdc da con lai vao 160 ma lai dat no trén
chan?”

“C6 can nhu thé khong?”

“Xin tra 10i vao cau hoi cuaa t6i.”

“Vang, t0i cho rang dung la thyc té anh Art da lam nhw vay.”

“Cai ho cach thanh chan 16i vao khoang chirng hai tram mét ding
khong?”

“Pung.”

“Va ba da dé xe hoi ngoai thanh chan?”

“Pung la nhw vay. Chuing t6i c6 thé di bg.”

“Ba muon ndi rang ong Lacey da mang trén lwng mot tdng nwdc da nang
25kg di quang dvong hai tram mét?”

“P4 dung trong chan. Anh dy da mang né trén lung.”

“Nguoi ta thay cuc da trong anh c6 vé chwa tan nhiéu.”

“U,u,u...”

“Hon nita ba da mua n6 nhu ba noi vao luc mwoi mot gio ba muoi, hom
do troi rat nong.”

“Troi nong, dung vay.”
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“Néu t6i nhé r6,” Mason tuyén bo, “thi ngay hom d6 néng dai dang sudt
ngay, cai do lam cho budi t6i swong mu day dac.”

“Rat ding. Hom do dep troi, khong may, nhung swong mu da roi xudng
cung vdi béng t6i va khi ching t6i dén nha ga thi swong mu day dac.”

“Pung.”

“Hon nita la rat néng.”

"Pung."

“Vay thi tai sao cho t&i bon gio chiéu ma cuc nwéc da khong chay?”
Mason noi to.

“T6i cho rang anh Art da mua mot tdng nwdc da 25kg va ong trong xem,
cuc da con lai... Troi, ong con lam kho t6i 1au nita khong?”

“Ba vtra néi rang ngay hom do khong chi nong ma con khong mdy nita,
noi theo ngon tw caa ba.”

“Pung.”

“Trong treong hop nay,” Mason no6i 16n. “Ba giai thich nhw thé nao sy c6
mat trén bitc anh,” 6ng dwa tdm anh sat mii co ta, "nhitng dam may?”

“T6i... T6i da nham... & day c6 mot vai dam may.”

“Ba hay nghi cho k¥,” Mason n6i v4i mdt giong nghiém khac. “Co quan
khi twgng da khang dinh vdi toi rang thit nam ngay mwdi hai troi khong cé
may.”

Co0 ta can mdi va quay vé phia Attica dé van xin sy gitup d& ctia Ong nay.

“Cudi cung,” nguoi luat su kia can thiép. “Nhitng ddam may dé chang c6
gl quan trong trong viéc nay.”

“Tai sao, xin 6ng cho biét?” Mason noi.

“Nguoi thg dic ban in c6 thé da stra lai birc anh dé lam cho né dep hon.”

“Ong tin 12 nhw vay? Va nhitng bitc anh dwgc xép vao hd so tranh cii &
toa an? Chung ciing bi stra lai a? Vi t6i nhé 1a, & ddy c6 nhitng dam may?”

Attica khong noi gi.

“Sy thye 1a, ba Lacey,” Mason n6i khi quay vé phia nguwoi dan ba tré.
“Nhitng btrc anh nay dvgc chup khong phai vao tht nam, ngay muwoi hai
ma la thit sau, ngay muoi ba. Bung khong?”

“Khong.”

https://thuviensach.vn



“DP¢ la chi sau khi chiing t6i t6i nha ba, sau khi trung Gy Tragg da bat dau
hoi ba, ba da tao ra cau chuyéen di nghi ngoai troi, ba Lacey. Va, ca cau
chuyén két hon. Tat ca dé giai thich sy hién hitu trong nha dé xe tdim chan
va doi giay uwdt nwdc. Va dung la sau khi ba tdi toa an va sau khi ba lam
viéc v@i Attica thi ba mdi di nghi ngodi troi vGi ong Lacey. Ba da di tw
thanh pho t&i do6 lic ba gio ba mwoi dé chup nhitng tdm anh nay nhw thé ba
da tao ra mot chitng c@ ngoai pham dugc stra soan truéce.”

“Khong.”

“Toi da dén tan noi cho ma ba néi la di nghi,” Mason noi tiép. “Va t6i da
thay nhitng thit con lai ciia pho mat va ctia bot ca song. Va nhitng 6ng dung
bot ca song c6 phai dugc ban ¢ cira hang ma ba da mua ching sang hom
thit sdu khong? Toi da dugc biét ro.”

