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CHUONG MOT

Bronwyn
Thit Hai ngay 24 thang Chin, 2:55 chiéu

Mot clip sex. Mot vu ct twdng dinh bau. Hai scandal ngoai tinh. Va dé
m&i chi la tin tudn nay. Néu chi biét tGi truong trung hoc Bayview qua cai
tng dung dwa chuyén cua Simon Kelleher, ban han sé thac mac hoc sinh
treong nay lay dau thoi gian di hoc.

“Tin cii xi roi, Bronwyn,” mot giong cat 1én sau lung t6i. “Chd tin ngay
mai di.”

Khi that. T6i ghét bi bat gap dang doc Nghe Don, nhat 1a béi chinh ké tao
ra no. Toi ha dién thoai xudng va sap ctra ta do6. “Cau sap huy hoai doi ai
vay, Simon?”

Simon séng budc cung téi ngwge dong hoc sinh dang do ra phia cong.
“Dich vu cong dong thoi ma,” né ndi, phay tay. “Cau kém Reggie Crawley
ding khong? Chang 1€ cau khong mudn biét n6 c6 gan mdy quay trong
phong ngu hay khong?”

T6i chang buén dap. Kha nang t6i bén mang t&i phong ngt ctia Reggie
Crawley xai “can” quanh nam d¢6 thi chac cling xap xi viéc Simon bong c6
lwong tam.

“Du sao thi, bon ho tw chu6c lay day théi. Thién ha ma khong néi doi
cling nhw ngoai tinh thi t6i dep tiém r6i.” D6i mat xanh biéc lanh 1€o cta
Simon doi theo nhitng sai chan cang luc cang dai ra cua toi. “Cau di dau ma
voi thé? Di tam minh trong hao quang cua hoat dong ngoai khéa a?”

Uéc gi dwge nhw vay. Nhw dé tréu nguoi toi, man hinh dién thoai nhay
thong bao mai: Tuyén Todn 6n tdp, 3h chiéu. Ca phé Epoch. Theo sau la tin
nhan cia mét thanh vién doi toi: Evan ciing dén nira.
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Han ro6i. Cay toan dang yéu - nghe khong twdng ma lai c6 that - duwong
nhw chi xuat hién khi t6i vang mat.

“Khong han thé,” toi dap. Ba thanh nguyén tac chung, va nhat la dao gan
day, t6i co han ché dé 16 thong tin cho Simon hét mitc c6 thé. Chung t6i day
md& canh ctra kim loai mau xanh 14 dé tién ra khu cau thang bo phia sau, lan
ranh phan cach phan nguyén thuy nhéch nhac va phan méi xay thong thoang
sang sua cua treong trung hoc Bayview. Moi nam lai ¢6 thém nhiéu gia dinh
giau co6 bi vat gia leo thang day khéi San Diego t6i Bayview cach d6 mudoi
lam ddm vé phia B6ng, mong doi nhitng dong tién thué cua minh sé mang
dén mot ngdi treong kha kham hon thay vi tran nha 16 cho va tam 16t san
xwoc xat.

Simon van bam dinh 14y t6i khi t6i dén phong thi nghiém cua thay Avery
& tang ba, vay nén t6i khoanh tay, dgm quay nguwoi lai. “Cau khong con cho
nao dé di a?”

“Con. Bi chiu phat day,” Simon no6i va cho toi di tiép. Thay t6i hoa ra lai
van nam dam ctta, né phé ra cudi ha ha. “Pua ha. Cau cling vay sao? Toi gi
thé?”

“T6i bi phat oan,” t6i 1am bam, r6i day ctra vao. Ba hoc sinh khac da ngoi
trong phong, to6i khwng lai nhin ho. Nhitng guwong mat toi chang thé ngo tdi.
Tri* mot nguoi.

Nate Macauley ngtta ghé ra sau va cuwoi khay véi t6i. “Cau ré nham a?
DPay la phong phat, khong phai hdi déong hoc sinh.”

Cau ta thi ranh r6i. Nate tr 16p nam da dinh vao rac réi, cling vao tam dé
ching t6i thoi n6i chuyén véi nhau. Céi 6 loan tin don kia cho t6i biét ciu ta
dang trong thdi gian bi canh sat Bayview quan ché vi... ly do nao dé. Co thé
do 14i xe trong tinh trang khong tinh tdo; c6 thé do buén thuéc. Cau ta la mot
tay cung cap khét tiéng roi, nhung nhitng gi t6i biét cling chi la gia thuyét
thoi.

“Binh luan sau di.” Thay Avery danh diu gi dé vao to gidy trén tam bang
kep va dong ctra lai sau lwng Simon. May 6 ctra s6 cao hinh vom xép thanh
hang doc theo bo twong phong hat 1én san nha nhitng mang tam giac anh
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nang chiéu, va phia cu6i am thanh cia doi béng bau duc dang luyén tdp mo
ho vong 1én tir san bong phia sau bai do xe bén dudi.

T6i vira ngoi xudng thi Cooper Clay, dang vo to gidy thanh mdt qua bong
chay, thi tham “Né ne, Addy” va thay vién gidy vé phia c6 gai & day bén kia.
Addy Prentiss chép mat, mim cwoi ngdp nging, r6i dé vién gidy roi xuéng
san.

bong ho trong 16p nhich dan dén ba gio va téi doi theo né v6i cdm gidc
bat cong tuyét vong. Toi khong nén ¢ day. Toi phai dang & ca phé Epoch,
nguong nghiu tan tinh Evan Neiman trong lic lam cac phwong trinh vi phan
chu.

Thay Avery la kiéu nguwdi phat triwéc, cit thang tay ma phat, khong bao gio
nghe ai thic méac, nhwng c6 1€ lic nay khién thay doi y van con kip. T6i
hang giong va gio tay 1én cho tGi khi thdy nu cwdi khay cua Nate chuyén
thanh toe toét. “Thay Avery, cai dién thoai thay phat hién khong phai cta
em. Em khong biét lam sao né lai nam trong ba 16 em. Ddy méi la dién thoai
ctia em,” t6i néi, huo huo cai iPhone c6 6p lwng soc dwa ctia minh.

Thu that, chi c6 dia khong biét gi méi di mang dién thoai vao phong thi
nghiém cta thay Avery. Thay cdm dién thoai tuyét doi va dau gi® lic nao
cling danh mudoi phit kiém tra bang hét ba 16 c nhw thé thay la tredng doi
an ninh san bay con ching toi thi c6 tén trong s6 den vay. Lic do toi da cat
dién thoai trong ta d6, nhw moi khi.

“Cau ciling vay sao?” Addy quay phat sang phia t6i, nhanh t&i n6i mai téc
vang 6ng nhu trong quang cao dau goi dau cta cau ta cudn lén quanh vai.
Dé cau ta dén day mot minh nhu thé nay chac nguoi ta da phai phau thuat
tach roi cau ta véi ban trai. “Cai dién thoai do cling khong phai ctia em.”

“Em nita,” Cooper hua theo. Giong mién Nam ctia cau ta néi nghe ra nhw
nira vay. Cau ta va Addy nhin nhau ngac nhién, va toi ti hoi lam sao ma ho
lai khong biét ly do ctia nhau trong khi ca hai déu choi chung mét héi. Co
thé nhitng con nguwdi siéu noi tiéng kia con nhiéu thit hay ho hon dé néi thay
vi chuyén bi phat oan.
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“Co ké gai ching ta!” Simon cui t6i trwdc, khuyu tay chong trén ban,
trong nhw chi chyc chd vo 1ay nhitng tin don md&i nhat. N6 chia mat nhin
khap luwgt bon ching t6i, nhitng ké bi gom lai vao gitta mét phong hoc ma
gio nay binh thuong sé chang c6 ma nao, roi ditng ¢ Nate. “Sao lai c6 ai
muon bay cho mot dam hoc sinh 1y lich gan nhw khéng ti vét bi phat & lai
sau gio hoc nhi? Co6 vé la tro ma, 0, noi sao nhi, ma mot dita thwong xuyen
phdi dén day bay ra cho vui.”

Toi nhin Nate, nhung khong hinh dung dvgc viéc do. Bay tro gai nguoi
khac bi phat nghe chirng ky cong lam, ma moi tht & Nate - ti* mai téc den
roi bu t6i cai do khoac da cti son - lai nhw muon gao 1én - hodc vira ngap vira
noi, ai biét dugc - rang T6i them vao. Cau ta bat gap anh mat cda t6i nhung
khong néi gi, chi nga ghé ra sau thém nita. Thém mot mi li mét niva thoi la
thé nao cling bat ngtra cho xem.

Cooper ngoi thang lén, gwong mat dep nhw Captain America cau lai.
“Khoan. T6i twdng la c6 1am lan gi thoi, nhing néu ca dam ching ta déu bi,
thi day han phdi la tro choi kham ngu dan cta dita nao dé. Va tai ndé ma toi
mat budi tdp bong chay réi né.” Cau ta néi ¢t nhw minh la mot bac si phau
thuat tim bi can tré khong dugc ciru nguoi vay.

Thay Avery ddo mat. “Dé danh cac thuyét am muu dy cho gido vién khac
di. T6i chang tin dau. May em déu biét quy dinh cdm mang dién thoai vao
16p, vady ma van vi pham.” Thay ném cho Simon mot cai nhin dac biét kho
chiu. Gido vién biét s ton tai cia Nghe Don, nhung chang thé lam gi dé
ngan chan né. Simon chi nhac dén moi nguwdi bang tén viét tat va khong bao
gio cong khai n6i vé nha treong. “Gig thi nghe diy. May em sé & day dén
bon gid. T6i muén moi ngwoi viét mot bai nam tram tir chi dé cong nghé
dang tan pha cac truong trung hoc @ My ra sao. Ai khong lam dung quy dinh
sé bi phat tiép ngay mai.

“Bon em viét bing cai gi day?” Addy héi. O day dau c6 may tinh.” Hau
nhw phong hoc nao ciing trang bi mdy tinh, nhung thay Avery, trong thay 1é
ra phdi vé huu tr mwoi nam trede, la nguwdi bao thu.
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Thay Avery di t6i ban cia Addy va go vao goc mot cudn sé ghi chép mau
vang. Chung toi ai cling c6 mdt cuén. “Hay kham pha phép mau cuaa viéc
viét tay. Mot mon nghé thuat that truyén day.”

Vé béi rdi hién 1o trén khudn mat trai xoan xinh dep ctia Addy. “Nhung
lam sao bon em biét la da di nam tram tr ch@?”

“Dém chtt sao,” thay Avery dap. Thay ha mat xuéng chiéc dién thoai toi
van dang cam trén tay. “Va ngp né day, tro Rojas.”

“Chang lé thay khong thay ky la khi tich thu dién thoai cia em nhitng hai
lan sao? Ai lai c6 t6i hai cai dién thoai chit?” t6i hoi. Nate toét miéng cwoi,
nhanh dén mic t6i xém khong nhan thdy. “Em néi that do thay Avery, cé
nguwoi dang choi kham bon em.”

Hang ria bac cta thay Avery giat giat vi khé chiu va thay chia tay ra 1énh.
“Dién thoai, tro Rojas. Trit phi tro mu6n thém mot budi nita.” Toi thé dai
nop dién thoai trong khi thay nhin nhitng nguwdi khac véi vé khong bang
long. “May cai dién thoai ldc trwdc t6i thu ctia cac em dang & ban t6i. Sau
gio phat mdy em c6 thé nhan lai.” Addy va Cooper nhin nhau khoai tra, c6 1é
vi dién thoai that ctia hai ngwdi dé dang yén 6n nam trong ba 16.

Thay Avery tha dién thoai cta t6i vao ngan kéo va ng6i xuéng ban gido
vién, gié sach ra va chuan bi 10 tit bon toi di trong mot gio ké tiép. T6i lay
bt ra, go go 1én mat gidy va suy nghi vé bai cia minh. Thay Avery c6 that
tin rang cong nghé dang pha hoai trvong hoc khong? Mot tuyén bé cé hoi
quy chup chi vi vai céi dién thoai 1én mang vao 16p. Cé 1é dé la bay va thay
dang trong doi chiing t6i phan bac thay vi dong y véi thay.

Toi liéc sang Nate, nguwdi dang guc mat vao cudn so va hi hody mdy tinh
Iom lap di lap lai bang chit in hoa. Cé thé toi dang nghi qua 1én thoi.

Cooper
Thit Hai ngay 24 thang Chin, 3:05 chiéu

M¢i mdy phit tay td6i da moi. Tham hai chua, t6i nghi, nhung ding la t6i
cha nhd noi 1an cubi cing minh viét tay. Vi lai toi dang viét bang tay phai,
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mot viéc du c6 qua bao nhiéu nam t6i van thdy 16ng ngéng. Ba t6i khang
khang bat toi viét bang tay phdi tit 16p hai sau khi thay t6i ném bong. Tay
trdi cua con la vang do, ba noi v6i toi. Pung phi vao nhirng thir tao lao. Ma
theo ba, tc la moi tht trén doi ngoai ném bong.

Do cling 1a lac ba bat dau goi t6i la Cooperstown, theo tén noi c6 sanh
dwong danh vong cua lang bong chay. Khong gi bang dat chut ap lwc 1én
mot thang nhoc tam tudi.

Simon tho tay vao ba 16 luc loi, m& hét cac ngan. N6 nhac cai ba 16 dé 1én
dui va ngé vao trong. “Binh nuwéc cua té6i dau mat r6i?”

“Khong noi chuyén, cau Kelleher,” thay Avery n6i ma khéng nhin lén.

“Em biét, nhwng... em mat binh nwéc roi a. Em dang khat.”

Thay Avery chi vé phia voi nwdc cudi phong, trén ban ¢ dé dé day cac
loai cdc va khay thi nghiém. “bi 1dy nwdc di. Trong im Idng.”

Simon ditng day lay trong dong coc trén ban ra mot cai roi hitng nuwéc tw
voi vao d6. N6 vé cho va dé cai coc 1én ban minh, nhung dudng nhw bi phan
tam bai cai kiéu viét deu déu cta Nate. “E,” né noéi, da vao chan ban Nate.
“No6i that di. C6 phai may bé may cai dién thoai d6 vao ba 16 dé pha bon nay
khong?”

Gio thi thay Avery nhin 1én, cau may. “T6i n6i la im Idng, cau Kelleher.”

Nate ngd ngudi ra sau va khoanh tay lai. “T6i lam thé lam gi?”

Simon nhin vai. “Ly do gi chang dugc? DEé may c6 ban chiu phat cung
bat ké t0i may la gi, phai khong?”

“Hai cau ma th6t ra mot 10i nao nita thi mai ti€p tuc & lai day,” thay Avery
canh bao.

Du vay Simon van m@ miéng, nhung triede khi né kip noéi gi thi co tiéng
banh xe rit 1én va theo sau la tiéng hai chiéc xe dung nhau. Addy ha hoc con
toi thi 6m lay ban nhu thé c6 ai vira tong vao sau xe tdi. Nate, c6 vé vui
murng triedc su co bat ngo nay, la dita dau tién chay tdi civa s6. “Ai lai tong
nhau dudi bai do xe trwong thé kia?” cau ta hoi.
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Bronwyn nhin thay Avery nhu thé xin phép, khi thay ditng day thi nho do
cling lao tgi cho ctra s6. Addy theo sau nho va t6i rot cudc ciing roi khoi
ban. Thaéi thi coi c6 chuyén gi cling dugc. T6i twa ngudi vao go cira s6 dé
nhin ra ngoai va Simon dén bén canh t6i cung vd&i mot tiéng cuwdi khinh
khinh trong ltic n6 quan sat canh twgng bén dudi.

Hai chiéc xe, mot chiéc xe cli mau do va mot chiéc mau xam khong c6 gi
ddc biét, ddm sam vao nhau thanh mot géc vuong. Ching tdi c im lang
nhin cham cham vao hai chiéc xe cho t6i khi thay Avery thé hat ra mot hoi
buc bdi. “T6i nén di xudng xem c6 ai bi thwong khong.” Thay nhin khap
lwgt ching t6i va nham thay Bronwyn la dita dang tin cdy nhat ca dam. “Tro
Rojas, gitr trat ti trong phong cho dén khi toi tré lai.”

“Vang a,” Bronwyn noi, lo lang li€c nhin Nate. Chiing t6i & yén canh ctra
s0, quan sat canh twgng bén dwéi, nhung truedc khi thay Avery hay mot gido
vién nao khac xuat hién ngoai kia, ca hai chiéc xe khdi dong va chay ra khoi
bai dau.

“0, dau voi dudi chudt thé,” Simon néi. N6 trd lai ban va cam coc 1én,
nhuwng thay vi ngoi xuéng, no lai litng thitng t6i tredc 16p va sam soi bang
tuan hoan nguyén t6 héa hoc. N6 tho dau ra hanh lang nhu thé sap bé di,
nhung r6i lai quay vao va gio cai coc 1én nhu dang chic mirng ching t6i.
“Cé6 ai muodn uéng nwéc khong?”

“T6i muodn,” Addy néi, lach ngwdi ngoi xuéng ghé cua minh.

“Ty di ma lay, cong chia a.” Simon cudi khay. Addy ddo mat va cit ngoi
tai cho trong khi Simon dwa vao ban cua thiay Avery. “Cong chda that ay
nhi? Gio cau sé lam gi day khi ma ngay hoi treong qua roi? Tw gio téi vii
hdi cudi cap con 1au lam day.”

Addy nhin toi ma khong tra 10i. Toi khong trach nho. Dong suy nghi cta
Simon gan nhw chang bao gio dan tGi diéu gi tot dep moi khi dinh tgi ban be
cta ching t6i. N6 lam nhw minh cha them quan tam t&i viéc ban than c6 noi
tiéng trong treong hay khong, nhung lai vénh vénh tw dac khi lot vao danh
sach c6 anh huwdng hoi vii hoi 16p muwdi mot t6 chirc mua xuan vira qua. To6i
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van khong chac lam sao né xoay dugc tai vay, trir phi n6 doi bi mat lay
phiéu bau.

Du vay, Simon lai lot mat tiéu khéi danh sach c6 anh hwéng vao ngay hoi
treong tuan réi. Toi dugc bau lam vua ngay hoi truong, nén c6 1€ t6i la muc
tiéu quay roi tiép theo ctia nd, hodc muc tiéu cia bat ké tro quy quai nao ma
no dang thuc hién.

“Y cau la sao, Simon?” tdi héi, ngdi xudng ké bén Addy. That sy thi,
Addy va t6i khong than lam, nhung t6i luon cam thay can bao vé nhd. Nho
da hen ho vdi ban than nhat cda toi tir nam 16p chin va nhé la mot diva dé
thwong. Pong thoi nho cling khong phai ngwoi biét cach chong lai mot ké
bam dai nhu dia nhw Simon.

“Cau ta la tiéu thw con cau la thang t chi phat trién,” n6é néi. N6 hat cam
vé phia Bronwyn, roi qua Nate. “Con cau la con nha ngudi ta. Con cau la
thang lwu manh. Ca dam cac cau ding la khuén mau budc ra tr may bo
phim teen day.”

“Con cau thi sao?” Bronwyn hoi. Nhé nay ban ndy van con lang vang
quanh ctta s6, nhung gio da vé lai cho ciia minh va ng6i vat véo trén ban.
Nhé bat tréo chan va gat mai téc den c6t dudi ngwa qua mot bén vai. Nam
nay nhé c6 vé gi dé trong dang yéu hon. Coé 1é 1a cap kiéng mdi? Toc dai
hon? Ty nhién lai khoac 1én cai vé vira mot sach vira sexy vay.

“T6i la nguoi ké chuyén toan tri,” Simon noi.

Hai hang chan may cia Bronwyn nhuwéng lén qua vanh kinh gong den.
“Trong mdy bo phim teen lam gi c6 nhan vat do.”