“Nhung t6i khong biét 1a anh Art da mua bot ca song & dau?”

“Ba Lacey, hay coi chirng! Btrng néi do6i.”

“T6i khong ndi doi. Téi chi néi sy that chinh xac.”

“Va néu tbi dua ra 10i khai ctia ngudi chu ctva hang thye pham da ban bot
ca song dé cho 6ng Lacey thi sao? Va néu ngudi cha dé thé rang 6ng ta gap
chong ba vao thit sau thi sao? Va néu t6i cho ba thady mot nguwdi nao dé da
trong thay ba tir cho khong xa khoang dat dy v6i chong ba vao chiéu thi
sau thi sao? Ba s€ ndi sao, ba Lacey?”

“Ong im di! Ong im di!” c6 ta gdm 1én, gan nhw bi bénh tdm than. “Troi!
ong khong dé cho t6i yén dugc sao?”

Mason cuoi.

“Ba Lacey,” ong noi. “Khong phai la toi da ngan tr@ ba noi sy that. Toi
c6 thé nhac ba la ngwoi lam chitng sau khi da tuyén thé khong? Toi sé két
thic tham van ba trong choc lat néu ba khong rit lui 101 khai trede khi ky
chdc chan la ba bj truy cttu vé t6i lam ching gia.”

Co ta khoc lang le.

“Ong Mason,” Attica can thiép. “Cé thé nghi trong méot hodc hai tiéng
dong ho cudc khai bao cta than chu cta téi khong? Ba ta da qua mét. Cudc
thdm van cua 6ng that la... vat va.”
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“Cudc tham van sé tién hanh dén cung,” Mason tuyén bd khé khan. “Ba
Lacey,” ong héi thém khi quay vé phia ngwoi dan ba tré, “Bay gio ba c6
thtra nhan la ba da bia ra cau chuyén di nghi mat ngoai troi trong moi chi
tiét va ba chi chup nhitng bitc dnh do6 vao thit sdu, ngay mwoi ba khong?”

Ellen ném mot céi nhin vo vong vé phia nguwoi luat s ctia minh.

“Néu ba cam thay chwa san sang tra 10i dwoc,” Attica néi. “Ba c6 thé tw
choi tiép tuc khai vi 1y do sitc khoe.”

“Trong trwong hgp ay,” Mason néi. “Cudc khai bao bi coi nhu la da két
thic nhw n6 xdy ra va toi sé dwa don kién vé t0i lam chitng gia ngay lap
twe.”

Attica cau co.

“Ba Lacey,” Mason tiép tuc héi ngwoi dan ba tré. “T6i... T6i sé noi véi
ba, cai gi dung la da xdy ra. Khi ching toi tdi tham ba sang thit sau, ong
Drake, trung uy Tragg va t6i, thi ba khong biét nhitng gi da dién ra dém
tredc do, néu khong cod viéc Scott Shelby bi giét hai. Chi sau khi noéi
chuyén vdi ching t6i, nhat 1a sau khi tim ra tdim chan va déi giay am w6t
trong nha dé xe ctia ba, ba mdi doan ra cai gi da xdy ra.

“Nguoi ban trai ctia ba cé nguy co bi 16i kéo vao mot chuyén xau xa. Po
khong phai la mot anh sang. Ngugc lai, ba rat thong minh. Ba yéu ong ta
nhung ba chwa bao gio dam ggi y két hon, con ong ta thi mot viéc nhw vay
khong lam 6ng thich thu lam. Ba da 1gi dung hoan canh dé giai thich kha
logic sy hién hitu nhitng vat am wét do trong goc nha dé xe, bat budc dé
thuwéng cho nhitng 11 tuyén bo cua ba, 6ng Lacey phai cudi ba.

“Yéu cau két hon khong phai xdy ra vao bubi sang, tai van phong cta ba,
nhu ba da néi. N6 xdy ra tai nha ba trong luc chung t6i c6 mat ¢ do, ma
khong phai la ong Lacey néu léen ma do ba néu len. Va ba da hanh dong
bang cach lam cho Art Lacey khong c6 mot sw lwa chon nao ngoai viéc
chdp nhan moi diéu kién ctia ba hodc dé bi bat vi toi giét nguoi.

“Vi ly do do, lic dau 6ng ta c6 mot vai sy ngap ngirng té ra thién vé xac
minh nhitng 16i ndi caa ba. Chi khi biét rd tinh hinh 6ng ta méi di dén
khang dinh nhitng 10i ba noi.
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“Va mot trong nhitng ly do khién 6ng ta quyét dinh lay ba, dé6 la luat cua
chung ta khong cho phép ngudi dan ba lam chitng chong chéng minh. Toi
khong ro ong ta da biét hay la ba da né6i cho 6ng ta biét diéu d6. Cé phai la
ong ta da cudi ba sau khi ba hiva vdi ong ta la sé bao vé ong va sau khi ba
da chup nhitng birc anh nay. bung la nhv vay, c6 phai khong?”

Ellen Lacey tr¢ thanh nguoi cam.

Mason lay trong tdi ra mot mau chi ma Della Strett da nhat duwoc ¢ bén
ho.

“Ba chua bao gio trong thay vat nay chi, ba Lacey?” ong noi.

“Chwa.”

“Mau chi ctia can ciu ca c6 lién quan gi dén vu nay?” Attica can thiép
bang mot giong thiéu ty tin.

“Khong phai 1a mau chi dic,” Mason tuyén bd. “Ong hady chi y k¥ hinh
thu cta vat nay. Pay la mot 6ng chi hinh tru 63 mm chiéu dai va 15,25 mm
dwong kinh. N6i mot cach khac ngudi ta c6 thé 1ap 6ng chi nay vao nong
mot khau sung san cd 16 va bay gio,” 6ng lay & mot tdi khac ra mot dau
dan ¢ 9,5, “hay xem dau dan nam trong 6ng chi nhw thé nao. Cai nay rat
c6 ich cho ai muén gay toi ac, va day, xem han lam nhw thé nao. Pau tién
han dung mot khau sting ¢ 9,5 ban vién dan vao mét thung dwng nwdc kha
dai. Sau d6 han lay dau dan ban ra dat n6 vao vé dan rong va cho tat ca vao
ong chi va lap 6ng chi vao nong stng san, bop co va giét nan nhan. Va
nhitng vét sdu & dan ban hai lan thi chi giong nhuw nhitng vét xoan & khau
sung luc. M6t dau dan dwoc ban nhw thé thi khong thé manh nhw dwoc ban
trong khau sing luc. Nhuwng néu nan nhan cia 6ng & gan ong, 6ng co6 thé
giét nguwoi ay. Thuc vay, 6ng Attica, - néu vé phuong dién ky thuat cta vu
nay lam ong thich thd, 6ng cé thé xem trong mot tdc pham tuyét voi A.
Lacas nhan dé Héa hoc phdp y va Diéu tra tdi dc mot cach khoa hoc. Tac
gid néi nhiéu vé vu Dickman trong dé, néu 6ng con nhd, ké giét nguwoi da
ban hai vién dan c& khac nhau trong cing mot khau sting luc sau khi da cho
vién dan nhé vao trong mét chiéc 6ng bang gidy. Va diéu cling da dugc xac
nhan trong mot tac pham khac Nhirng tién bo mdi trong linh vu'c phdp y ma
t6i c6 thé sdn sang cho 6ng muwon néu dng khong c6 cudn d6. O cudn ndy
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cling vay, nha chuyén mon da chi ra rang nguoi ta cé thé dung mot dau dan
cii 8,65 trong mdt khau sung luc c& 9,5 sau khi da 1dy gidy quan chat vién
dan khong thudc dé cho né cé thé ban thang vao 6 khoa.

“Va dé két thic,” Mason n6i bang mét giong xudéng mia mai, “t6i cling
ggi y cho ong mot tac pham ly thi cia Lemoine Suyder la Diéu tra vé
nhitng vu giét nguoi trong d6 Suyder ndi vé kha nang dung mot dau dan
sung luc trong mot khau sting san sau khi dwa dau dan vao mét dung cu dac
biét, vao mdt ong chi thudc loai nay. D6 la tat ca nhitng diéu td6i ddm nhiém
va toi san sang dat chit ky cta t6i dudi ban cung khai it nhat 1a, thra ngai,
néu ba khach cta ngai rut 16i khai.”

Attica to ra hoang mang.