“A, nhung Bronwyn 0i.” Simon nhdy mét va wc mot hoi dai hét c6c nuée.
“Ngoai doi thi co day.”

N6 noi vé de doa va toi ti hoi liéu né c6 nam thép dugce gi vé Bronwyn dé
dang lén céi ¢ng dung ngu dan ctia né khong. T6i ghét cai tng dung do kinh
khung. Gan nhu toan bo ban beé cta t6i déu bi dwa 1én dé khong mét thi cling
vai lan, va doi lic chuyén d6 dem lai rac rdi that sy. Luis ban tdi va ban gai
no chia tay vi bai viét cia Simon. Tuy dung la Luis c6 lén giwong véi em ho
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ctia ban gai minh thiét. Nhung du sao thi dau nhét thiét phai dem céng bo
chuyén do ché. Tin don hanh lang da da mét roi.

Va noi thiét, tdi kha sg tredc nhitng gi Simon c6 thé dang veé t6i mot khi
né quyét lam thé.

Simon gio cai coc 1én, nhan mat. “Thit nay mui kinh qua.” N6 tha roi cai
coc, va toi ddo mat ngan ngam trudc tro 16 cia n6. Ngay ca khi né dé guc
xudng san, toi cling con twdng n6é dang gid bo. Nhung roi lic do6 né bat dau
kho khe.

Bronwyn bat day trudc tién, quy xuéng bén canh né. “Simon,” nhé néi,
lay lay vai n6. “Cau c6 sao khéng? Chuyén gi thé? Cau néi dugc khéng?”
Giong nhé chuyén tr lo lang sang hodng loan, nén toi chay t&i. Nhung Nate
nhanh hon, lach qua nguwdi téi va quy xuéng canh Bronwyn.

“Cay but,” cau ta n6i, dwa mat kiém tra mét lwgt khuon mat do nhw gac
cta Simon. “Cau c6 but khong?” Simon gat lia lia, ban tay cao c6. Toi lay
cdy viét trén ban minh va dua cho Nate, twdng cau ta dinh thyc hién mé khi
quan cap ciu hay gi d6. Nhuwng Nate chi nhin t6i tran tran nhw thé toi c6 hai
cai dau. “But tiém epinephrine,” cau ta néi, luc loi ba 16 cia Simon. “N6
dang bi di tng.”

Addy diéng do, hai tay 6m lay ngwoi, khong noéi nén 10i. Bronwyn quay
sang toi, mit dé gay. “Tdi chay di bdo gido vién véi goi cap cttu. O lai véi
cau ta, nhé?” Nho 1ay dién thoai ctia minh trong hoc ban thay Avery va chay
ra hanh lang.

Toi quy xudng canh Simon. Hai mat n6 dang 16i ra, moi tim tai, va né
dang phat ra cai am thanh ngat thd dang sg. Nate doc hét moi thi trong ba 16
ctia Simon ra san va xGi tung dong tap vo v6i gidy va do. “Simon, cau dé né
0 dau?” cau ta hoi, m¢& banh cai ngan nho phia tredc ba 16 n6 va 16i ra hai
cay but binh thuwong cung mot chum chia khoa.

Nhwng Simon da khong néi noi nita. T6i dat ban tay nhép moé hoi 1én vai
no6, nhw thé lam vay gitip ich dugc gi. “Cau sé khong sao dau, khong sao hét.
Bon t0i kiém nguoi gidp roi.” T6i nghe duwgce giong minh cham dan, dac lai
nhw keo. Khau am t6i lic nao cting nang hon khi t6i cang thang. T6i quay
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sang Nate va hoi, “Cau chac khéng phai n6 bi nghen chg?” Cé khi né can
x0c bung chir khong phai cay bit y té nao hét.

Nate 10 t6i di, lang cai ba 16 cia Simon sang bén. “Khén kiép!” cau ta gao
1én, ddm tay xudng san. “Cau c6 giit trén ngwoi khong, Simon? Simon!” Mat
Simon 10n ngugc vao trong hoc trong lic Nate luc khap may cai tii quan no.
Nhung cau ta chang tim thdy gi ngoai mot miéng khan gidy nhan nhum.

Tiéng coOi cap cttu réo rat tir xa vong tGi ldc thay Avery va hai thay c6
khac lao vao phong, cung v6i Bronwyn vira nghe dién thoai vira rdo buéc
dang sau. “Khong thay but Epi ctia n6,” Nate néi coc 16c, chi vao dong do
cua Simon.

Thay Avery ha hoc kinh hoang nhin Simon trong mot khac, réi quay sang
toi. “Cooper, phong y té c6 but Epi. Dan nhdan dé & cho dé thay lam.
Nhanh!”

T6i chay ra hanh lang, nghe tiéng buwdc chan dang sau minh nhoé dan trong
lic t6i phéng téi khu cau thang phia sau va giat tung civa. To6i lao ba bac cau
thang mdt 1én lau trén, r6i luon lach qua mdy dita hoc sinh dang di lang
thang dé t&i phong y té. Clra m@ hé, nhung khong ai & trong do.

D6 la mot can phong nho bé chat choi véi mot cai giwvong kham bénh
dyng sat ctra sO va mot cdi ti dé6 mau xam lu lu bén trai téi. T6i nhin quanh
phong, thdy trén twong cé hai cai hop trang vdi chit in hoa mau do. Mot ta
ghi MAY KHU RUNG TIM CAP CUU, ti con lai ghi EPINEPHRINE CAP
CUU. Tai l16ng ngéng g& chét cai cdi ti thit hai va mé né ra.

Bén trong khong co gi.

T6i m@ cai ta kia, bén trong la mot thiét bi bang nhwa c6 in hinh qua tim.
Toi kha chac la khong phai nd, nén t6i chuyén qua luc cai ta do mau xam,
16i ra nao la hop bang keo ca nhan nao la hop thudc aspirin. Toi khong thay
cai gi trong gidng cay viét.

“Cooper, em tim thdy chwa?” c¢6 Grayson, mot trong hai gido vién vao
phong thi nghiém cung thay Avery va Bronwyn, lao vao phong, c6 chong
tay lén hong thd hong hoc.
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Toi chi vé phia cai ta treo twong trong khong. “N6 phai & trong do ché,
ding khong c6? Nhung cha cé gi hét.”

“Kiém tra ti do du trit xem,” c6 Grayson ndi, khong dé y may cai hop
bang ca nhan nam lan 16c trén san cho thay to6i da kiém roi. Mot ong thay
khac nhao vao phu ching t6i, va ca ba x6i tung phong y té 1én trong tiéng
coi xe cdp citu moi lic mot gan. Khi ching t6i dd mé dén cai ta cudi cung,
c6 Grayson lay tay gat m6 héi trén tran. “Cooper, bao thay Avery la ching ta
van chua thay gi. Thay Contos v&i co sé tim tiép.”

T6i tdi phong thi nghiém cuia thay Avery cung lic véi d6i cdp citu. Ca ba
nguwoi bon ho mac dong phuc xanh navy, hai nguoi day mot cai cang ciru
thwvong dai mau trang, mot nguoi lao di tredc dé mé duwong qua dam dong
nho dang tu tap quanh cita. Téi chd dén khi ca ba vao trong r6i mai lach vao
sau ho. Thay Avery ng6i guc trén ghé bén canh tdm bang, chi€c 4o so mi
vang bung ra ngoai quan. “Bon em khong tim dwoc but,” téi néi vdi thay.

Ban tay run rdy cua thay dwa 1én vo mai téc bac thwa thét trong lic mot
nhan vién cap cttu cam mot cai 6ng chich vao nguwdi Simon va hai ngudi kia
nhac né lén cang. “Chda phu hé thang nho,” thay thi thao. V6i chinh thay
hon la va6i t0i, toi nghi vay.

Addy ditng qua mot bén, nwdc mat tuén xuéng hai ma. T6i qua cho nhd
va choang tay qua vai nhé trong lic doi cap cttu day cai cang chd Simon ra
hanh lang. “Thay c6 thé theo cung khong?” mot ngudi trong bon ho hoéi thay
Avery. Thay gat dau va di theo, bé lai can phong vang chi c6 vai gido vién
van con chwra hoan hon va bon diva chiing t6i ndy bi phat cung Simon.

Chi chwa day mwdi lam phat, t6i doan thé, nhung cdm giac nhw da may
tiéng roi.

“Cau ta on roi phai khong?” Addy hoi, giong nghen di. Bronwyn 6m dién
thoai trong ca hai tay nhw thé dang dung né dé cau nguyén. Nate ditng do,
hai tay chéng hong, nhin chdam cham ra ctta trong lic thém nhiéu hoc sinh
va gido vién bat dau len vao phong.

“Co thé moi nguwoi khéng mudn nghe, nhung t6i nghi la khong,” cau ta
noi.
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CHUONG HAI

Addy
Thit Hai ngay 24 thang Chin, 3:25 chiéu

Bronwyn, Nate va Cooper déu dang no6i chuyén véi cac thay co, nhung toi
khong thé. T6i can Jake. T6i 1ay dién thoai ra khéi ba 16 dinh nhan tin cho
anh nhung hai tay run qua. Thé nén t6i goi dién.

“A 16, em a?” Anh nhidc mdy ngay tt hoi chuéng th hai, giong ngac
nhién. Ching t6i khong hay goi dién cho nhau. Ban bé ca hai ciing thé. Cé
doi lan khi toi & bén Jake va dién thoai anh d6 chudng, anh lai gio 1én va héi
dua, “ ‘Cudc goi dén’ 1a gi nhi?” Thuong do6 1a me anh goi.

T6i chi thot ra dugc “Jake” 1a da bat dau nitc nd. Tay Cooper van choang
quanh vai t6i, va do la thi duy nhat giip t6i con ding vitng. Toi khoc dén
khong thé noi dugce gi, nén Cooper tra 10i dién thoai thay toi.

“A 16. O, Cooper né,” cau néi, khau am cau ning hon binh thudng. “Pang
dau vay?” Cau nghe vai gidy. “Gdp tui nay & ngoai dugc khong? Co mot...
M6i c6 chuyén. Addy dang séc 1dm. A, nhé chd sao, nhung... Simon
Kelleher phat bénh trong gid phat. N6 di cap cttu roi, tui nay cha biét n6 cé
qua khong nita.” Loi 1€ thot ra tit miéng Cooper tan vao nhau nhw kem, t6i
gan nhu khong hiéu cau noi gi.

Bronwyn quay sang gido vién gan nhat, co Grayson. “Bon em c6 nén & lai
khong a? Thay c6 cé can bon em khéng?”

Tay co Grayson dat trén co, run run. “Chua oi, chac la khong dau em. Bon
em da ké hét vdi bén cap citu chwa? Simon... uéng nwéc roi guc xuong w?”
Bronwyn va Cooper gat dau. “La qua. Di nhién, thang bé c6 bi di ting lac,
nhung cai gi chit?” em chac la né khéng an cai gi chi?”

https://thuviensach.vn



Cooper tra lai dién thoai cho t6i va dwa tay vudt mai téc vang cat ngan
gon gang. “Em nghi la khong. N6 uéng c6 mot coc nwdc roi té luén.”

“C0 khi 1a do n6 an gi do vao bira trwa,” co Grayson noi. “Co kha nang la
phat di ®ng mudn.” C6 nhin quanh phong, mat dirng lai ¢ cai coc ctia Simon
nam lan 16c trén san. “C6 nghi ching ta nén dé cai nay qua mot bén,” c6 néi,
bwdc qua Bronwyn dé nhat né l1én. “Co thé nguoi ta sé muon kiém tra cai
coc.”

“Em muon vé,” t6i la 1én, quét hai hang nwdc mat trén ma. To6i khong thé
0 trong can phong nay thém giay nao nita.

“Em d& cau ay ra nha?” Cooper hoi, va co6 Grayson gat dau. “Em c6 can
quay lai khong c6?”

“Thoi Cooper, khong sao dau. Can thi chac ngudi ta sé goi em thoi. Vé
nha va c6 gang binh tdm lai di. Simon gio da cé nguwoi lo cho roi.” Co
nghiéng ngudi t6i mot chat, giong diu xudng. “Co rat tiéc. Chuyén do han la
kinh khting 1am.”

Du vay c6 hau nhu chi nhin Cooper. Khong mot c6 gido nao & Bayview
cwong lai dugc sttc quyén rii manh liét cta cau.

Cooper van choang tay quanh t6i su6t dwong ra ngoai. That dé chiu. Toi
khong c6é anh em trai, nhung néu cé, téi twdng twong ho cling sé diu do t6i
nhw thé nay khi to6i dau yéu. Jake khong thich dai da s6 ban bé anh gan giii
toi nhu vay, nhung Cooper thi khong sao. Cau ding dan va lich thiép. T6i
twa dau vao nguoi cau trong lic ca hai di ngang qua dong ap phich ctia buoi
khiéu vii 1é hoi treong tuan tredc dén gio van chua g& xudng. Cooper day
md ctra va, ta on Chua, Jake kia roi.

T6i lao vao vong tay anh, va trong khodnh khac dy, moi chuyén déu on.
T6i sé khong bao gid quén lan dau gap Jake, nam 16p chin: anh niéng rang
va van chwa cao 1én hay c6 bd vai rong nhuw bay gio, nhung chi can thoang
nhin thay hai lim dong tién va doi mat xanh mwét nhw bau troi mua ha cda
anh la toi biét. Anh la ntra kia cua toi. Viéc anh day thi thanh céng chi la qua
khuyén mai.
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Anh vuot téc tdi trong lic Cooper ha giong gidi thich chuyén xdy ra.
“Chua oi, Ads,” Jake n6i. “Kinh khung qua. Bé anh dwa em veé.”

Cooper vé mot minh, va t6i dot nhién thay c6 16i vi da khong lam duoc gi
cho cau. Nghe giong cau, t6i c6 thé thay cau cling hodng hoét nhw t6i vay, chi
la cau che giau giéi hon thoi. Nhung Cooper cuc ky siéu, cau co6 thé xi ly
moi chuyén. Ban gai cau, Keely, la mot trong nhitng c6 ban than cua t6i, va
la kiéu con gai lam gi ciling gidéi. Nho sé biét chinh x4c can lam gi. Gioi hon
toi rat nhiéu.

T6i ngo6i vao xe Jake va nhin thi trdn nhat nhoa vut qua trong lic anh lai
xe hoi qua nhanh. Nha t6i chi cach treong chitng mot dam, quang duong
ngan thoi, nhung t6i dang chuan bi tinh than dé déi mat v&i phan ng cta
me vi toi chac me da hay tin. Cac kénh lién lac cia me la mot bi an, nhung
ludn chinh xac, va y nhw rang, me da ditng san & hién trude trong khi Jake
cho xe 1én 16i vao. T6i c6 thé doc dwoc thai do ctia me du Botox da lam
dong citng moi biéu cam trén mat me tir doi nao.

Toi doi Jake mé@ ctra xe cho minh r6i mdéi buéc ra, ric ngwoi vao dudi
vong tay anh nhw moi khi. Chi t6i, Ashton, hay dua rang t6i la mot trong
may con vat ky sinh sé chét néu khéng cé vat cha. That sy nghe chang buon
Cwoi ti nao.

“Adelaide!” vé lo lang cua me trong m@i kich lam sao. Me chia tay ra khi
ching t6i bwdc 1én bac thém vao nha va vuot ve tay kia cia t6i. “Ké me
nghe c6 chuyén gi nao.”

T6i khong muon. Pac biét la khi ban trai cia me dang lap 16 ngay cira sau
lvng me, toc mach nhung lai ra vé that long quan tam. Justin nho hon me
muoi hai tudi, tic 1a tré hon 6ng chong thit hai ciia me nam tudi, va tré hon
b6 t6i muwoi lam tudi. V6i da nay, tiép theo chac me sé hen ho vGi Jake.

“Khong sao ca,” toi thi tham, lach minh qua khoéi bon ho. “Con khong

»

sao.

“Chao c6 Calloway,” Jake n6i. Me dung ho cta 6ng chong thi¢ hai chi
khong phéi ho bo t6i. “Dé chau dwa Addy lén phong. Chuyén kinh khing
lam. Cho em ay nghi ngoi roi chau ké cho.” T6i lic nao cling ngac nhién
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tre@c cai cach Jake néi chuyén v6i me, nhw thé hai ngudi ho la ban dong
trang lira.

Va me cling dé mac anh. Me thich vay la dang khac. “Di nhién r6i,” me
ran ra mot nu cuoi.

Me ludn cho rang t6i khong xitng véi Jake. Me nhac di nhac lai diéu do
suot tir I6p muoi, khi anh tr6 ma thanh mot chang cuc ky hot con toi thi van
nhu cti. Ngay trede khi Ashton va toi con bé, me thuwong cho chung t6i tham
gia may cuoc thi hoa khoi, va ca hai ltic nao ciling chi dwgc hang hai. Luon la
cong chua, khong bao gio dugc nit hoang. Khong té, nhung cting khong da
dé hap dan va giitr chan nguoi dan 6ng c6 thé cham soc ta ca doi.

T6i khong chac liéu diéu do da bao gio duge tuyén bé nhu 1a mot muc
tiéu hay gi chwa, nhung d6 la cai ching to6i phai nham dén. Me da that bai.
Ashton dang chat vat trong cudc hon nhan hai nam véi ditc 6ng chéng bo
ngang treong ludt va gan nhe chang danh may thoi gian & bén chi. May c6
gai nha Prentiss khong biét bi lam sao ma chang gitt dugc gi 1au.

“Xin 16i anh,” t6i thi tham v@&i Jake trong lic Ién lau. “Em chang biét phai
lam sao. Anh phdi thdy Bronwyn vGi Cooper co. Hai ngudi do giéi lam. Con
Nate nita - Chia oi. Em khong ngo cé ngay lai thdy Nate Macauley ding ra
xoay x0& nhu vay. Em la dita duy nhat chang lam dugc gi.”

“Suyt, dirng noi thé,” Jake khé noi, 4p moéi 1én téc toi. “Khong phai vay
dau.”

Anh néi véi giong ditt khoat, vi anh chi nhin thdy nhitng gi t6t dep nhat
noi to6i. Néu mot ngay diéu do thay doi, t6i that 1ong khong biét minh sé lam
gl nira.

Nate
Thit Hai ngay 24 thang Chin, 4:00 chiéu

Bronwyn va t6i xuéng dén noi thi bdi do xe da gan nhw trong khong, va
chiing t6i do dy chwa muén bwdc ra khéi ctra. T6i biét Bronwyn tir hoi mau
gido, cong véi mot hai nam cdp hai, nhwng chiing t6i khong that sw choi vai
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nhau. Du vy, cdm gidc c6 ciu ta bén canh chang hé ky la chit nao. Sau bién
c6 trén lau kia thi gan nhw con dé chiu nita.

Cau ta nhin quanh nhw thé méi tinh day. “T6i khong lai xe,” cau thi tham.
“Dinh 1a sé c6 nguwdi don. Bén Epoch Coffee.” Cau ta néi diéu dé nghe cé
vé hé trong, nhw thé con gi do cau khong cho t6i biét.

Toi con phai di giao dich, nhung gid c6 1é khong phai ltc. “Cau muon di
nho khong?”

Bronwyn doi theo anh mat t6i dén chiéc m6 to cuia toi. “Cau dua chac? Co
cho tién t6i cling khong lén cai thit nguy hiém do6. Cau co biét ty 1é chét
nguoi cua no la bao nhiéu khong? Khong phai tro dua dau.” Cau trong nhw
san sang 16i ra mat t¢ so liéu cho t6i xem.