“T6i thay la ba da qua mét méi, ba Lacey,” 6ng néi vdi nguwdi dan ba tré.
“Vi 6ng Mason da t6 ra qua nhan tdm. Néu ba c6 nhitng 16i giai thich nao
can cung cap thém thi ba can noi ngay.”

Co ta ngang dau, mat xanh xao nhw ngudi sap chét.

“Nguoi dan ba nay dang 6m,” Attica kéu va nhdy dén. “Toi tiv chdi dé ba
tiép tuc khai bao.”

Mot trong hai nha bdo dugc Paul Drake moi dén ditng 1én va da lam do
ghé sau do ca hai roi phong hop.

“Ho la nhitng ai vay?” Attica kéu lén khi phat hién ra ho.

“Hai nha bao ma t6i maoi t6i du cudc khai bao ctia nhan chitng,” Mason
dap lai giong co vé khoi hai.

“Oi! Troi dat,” Attica kéu 1én va roi phich xudng ghé tya.
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Ngéy hém &y troi nang va néng. Tranh anh sang mat troi dwdi mot tdm
vai cang trén boong thuyén may, Mason ng6i trén mdét chiéc ghé dai hinh
nhw dang thiu thiu ngt. Della thi lai nam trén ghé dat ¢ noi c6 anh mat troi,
mat nham lai nhw thu nhan sy cdm khodi trong khi dén nhan nhitng tia nang
tot lanh.

Mot tiéng may nd lam nging sy yén tinh & xung quanh. Sau d6 mot
chiéc xuéng may cé toc do nhanh dén dau bén canh thuyén mday va Benton,
mot tap bao cap nach, leo 1én thuyén va lén trén boong.

Chi khi cdm thay sy c6 mat ctia ngudi la bén canh, Mason méi ra khoi
gidc mo mang.

“T6i da di kiéfm nhitng to bao ngay chua nhat, ngai Mason,” Nha triéu phu
giai thich. “T6i nghi ching sé lam ngai dé chiu khi xem qua.”

“Ong doc trudc di,” Mason néi. “Di sao, toi ciing biét vu nay day da hon
ong.”

“Chung ta cung doc mot Iic,” Benton noéi. “Vi t6i mua rat nhiéu to cua
moi loai bao.”

Mason cudi, gio tay nhan phan bao ctia minh.

“Céi gi lam ong tim ra Shelby?” Mason hoi. “Chac chan rang han da &
trén thuyén cia ong truedc khi han t6i day chiéu ngay mudi hai.”

“Toi rat tiéc la da lam ong that vong,” Benton noéi. “Nhwng han da khong
¢ day. Han dat chan 1én thuyén nay mot lan duy nhat la vao thit nam, ngay
muoi hai.”

“Du sao,” Mason nhan xét. “Ké hoach ma han da tru tinh to ra han da
biét rd moi noi. Trwdc hét han biét ré6 hai mach may dién thoai.”

Benton cuoi.

“Toi s¢ rang, ngai Mason, sy 1ap luan cta ngai tuy rat hgp ly nhung
khong c6 can ci. Bung la c6 mét nguwdi biét ré6 con thuyén ctia t6i nhung
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khong phai la Shelby.”

“Thé thi 1a ai vay?”

“Lacey!”

“Lacey?”

“Vang. Va chung cung lam viéc véi nhau. Chiéu hom qua ngai cho toi
biét rang Lacey lam nghé ndu bép. Thé la t6i tim ra han da lam viéc & day,
cach day m6t nam trong mwdi lam ngay, khi nguwdi dau bép cua t6i di nghi.
Do dé khi nhin thay anh ctia Lacey trén bao budi chiéu, téi ¢ ngo ngo la
“da trong thay” han & dau. Toi luc tim cac ho so trén thuyén va nhu vay to6i
biét dwoc su that.”

“Pay la 10i gidi thich sy nghi ngo cua t6i,” Mason noi.

“Va bay gio tdi dé ong nghi,” Nha triéu phu néi tiép. “Ngai cé can
khong? Uych ki?”

Mason lac dau.

“Cam on, Benton,” 6ng n6i. “Tat cad nhitng thit t6i can, do la mot vai
tiéng dong ho nghi ngoi. Y nghi don gian 1a... khong c6 may dién thoai
trong mot ban kinh nam ki 16 mét da lam t6i thay nhe nhang r6i.”