“Tuy cau.” Toi nén dé mac cau ta va vé nha, nhung téi van chua san sang
doi mat véi cdi bi thit kia. T6i twa lvng vao twong va 16i cai chai bet dung
rwgu ra khoi tdi 4o khoac, van m& nap va chia ra cho Bronwyn. “Ué6ng
khong?”

Cau ta khoanh chat hai tay treéc ngie. “Cau dua a? Pay la y twéng thién
tai ctia cau trwede khi tréo 1én cai co6 may huy diét cta cau d6 ha? Lai con
ngay trong khuon vién treong nita?”

“Hoc sinh girong mau nhi?” T6i thuc sy khong phai bgm rwou gi; t6i chi
vo cai binh tir cho 6ng gia sang nay roi quén bang né di. Nhung choc tic
Bronwyn cé gi do6 khién t6i khodi chi.

Toi vira dinh nhét n6 tré lai vao tdi thi Bronwyn cau may va chia tay ra.
“Sao cling dugc.” Cau dua phich vao twdong canh t6i, tudt xuodng tirng chut
mot cho dén khi ngoi bét trén dat. Vi ly do nao d6 ma t6i nhd lai hoi tiéu
hoc, céi hoi t6i va Bronwyn cung hoc tai mot truong Cong gido. Cai héi ma
trwc khi cudc doi hoan toan trd thanh dia nguc tran gian. O trwong d6 con
gai mac vay dong phuc ké 6, va gio cau cling dang mac mot cai vay tuwong
tw, cai vay héch 1én dé 16 bap dui khi cau bat tréo hai c6 chan. Khong té.

Cau tu mot hoi dai dén bat ngo. “Chuyén. Gi. Vira. Xay. Ra?”

T6i ngoi xuong canh cdu va cam lay cai binh, dat n6 xuéng khoang dat
gitra hai chung toi. “T0i cling chiu.”
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“Tréng cau ta nhu sap chét tdi noi.” Tay Bronwyn run dén do khi cau cam
cai binh lén lan nita, cai binh danh 16c coc trén mat dat. “Cau c6 thay thé
khong?”

“U,” t6i néi, trong lic Bronwyn noc thém mdt ngum nita va nhan mit.

“T6i nghiép Cooper,” cau noéi. “Nghe giong nhu thé cau ta méi chan w6t
chan rdo dwdi qué lén. Lan nao lo lang cau ta cling chuyén sang cai giong
do.”

“T6i khong biét day. Nhung con nhé gi gi kia thi vo dung hét sic.”

“Addy.” Vai Bronwyn khé huych td6i mot cai. “Cau phdi biét tén cau ta
chw.”

“Tai sao?” Toi khong nghi ra dugc ly do nao hgp ly. Trtv m@i ndy ra thi
tredc gio nhé dé va t6i gan nhu chang dung nhau lan nao, va c6 1é sau nay
cling sé nhu thé. To6i kha chac cd hai ching t6i déu khong thay cé van dé gi
v6i chuyén do. Toi biét kiéu nguwdi nhé dé la thé nao. Trong dau chang co gi
ngoai ban trai va nhitng tro dau da nho nhen véi dam ban tuan nay. Thi,
cling hot, nhung ngoai ra thi chang c6 cai veo gi nita.

“Vi tdt ca ching ta vira trai qua mot bién c6 khing khiép,” Bronwyn néi,
nhu thé thé 1a da vay.

“Cau c6 lam nguyén tac nhi?”

Toi quén mat & vGi Bronwyn c6 thé mét méi nhwong nao. Ngay ca hoi
tiéu hoc, s6 lwgng nhitng thit linh tinh v& van ma cau ta dé y t6i moi ngay co
thé lam mot ngwdi binh thwdng phat nan. Cau ta ltic nao ciing c6 gang tham
gia cac loai hoat dong, hay t6 chitc hoat dong dé ngwoi khac cing tham gia.
R6i rot cudc quan ly hét bat ké 1a cdu ta tham gia hay t6 chirc.

Du vay, cau khong hé nham chan. T6i cong nhan diéu do.

Chung t6i ng6i im lang, nhin nhitng chiéc xe cudi cung roi bai do, con
Bronwyn 1au lau lai nhap mot ngum. Khi cu6i cung t6i lwgt téi cam cai binh,
toi strng sot nhan ra n6 da nhe di chitng nao. T6i khong nghi Bronwyn quen
udng ruvgu manh. Trong cau giong kiéu may dita udng rugu trai cay la cung.
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T6i nhét cai binh trd lai vao tdi trong Iic cau tim chat 1y tay do to6i ma
giat. “Cau biét khong, toi da tinh néi v6i cau, hoi chuyén xdy ra dy - la t6i
rat tiéc vé chuyén ctia me cau,” cau ngac ngir. “Cau toi cling chét vi tai nan,
cling vao tam do6. Toi da mudn ndi véi cau, nhung... cau vdi toi, o thi, tui
minh khong that sy...” Giong cau nho dan, ban tay van nam tay 4o toi.

“Ct noi,” t0i bao cau. “Khong sao. Rat ti€c vé chuyén cau cua cau.”

“Cau han phai nhé me minh lam.”

T6i khong mudn néi vé me. “Gid xe cap citu tdi nhanh nhi?”

Bronwyn hoi dé mat va rut tay vé, nhing van tiép tuc cudc tro chuyén doéi
deé tai xoanh xoach. “Sao cdu biét phai lam gi? Véi Simon ay?”

T6i nhan vai. “Ai chang biét n6 bi di &ng lac. Di ¢ng thi x ly thé thoi.”

“T6i dau co biét vé cay but.” Cau bat cudi. “Cooper con dwra cau mét cay
btit that nita chi¥! C¢ nhw thé cau sdp stta viét cho cau dy mdy chit ay... Oi
Chua 0i.” Cau dap dau vao twong manh dén doé toi twdng vo so dén noi. “To6i
nén vé thoi. Ngoi thé nay chang lam dugc gi.”

“T6i van c6 thé chd cau vé nhé.”

Toi khong nghi cau sé dong y, nhung cau dap, “Puoc, di luén” va chia tay
ra. Cau loang choang mot chut luc toi do cau ditng day. Toi khong nghi rgu
ngam ngay sau muoi lam phut, nhung c6 1€ t6i da xem nhe viéc Bronwyn
Rojas kha nhe can. Lé ra toi nén lay lai cai binh sém hon.

“Cau ¢ dau?” t6i hoi, cudi 1én con xe va tra chia vao 0.

“Phé Thorndike. Cach day vai dam. Qua trung tam thi tran, virta qua
Starbucks thi ré trai vao khu dan cu Stone Valley.” Khu nha giau trong thi
tran. Chuan roi.

T6i chang may khi chd ai, cling chang thira cai mii bao hiém nao, nén t6i
dwa cau mii cta t6i. Cau doi mi va téi phdi c6 gang lam m@i khong dan mat
vao cho bap dui 16 ra khi cau leo 1én ngoi sau lung toi, kep vat vay vao giita
hai chan. Cau vong tay 6m eo t6i that chat, nhwng t6i chang n6i mot 19i.

“DPi cham thoi nhé?” cau héi hop nhac khi t6i dé may xe. Toi tinh tréu cau
thém mot chut, nhung rét cude lai roi bai do vdi téc do chi bang phan nira
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moi khi. Va cau ghi 1ay t6i con chat hon nita, du toi twdng nay da la hét mirc
r6i. Chung t6i c di nhw thé, cau doi mi bao hiém ap chéat vao lung toi, va
toi dam ca mot nghin do la, néu t6i c6 chirng ay tién, la mat cau nham tit mai
dén khi hai chiing t6i vé dén 16i vao nha cau.

Ng6i nha trong ding nhu trong twdng twgng - mot kién tric Victoria
khong 16 v6i mot tham cé rong cung du loai cay c6i va hoa la. Trén 16i di do
mot chiéc SUV Volvo, va chiéc mo t6 cua t6i - ma c6 thé goi la xe co dién
néu dé tinh xué xoa - ditng ké bén trong ngd ngan at ciing khong kém gi
Bronwyn sau lung toi luc nay vay. Nhitng thit khong nén ¢ canh nhau la day
chtr dau.

Bronwyn xu6ng xe va chat vat véi cai mii. Toi thdo quai va giip cau cdi
mi ra, g& mot lon t6c mac ket vao trong khoa cai. Cau hit mot hoi sau va
vuot thang lai vay.

“That dang so,” cau noi, roi giat minh khi nghe tiéng chudéng dién thoai.
“Ba 10 t6i dau r6i?”

“Sau lung kia.”

Cau go ba 16 xudng va 16i dién thoai ti* ngan ngoai ra. “A 16? Cé, duogc...
Phai, Bronwyn dang nghe. Liéu... Oi Chiia 0i. Chic chit a?” Ba 16 cau tudt
khoi tay va roi xuong canh chan. “Cam on vi da bao.” Cau ha dién thoai
xuong va nhin cham cham vao t6i, d6i mat dai di dam lé.

“Nate, cau ta chét roi,” cau néi. “Simon chét r6i.”
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CHUONG BA

Bronwyn
Thir Ba ngay 25 thang Chin, 8:50 sang

T6i khong thé théi nham di nham lai trong dau. Gio la tdm gio nam muoi
phtt sang thit Ba, hai muoi bon gid trede Simon dang trén duong téi phong
cht nhiém lan cudi cung trong doi. Va sau gio nam phit sau do chiung t6i
cung nhau dén phong chiu phat. Mgt gid sau, n6 chét.

Mudi bay nam, két thic nhw thé do.

T6i lach minh vao chiéc ghé quen thudc noi géc phong hoc, cam giac hai
muoi lam cai dau xoay vé phia minh khi t6i ng6i xuéng. Du khéng con
Nghe Don cap nhat thong tin, thi cai chét ctia Simon dén gid an t6i hom qua
da lan khap chén. T6i nhan dwgc hang 16 hang 16¢ tin nhan tir tat cd nhitng
nguoi toi tirng cho so dién thoai.

“Cau khong sao chit?” c6 ban Yumiko ruwén ngwoi qua siét tay toi. Toi gat,
nhung lam thé khién con vang vat trong dau thém tram trong. Hoa ra nita
binh rugu bourbon d6 vao mét cai da day rong la mot y twéng toi té. May
ma lic Nate tha t6i xuéng b6 me t6i déu van con dang & cho lam, va em t6i,
Maeve, da trut xudng hong toi vira da lvgng ca phé den dé toi tinh tdo dugc
mot chit khi ho vé dén nha. Nhitng anh hwdng con sét lai ctia cho rwgu, bo
me t6i déu quy cho sang chan tam ly.

Chuong dau gio vang 1én, nhung khéng co6 tiéng loa lé ré quen thuoc mé
dau cho nhitng thong bao budi sang. Thay vao do, co6 cht nhiém Park hang
giong va dirng 1én tr sau ban gido vién. TO gidy c6 dang nam trong tay run
ban bat khi c6 cat giong doc. “Sau day la thong bao chinh thitc tir ban giam
hiéu trwong trung hoc Bayview. Toi rat 1dy lam tiéc khi phdi bao tin buon
nay dén cho cac em. Chiéu hom qua, m6t ban hoc cia cac em, Simon
Kelleher, da bi phat di ng nghiém trong. Tuy Simon nhanh chong dugc dwa
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di cap cttu, nhung khong may la da qua mudn. Simon mat trong bénh vién
khong lau sau do.”

Co6 ai do6 ndc 1én mot tiéng, theo ngay sau la mot loat nhitng am thanh thi
tham lao xao khé lan khap phong. Phan nita phong da 16i dién thoai ra. Coi
nhw hom nay quy dinh dem quang sot rac hét. Trwdc khi kip ngan minh lai,
toi cling da 16i dién thoai tir trong ba 10 ra va bat Nghe Pon 1én. T6i phan
nao ngad rang sé nhin thay thdng bao vé cai tin nong s6t méi ma Simon khoe
chiéu hém qua trwéc khi vao phong phat, nhwng di nhién la chang c6 gi
ngoai tin tuan trudc.

Tay trong phé pha rat dwgc yéu mén cta chiing ta dang tinh thir budc vao linh viee dién dnh. RC
da gan mot cai mdy quay trong hop dén trén tran phong ngu, va da t6 chitc may budi cong chiéu
cho nhém ban ctia cdu ta. Cac co géi, hdy can than. (Tuy la, vdi KL thi mudn ro6i.)

Ai cling thay cai sy dong dwa gilta nang tho mong mo TC va chang dai gia mdi vé truong GR,
nhung liéu c6 gi hon thé nita khong thi ai ma biét duwgc? Ma du cé ai biét chang nita thi han dé
khong phai la ban trai cua nang roi, vi trong khi chang ngo6i trén khan dai ngoai troi xem tran
dau hom tht Bay thi T va G dang say swa mdy mua v@i nhau ngay bén dwdi chan chang.

Thwong JD. Céi s6 ludn la ngwoi biét sau cung.

biéu dac biét nhat vé Nghe Po6n chinh la... ban gan nhw hoan toan cé thé
tin chac tirng tir mot trong dé déu ding s that. Simon 13p cai ¢ng dung tw
nam I6p muoi, sau khi danh ky nghi xuan trong mot trai hé 1ap trinh dat tién
nao do & Thung liing Silicon, va khong ai ngoai n6 duwgc quyén dang bai 1én
d6. Nguon tin cia n6 & khap trong tredong, va nhitng thi né dang déu dugc
chon loc va kiém tra ky. Moi ngudi thuwong la chéi hoac 10 di, nhung né
chua bao gio sai.

T6i chwa titng duwgc nhac dén trén doé; t6i sach sé qua ma. Chi c6 duy nhat
mot diéu Simon da cé thé viét vé t6i, nhung né hau nhw khong thé nao phat
hién ra do la gi.

Gio thi n6 sé chang bao gio biét dwgc nita.

Co Park van dang noéi. “Ca ngay hom nay & hoi truong sé c6 budi tham
van tam ly. Cac em dugc phép roi 16p bat ¢t lic nao cam thay can chia sé
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vOi ai d6 vé tham kich vira qua. Nha truong dy dinh sé t6 chitc m6t budi 1é
twong niém cho Simon sau tran bong ngay thit Bay, va ngay khi c6 thong tin
cu thé thay c6 sé bao cho cac em. Con vé chuyén hau sy cta gia dinh Simon
thi khi biét thay c6 cling sé cap nhat cho cac em.”

Chu6ng vang 1én va ca phong luc duc ditng 1én dé vé 16p, nhung co6 Park
goi tén toi trwdc ca khi toi kip cam ba 10 1én. “Bronwyn, em & lai mot lat
duwoc khong?”

Yumiko ném cho t6i mot cai nhin day cam thong lic nho ditng 1én, vén
mot lon trén mai téc den cat ngan ra sau tai. “Minh v6i Kate chd cau ngoai
hanh lang nhé?”

T6i gat dau va cam lay ba 16. C6 Park van dang cam ho td thong bao khi
toi tién lai ban c6. “Bronwyn, hiéu tredng Gupta mudn ca bon hoc sinh c6
mat trong phong cung Simon tirng em mét ¢6 budi tham van riéng ngay hom
nay. C6 ay c6 nhd co6 béo lai véi em la budi gap ciia em sé dién ra lic muoi
mot gio tai van phong thay O’Farrell.”

Thay O’Farrell 1a ¢6 van hoc tap cua t6i, va téi qua quen véi van phong
cta thay. Su6t sdu thang qua t6i da dén do rat nhiéu lan, 1én ké hoach cho
viéc vao dai hoc. “Thay O’Farrell 1a ngudi tham van a?” toi hoi. Thé c6 1é
cling khong té lam.

Tran c6 Park nhan lai. “O, khong. Truong moi chuyén gia ve.”

Tuyét. Toi da danh cd nira budi t6i hdm qua dé ra sic thuyét phuc bd me
la minh khong can gap bac si nao hét. Ho at sé mirng lam khi t6i rot cude
cling bi budc phai di. “Vang,” t6i no6i, va nan lai chd xem liéu c6 con gi dé
noi vai toi nita khong, nhung c6 chi guwgng gao vo vo canh tay toi.

Nhw da hita, Kate va Yumiko van dang 16n vén trude civa. Ca hai moi
nguwoi mot bén ho tong toi dén 16p Pai so la tiét dau tién, nhw thé che chan
bao vé t6i khoi nhitng tay paparazzi tro trén. Du vay, Yumiko né sang bén
ngay khi nho thdy Evan Neiman ditng chd tréc ctra 16p ching toi.

“Chao cau, Bronwyn.” Evan dang mac mot trong may chiéc 4o polo c6
chir 16ng nhau quen thudc cta ciu, dong chit EWN kiéu viét tay duwoc théu
vao nguc trai bén trén tim cu. Toi c thac mac mai khong biét W la viét tat
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cua cai gi. Walter? Wendell? William? T6i mong la William, khong thi that
kho than cau. “Cau c6 nhan dwgc tin nhan cia minh t6i qua khong?”

C6. Cau can gi khéng? Mudn co6 nguoi bau ban khéng? Vi dé la lan duy
nhat Evan Neiman cht dong nhan tin, nén cai phan tiéu cyc trong to6i quyét
dinh han la ciu dang mong cau duwgc mot ghé ngoi & hang dau cho sy kién
chan dong nhat tirng xdy ra ¢ Bayview nay. “Minh cé thay, cAm on cau.
Nhung t6i qua minh mét qua.”

“A, vay néu khi nao cAu mudn tdm s, cit bdo minh nhé.”

Evan liéc nhin hanh lang dang thwa thét dan. Cau la ngudi vo cung ding
gio gidc. “Bon minh vao 16p la vira roi, nhi?”

Yumiko toe toét cudi vGi toi trong ltic ca hai ngo6i xuong ghé va thi tham,
“Evan ct hoi cau & dau sudt budi on tap Paoi tuyén Toan hom qua do.”

Toi wéc gl minh cling hao hitng dwgc nhw nho, nhung twr lic & trong
phong phat cho dén tiét Dai s6, & mot thoi diém nao do t6i ty dung chang
con thay hitng thd gi véi Evan Neiman nita. C6 thé do la do cang thang hau
sang chan ti* vu viéc cta Simon, nhung ngay lic nay day téi chang thé nhg
noi lic trude t6i thady cau hap dan & diém nao. Ciing chang phai t6i yéu cau
dién cuong say dam gi. Chu yéu la t6i da nghi, Evan va t6i c6 kha nang tré
thanh mot cdp ra tro dén lic t6t nghiép, roi sau dé ca hai sé vui vé chia tay
nhau, mo6i nguwdi mot nga huwdng vé ngoi trwong dai hoc minh da chon. T6i
nhan ra nghe qua thi khong dwgc thi vi cho 1am, nhung hen ho trung hoc
cling chi dén thé ma théi. ft ra thi 1a déi vdi toi.

Toi ngoi sudt tiét Pai s6, dau 6c & tan dau, cach xa nhitng phwong trinh
muon dam, thé roi dot nhién tiét hoc két thic va toi lai rdo bwdc tGi 16p Ngit
van nang cao cung Kate va Yumiko. Pau t6i van con nghi ngoi mai vé
nhitng gi da xdy ra hom qua, dén do khi ching t6i di ngang qua Nate ngoai
hanh lang, t6i lién budt miéng goi, “Chao Nate,” nhw thé do6 la viéc binh
thuong nhat trén doi. Toi ding lai, khién ca hai ngac nhién, va cdu ta cling
dirng budc.

“Chao,” cau ta dap. Mai toc den cua cau ta réi bu hon bao gio hét, va t6i
kha chac cau ta van dang madc cai o thun tit hom qua. Du vay, khong hiéu
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sao vé ngoai nay hop vdi cau ta. Rat hgp la dang khac. Moi thit noi cau ta,
tir dang nguwdi cao 1éu khéu t6i go ma géc canh va doi mat hoi xa nhau véi
16ng mi den dai, déu dang khién dong suy nghi cta toi roi loan.