“Pung la mot trong nhitng ly do ma tdi da mua hon cu lao,” Benton
tuyén bo. “Rut lui vao day hodc la & trén thuyén toi sé tranh dwgc nhitng
nguoi lam t6i kho chiu, nhitng ké quay ray va nhitng ké vo y... Ngai nghi
cho t6t. Chac chan ngai xing dang nghi ngoi nhw vay. Va néu ngai can gi
Xin ngai nhan vao cai nit nay va nguoi dau bép cuia toi sé dwa dén tat ca
nhitng thi ngai muon.”

Nha triéu phu di ra.

“Co c6 mudn doc bao khéng, Della?” Mason hdi cao giong.

Co lac dau ra hiéu rang khong.

Mason ludi biéng rit ra va mé mot to bao.

“T6i,” ong noi. “Toi thich xem ngwdi ta da noi gi vé viéc toi da lam.”

“C0 gi thich thu khong?” Della hoi sau dé chirng mot phut.

“T6i bat dau doc bai viét cia mdt trong nhitng ngwdi ban ctia Drake.”

“A! That vay. T6i da quén rang Drake da maoi hai nha bao dy budi lay 1oi
khai ctia nhan ching. Thé ho viét cai gi? Ong c6 thé dé toi doc to Ién
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khong, sép?”

“Chac chan khong phai doc & noi cd6 dang nam. V@i anh sang mat troi
nhu thé, c6 sé bi hong mat trong mot vai phit dong ho, khong, toi sé doc to.
Pay... toi sé bo doan m& dau trong dé chi c6 toan 10i khen va tdi doc & sw
viéc ma chuing ta quan tam: nhitng am muu cua Shelby va Lacey.”

Va Mason bat dau doc, “... Shelby va Lacey da quen nhau may thang
tredc day va chinh véi Lacey ma Shelby c6 quan hé chat khi han quyét
dinh mdt tich va dén moi nghi ngd vao ngudi vg minh.

“Chinh la v6i Lacey ma Shelby nhd dgi minh trén mot chiéc thuyén go
cach thuyén may mot vai tram mét, va chinh Lacey da dung chiéc chan sau
nay tim thay trong nha dé xe ctia nguoi vo twong lai cia han dé lau minh
Shelby khi roi khoi mat nuwéc.

“Shelby da lap ké hoach hanh dong rat chu dao. Han da ké cho vg mot
cau chuyén la ling ma ba ta khong thé nao nhan ra. Trwéc do han da thu
xép dé vg bi nghi ngo la da dau doc han. Han da d6 mét lwgng thach tin
vao thitc an ctiia minh va mét lwgng nhé hon vao thitc an cta vog, sau dé han
moi mot bac si, han chiu nhitng triéu chitng nhiém doc rat nghiém trong
khién bac si cho rang phdi di bao vdi canh sat.

“Tat ca da san sang vao tht nam, ngay muwdi hai buoi chiéu. Lic do6
Shelby chi c6 thiéu sét khong nghi dén mot yéu t6 la cé nhiéu ngudi trén
thuyén va tat ca cac phong déu cé nguwoi. Chinh 1a Mason con thitc da cho
han diéu kién dé thuc hién ké hoach vi 6ng da roi phong do dé dao trén
boong thuyén. Shelby da 1én vao phong d6 dé goi day néi cho vg. Sau dé
han v6i vang t¢i mii thuyén, & diy han da budc mot sgi day chao dé han cé
thé roi xuéng nwdc ma khau sung khéng bi vét.

“Tat ca da dién ra theo dung du kién. Tiéng sting ma Shelby ban trong
lic mot tay bam vao day chdo da danh thitc moi hanh khach trén thuyén.
Shelby ném khau sung di va sau dé viing vay mét lic dudi nwéc dé cho vg
c6 thé nhan dugc ra han, roi lan xudng, han la mot tay boi 16i gidi, boi dén
bo song, noi ma Lacey dang dgi han.

“Canh sat da c6 thé dung lai tat ca nhitng sy viéc d6 nhd vao nhitng yéu
t0 va nhitng chi dan do Perry Mason cung cap.
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“Nhung cai Shelby khong ngo dugc la Lacey lai nhitng dy dinh riéeng.
Han biét rang khi madt tich, Shelby at phai mang theo minh mét s6 tién 16n -
bon muoi ngan do-la - do tap hgp moi so tién da co6 lai. Vé phan minh,
Lacey chuan bij viéc giét Shelby.

“Trwdc dé it 1au han da ban mét vién dan xuéng nwdc bang mdt khau
sung luc c@ 9,5, dung dau dan nay dé chuan bi giét Shelby va han da thu
ho6i dau dan d6. Bém ngay mudi hai han mang theo mot khau sing san trén
c6 gan mot 6ng chi cho phép dung dau dan da cé.

“Sau khi gitp Shelby 1én khéi mat nwéc, Lacey tin chac rang Shelby gidu
trong that lvng bon mwoi ngan dé-la. R6i mot ci danh bang boi chéo lam
Shelby nga guc, han ban tié€p Shelby mét phat vao co. Tiép dé han dat xac
vao thuyén, chd thuyén dén gitta song, ném xac d6 xuéng nuwdc va trd ve
bd. Tt d6 han da 1én chiéc xe hoi ctia Ellen Cushing cho han mwgn khi han
néi rang phai di do c6 mét cudc hen quan trong.

“It nhat 1a han di pham vao mot sai 1am 16n, d6 1a dé lai trong nha dé xe
cta Ellen Cushing chiéc chan va doi giay wét, lam cho Mason c6 dugc dau
vét. Ngay hom sau cta t6i ac, thi sdu, ngay mwoi ba, Lacey c6 mot luc da
nghi rang tat ca déu da 16 tdy nhung sy can thiép khon khéo ctia nguwdi ban
gai ctia han da cttu han. Va dé dat cai gia cua sy tong pham do, co ta da
budc han chéap nhan lay co.

“Viéc trung uy Tragg da c6 thé téom dugc tha pham trong tay va c6 dugc
moi yéu td dé dwa Lacey vao phong hoi ngat nhung lai bo 16 co hoi goi 1én
nhitng 16i binh luan khéng chi trong céng ching ma ca trong cac dong su
cua trung uy.”

Mason ngirng doc va mim cuoi.

“Anh chang Tragg khon kho,” 6ng noi. “Khi t6i nghi dén lic roi bo
chiing t6i, t6i va Drake, ngay no, anh ta da ché giéu ching t6i la Sherlock.”

“Hom nay la ngay nhan tu cua t6i,” Della néi. “T0i cling ai ngai cho anh
ta phan nao.”

Mason lai doc bao.

“Nay, day la cai ma ching ta can,” 6ng tuyén bo bat chgt sau khi doc qua
muc rao vat. “Co hday nghe “mot tram sau muoi héc-ta, phong canh dep,
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cach thanh phé mét gid xe hoi, hoan toan cach biét. Rirng, ho, sudi. Ban
vOi gia hai muoi ngan do-la. Xin lien hé véi Ellen Cushing’.”

Ong dit to bao trén dau goi.

“Co nghi nhu thé nao vé cai nay, Della?” 6ng héi. “Ngudi ta cé thé mua
va dat no theo tén c6.”

“Va ong cho rang c6 thé mua dugc qua trung gian la Ellen Cushing
Lacey a?” c0 hoi giong khoi hai.

“T6i sg rang cd ta da mat sy uy thac trong viéc nay, c6 gai khon kho,”
ong noi. “Co ta da giri mau tin nay truedc cai canh thay doi bat ngd hom
qua... Nhung khi t6i nghi dén noi do, t6i lai nhd khi ching ta tdi noi la lic
ho roi bd ho. Thoi gian chi cach nhau mot tiéng dong ho. Va néu ching ta
gdp ho thi tinh hinh sé ra sao nhi? Toi cling ty hoi, Attica dung ra la dong
vai tro gi trong vu nay? C6 phdi chinh han ta da ggi y cho vg chong Lacey
di chup anh khéng? Va c6 phai chinh han da xui Lauton Keller dén gap
Marion Shelby dé gat t6i ra khoi vu nay khong? Quay vé chuyén manh dat
ndy, Della, c6 khong nghi ring nguoi ta c6 thé mua né dwoc a? O day c6
nhiéu ky niém. Ngudi ta c6 thé xay dung ¢ ddy mot ngdi nha nho mot tang.
Ai biét dugc rang, mot ngay nao do, nguoi ta khong...”

Ong ngiing néi, nhin mo mang.

Della cuoi.

“Ong hay noi tiép, sép. Toi thich nghe 6ng néi to 1én diéu ma 6ng mo
twéng. Ong 1a mot con nguoi rat ky la...”
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