Kate va Yumiko cling dang nhin cdu ta cham cham, nhung theo mot kiéu
khac. Nhuw thé cau ta la mét con thu dir kho lwdng trong mot cai chuong 1éng
léo so sai @ vuon thu vay. Tro chuyén vdi Nate Macauley trén hanh lang
khong nam trong lich trinh hang ngay cta ching t6i. “Cau dy budi tham van
chuwa?” toi hoi.

Mat cdu ta khong c6 chut phan tng. “Budi gi co?”

“Tham van tam ly. Sau chuyén Simon dy. Cha nhiém cta cdu khong noi
cau biét a?”

“T6i méi tGi théi,” cau ta noi, lam t6i tré6 mat. T6i chang trong cho Nate
dwgc vinh danh hoc sinh gwong mau di hoc ding gig, nhing cling gan muwoi
gio sang roi con gi.

“0. A thi, ca dm bon minh c6 mit & dé6 hém qua sé dwgc mot budi tham
van riéng tirng nguwoi. Budi cta t6i lic muwoi mot gio.”

“Chta 0i,” Nate lam bam, 14y tay lua toc.

Hanh dong do6 khién mat t6i chuyén sang canh tay cau ta, va né ci¥ nan lai
& do cho t6i khi Kate hang giong. Mat t6i dé birng 1én khi t6i hoan hon, hoi
qua mudn nén khong kip hiéu cau ay vira maGi noi gi. “Thoi thi, gap cau sau
vay,” toi li nhi.

Yumiko nghiéng dau sat lai t6i ngay khi ching t6i vira ra ngoai tam nghe.
Trong cau ta nhw thé mdéi ngna day vay, cau ay thi tham. “Va khong phai mét
minh.”

“Minh mong la cau da tam thudc tay sau khi xuéng khéi mo t6 cua cau
ta,” Kate dé thém. “Cau ta dang la do diém duc.”

T6i lwom cau ay. “Cau biét goi diém duc la rat phan biét gi6i tinh khong
hit? Néu phai goi vay thi chi it cling tim cai gi cho trung lap mot chit chi.”

“Sao cling dugc,” Kate gat di. “Tom lai, cu ta la bénh 1au biét di.”
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Toi khong dap. Bung la Nate mang tiéng nhw vay, nhung ching to6i khong
that sy biét gi nhiéu vé cau ta. Toi suyt nita ké v4i Kate la hdm qua Nate da
lai xe chd toi vé can than nhw thé nao, nhung réi t6i khong chac minh néi
vay dé lam gi.

Sau tiét Ngit van toi dén van phong thay O’Farrell, thay ngoac tay ra hiéu
toi vao khi t6i go lén canh ctta dé ngo. “Ngoi di, Bronwyn. Bac si Resnick
hoi mudn mot chat, nhung co dy sé dén ngay théi.” Toi ngoi xuong doéi dién
thay va lén nhin tén minh nguéch ngoac trén bia tdp ho so dwoc dat ngay
ngan gitta ban cda thay. T6i dinh cam no6 lén, r6i lai do dy, khong biét co6
phai bi mat gi khong, nhung thay day n6 vé phia téi. “Thw gidi thiéu cho em
tr bén t6 chitc MUN“, Con ca khoi thoi gian trwdc han nop don sém cua
Yale.”

T6i khé thd phao nhe nhdm. “Oi, em cam on!” t6i néi, va cam tap ho so
1én. Pay la cai thw cudi cing ma t6i dang trong ngéng. Yale la truyén thong
cta gia dinh - 6ng ndi toi di nghién citu trao doi & dé va 6ng da duwa ca gia
dinh tit Colombia dén New Haven s6ng sau khi vao bién ché. Cac con cta
ong, ké ca bo t6i, déu hoc dai hoc & do, va do cling la noi b6 me toi gap
nhau. B6 me luén bao khong nhd Yale thi lam gi c6é ca nha ching t6i.

“Co6 gi dau em.” Thay O’Farrell ngad ngudi trén ghé va chinh lai cap kinh.
“Ban nay em c6 hat hoi khong? Thay Camino ghé qua hoi tham xem em c6
hitng thi day kém mon Hoéa ky nay khong. Co may dira 16p mudi cling dang
kho s& hét nhiy em nam ngoai dy. Chiing mudn biét em c6 phwong phéap hoc
tap nao dé ding nhat 16p nhw vay.”

T6i phdi nudt khan vai 1an r6i méi c6 thé tra 16i. “Em cling mudn lam,”
toi noi, co t6 ra hao hitng hét mirc cé thé, “nhung hién gio em hoi 6m dom
roi a.” Nu cwdi cua toi kéo ra tdi tan mang tai.

“Khong sao. Em c6 nhiéu thit phdi lo ma.”

Hoa la mon duy nhat t6i tirng phai kho sé, dén mirc diém trung binh hoc
ky I cua t6i la mot con D to twéng. Ci sau moi bai kiém tra toi ta la t6i cam
thdy Ivy League® lai vudt khoi tam tay thém modt chut. Ngay ca thay
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O’Farrell cling da bat dau nhe nhang ggi y t6i rang chon dai mot truong
hang dau nao khac ciing dugc.

Thé la t6i cai thién diém so6 ctia minh, va cu6i nam dwgc A. Nhung toi kha
chac khong c6 nguwdi nao mudn toi chia sé phwong phap ctia minh véi nhitng
hoc sinh khac dau.

Cooper
Thit Nam ngay 27 thang Chin, 12:45 trua

“T6i nay minh c6 gap nhau khong?”

Keely cam tay t6i liic hai dita dang séng budc tGi cho ti do sau gio an
trira, d6i mat sam to tron nguwdc nhin t6i. Me em nguwdi Thuy Dién con ba
nguoi Philippines, va si hoa tron gitta hai sac toc dé khién Keely tr¢ thanh
co gai xinh dep khong doi thu & treong. Tuan nay to6i khong gap em nhiéu,
do bao nhiéu chuyén & nha cung lich tap béng, va t6i cé thé thady em bat dau
sot rudt. Keely khong phai kiéu nguoi deo bam, khong hé, nhung em van
can ching t6i dugc déu dan bén nhau.

“Chura biét nita,” t6i n6i. “Anh con bai chwa lam xong day.”

Do6i moi hoan hdo ctia em cong xudng, va toi biét em chuan bi 1én tiéng
phan doi, thé nhung ngay lic d6 mot giong noi vang 1én trén loa. “Chu y.
Moi cac em Cooper Clay, Nate Macauley, Adelaide Prentiss va Bronwyn
Rojas dén van phong. Moi Cooper Clay, Nate Macauley, Adelaide Prentiss
va Bronwyn Rojas dén vdan phong.”

Keely nhin quanh nhw thé dang dgi mot 101 giai thich. “Chuyén gi vay?
Co phadi lién quan dén Simon khong?”

“Chac vay.” T6i nhan vai. Hai ngay trueéc toi da tra 10i cac cau héi cta co
Gupta vé chuyén xdy ra trong gio phat roi, nhung cé 1é gio c6 lai dang chuan
bi cho vong ké tiép. Ba t6i c6 ndi ba me Simon quen biét kha rong trong thi
tran, va nha truong nén chuan bj tinh than bi kién néu rét cudc nguyén nhan
la do c6 so suat tir phia nha treong. “Phdi di roi. N6i chuyén sau nhé, OK?”
T6i hon phét 1én ma Keely, deo ba 16 1én vai, roi di tiép.
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Khi t6i t¢i phong hiéu truong, co thw ky & ban tiép khach chi t6i vao mot
phong hop nho da day ngwoi bén trong: hiéu tredng Gupta, Addy, Bronwyn,
Nate va mot vién canh sat. Co hong t6i hoi khé lai khi t6i ngbi xuéng cai
ghé trong cudi cung.

“Cooper, tot. Gio thi ching ta bat dau duwgc r6i.” Co Gupta chap tay lai
tr’é@c mat va nhin quanh ban. “C6 muon gidi thiéu si quan Hank Budapest
t6i t* S& canh sat Bayview. Anh Budapest cé vai cau héi vé nhitng gi cac
em chitng kién ngay thit Hai.”

ST quan Budapest lan lwot bat tay ching téi. Anh ta con tré nhung da bat
dau hoéi, toc mau nau vang va da 16m dom tan nhang. Khong c6 vé dang s¢
hay uy quyén lam. “Han hanh dugc gap cac em. Chuyén nay sé khong mat
thoi gian dau, nhung sau khi noi chuyén vé6i gia dinh Kelleher, chung toi
muon tim hiéu ky hon vé cai chét cia Simon. Chiing t6i vira nhan dugc két
qua kham nghiém sang nay, va...”

“Co roi u?” Bronwyn cat ngang, khién co Gupta phai li€c nhin sang
nhung nhé nay khong nhan thay. “Chang phai thwong quy trinh sé lau hon
sao?”

“Cac két qua so bd c6 thé cé trong vong vai ngay,” si quan Budapest ndi.
“Cac két qua nay c6 thé coi la cudi cung, ching cho thady Simon chét vi mot
lwgng 16n dau lac hap thu vao co thé khong lau truée do. Diéu nay khién bo
me cau ay thay la, vi binh thwdng cau ay lic nao ciling can than véi do an
thitc uéng cia minh. Cac em bdo c6 Gupta rang Simon uéng mét coc nwéc
ngay tredc khi guc xudng, phai khong?”

Ca dam gat dau, va si quan Budapest tiép tuc, “Cai c6c cd dau vét ctia dau
lac, nén xem ra r6 rang Simon da chét vi coc nwéc dé. Cai ching toi dang
muon biét chinh la lam thé nao lai c6 dau lac trong coc cta cau ay.”

Khong ai néi gi. Addy nhin t6i r6i danh mat di cho khac, tran khé nhan
lai. “Cé ai nhé Simon ldy cai c6c ¢ dau khong?” si quan Budapest w6m hoi,
cdy viét trong tay lo lttng trén cudn s trang tron tredc mat.

“Em khong chad y 1am,” Bronwyn noéi. “Lic d6 em dang ban viét bai.”
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“Em cling thé,” Addy néi, du t6i ddm chac lic dé nhé con chwa viét duoc
chit nao. Nate dudi nguwdi va nguwdc mat nhin tran nha.

“Em nhd,” to6i xung phong. “Né 1ay coc tir cai chong ké bon rira.”

“Chong coc dé up hay ngira?”

“Up,” tdi dap. “Simon 14y cai trén cling.”

“Em c6 nhan thdy bat ct chat 1éng nao nho xudng tir cai coc khi cau ay
rat no6 ra khong? Cau dy c6 vay cai coc khong?

T6i ngh lai Iic do6. “Khéng. N6 chi hitng nwéc vo coc thoi.”

“Va roi uéng nuwdc?”

“Phai,” toi noi, nhung Bronwyn chinh lai.

“Khong phdi,” nhé néi. “Khong phdi ngay lap tic dau. Cau ta con noi
théem mot lat nita. Nh@ khong?” Nho quay sang Nate. “Cau ta hoi cé phai
cau da boé dién thoai vao ba 16 ctia bon nay khong. Khién bon nay gap rac roi
véi thay Avery ay.”

“Pién thoai. Phai r6i.” ST quan Budapest hi hody gi d6 xuéng cudn so.
Anh ta néi ra cau d6 khong phai & dang cau hoi, du vay Bronwyn ciling van
giai thich.

“C6 ai do choi kham bon em,” nho noi. “Po6 la ly do vi sao bon em bi
phat. Thady Avery phat hién trong ba 16 bon em cé may cai dién thoai ma
khong phai ctia bon em.” Nhé quay sang c6 Gupta va trung ra vé mat ton
thwong. “That khong cong bang. Em thac mac may hom nay ro6i, chuyén dé
c6 bi lvu vao hoc ba khong a?”

Nate ddao mat. “Khong phai t6i. C6 ngudi cling nhét dién thoai vo ba 16
cua toi luon.”

Co Gupta cau tran. “Pay la lan dau tién c6 nghe vé chuyén nay.”

T6i nhiin vai khi c6 nhin sang. May ngay qua toi dau c6 nghi gi vé vu
dién thoai do.

S1 quan Budapest khong c6 vé ngac nhién. “Thay Avery c6 nhac dén
chuyén dé khi t6i gap thay ay ban ndy. Thay ay néi khong ai nhan lai dién
thoai, nén thay dy cho rang rét cudc do han la mot tro choi kham that.” Anh
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ta kep cdy viét gitta ngén tré véi ngén gitta va nhip nhip n6 1én mat ban. “Cé
thé nao do la tro ma Simon da bay ra vGi cac em khong?”

“Em khong thay ly do gi phéi lam thé ca,” Addy néi. “Trong ba 16 cau ta
cling c6 dién thoai nita. Va lai, em c6 quen biét gi cau ta dau.”

“Cau vdi cau ta lot vao danh sach anh hwéng hoi vii hoi nam ngoai ma,”
Bronwyn nhac. Addy chdp mat, nhw thé chi vira nhé ra do 1a sy that.

“Cac em c6 bao gio gap van dé gi v4i Simon chwa?” si quan Budapest
hoéi. “To6i c6 nghe vé cai tng dung ma cu ta tao ra - tén Nghe Don, phai
khong nhi?” Anh ta nhin t6i, nén t6i gat dau. “Cac em c6 bao gio xuat hién
trén do chuwa?”

Ai cling lac dau, trir Nate. “Nhw com bita,” cau ta dap.

“V1 sao?” si quan Budapest hoi.

Nate cwdi khay. “Toan nhitng thit nham 1-” cau ta m& miéng, nhung c6
Gupta cat ngang.

“An néi can than, Macauley.”

“Toan nhitng thit nham nhi,” Nate stta. “Chu yéu la chuyén ngu v6i nguoi
nay nguoi kia.”

“Em c6 thay phién vi thé khéng? Bi dem ra ban tan nhw vay ay?”

“Khong c6 dau.” Cé vé cau ta noéi that. Co 1é xuat hién trén mot cai ng
dung nhiéu chuyén cha la gi so véi viéc bi bat. Néu chuyén bat b& dé co
that. Simon chwa tirng dang gi vé vu dé, nén dwong nhu cha ai biét chinh xac
chuyén cua Nate.

Thém hai lam sao, khi Simon da tré thanh nguon tin titc dwgc tin nhiém
nhat truong.

ST quan Budapest nhin khap lwgt ba diva con lai chiing t6i. “Nhung ba em
thi khéng?” Chung t6i lai lac dau. “Cac c6 cau c6 bao gio lo rang minh sé
xuat hién trén ng dung cia Simon khong? Cam giac thac thém hoi hop, hay
bat ct¥ gi twong ty?”

“Em thi khong,” t6i n6i, nhung giong thot ra khong duwgc ty tin nhw toi
muon. Toi roi mat khoi si quan Budapest va nhin thdy Addy véi Bronwyn
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nhv hai thai cyc d6i nhau: Addy mat trang béch nhw ma, con Bronwyn dé
lyng nhw gac. Nate quan sat ho trong vai gidy, nga ghé ra sau, va nhin si
quan Budapest.

“Ai cling c6 bi mat ma,” cau ta noi. “bung khong?”

Budi tap thé luc t6i d6 cda toi kéo dai hon thwong 1€, nhing ba van bat
moi ngwoi cho toi tap xong dé ca nha co6 thé an téi cung nhau. Pén bay gio,
khi cudi cung ching t6i cling ngoi vao ban, thang em t6i, Lucas, 0m bung va
1ét t&i ban an vdi vé kho sé chiu dung.

Cudc ndi chuyén van cit xoay quanh cung mot chu dé su6t tir dau tuan tdi
gio: Simon. “Biét ngay la triéc sau gi canh sat cling vao cudc ma,” ba néi,
muc mot muong nho khoai tay nghién cho vao dia. “Cai chét ctia thang nho
d6 c6 van dé.” Ba khit miii. “Cé khi nao trong hé thong nuwde c6 lan dau lac
khong? Pam luat su sé tan dung ngay chuyén day cho coi.”

“Mat anh ta 16i ra nhw vay ha?” Lucas hoi, lam bd trd mat. N6 méi muoi
hai, nén cai chét cia Simon véi n6 chang khac gi may canh mau me trong
tro choi dién t.

Ba ndi vuon tay ra va mu ban tay cta Lucas. NOi cao khong tGi mét rudi
va toc trang xoan tit, nhung noi vé cung nghiém. “Khong néi dugc gi tir té
vé thang nhé toi nghiép dé thi ngdm cai miéng lai.”

Noi song cung chiing tdi ti ltic cad nha chuyén tir Mississippi t6i day nam
nam tredc. Hoi do6 toi ngac nhién lam vi cé ndi di cung; 6ng ndi qua doi da
l1au, nhwng ndi van con kha nhiéu ban bé va hoi nhém dé giét thoi gian. Gio
khi ca nha ¢ day dugc mot thoi gian roi, tdi mdi hiéu tai sao. Chi phi an & co
ban ctia ching t6i cao gdp ba lan so v&i hoi & Mississippi, va néu khéng nho
tién cda noi thi ching téi cha doi nao song noi & day. Nhung ¢ Bayview ban
c6 thé choi bong chay quanh nam, va choé nay c6 mét trong nhitng chuwong
trinh hoc cdp ba tot nhat nirdéc. Ba van mong rang roi sé c6 ngay toi chitng td
minh xttng dang véi khodn tién thé chap khéng 16 cung cong viéc ma ba
ghét cay ghét dang nay.
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Co6 thé lam. Sau khi ci béng nhanh cta téi duwgc cdi thién thém tam ki 16
mét mot gio trong mua hé qua, to6i da ditng hang bon trong danh sach dy
doan cua ESPN cho cudc tuyén quan cia MLB% thang Sau nam tGi. T6i
cling dang dugc nhiéu treong dai hoc chiéu mo, va cling chang thanh van de
gi néu chon di hoc trwdc. Nhung bong chay khong nhu bong bau duc hay
béng r6. Néu c6 thé thi dau & cac gidi ban chuyén ngay sau khi hoc xong
trung hoc, nguoi ta thuong sé chon lam thé.

Ba hwéng ban tay dang cam dao vo t6i. “Thit Bdy nay con c6 mot tran dau
giao hitu dé. Pung quén.”

Lam nhu muodn la quén dwgce vay. Khap nha dan day giay nhac.

“Kevin, hoan lai mot tuan dugc khéng?” me t6i 1am bam, nhung khong cé
vé gi nhiét tinh. Me biét sé chi hoai cong.

“biéu t6t nhat Cooperstown c6 thé lam bay gio chinh la ¢ sinh hoat nhw
binh thwdong,” ba néi. “Gian ra thi thang nho kia cling c6 song lai dugc dau.
Chaa phu hd linh hén thang nhé.”

Do6i mat ti hi, sdng ryc cta nodi chia vao toi. “Cooper, ndi hy vong bay biét
la mdy dita da chang thé lam gi dé gitp Simon hét. Gid canh sat sé phai diéu
tra cho that k¥ Iwong, thé thoi.”

Toi khong biét c6 that thé khong. ST quan Budapest cit hoéi téi vé may cay
buat Epi bi mat va t6i da & mot minh trong phong y té bao 1au. Gan nhu thé
anh ta nghi c6 kha nang t6i da lam gi d6 v6i chung truée khi co Grayson t6i
noi. Nhung anh ta khong noéi thang diéu d6. Néu anh ta nghi c6 nguoi hai
Simon, t6i khong biét sao anh ta lai khong nham vao Nate. Néu ai hoi - ma
thue t€ 1a khong ai - t6i sé dat nghi van ngay tit dau la 1am sao mét ké nhw
Nate lai biét vé but Epi dugc.

Chuing to6i vira don ban xong thi chudng ctra reo, va Lucas nhao lién ra
clra, ru 1én, “Dé con mé!” Vai gidy sau né lai la 1én lan nita. “La chi Keely!”

Noi ditng 1én mot cach kho khan, phédi nhd dén cay gay chong c6 dau hinh
dau 1au ma Lucas da chon mua h6i nam ngodi, khi ndi rét cudc cling chiu
doi dién véi sy that 1a minh khéng con c6 thé tw budc di nita. “Twdng bay
nai la téi nay hai dita khong cé hen nhau chg Cooper?”
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“Pung vay ma noi,” t6i lam bam khi Keely budc vao nha bép, miéng
nhoén cudi, vong tay qua c6 toi 6m siét.

“Anh sao ro6i?” em thi tham vao tai t6i, d6i m6i mém mai lwét nhe trén ma
toi. “Ca ngay nay em ct nghi tGi anh.”

“Ciing OK,” t6i dap. Em tha t06i ra va cho tay vao tui, nha cho t6i thay mot
cai goi bang gidy béng kinh r6i tim tim cuwdi. Keo cam thdo, thit chac chan
khong thudc ché do an uong dinh dudng cua t6i, nhuwng la thi t6i thich nhat
trén doi. Em hiéu t6i qua. Ca ba me t6i nita, nhi vi phu huynh muén c6 may
phtt chuyén tro xa giao trdc khi dat nhau di bowling.

bién thoai t6i danh chudng, t6i 1ay né ra khéi tii quan. Chao anh chang
dep trai.

T6i cdi dau xuéng dé gidu nu cwdi bat chgt hién 1én trén moi, réi nhan lai:
Chao.

T6i nay minh gdp khong?

Khéng dugc roi. Goi sau nha?

OK, nh¢ anh.

Keely dang néi chuyén vdi me t6i, mat em sang 1én day hitng thi. Em
khong hé giad vo. Keely khong chi dep bé ngoai; em la nguwdi ma ndi goi la
“dep nguoi dep nét”. Mot co gai ti té that sy. Moi thang con trai & Bayview
déu udc dugc 1a toi.

Anh cting nho em.
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CHUONG BON

Addy
Thit Nam ngay 27 thang Chin, 7:30 toi

L& ra t0i phai tranh tha lam bai tap trudc khi Jake tdi, thé ma toi lai dang
ngoi trudc ban trang diém trong phong minh, ngén tay an vao phan da gan
mép téc. Cho mém mém bén thai dwong trai cdm gidc nhw sé bién thanh mot
trong mdy cai mun kinh khting qué khé ma c* mdy thang t6i lai bi mét lan
vay. T6i biét hé 1an nao bj 1a ai ciing thay hét.

To6i sé phai x6a toc mdt thdi gian roi, du sao thi Jake cling thich t6i dé nhw
vay. Téc la thit duy nhat t6i cam thay ty tin tram phan trdm quanh nam.
Tuan ro6i t6i v&i may nhé ban di an & quan Glenn, Keely va t6i ngoi ké nhau
do6i dién véi tdm gwong 16n, va nho dwa tay qua vira vuot téc toi vira cuoi
v6i dnh cua cd hai trong guwong. Bon minh doi véi nhau dugc khéng? Chi
mot tudn thoi? nho noi.

T6i mim cwdi véi nho, nhwng trong 1ong wéc minh dang ng6i bén kia ban.
Toi ghét thay ban than va Keely & canh nhau. Nhé xinh that xinh, nwéc da
mau dong, hai hang mi dai va cap moi nhw Angelina Jolie. Trong phim, nhé
sé sam vai nit chinh, con t6i sé duwgc giao vai c6 ban than md nhat c6 céi tén
ma phim chwa hét da chang ai con nhd.

Chudng ctra vang 1én, nhung toi biét ro Jake sé chang thé 1én lau ngay lap
tirc. Me sé giit anh lai chi it cting muwdi phut. Chuyén vé Simon me nghe bao
nhiéu cling khéng du, va néu t6i cit tha ra thi me chac sé danh ca budi t6i néi
vé cudc gap hom nay vdi si quan Budapest.

Toi ré toc lam hai va chai tirng bén mot tir trén xuéng dwdi. Tam tri ci
nghi mai vé Simon. Tt nam 16p chin né da thudong truc 16n vén quanh nhom
chung t6i, nhung chwa bao gio la thanh vien cia nhom. N6 chi c6 mot nguoi
ban ding nghia, mot c6 gai an ban kiéu Goth® tén Janae. Toi da twdng hai
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nguoi do 1a mot cap cho tdi khi Simon bat dau ve van rua ré hét may dita ban
caa t6i. Puwong nhién khong ai dong y. Du vay, nam ngoai, trudc khi bat dau
hen ho véi Cooper, Keely c6 di tiéc r6i say bi ti va dé cho Simon hon su6t
nam phtt trong t do. Sau d6 phdi mat mot thoi gian rat dai nho mdi rii dugc
no.

Noi that, toi khong biét Simon nghi gi trong dau. Kiéu Keely mé chi cé
mot: dan thé thao. N6 18 ra nén theo dubi may dita nhv Bronwyn méi ding.
Nhé d6 cling dé thwong theo mot kiéu kin dao, do6i mat xam kha thu hat va
mai toc c6 1é ciing dep néu chiu dé xoa. Vdi lai, nho dé va Simon chac ciing
dung mat nhau trong may 16p nang cao hoai chir gi.

Nhung ma hom nay t6i c6 an twgng la Bronwyn khong thich Simon lam.
Néu khong noi 1a khong mot chit nao. Khi si quan Budapest thong bao
Simon chét nhu thé nao, Bronwyn c6 vé... toi chang biét nita. C6 vé khong
buon.

Mot ti€éng go vang lén va toi nhin canh ctta mé ra trong gwong. Toi c
tiép tuc chai toc trong lic Jake budc vao. Anh céi giay va nhdy l1én giwong
toi v&i vé mét moi cuwong diéu, tay xodi ra hai bén. “Me em vat kiét anh r6i,
Ads. Anh chwa gap ai c6 thé hoi cung mot cau may chuc kiéu nhw vay.”

“Em con la gi,” t6i no6i, ditng 1én dén nam bén anh. Anh vong tay qua
nguoi téi va toi ruc vao bén anh, dau twa vao vai anh, tay dat trén nguwc anh.
Chung t6i biét chinh xac phai ap nhau thé nao, va lan dau tién ké ti lic bi
goi vao phong hiéu truweong, téi thady nhe nhom.

T6i ra may ngoén tay theo bap tay anh. Jake khong lyc lwdng nhuw Cooper,
cau ta thi khac gi siéu nhan vadi tirng dy bai tdp cap dé chuyén nghiép nhw
vay, nhung vdi toi anh 1a sy cdn bang hoan hdo gitta co bap va san chac. Va
anh chay cling nhanh ntta, trung vé xuat sac nhat truong Bayview tirng c6
sudt nhiéu nam qua. Anh khong duwgc x6n xao san dén nhu Cooper, nhung
vai treong dai hoc cling da chu y va anh vira ¢6 mot co hoi duge hoc bong
tot.

“Co Kelleher c6 goi anh,” Jake nai.
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Ban tay t6i dang lan lén canh tay anh bong ngirng lai va t6i nhin cham
cham vao 16p do thun cotton mau xanh mém mai ctia anh. “Me Simon u? Vi
sao thé?”

“Co hoi anh c6 thé giup khudn quan tai trong 1é tang dwgc khong. Chu
nhat nay,” Jake néi, vai anh nhap nho khi anh nhiin vai mot cai. “Anh néi
dugc. Dau thé nao tir chdi, diang khong?”

Doi khi to6i quén mat Simon va Jake tirng la ban véi nhau héi tiéu hoc va
cap hai, trwéc khi Jake chuyén sang choi thé thao va Simon tré thanh... con
ngwoi hién tai. Nam 16p chin Jake vao dwgce doi bong bau duc dai dién cho
trwong va bat dau choi vGi Cooper, nguwdi von da la mot huyén thoai
Bayview sau khi xém chut nita dwa duwgc doi bong cap hai ctia minh vao giai
World Series thiéu nién. Dén nam 16p mudi ca hai ngwdi ho can ban da tré
thanh hai 6ng hoang cta 16p, va Simon chi con la mét thang 1ap di Jake tirng
quen.

T6i nghi Simon khai sy cai Nghe Pon dé gay an twong vdi Jake. Simon
phat hién mdot trong may doi thu béng bau duc cia Jake 1a ké ditng sau man
quay roi tinh duc qua tin nhan véi mot dam ni sinh 16p muoi, thé 1a né dang
1én mot cai tng dung tén Sau Gio Hoc. Vu do6 su6t may tuan lién tré thanh
tam diém, va Simon ciing thé. Chac d6 la lan dau tién né dugc cha y nhw
vay O Bayview.

Jake chdc da vo vai n6 mét lan r6i quén luén, con Simon tiép tuc chuyén
sang nhitng vu to hon va lum xum hon bang cach dyng lén @ng dung riéng
ctia minh. Lam dich vu cong dong ma chi tin ngoi 1é d6i mach thoi thi chang
bo, thé la Simon bat dau dang nhitng vu dé tién va ca nhan hon ca vu tin
nhan sex. Khong ai coi n6 la nguwdi hung nita, ma dén lic do ho bat dau sg
noé, va toi nghi v4i Simon thi diéu dé cling chang té.

Tuy vay, Jake thwong bao vé Simon, khi cd dam ching t6i ngoi lai chi
trich n6 vé cai Nghe Bon. Ciing c6 phdi né bia chuyén ddu, anh noi. Pung
co lén Iut lam bdy thi ddu cé van dé gi.

DPoi khi Jake c6 thé suy nghi kiéu kha la rach roi trang-den. V&i mot
nguoi chang bao gio pham 16i thi dé roi.
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“T'6i mai bon minh van sé ra bai bién nhé, néu em thdy dwgc,” anh néi véi
t0i, cudn toc toi vong quanh ngoén tay anh. Anh noi c@ nhw thé chuyén do tuy
thudc vao toi, nhung ca hai déu biét Jake la nguwdi chiu trach nhiém vé doi
song xa hoi cua chung t6i.

“Di nhién roi,” t6i khé dap. “Cé ai di nita?” Durng noi la co TJ.

“C6 thé Cooper va Keely, tuy la nho d6 chwa chac thang kia di duwgc. Luis
va Olivia. Vanessa, Tyler, Noah, Sarah...”

Durng noi la co TJ.

“..vaTl.”

Aaaaa. To6i khong biét cé phai 1a minh twéng twgng khong, hay ding thyc
la TJ, nguwdi trtng nam ria hoi ching t6i vi 1a hoc sinh m@&i chuyén dén, da
bat dau len 16i vao trung tam ngay cai ltic ma t6i wdc gi cau ta bién mat luon
cho r6i. “Tuyét,” t6i lanh nhat noéi, reén 1én hon vao cam Jake, cam anh dén
tam nay trong ngay la da hoi ram rap rau, mot hién twgng nam nay méi thay.

“Adelaide!” Tiéng me t6i lanh 16t vong lén tang. “Bon me ra ngoai day.”
Gan nhu téi nao me véi Justin cling vao trung tam, thuwong la di nha hang
nhung cling ¢6 lic di nhdy. Justin chi mgi ba muoi va van con mé cai nao
nhiét & nhitng cho dé6. Me t6i ciing thich khong kém, dac biét la khi ngwoi ta
twong me tam tudi Justin.

“OK!” t6i goi v@i xudng, va ctta déng sam lai. Sau mét phut Jake nghiéng
t6i hon toi, tay anh tho vao bén duai ao toi.

Nhiéu nguwoi nghi Jake va téi da nga véi nhau tr 16p chin, nhung khong
phai vdy. Anh mu6n chd sau bu6i khiéu vii 16p mwoi mot. D6 1a mot sy kién
trong dai; Jake da thué mét phong khach san sang trong, thap nén rai hoa
khap phong, con mua cho t6i m6t bd do 16t tuyét voi ctia Victoria’s Secret
nita. Néu chuyén dy c6 dién ra ty phat mét chut thi t6i nghi minh cling chang
phién dau, nhung t6i biét minh con hon cd may man khi c6 mot nguwdi ban
trai di quan tam dén do 1én ké hoach tirng li tirng ti.

“Thé nay c6 dugc khong?” Jake nhin t6i do xét. “Hay em mu6n minh c
nam choi th6i?” Chan may anh nhwéng lén nhuw thé d6 la mdt cau héi
nghiém tic, nhung tay anh thi ¢ mo mam t tv xuoéng dudi.
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To6i chira bao gio tir ch6i Jake. Nhw 10i me néi vao lan dau me dan t6i di
lay thudc ngtra thai: néu con tir ch6i nhiéu qua, chang choéng thi chay ciing
sé c6 dira khac dong y. Du sao, tdi cling thay thich chang kém anh. T6i song
vi nhitng khoanh khac duwgc gan giii v6i Jake thé nay; t6i sé chui vao trong
ngwoi anh néu co thé.

“Hon ca dugc ay chi,” t6i dap, va kéo anh nam 1én t6i.

Nate
Thit Nam ngay 27 thang Chin, 8:00 toi

T6i song & can nha dé. Can nha ma ngudi ta di ngang qua sé noi, Khéng
tin néi la c6 ngudi lai séng & ddy. Vdy ma chiing t6i van séng & d6, mac du
chir “song” c6 hoi xa xi. Téi & ngoai cang nhiéu cang tét con bo toi thi d&
song d& chét.

Nha ching t6i nam & ngoai ria Bayview, kiéu nha khong lau xap xé dam
nguwoi giau mua lai dé giat sap. Vira nho vira xau, véi doc mot 6 ctra s6 @
dang trude. Ong khoi vor nat dan dan tir hoi t6i mudi tudi. By ndm sau moi
thit khac cling hua theo hw n6t: son bong ra, ctta chép rung hét mot bén, tam
cap bé téng trdc nha niit todc. San trwdc cling khong chiu kém canh, cé
moc cao gan dén gobi va vang éch ra sau dot kho han mua he. Ngay trudc,
1au 14u t6i cling c6 cat co, nhwng da thoi tir lic t6i nhan ra lam vudn la mot
viéc phi cong ma khong bao gio dut.

Toi vao nha va thdy bd bat tinh trén di vang, mot chai Seagram trong
khong tredc mat. Bo cho 1a minh gap may khi roi khoi cai thang trong ltic
dang lam viéc trén mai nha hoi mdy nam trwdc, cai hoi 6ng con la mot ga
bom rugu cé viec lam. Ong nhan dugc mot khoan bodi thudng lao dong va
xudt vién véi mitc thwong tat da dé gom tién bdo trg xa hoi, ma vdi mot
ngwoi nhw 6ng thi vay c6 khac gi tring s6 dau. Gio thi 6ng tha ho néc khong
ngirng nghi trong khi tién c& ty dong chdy vao.

Nhung s6 tién dé cting chang nhiéu gi. T6i mudn ti vi c6 cap, xe c6 xang,
va lau 1au miéng dwgc an gi do khac ngoai d6 an nhanh. B¢ la ly do ma toi
lam c6ng viéc ban thoi gian hién tai, va la ly do t6i danh bon tiéng dong ho
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sau gio hoc hom nay di giao may cai tdi nhya chita thuéc giam dau khap hat
San Diego. Hién nhién d6 khong phai viéc t6i nén lam, nhat 1a khi hoi he t6i
da bi bat vi t6i ban can sa va gio dang bi quan ché. Nhung kiém dau ra dugc
viéc nhe lvong cao nhu vay.

T6i vao nha bép, md t lanh r6i 1dy ra may moén Tau thira tir bita truéc.
Duwdi cdi nam cham gan civa ti la mot tdm anh da cong va day nép gap, trong
nhu mot tam kinh ctra s6 v&. B6 me t6i vdi to6i héi muwdi mot tudi, trede khi
me bo di.

Me bi ro6i loan lwong cyc va khong thich dung thudc, nén cling chang phai
toi c6 mot tudi tho tuyét voi gi hoi me con ¢ day. Ky trc sém nhat cua toi la
me lam roi mot cai dia, roi ngoi sup xudng san ngay giita dong manh v& ma
khoc sung hét ca mat. Co lan t6i vira xuéng khéi xe buyt treong thi thay me
dang ném d6 dac ra ngoai ctta s6. Nhiéu lan me cuén nguwdi mot goc trén
giwvong roi nam dé khong nhiic nhich su6t may ngay.

Tuy vay, nhitng Iic me phan khich ciing hay ho lam. H6m sinh nhat tam
tudi cua t6i, me dan t6i di trung tam thuwong mai, dwa t6i mot cai xe day, roi
bdo t6i bo day vao day nhitng thit t6i muon. Khi t6i Ién chin va bat dau mé
may con bo sat, me khién t6i bat ngd bang cach lam mot cai bon canh thuy
tinh ngay phong khéach rdi bé mét con rong Uc trong do. Me con toi dit tén
no la Stan, theo Stan Lee, va gio t6i van con nu6i n6. May con d6 séng dai
nhu quy.

Khi do6 bo to6i khong udng nhiéu nhw bay gio, nén hai nguwdi ho ciling lo
duwgc cho toi di hoc véi choi thé thao. R6i me toi thoi han dung thu6ce va bat
dau chuyén sang nhitng chat gay nghién khac, r phai, t6i la thang khon di
bu6n thudc sau khi thudéc quat nga me né. Nhung noéi cho ro: téi khong ban
gi ngoai c6 va thudc gidam dau. Ngay d6 me ma khong dung t6i cocain thi da
khong lam sao.

Su6t mot thoi gian me van vé nha vai thang mét Ian. R6i dén mot nam
mot lan. Lan cudi t6i thdy me la ndm t6i mwdi bon tudi va bo dang trén da
suy sup. Me ctt huyén thuyén vé cai cong dong nong trai ma me da chuyén
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dén tai Oregon, no tuyét voi ra lam sao, r6i me sé don toi va toi sé di hoc &
d6 v6i nhitng diva nho hippi khac va trong dau organic hay cai khi gié gi do.

Me mua cho t6i mét ly kem khong 16 & quan Glenn, nhu thé t6i 1a thang
nhoc tam tudi, va ké to6i nghe vé noi do. Con sé thich ldm, Nathaniel. Moi
nguoi déu rdt cdi mo. Khong ai dinh kién véi con nhw nhitng nguoi & day.

Ngay ca hoi dy nghe cling thdy cai d6 v& van, nhung van tot hon
Bayview. Thé la t6i dong ba 16, bé Stan vao chuong, réi ngoi trén bac thém
nha cho me. T6i chac da ng6i suét ca nita dém, nhw mot thang ngu toan tap,
treedc khi tinh ra 1a me sé chang xuat hién.

Hoa ra chuyén di t6i quan Glenn hdém do 1a lan cudi cung t6i gap me.

Trong lic chd hdm moén Tau, téi ngé qua Stan, né van con mot Xap rau ta
va mdy con dé song toi dé cho bita sang. T6i nhac nap cai bé thay tinh cta
no6 lén va né chdp mat nhin t6i tir trén tang da n6 ngoi. Stan kha ho hitng va
it can cham soc, ly do duy nhat n6 con song dugc trong cai nha nay sudt tam
nam qua.

“Stan, khoe khong?” T6i bo né 1én vai, 14y do an r6i ng6i 1én cai ghé banh
doi dién 6ng gia bat tinh nhan sy cda toi. Ti vi dang chiéu giai World Series,
toi tat luén vi (a) to6i ghét béng chay va (b) né lam téi nhd t6i Cooper Clay,
ké lam toi nh@ t6i Simon Kelleher va cai canh twgng hai hung trong phong
phat dé. T6i chang wa gi thang dé, nhung chuyén xay ra that kinh khing. Va
Cooper ciling v6 dung chang kém gi con toc vang, that tinh l1a vay. Bronwyn
la nguwdi duy nhat lam gi dé chit khong ditng lap bap nhu mot diva dé hoi.

Me t6i titng thich Bronwyn. O mdy su kién truong lic ndo me ciing dé y
thay cau ta. Nhw trong vé kich “Chua giang sinh” héi 16p bon, t6i vao vai
nguwoi chan chién con Bronwyn la Me Pong Trinh Mary. C6 ai d6 an trém
blip bé em bé Jesus trudc khi tdi canh ctia ching toi, c6 1€ la dé pha
Bronwyn vi cau ta lic nao cling nghiém tic qua mic, tham chi la t hoi do.
Bronwyn xuéng cho khan gia, mwgn mot cai tui, roi 1ay khan quan lai, am
cai tii di xung quanh nhw thé khong c6 gi xdy ra. Con bé dy khong chiu
khudt phuc ai, me t6i khen ngoi.
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OK. Thoi huych toet ra vay, chinh t6i la ngwoi trom bup be Jesus, va di
nhién la dé pha Bronwyn. Chuyén sé vui hon nhiéu néu cau ta ta hoa.

Ao khodc t6i bip mot cai, va téi luc cac tii dé tim xem cai dién thoai nao
phat ra am thanh d6. Trong gio phat hom thit Hai t6i xém nita da cwoi thanh
tiéng khi Bronwyn noi khong ai c6 hai cai di dong cd. Toi c6 t6i ba: mdt cho
ngwoi quen, mot cho bén cung cap, va mot cho khach hang. Thém vai céi dy
phong nita dé t6i c6 thé xao tGi xao lui. Nhung t6i dau c6 ngu tdi mic dem
cai nao vao ldp cua ong Avery.

bién thoai lam an ctda t6i mac dinh & ché do rung, nén t6i biét day la tin
nhan cta nguwdi quen. Toi 16i ra cai iPhone c6 dai va thdy tin nhan cua
Amber, mot con nho toi gdp thang trudc tai mot bita tiéc. A thirc?

Toi chan chtr. Amber kha hot va khong tim cach nan nd, nhuwng nho nay
méi ¢ day chi may dém trwdc. Téi ma dé nhitng cude sex qua duwong dién ra
hon mét 1an moi tuan la thé nao cling cé rac roi. Nhung gio t6i khong nga
noi va co gi do tiéu khién ciling duogc.

E qua di, t6i nhan lai.

T6i dinh cat dién thoai thi mot cai tin khac dén. La Chad Posner, mot
thang & Bayview toi cling c6 may lan di choi cung. May doc chwa? Toi an
vao duong dan trong tin nhan va né bat ra mét trang Tumblr véi tén “Nghe
bay”.

T6i ndy ra y giét Simon khi dang coi Dateline.

Duong nhién, t6i dd nghi vé chuyén dé dwoc mot thoi gian r6i. D6 khong phai diéu ty nhién
nay ra trong dau dau. Nhung viéc lam sao thoat dwgc ludn khién toi chun tay. T6i khong tw
huyén hodc minh la mét bac thay t6i pham. Va t6i lai qua dep dé ma vao tu.

Trong chwong trinh d6, c6 mot ga giét vg. Chuyén thuwong ngay trén Dateline, diing khong?
Lic nao ciing la 6ng chong lam. Nhwng hoéa ra c6 rat nhiéu ké mong ba ta chét. Ba ta da khién
mot dong nghiép bi sa thai, hai doi nhiéu nguoi trong hoi dong thanh pho va da dan diu véi mot
nguoi ban cta chong. Néi tom lai, ba ta 1a mot 4&c mong.

Cai ga trén Dateline cling cha thong minh gi. Thué ngudi giét v, trong khi lich st lién lac ctia

dién thoai thi lan ra dau khé gi. Nhung treede khi nhitng bang ching d6 16 ra ga da ¢c6 mot tam
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binh phong kha chdc chan nho ca 16 nghi pham kia. D6 1a loai nguwoi ban c6 thé giét ma van
thoat t6i: ngwdi ma ai cling déu mudn phai chét.

Hay thira nhan sv that di: tat cd moi nguoi & Bayview déu ghét Simon. T6i chi 1a ké duy nhat
€6 di can dam dé ra tay.

Khéng c6 chi.

Cai dién thoai xém nita tudt khéi tay t6i. Thém mot tin nhan tiv Chad
Posner tdi trong ltc t6i dang doc. Ldm ké bénh vai.

T6i nhan lai, May Idy ddu ra day?

Posner dap Co thdng nao giti qua email, kém thém mot cai mat cudi-
chdy-nwdc-mat. N6 twdng day la tro dua bénh hoan ctia mot ai d6. Ma chac
cling la suy nghi chung ctia phan 16n moi nguwdi, nhitng ké khong phai danh
ca tiéng nghe canh sat héi tGi héi lui bang ca chuc cach khac nhau la lam sao
dau lac lot vao trong coc ctia Simon Kelleher. Cung vdi ba con ngudi khac
day vé 1am 1ét t6i 16i.

Khong ai trong s6 do co6 kinh nghiém giit vé mat than nhién khi dinh tai
bay va gi6 dugc nhu toi. It ra, khong ai giéi viéc d6 nhu toi.
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CHUONG NAM

Bronwyn
Thit Sau ngay 28 thang Chin, 6:45 toi

To6i thit Sau that 1a khuay khoa. Maeve va t6i thwong ngbi trong phong né
va xem lién tu ti Buffy, Tho sdn Ma ca rong trén Netflix. D6 1a thu vui méi
nhat cta hai chi em, va ca tuan nay t6i trong mai ngay nay, nhung t6i nay
chuing t6i khong that sy chu y téi phim. Maeve cudn nguwdi ngoi trén cai ghé
bén ctra s6, go god may tinh, con td6i nam xoai trén giwvong nd, md cudn
Ulysses cta James Joyce trén Kindle. Cudn sach nam trong danh sach 100
tiéu thuyét xuat sac nhat cia Modern Library va t6i quyét tam doc xong no
tredc khi hét hoc ky, nhung mach truyén qua cham. Con toi thi chang thé tap
trung.

O truong hom nay moi ngudi chi toan néi vé bai ding Tumblr kia. Mot
dam hoc sinh nhan dwgc cai link qua email ttt mot dia chi Gmail tén “Nghe
bay” gi do, va tdi gio an trua thi tat ca moi ngwdi déu da doc bai viét. Thi
Sau hang tuan Yumiko phu viéc trong van phong hiéu truédng, va hom nay
nho nghe thay céac thay c6 ban cach do dia chi IP dé tim ra ké nao ditng sau
vu nay.

Toi khong nghi bon ho c6 ti co may nao. Khong ai dai t6i mirc di giti mot
thit nhw thé ti thiét bi cia minh.

Tt cai hom bi phat ngay tht Hai ay, moi nguwoi déu doi x& véi toi can
trong va t¥ té qua mitc, nhung hém nay thi khac. Ngwdoi ta ngtrng néi khi t6i
di ngang qua. Cudi cung Yumiko méi ké, “Khong phai ngudi ta nghi cdu
dang né. Ho chi thay la khi h6m qua cac cau vira bi canh sat tham van xong
thi sau d6 lién xuat hién bai viét.” C& nhw thé noéi thé sé khién to6i thay de
chiu hon vay.
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“Thr nghi xem.” Giong Maeve bat thinh linh kéo t6i tré lai phong con bé.
N6 dat laptop sang bén va go nhe ngon tay 1én cita kinh. “Ngay nay nam téi,
chi da vao Yale r6i. Chi nghi chi sé lam gi t6i thit Sdu & d6? Tiéc tung hoi
sinh vién?”

Toi ddo mit vdi con bé. “O, vi nhan duwoc thw béo tring tuyén 1a thanh
con ngwdi khac han luén day. Du sao thi chi cling phai vao duwgc da.”

“Chi chac chan dugc ma. Sao lai khong chit?”

T6i bon chon cuc cya trén givong. Nhiéu ly do Idm. “Lam sao biét dugc.”

Maeve ti€p tuc go ngén tay lén kinh. “Néu chi dang t6 ra khiém ton vi em,
thi thoi dugce r6i ddy. Em kha thodi mai khi lam dita chdm chap trong nha
ma.”

“Em khong cham chap,” t6i phan doi. N6 chi nhe rang cwoi va phay tay.
Maeve la mot trong nhitng dita sang da nhat t6i biét, nhung vi dau 6m, no
khong di hoc dugc déu dan cho t6i tan nam 16p mudi. Ho6i by tudi nd bi
chan doan mac ung thw bach cau, va phéi dén hai nam trudc, & tudi mudoi
bon, n6 méi hoan toan dit bénh.

Chtng t6i vai lan suyt mat n6. Mot 1an nam t6i hoc 16p bon, t6i nghe 16m
mot linh muc & bénh vién héi bo me to6i la ho da xem xét viéc bat dau lo
“hau su” chwa. T6i biét y 6ng dy la sao. T6i da cui dau va cau nguyén: Xin
dirng dua em @y di. Con sé ngoan néu Nguoi cho em dy & lgi. Con sé thdt
hoan hédo. Con hira.

Sau nhiéu nam tr¢i vao vién ra vién, Maeve chwa bao gio that s hoc
duwgc cach hoa nhap vao cudc song. Toi da thay mat con bé lam diéu do:
tham gia cau lac bo, thang giai nay téi gidi khac, va dat diém cao dé c6 thé
di hoc & Yale nhw b6 me chiing t6i. Biéu d6 khién b6 me vui, va d& cho
Maeve khoi phai c6 gang qua stc.

Maeve nhin trd ra ngoai ctra s6 v6i vé mat xa xam thuwong gap cua con bé.
Béan than no cling giong mot gidc mo gitta ban ngay: nhot nhat va thanh
thoat, giong t6i mai téc nau sam nhwng khac & d6i mat mau hoé phach noi
bat. T6i vira dinh hoi né dang nghi gi thi n6 dét ngdt ngoi thang day va
khum tay dé Ién mat, mat ap sat ctra so. “Phai Nate Macauley d6 khong?”
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T6i htt miii ma chang buon nhidc nhich, va n6 thém, “Em noéi that day. Xem
kia.”

To6i ditng ddy cui xudng canh n6. Toi chi 16 mo thdy hinh dang mot chiéc
mo t6 ngay trén 16i vao nha chiing t6i. “Quai?” Maeve va t6i nhin nhau, va
né nhe rang cwdi ma manh. “Sao?” t6i hoi. Giong néi phat ra gat gong hon
toi dy tinh.

“Sao?” n6 nhai t6i. “Chi twédng em khéng nhd héi tiéu hoc chi to twéng
vé anh ta sudt chac? Em 6m chi¢ chwa chét nhé.”

“Pirng c6 16i chuyén day ra dua. Chua oi. Va vu kia la ca ty nam truéc
roi.” Mo t6 cia Nate van ding gitta 16i vao, khong nhtic nhich. “Em nghi
cau ta dang lam gi ¢ day?”

“Chi c6 mot cach dé biét thoi.” Giong Maeve liu lo dén phat buc, va né6 1o
di &nh mat ham he cua t6i ltc t6i ditng day.

Tim t6i dap thinh thich sudt ldc di xuéng cau thang. Tuan nay Nate va toi
néi chuyén vdi nhau ¢ truong con nhiéu hon ca tr 16p nam tGi gio, von di
thue s cling chang nhiéu nhan gi cho cam. Moi lan gap Nate t6i déu c6 cam
giac cau ta néng long muoén boé di cho khac. Nhwng t6i ct dung mat cau ta
mai.

Ctra trudc md ra, kich hoat dan dén pha tridc ga ra nha ching t6i, khién
Nate trong nhuv thé dang ding gitta san khau. Than kinh t6i cang nhu day
dan trén duwong tién lai cho cau ta, va toi nhan thitc sau sac viéc minh dang
ban bd trang phuc thodi- mai-cuing-Maeve moi khi: dép 1€, 4o hoodie, quan
so6c thé thao. Ma cdu ta ciing chang phai chung dién gi cho cam. T6i thay
cai 4o Guinness do it nhat cling hai lan tuan nay roi.

“Chao, Nate,” toi ndi. “Cé gi khong?”

Nate g& mii bao hiém, va d6i mat xanh sam ctia cau ta luét qua t6i nhin vé
phia ctta chinh. “Chao.” Cau khoéng néi gi khac suét mot héi lau dén kho
chiu sau do6. Toi khoanh tay dgi cau ta. Cudi cung Nate ciing chiu nhin t6i
véi mot nu cwoi gwong khién bung da t6i cham rai 1on ting vong. “Toi
chang tim dwoc ly do nao ti té dé c6 mat & day ca.”

“Cau vao nha khong?” t6i buot miéng.
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Cau ta ngap ngirng. “Ca la bo me cau thich thé 1am.”

Cau ta khong twdng twgng vu nay té dén thé nao dau. Mau nguwoi nam
choét danh sach wa thich cua b6 1a dan Colombia buén ma tiy, va bo sé
khong chap nhan chuyén t6i cé bat ctt lién hé nao du chi mo ho vdi ho.
Nhung toi lai noi, “Ho khong c6 nha.”

R6i v0i va thém vao, “Toi dang & vGi em gai,” trwdc khi cau ta kip nghi
do6 1a mot kiéu moi goi gi.

“A, OK.” Nate xudng xe va di theo tdi nhu thé day 1a chuyén thuong ngay
& huyén, nén t6i cling c6 cu x& lanh dam cho bang. Maeve dang twa nguoi
vao quay bép lic ching t6i bwdc vao, du téi chac chan méi mudi gidy tredc
con bé con nhom ra tr cita sO phong n6. “Pay la em gai t6i Maeve, khong
biét cau gap chwa?”

Nate lac dau. “Chwa. Chao em, em khoe khong?”

“Ciling duwgc a,” Maeve dap, do xét cau ta v6i vé hitng thu 10 ra mat.

T6i khong biét phai lam gi tiép khi cau ta cdi do khoac va vat 1én mot cai
ghé. To6i biét lam gi dé... mua vui cho Nate Macauley day? D6 c6 phai trach
nhiém cua t6i dau, ding khong? Cau ta mdi la ké twr trén troi roi xuong. To6i
nén lam nhitng gi t6i thuong lam. Co diéu dé la ngoi trong phong em t6i vira
xem bo phim ma ca réng lam lai, vita mat nham mat mé doc Ulysses.

T6i hoan toan khong biét phai lam thé nao.

Nate khong nhan ra tinh canh ling ting cua t6i, than tho budc qua canh
ctrta kiéu Phap dan vao phong khach. Maeve huych t6i trong lic ching t6i
theo sau cau ta va thi tham, “Que boca tan hermosa®.”

“Im di,” toi rit. B6 khuyén khich hai chi em néi chuyén bang tiéng Tay
Ban Nha khi & nha, nhung t6i khong nghi 1a cho nhitng treong hop thé nay.
Vi lai, ching t6i dau biét Nate c6 soi tiéng Tay Ban Nha khong.

Cau ta dirng budc canh cdy dai dwong cam va nhin vé phia ching t6i.
“Cua ai thé?”

“Bronwyn,” Maeve tra 10i trudc ca khi toi kip m& miéng. Toi ding &
ngudng clra, tay khoanh lai, trong khi con bé an toa trén cai ghé banh boc da
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ra thich cta bd & trwdc canh cwra trugt dan 1én san thwgng. “Chi ay siéu

»

cuc.

“Thé a?” Nate hoi lai cung lic véi toi dap, “Khéng phai dau.”

“That ma,” Maeve khang khang. T6i nheo mat lai con né thi tron mat gia
b0 ngay tho.

Nate di sang cho cai ké sach 16n bang go 6c ché choan hét mot bén twong,
cam lén mot tam anh chup Maeve va t6i dang nd nu cuwdi rang tho giong hét
nhau trwdc lau dai Co bé Lo Lem & Disneyland. Tam anh chup sau thang
tredc khi Maeve bi chan doan mac bénh, va su6t mét thoi gian dai do la tdm
anh di choi duy nhat chiing t6i c6. Cau ta nghién cttu nd, roéi khé mim cwoi
nhin sang td6i. Maeve noi ding - miéng cau ta that sexy. “Cau choi thir gi di.”

Um, dii sao thé ciing d& hon 1a tiép chuyén cau ta.

Toi lwét t6i cho cai ghé va ngoi xudng, chinh lai t¢ nhac trtdc mat. La
ban “Variations on the Canon” ma t6i da tap mdy thang nay. T6i da hoc dan
tlr tdm tudi va trinh do cling c6 thé goi la gioi, vé mat ky thuat. Nhung toi
chwa tirng khién ngwoi khac cdm thdy gi. “Variations on the Canon” la ban
dau tién lam t6i muén khoc. Cé gi do trong cach né trién khai, khéi dau
mém mai diu dang roi ti tr manh dan va gdp gap hon cho téi mitc gan nhw
gian dit. Kho & cho day, vi c6 mot thoi diém cac not trd nén gat, map mé
nghich nhau, va t6i khong du sttc dé xr ly doan dé.

Hon mot tuan roi tdéi khong choi ban nay. Lan cudi thir choi t6i da danh
sai nhiéu not tdi n6i ca Maeve ciling phai nhan mat. Con bé cé vé van con
nhd, nén no liéc sang Nate va rao trwdc, “Ban nay khé choi lam day.” Nhu
thé né dot nhién hoi han vi da dwa t6i vao thé co thé bi mat mat. Nhung sao
cling dwgc. Tinh canh hién tai quai gé& dén mitrc chang thé to6 ra nghiém tiic
dugce. Néu sang mai t6i thitc day va Maeve néi tat ca chi la gidc mo, toi sé
hoan toan chap nhan.

Vay la toi bat dau, va ngay 1ap titc cam giac khac han. Thodi mai hon va
cling d& gang sttc & nhitng doan khé. Sudt vai phut téi quén mat cé nguoi
trong phong, tan hwdéng cai cach nhitng nét nhac binh thvong van gay kho
dé cho t6i nay ngan 1én hét sitc troi chdy. Ngay ca doan cao trao - t6i khong
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lao vao n6 dit doi nhu can thiét, ma lai danh nhanh hon va chac chan hon
binh thuwdng, va toi cling khong pham mot nét sai nao. Choi xong t6i mim
cwoi dac thang vGi Maeve, va chi khi mat con bé chuyén sang Nate t6i mdi
nhd ra minh c6 tGi hai khan gia.

Cau ta tira ngwoi vao ké sach, tay khoanh lai, va lan dau tién, cau ta khong
c6 vé chan nan hay dinh tréu gheo t6i. “T0i chwa tirng nghe céi gi hay nhw
thé,” cau noi.

Addy
Thit Sau ngay 28 thang Chin, 7:00 toi

Chua oi, me t6i. Me t0i that sy dang tdn tinh si quan Budapest, nguoi co
gwong mdt tan nhang do v va vang tran ngay mot dang cao. “Di nhién
Adelaide sé lam bat ctt gi dé ho trg,” me ndi véi giong khan khan, mot ngon
tay miét quanh miéng ly rugu. Justin dang an t6i v&i b6 me ga, hai nguoi do
ghét me nén chang bao gi® mdi me sang. Man dong dwa nay la hinh phat
cho g4, bat chap ga c6 biét vé n6 hay khong.

S quan Budapest ghé qua ngay khi ching t6i vira an xong mon pad Thai
me ldc nao cling goi mang t6i moi khi chi Ashton cta t6i ghé qua. Lic nay
anh ta khong biét nhin di dau, nén danh dan mat vao bitc twdng phong khach
dinh hoa kho. Me t6i cit sau thang thi trang tri lai mot lan, va mdéi day nhat
la phong cach gia co trang nha véi phan ria ky cuc 1ay y twéng bai bién. Hoa
hong leo va vo so trdi ngit tam mat.

“Chi vai chi tiét lién quan thoi, néu em khong phién, Addy,” anh ta noi.

“OK,” t0i dap. T6i ngac nhién thdy anh ta t6i day, bdi t6i nghi ca dam da
trd 10i hét moi cau hoi caa anh ta. Nhung c6 1€ cudc diéu tra van con tiép
dién. Hom nay phong thi nghiém ctia thay Avery bi chan bang dai bang cach
ly, va canh sat ra vao treong ca ngay troi. Cooper noi truong Bayview c6 thé
sé gap rac roi vi c6 dau lac trong nuwdc uong hay gi do.

Toi liéc sang me. Mat me dan vao si quan Budapest, nhung véi cai vé xa
xam ma toi biét qua ro. Tam tri me da tan dau tan dau roi, cé thé dang nghi
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xem cudi tuan mac gi. Ashton buwdc vao phong khach va ngoi xuong cai ghé
banh doi dién t6i. “Anh c6 néi chuyén véi toan bo nhitng dira bi phat hom
do6 khong?” chi héi.

Si quan Budapest hing giong. “Cudc diéu tra van dang duoc tiép tuc,
nhung t6i ¢ day vi c6 mot cau héi riéng cho Addy. Em c6 dén phong y té
vao hom Simon chét, ding vay khong?”

T6i do dy va liéc nhanh mét cdi sang Ashton, roi nhin lai si quan
Budapest. “Khong.”

“C0,” st quan Budapest néi. “Tén em c6 trong so tryc cha y ta.”

T6i nhin 10 swdi, nhung cdm thdy dugce anh mat Ashton xody thang vao
minh. T6i quan mot lon t6c quanh ngén tay va giat giat né day lo lang. “Em
khong nhé chuyén doé.”

“Em khong nhé c6 tGi phong y té€ hom thit Hai sao?”

“A thi, em t&i d6 thudng xuyén ma,” tdi mau man. “Vi nhitc dau ndy kia.
Co6 1é hom ay ciling vay.” T6i nhan tran nhu thé dang suy nghi lung lam, roi
cudi cling méi ngang 1én nhin dap lai si quan Budapest. “A, phai r6i. Hom
d6 em tGi ky va bi chudt rit kinh lam, nén ding la c6é ddy. Em tGi xin
Tylenol.”

Si quan Budapest that dé xau h6. Mat anh ta do lung trong khi t6i mim
cwoi lich sy va budng lon téc ra. “Vay em ldy dwoc cai minh can & dé chi?
Chi Tylenol thoi a?”

“Anh muon biét lam gi?” Ashton hoi. Chi chinh lai cai goi twra sau lung dé
cho mat trang tri hinh sao bién duwgc ghép tir cac vé so that khong dam vao
lung chi.

“A, mot trong nhitng chi tiét ching t6i dang xem xét 1a nguyén nhan vi
sao khong thay cay but Epi nao trong phong y té trong lic Simon bi phat di
tng. Y ta cam doan sang hém dé c6 ay van con kha nhiéu cay. Nhung dén
chiéu thi mat sach.”

Ashton cttng ngudi lai va ndi, “Anh khong thé nghi Addy lay ching
duwgc!” Me quay sang toi vdi vé hoi bat ngd, nhung khong néi gi.
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Néu si quan Budapest c6 nhan thdy chi t6i da ddm nhan vai tro phu huynh
¢ day, thi anh ta cling khong da dong dén. “Khong ai noi thé ca. nhung liuc
d6 em c6 tinh co thay may cay but & trong phong y té khong, Addy? Theo s6
tryc cua y ta, em t6i do lic mot gio.”

Tim t6i dap nhanh dén bitrc boi, nhung t6i van gitt giong déu déu. “Em
con khong biét but Epi trong thé nao nita 1a.”

Anh ta bat t6i ké moi thi¥ toi con nhé vé buoi phat hom do, mét lan nira,
r6i hoi cd déng cau vé bai dang trén Tumblr kia. Ashton mudn phan canh
giac va chu y, trong khi me hai lan vao nha bép dé cham thém rugu vao ly.
T6i ¢t nhin sang dong ho, vi Jake va t6i sap stta ra bai bién ma t6i con chwa
bat tay vao chinh lai 16p trang diém ctia minh. Lam gi c6 chuyén cai mun
cla toi sé ty an di chi.

Cudi cung khi si quan Budapest ciling chiu ra vé, anh ta dwa t6i mot tdm
danh thiép. “Goi t6i néu em nhé ra dwgc gi nita nhé, Addy,” anh ta néi.
“Nho dau co gi do quan trong.”

“OK,” t0i dap, nhét tdim danh thiép vao tii sau cua quan jean. ST quan
Budapest chao tam biét me va Ashton trong lic t6i m& ctta cho anh ta.
Ashton tya nguoi vao khung ctta canh toi va hai chi em nhin si quan
Budapest vao trong xe canh sat va tr tir lui xe ra khoi 16i vao nha t6i.

T6i nhan thay xe cda Justin dang chd xe si quan Budapest ra dé vao, nén
lai quynh Ién. T6i khong muén néi chuyén véi anh ma van chuwa chinh lai
16p trang diém, nén t6i tron 1én lau, Ashton theo ngay sau. Tri phong ngu
chinh ra, phong ngu cta t6i 1a 16n nhét nha réi, né titng thudc vé Ashton va
khi chi di 1ay chong thi t6i dwgc hwdng. Chi van tw nhién ra vao & d6 nhw
thé chwa ting roi di.

“Em khong ké chi nghe vé cai bai Tumblr d6,” chi néi, nam won trén tdm
trdi giwong trang c6 hoa tiét duc 16 cua t6i va 1at t& Us Weekly s6 md&i nhat.
Ashton t6c con vang 6ng hon toi, nhung chi cat toc 1a ngang cam, kiéu me
rat ghét. To6i lai nghi thé cling dé thwong. Khong vi Jake yéu mai toc t6i thi
toi cling can nhac cat giong chi roi.
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T6i ngoi xuoéng ban trang diém roi phét kem che 1én cho cai mun ngay
chan téc. “Cé thang bénh hoan nao day, thé thoi.”

“Em c6 that la khong nhé minh xuéng phong y té€ khong? Hay chi la
khong muon tra 16i?” Ashton hoi. T6i 16ng ngéng gai nap lo kem che khuyét
diém, nhung roi thoat nan khi tiéng chudng bai “Only Girl” ctia Rihanna bao
tin nhan trong dién thoai vang 1én ti* chiéc ban dau giwong. Ashton cam lén
coi va bao, “Jake sap tGi.”

“Chua o0i, Ash.” To6i tritng mat nhin chi qua gwong. “Chi khong dwgc coi
dién thoai em thé cht. L& tin nhan riéng tw thi sao?”

“Xin 16i,” chi dap bang mot giong khong hé c6 vé héi 16i. “Chuyén voi
Jake 6n ca chit?”

T6i xoay nguwoi trén ghé sang phia chi, cau may. “Sao c6 gi khong 6n
dwgc?”

Ashton gio mét tay 1én. “Chi héi tham thoi, Addy. Chi khong cé y gi hét.”
Giong chi trd nén tram trong. “Chang cé ly do gi dé nghi em sé thanh ra nhw
chi ca. Cling c6 phai Charlie va chi yéu nhau tw thoi trung hoc dau.”

Tdi chép mét ngac nhién nhin chi. Y tdi 13, tir 1au tdi dd nghi chuyén giita
Ashton véi Charlie dang c6 van dé - mot, chi dot nhién sang day nhiéu hon,
va hai, anh ta da chim chu6t kha di¥ v6i mot con phu dau lang lo trong dam
cwdi chi ho toi thang trwdc - nhung trede day Ashton chwa bao gio thang
than thtra nhan cé van de. “Chuyén cé... té lam khong?”

Chi nhtn vai, tha cu6n tap chi xuéng va man mé bo moéng tay. “Phitc tap
lam. Hon nhan kh6 khan hon ngudi ta ké nhiéu. Hay mirng vi gio em van
chwa phai ra quyét dinh trong dai gi trong doi.” Chi mim moi. “Pirng nghe
10i bia dat ctia me. Hay ct tdn huéng tudi muoi bay di.”

Em khong thé. Em dang rdt so moi thit sé bi huy hogi. Hodc da bi hiy
hogi roéi ciing nén.

T6i wdc minh c6 thé néi véi Ashton nhu thé. Sé nhe nhém 1am néu truit ra
dugc diéu do. T6i thuong ké véi Jake moi thit, nhung chuyén nay thi khong.
Va sau anh thi gan nhw khong con ai trén trai dat nay ma t6i tin twdng.
Khéng ngudi ban nao, chac chan khong phai me, va khong ca chi. Vi du cé
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1é chi c6 y tot thoi, nhung chi cé thé to thai do ngdm ngam chong doi rat
kinh khung khi n6i dén Jake.

Chubng ctra reo, va miéng Ashton nhéch lén thanh mot nu cwdi nhat.
“Chang Hoan Hao t6i kia,” chi néi. Gigng mia mai, khong lan di dau dugc.

Toi 16 chi di va lao xudng cau thang, mé ctra véi mot nu cudi rang rd ma
toi khong thé ngan lai moi khi sap gap Jake. Va anh day r6i, 4o khoac doi
tuyén bong bau duc ciing mai t6c mau hat dé bi gi6 thoi tung, nu cwdi rang
rd dap lai. “Chao em.” T6i dinh hon anh thi phat hién mot ngudi khac sau
lrng anh nén khyng lai. “Minh cho TJ di nhd, em khong phién chit?”

Mot tiéng cwoi lo lang sti tam trong c6 hong va t6i dim né xudng.
“Duwong nhién la khong r6i.” To6i van ruén Ién hon anh, nhuwng khoanh khac
da hong bét r6i.

TJ chdp mat nhin sang toi, réi cup mat xuéng dat. “Xin 16i nhé. Xe minh
bi hong, minh dinh ¢ nha nhung Jake ctt khang khang...”

Jake nhin vai. “Ong dang trén duwdng roi ma. Pau thé chi vi hi xe ma b
16 budi di choi.” Mat anh dich tir mat t6i xuéng doi giay thé thao vai t6i
dang mang va hoi, “Em mac thé nay di a4, Ads?”

D6 khong han la mét 10i danh gia, nhung t6i dang mac dao khoac dong
phuc dai hoc ctia Ashton va Jake thi chwa bao gio thich t6i mac do thung
thinh. “Ngoai bai bién lanh lam,” t6i dé dat, va anh cuwoi.

“Anh sé giit am cho em. Thay bg nao dé thwong hon di, nhé?”

Toi gwong gao mim cwoi voi anh va tr@ vao trong, chan nhuw deo chi le
ti'ng bwdc mot 1én cau thang vi t6i biét minh di chwa da 1au dé Ashton roi
phong. Y nhu rang chi van con dang nam trén givong toi 1at t& Us Weekly,
va chi nhiu may khi thay t6i buéc t6i tu quan do. “Vé sém thé?”

To6i lay ra mot cai quan legging va cdi quan jean ra. “Em thay do.”

Ashton gap cu6n tap chi lai va lang lang nhin t6i cho t&i khi t6i doi cai do
ctia chi v6i mot cai do len 6m sat. “Mac cai do khong di am dau. T6i nay
lanh day.” Chi hat ra mét tiéng cuwdi nghi hodc trong khi t6i thdo doi giay thé
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thao ra va x6 chan vao mot d6i sandal quai cai gét thap. “Em mang doi do ra
bdi bién ha? Phai vu thay do nay la y Jake khong thé?”

To6i thdy déng quan ao cii vao ré do gidt, phét 10 chi. “Tam biét, Ash.”

“Addy, cho da.” vé mia mai da bién mat trong giong Ashton, nhung toi
khong quan tdm. T6i da xuéng lau va ra dén ctta trede khi chi kip can t6i lai,
mot con gio lam toi rung minh ngay khi vira bwéc ra. Nhung Jake nd nu
cwoi hai long véi tdi va choang tay qua vai toi suot quang dwong ngan ngui
ra xe anh.

Toi ghét cd chuyén xe. Ghét phai ngbi trong dé ra vé binh thuwong trong
khi bung da coén cao chi chic non ra. Ghét nghe Jake va TJ néi vé tran dau
ngay mai. Ghét khi ca khtic m&i nhat ciia nhom Fall Out Boy vang 1én va TJ
néi, “T6i thich bai nay lam,” vi gio tdi khong thé thich né dugc nita. Nhung
chu yéu, t6i ghét cai sy that rang chwa day mot thang sau lan dau tién day
trong dai ay cta Jake va t0i, t6i da say bi ti va ngt v&i TJ Forrester.

Khi ba ching t6i tGi bai bién, Cooper va Luis da dang dung Ira trai, va
Jake hdt ra mot tiéng thd dai burc boi trong khi do xe. “Bon n6 lan nao cling
lam sai,” anh cam ram, lao ra khdi xe chay vé phia hai nguoi kia. “May ong
twédng. May 6ng dung sat mép nwdc qua!

TJ va t6i ra khoi xe chdm hon, khong nhin nhau. T6i chwa gi da thay rét,
tay 6m lay nguoi dé gitt chit hoi dm. “Cau c6 muébn do...” TJ cét 101, nhung
toi khong dé cau ta noi hét.

“Khong.” Toi ngat 10i cau ta va cam cui di vé phia bai bién, thiéu diéu
vap nga vi d6i giay ngu ngoc khi vira ra dén cho cat.

TJ di bén canh, vion tay ra dé giit téi ditng virng. “Addy, nghe nay.” Cau
ta ha giong, hoi thé c6 mui bac ha thoang qua ma t6i. “Cau biét khong nhat
thiét phdi gwong gao nhw thé nay ma, phai khong? Minh sé khong néi gi ca.”

T6i khong nén gian cau ta. Khong phai 16i cia cau ta. Téi méi la ngudoi
thay bat an sau khi Jake va to6i nga véi nhau, va bat dau nghi anh dang dan
voi bét hitng thi véi t6i moi khi anh mat rat [au méi trd 16i tin nhan. T6i la
nguwoi da chim chudt voi TJ khi chung toi vo tinh gap nhau ngay trén bai
bién nay hoi hé trong khi Jake dang di nghi mat. T6i la ngwoi da thach TJ
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lay m6t chai rum, roi ndc gan ntta chai cung véi mot lon Coca an kiéng dé
giai rugu.

Hom d6 c6 lic t6i cwoi hang dén ndi nudc ngot sdc 1én miii, mot canh han
Jake sé thdy kinh tém. Nhwng TJ chi ndi tinh bo, “Cha, Addy, cau hdap dan
ghé. Nhin cau lic nay minh thay kich thich lam ay.”

Do 1a Iic toi hon cau ta. Va dé nghi ca hai cung vé nha cau ta.

Nén that sy, hoan toan khong phai 16i cta TJ.

Chtng t6i di dén ria bai bién va xem Jake dap Itra dé anh dung lai & cho
khac theo y anh. T6i 1én liéc sang TJ va nhac thay hai lim dong tién hién 1én
lic cau ta vay tay chao mdy nguoi kia. “Ci¢ coi nhw chwa cé gi xdy ra di,”
cau ta ha giong thi tham.

Cau ta c6 vé chan thanh, va hy vong l6e 1én trong t6i. C6 1é ching toi sé
gilt dugc chuyén nay cho rieng minh. Bayview la mot ngodi treong toc mach,
nhung it ra thi Nghe Bon khong con ltrng 1o trén dau moi nguwdi nita.

Va that sy, tir tan day long, toi phai thira nhan - diéu do6 that nhe nhom.

https://thuviensach.vn



CHUONG SAU

Cooper
Thit Bay ngay 29 thang Chin, 4:15 chiéu

T6i nheo mat nhin batter déi déi phwong. Chung t6i dang & thé full count®
va han da dap 16i hai trai r6i. Han dang ép t6i phai ném nhiéu, ma thé thi
khong tot. Trong mot tran dau giao hitu nhw nay, doi dau véi mot chot gon
hai thuan tay phai vdi thanh tich & mitc tam tam nhuw vay, t6i dang ra da phai
loai han roi.

Van dé la, t6i bi phan tdm. Tuan qua that kinh khing.

Ba dang & khan dai, va t6i c6 thé hinh dung chinh xac ba dang lam gi. Ba
hdn da thao nén, vo né trong tay trong ltc nhin tritng tritng xudng ché mo
dat toi dang ditng. Nhu thé 1ay mat xuyén thing ngwoi t6i sé cai thién duoc
gl vay.

To6i 6p bong vao gang tay va li€c sang Luis, n6 chup béng cho t6i vao
mua thi dau chinh. N6 ciing trong doi béng bau duc cta truong Bayview
nhung duwgc phép nghi tran hom nay dé t6i day. NO ra hiéu cho téi ném cu
béng nhanh, nhung t6i lac dau. T6i da ném nam cu va tay nay doan dwoc hét
nam. T6i c lac dau tGi khi Luis ra hiéu ding cd bong td6i muén. Luis hoi
chinh lai thé ng6i x6m, va tui t6i da phoi hgp cung nhau dua lau dé toi cé thé
doc y nghi qua cttr dong cua né. La 6ng doi day nhé.

T6i chinh lai vi tri cAc ng6én 6m lay bong, nguwdi cang 1én chuan bi cho ci
ném. Cac ci ném trong lwgt nay cua t6i khong dwoc déu tay. Néu toi trugt,
day sé thanh mot ci ném don gian va tay kia sé dap bay n6 deé ec.

T6i ngd ngwoi ra sau 1dy da va van hét sttc ném tdi. Ci ném cua t6i nham
thang vao giita gon nha, va thang batter hdo hitc vung mot cd gdy dac thang.
Thé r6i trdi béng bay chéch xudng, ra khdéi vung dap va vao gang cua Luis.
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Khén dai n6 tung mirng rd, con thang batter lac dau nhw thé han khong biét
chuyén gi mgi xay ra.

T6i chinh lai nén va c6 dan lai vé khoai chi. T6i tap cd bong chéch do ca
nam nay roi.

Toi loai batter ti€p theo bang ba ctii béng nhanh va thang. Ct cu6i dat van
toc gan mot tram nam muoi ki 16 mét mot gio, ci bong nhanh nhat toi tiing
ném. V&i mot ké thuan tay trai thi vay la qua ngon. Thanh tich sau hai hiép
ddu cta t6i la ba lan loai tryc tiép, hai 1an bong dap cham dat, va mot cd ban
chim dang 1€ da khién bén t6i mat ca hai gon néu vi tri canh phai khong lao
nguoi ra chup. Toi wéc gi duge ném lai ca do - cd bong cong cua toi khong
cong - nhung ngoai cai dé ra thi t6i cdm thay kha 6n véi tran dau.

Toi dang & Petco - san nha ctia d6i Padres - trong mot tran dau giao hitu
chi danh cho khach ma&i ma ba bat t6i di bang dwgc du mot tiéng nita la dién
ra 1é twdng niém Simon. Ban to chitc dong y cho t6i ném trudc va vé sém,
nén toi boé qua quy trinh cham séc sau tran dau moi khi, tam mot cai réi cung
Luis ra khoi phong thay do dé kiém ba.

T6i vira thay ba thi cé ngudi goi tén toi. “Cooper Clay?” Ngwoi dan ong
buéce tdi cho t6i cé vé thanh dat. T6i khong nghi ra tir gi khac dé ta ong ta.
Quan &o chai chuét, toc tai chai chuot, lan da rdm nang vira phai, va nu cwoi
ty tin lac chia tay ra cho t6i bat. “Josh Langley & doi Padres. T6i c6 tro
chuyén véi huan luyén vién cta cau vai lan.”

“A da. Rat han hanh,” t6i dap. Ba t6i cudi nhu thé c6 ai vira dii cho 6ng
chia khéa mot chiéc Lamborghini. Ba ti gigi thiéu ban than v&i Josh ma van
kim dwgc khong dé nwdc miéng chdy rong rong, nhung cling suyt soat.

“Cau ném cu chéch ay chuan phét,” Josh néi véi t6i. “Trugt xudng ngay
trén dia gon.”

“Céam on cha.”

“Cu bong nhanh ctia cu toc do cling kha. Cau that sy Ién tay tir mua xuan
day nhi?”

“Thoi gian qua con c6 tap nhiéu,” t6i dap. “Tang sttc manh cho céanh tay.”
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“Tién bo vugt bac trong thoi gian ngan,” Josh nhan xét, va trong mot
thoang cau néi dé 1o lirng trén dau ching t6i nhw mot cau héi. Roi 6ng ta dat
mot tay lén vai t6i. “Roi, ci phat huy nhé con trai. That hay khi c6 mot
chang trai dia phwong trong tam ngam. Vay cong viéc cta t6i dé dang hon
nhiéu. D& phai di xa.” Ong ta nd nhd mot nu cudi, gat dau chao ba tdi va
Luis, roi quay di.

Tién bo vugt bac trong thoi gian ngan. D6 la sy that. M6t tram bon mot ki
16 mét mot gio 1én moét tram bon chin trong c6 may thang khong phai
chuyén thuong gap.

Ba noéi khong ngirng sudt duwong vé nha, tir cam ram nhitng 16i cda t6i
sang ca tung Josh Langley. Tuy vay, ba dang vui vé, niém vui vi chuyén
chiéu m6 cua doi Padres at han noi buon vi c6 ké xém nita chiém duwgc gon
cta t6i. “Gia dinh Simon ciing c6 mat chd?” ba hoi trong lic tdp xe vao
trwdc truong Bayview. “Cé thi nhé thay mat nha minh g 16i chia budén.”

“Con cha biét,” t6i dap. “Co thé chi la 1é caa triwong thoi.”

“Hai dita, c6i non ra,” ba néi. Luis nhét nén v6 tii do khoac doi tuyén cua
noé, con ba sot rudt go tay 1én vo lang khi t6i do dw. “Thoi nao, Cooper, con
c6 chwa vao thi day ciling la 1é twéng niém ma. Bé nén trong xe di.”

T6i nghe 16i ba va buwdc ra, nhung khi dang vu6t lai mai téc bi nén ép
xudng va sap ctta xe, t6i wdc gi minh 1ay lai dwgc céi non. T6i thdy tran trui,
va nguyén tuan qua ngudi ta nhin toi du lam roi. Néu duge quyét dinh thi t6i
da vé nha va danh ca t6i binh yén coi bong chay vdéi thang em va ndi, nhung
lam sao khong dy 1é twdng niém Simon dwgc khi t6i la mét trong nhitng
nguoi cudi cung thay né con song.

Hai dia t6i di vé phia dam dong trén san boéng, t6i nhan Keely héi coi
dam ban tui t6i & dau. Em ndi cad bon dang & gan phia trwéc, vay la hai dira
toi luén qua khu khan dai va c6 kiém bon ho tir ngoai bién. T6i dan mat vao
dam dong, nén khong thay co gai ngay phia trwdc cho téi khi xém dung vo
nhd. Nhé dang twa vao mot cot gon, quan sat san bong, hai tay dut vao tui
cai ao khoac qua kho.
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“Xin 16i,” t6i noi, r6i nhan ra dé 1a ai. “O, chao, Leah. Cau c6 ra san
khong?” Loi vira thét ra toéi wdc minh nuot lai dugc, vi chang doi nao Leah
Jackson tGi day dé twdng nhg Simon. Tai thang d6 ma nam ngoai nhé da co
tw tit. Sau khi né dang tin nho ngt v6i ca dam diva 16p chin, may thang troi
nho bi qudy roi trén mang xa héi. Nho cat c6 tay trong bon tam va phai nghi
hoc cho t&i hét nam.

Leah cuwoi nhat. “O, phai roi. Thuong tiéc qua ma.” Nhé nhin canh tugng
tre@c mat, dui miii giay xuong dat. “Khong ai wa noi no, vay ma gio dita nao
cling cam nén nhv thé n6 la mot ké chét vi dao chit khong phai mé6t thang
ché chuyén di n6i xau ngwoi khac.”

Nhé noi khong sai, nhung c6 vé day khong phai lic néi thang ra nhu vay.
Nhung toi cling khong dinh tim cach bénh vyc Simon truéc mdt Leah.
“Chac moi ngwoi chi mudn chia bu6n thoi,” t6i mém 10i.

“Mot bon gia tao,” nhé 1am nham, thoc tay sau hon vao trong tui. Biéu
cam cta nho chgt thay doi, nho rat dién thoai ra, vé ranh manh. “Hai nguoi
thay cai m@Gi nhat chwa?”

“Cai gi méi nhat?” toi hoi, bung chung xuong. Doi khi diéu tuyét nhat cua
béng chay chinh la ban khong thé kiém tra dién thoai khi dang choi.

“C6 mot cai email nita bao bai mdi trén Tumblr.” Leah vuot man hinh
dién thoai may cai r6i chia cho t6i. T6i mién cwdng cam né va nhin xuéng
man hinh, con Luis thi ng6 qua vai toi.

T6i Iic lam rd mot so thit roi.

Simon bi di ng lac nghiém trong - vy sao khong rai ca nam lac vao banh kep cta né cho xong
chuyén?

To6i da theo doi Simon Kelleher hang thang troi. Moi thit n6é dn déu dwge boc mang co day ca
thwdc. N6 6m khw khw cai binh nwéc khon kiép cia né di moi noi va chi udng & trong do.
Nhung n6 khong chiu n6i qua mudi phit ma khong ndc nwéc mét lan. Toi doan néu khong co
céi binh, n6 tw nhién sé phai udng thi nwéc pham tuc tr voi. Vay nén, toi 1dy cai binh.

TGi suy tinh rat 1dau xem minh c6 thé cho dau lac vao nwéc cia Simon & dau. Mot noi nao do

kin, khong c6 voi nudc cong cong. Phong phat cua thay Avery c6 vé la mét noi ly twdng.
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Nhin Simon chét t6i cling thay tdi. T6i nao phai ké tam than. Trong khoanh khac doé, khi mat né
chuyén thanh cai mau kinh khing kia va n6 ngap lay ngap dé tim khong khi - néu ngan lai
dwgc, t6i han sé lam ngay.

Tuy vay, toi khong thé. Bdi vi, ban thdy day, t6i da lay cay but Epi ctia né. Ciing nhw toan b

bt Epi c6 trong phong y té.

Tim t6i dap thinh thich con bung da quan lai. Bai dang dau da da té r6i,
nhwng bai nay - bai nay dugc viét nhuw thé tén do thuce sy c6 mat trong phong
khi Simon phéat bénh. Nhu thé han 1a mot trong s6 chung toi.

Luis khit miii. “Bénh vai.”

Leah quan sat toi cham chu, va toi cau may dua tra lai dien thoai cho nho.
“Mong la ho s6m biét dira nao viét cai nay. That bénh qua.”

Nhé nhin mot bén vai. “U htt.” Rdi nhé bt dau budc lui. “Hai ngudi
thuong tiéc vui nhé. Toi bién day.”

“Tam biét, Leah.” T6i ghim lai thoi thiic di theo nho, r6i hai dita t6i rao
budc vé phia trwdc cho t6i khi dung vach mudoi thude. Toi bat dau luon lach
qua dam dong va rot cudc cling thdy Keely cing dam ban ctia ching t6i. Khi
thay t6i, em dwa cho t6i mot cay dén cay em tw thap 14y, roi khoac tay toi.

Hiéu trudng Gupta budce téi chd micrd va go nhe 1én do6. “Vira qua la mot
tuan kinh khing doi véi treong ching ta,” ¢6 néi. “Nhung hom nay that cam
dong lam sao khi thay tat ca cac em tap hop tai day.”

T6i nén nghi vé Simon, nhung dau t6i ngdon ngang tram thit khac roi.
Keely, dang siét tay t0i hoi chat qua. Leah, néi ra nhitng diéu phan 16n moi
nguwoi chi dam nghi t6i. Bai viét méi trén Tumblr - dang ngay trudc 1€ twdng
niém Simon. Va Josh Langley v6i nu cwdi hao nhoang cua 6ng ta: Tién bo
vuot bdc trong thoi gian ngdn.

Van dé cua wu thé canh tranh la vay. Dai luc ching tot dep dén kho tin.

Nate
Chu nhat ngay 30 thang Chin, 12:30 trwa
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ST quan quan ché cua t6i thwe ra khong kinh khung lam. C6 hon ba muoi,
nhin cling khong xau, va con cé 6c hai huwéc nita. Nhung vGi chuyén treong
16p thi c6 ding la &c mong.

“Bai kiém tra stt cia em thé nao?” Ca hai dang ngoi trong bép, noi dién ra
bubi gap mat thwong 1€ vao moéi Cha nhat ctia ching t6i. Stan nam chaoi trén
ban, va c6 thich né nén cling khong lay lam phién véi chuyén dé. Bo6 t6i trén
lau, t6i ludn thu xép cho 6ng 1én trén moi lan si quan Lopez ghé qua. Mat
phan nhiém vu ctia c6 la bao dam t6i dugc hwdng sw giam hé phu hgp. Lan
dau nhin thdy 6ng la c6 da biét tinh trang 6ng ra sao, nhung c6 ciling biét la
toi khong con noi nao dé di va giao cho chinh quyén cham séc doi khi con
c6 thé té hon nhiéu so vGi bi mét 6ng bo bom rivgu bé mac. Khong nhin thay
ong xin lan quay ngoai phong khach thi gia vo coi 6ng nhu 1a ngwoi giam ho
phu hgp sé dé dang hon.

“Cling dugc,” toi dap.

Co kién nhan cho t6i néi thém. Sau mét hoi khong thay gi, c6 hoi, “Em c6
hoc hanh gi khong?”

“May hom qua em hoi bi phan tam,” t6i nhac, c6 da nghe chuyén Simon
tir dong nghiép, va lic ¢6 mai téi ching t6i da danh nita tiéng dau dé noéi vé
vu Viéc.

“T6i hiéu. Nhung viéc hoc cling quan trong nita, Nate. La mot phan cua
giao keo ma.”

Tuan nao c6 cling nhac t¢i Giao Kéo. Hat San Diego dang citng ran hon
v0i nhitng treong hgp pham toi lién quan tdi ma tuy ¢ nguoi vi thanh nién,
va c0 nghi la t6i may man lam nén md&i chi bi quan ché. Chi can mot bao cao
khong tot tir ¢6 cling da bat t6i trd lai toa trinh dién tredc mét tham phan
gian dit nao d6. Mot vu bat qua tang nita thoi cling da dwa t6i vao trai cai
tao. Vay nén moi sang Chu nhat trede khi co tdi, toi gom hét dam thude
chwa ban va déng dién thoai dung mot lan réi nhét ching vao lan cda nha
ong ba gia hang xém. Can tac vo ay nay.

ST quan Lopez ngwra long ban tay ra cho Stan, cu cau bo méi nira duong
vé phia d6 thi hét hitng di ti€p, c6 nhac no6 1én va dé né nam trén canh tay.
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“Ngoai chuyén do ra thi tuan nay em thé nao? Ké t6i nghe c6 chuyén gi tich
cwc nao.” Co6 ldc nao cling néi vay, nhw thé cudc doi day nhitng chuyén
tuyét voi toi c6 thé tich trit r6i bao cdo lai moi Chu nhat.

“Em kiém dugc tdi ba ngan diém trong Grand Theft Auto.”

Co dao mat. Co thwong xuyén ddo mat khi tdi nha téi. “Chuyén khac. Em
da co tién trién gi véi nhitng muc tiéu cia minh chwa?”

Chua oi. Muc tiéu cta t6i. Vao budi gap dau tién c6 bat tdi viét ra mot
danh sach. Toan nhitng thit t6i chang quan tam, chi nhitng thit t6i biét c6
muon nghe, lién quan tdi treong 16p va nghé ngdng. Va ban bé, ma gio thi
co da biét la to6i khong c6. Toi cé ngudi dé cung di tiéc ting, dé ban hang, va
chich, nhung khong ai trong sé dé t6i goi la ban ca.

“Vé muc tiéu dy thi, tuan qua kha cham.”

“Em c6 xem qua t0 roi cia td chitc Alateen ma t6i dwa khong?”

Khéng. Khong hé. T6i khong can mot t& quang cao bdo t6i rang ban than
tham hai ra sao khi phu huynh duy nhat t6i c6 lai la bgm ruwou, va dwong
nhién t6i cling cha can chia sé chuyén d6 v6i mot dam nhitng dita khoc 16c¢ i
0i khac trong mot tang ham nha thd ¢ dau dau. “Roi,” t6i néi doi. “Em dang
can nhac.”

T6i chac c6 nhin thiu t6i, c6 dau cé ngu. Nhung c6 ciing cha thic ép gi.
“Nghe em noi vay toi cling mung. Chia sé trdi nghiém cta minh vdi nhitng
ban dong trang lita khac ciing c6 b6 me dang gap khé khan sé gitp ich cho
em lam.”

ST quan Lopez khong biét bé cudc la gi. Phéi cong nhan diéu d6. Chiing
toi ma bi vay gitta cd ddm xac séng thi chac co cling sé tim thay mat tot cta
si viéc. Ndo van con nam trong dau em, duing khong? Thé la duoc roi! Co
han sé rat vui khi nghe dugc diéu gi tich cyc thot ra tir miéng t6i, du chi
mot lan. Nhuw chuyén bu6i t6i thit Sdu t6i ¢ cung cd nang Ivy League
Bronwyn Rojas va khéng lam xdu mat minh dy. Nhung d6 khong phai
chuyén t6i can tam s véi si quan Lopez.

Toi khong biét sao minh lai dén d6. Toi khong nga dugc, c nhin chong
choc vao dong Vicodin con thtra sau vu giao dich va tw héi minh c6 nén lam
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thir vai vién dé xem tai sao dan tinh lai phat cuéng vé thit nay khong. To6i
chwa tirng budc chan 1én con dwong do, vi téi kha chac n6 sé dan tdi canh
toi nam hon mé trong phong khach ké bén ong gia cho tdi khi nguoi ta t6i
dudi ca hai cha con di vi khong tra tién nha.

Vay nén t6i méi dén nha Bronwyn. T6i khong nghi cau sé ra. Ca moi t6i
vao. Nghe cau choi piano dem lai cho t6i mot cdm giadc ky la. T6i thdy gan
nhu... binh yeén.

“Moi ngwoi doi mat v6i cai chét cia Simon thé nao? Tang 1é dién ra
chuwa?”

“Hom nay. Truong c6 gtti email.” T6i liéc sang dong ho trén 16 vi séng.
“Khodng ntra tiéng nita.”

Hai hang chan may c6 nhuéng 1én. “Nate. Em nén di. D6 la viéc nén lam.
T&i chia buon, dé khép lai su viéc kinh hoang nay.”

“Thoi a.”

Co hang giong va danh mat. “Dé€ t6i n6i cach khac nhé. i dy céi 1é tang
chét tiét do di, Nate Macauley, bang khong lan t6i lam bao céo toi sé khong
bo qua cai chuyén em di hoc bita dic bita cai nita dau. T6i s€ di vGi em.”

Va thé la t6i c6 mat & dam tang Simon Kelleher cung véi si quan quan
ché cta toi.

Chtng t6i dén mudn con nha thd Thanh Anthony thi da chat citng nguai,
nén ca hai chi vira hay tim dwgc choé ¢ hang ghé cudi. Budi 1é van chwa bat
dau nhung chang ai néi nang gi, vay nén khi ong gia ngoi truedc ching t6i ho
thi am thanh dy vang khap nha tho. Mui tram huwong kéo toi tr@ vé thoi tiéu
hoc, khi me van dwa t6i di 16 moi Chu nhat. Tir dao ay t6i chang con di nha
tho nita, nhwng noi nay trong gan nhw van y vay: tham dé, go den bong,
nhitng 6 ctra s6 cao 6p kinh mau.

Khéac biét duy nhat la noi nay day canh sat.

Canh sat mac thwong phuc. Nhung t6i van nhan ra, va si quan Lopez ciing
thé. Mot hoi sau vai nguwdi nhin sang huwéng t6i, va to6i bong hoang twdng
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rang co vira du t6i vao bay. Nhuwng t6i dau c6é mang gi trén ngudi. Vay sao
ho ¢t nhin chong choc vao t6i thé?

Khéng chi minh t6i. Toi doi theo hwéng mat ctia ho sang Bronwyn, ngoi &
gan hang dau cung bo me cau, va Cooper cting con nho téc vang kia, ngoi @
gitta chung v6i nhom ban cua tui nd. Gay t6i ram ran, khong phai kiéu ram
ran to6t lanh. Ngudi t6i cing lai, san sang thao chay cho dén khi si quan
Lopez dat mot tay 1én canh tay t6i. C6 khong néi gi, nhung t6i & yén vi tri.

Mot dam nguoi 1én phat biéu - t6i khong biét ai trir con nhé theo phong
cach Goth ngay trudce tirng 1o déo theo Simon khap noi. Con nhé dé doc
mot bai tho lan man, ky qudc, giong run ray tir dau dén cudi.

Qud kht? va hién tai ta tan - t6i da rét day, toi dd thdo can,

Va toi sé rot day phan tuong lai mé ra tiép theo ctia minh.

Thinh gia trén kia! Nguoi co gi pho thdc cho toi?

Nhin mdt t6i ddy khi toi thoi tat chut dnh chiéu le 16,

(Hdy noi thdt long, chdng ai khdc nghe dau, t6i chi ¢ lai thém mot
phit thoi.)

Phdi t6i mau thudn véi chinh t6i?

Puoc théi, thé té6i mdu thuan vdi chinh toi,

(Toi lon lao, toi chira dung co man.)...

Nguoi sé lén tiéng trudc khi toi di mdt? Nguoi sé cho thdy da la quad
muon?...

Téi di twa khi troi, giii nhitng lon toc bac trudc vang duong chay
tron,

Toi dé thijt da tan thanh cudn khdi, roi cuén di theo nhitng dong nhdp
nhoé van vit.

T6i trao Igi thdn minh cho ddt dé moc lén twr co tbi yéu,

Muon gdp lai t6i hdy tim t6i dwdi dé giay nguoi.

Nguoi sé khé ma biét t6i la ai hay t6i c6 y gi,

Nhung du vay toi sé la phuc lanh cho nguoi,

Va thanh loc va béi b6 mdu nguoi.

MG¢i dau khong gdp t6i xin hdy bén long,
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Lo t6i noi nay hdy tim noi khac,
O noi ndo dé téi dirng chdn doi nguoi.

“Bai tho vé bdn thdn,” si quan Lopez lam bam khi nhé dé két thic. “La
chon thu vi day.”

Nhac cat Ién, roi lai thém ngwai 1én doc, roi cudi cung budi 1€ cling xong.
Cha x thong bao viéc chon cat sé chi danh riéng cho thanh vién gia dinh.
T6t thoi. Trwdce gio toi chura tirng mudn ra khoi ché nao nhanh nhw vay va da
dinh bé vé trwdc khi ngudi ta dwa quan tai ra tdi 16i di, nhuwng si quan Lopez
da kip gitt tay t6i lan nita.

Mot nhém may hoc sinh cudi cdp khuadn quan tai cia Simon ra cia.
Chirng hai may ngwdi mac 4o den di theo sau, cudi hang ngudi 1a hai 6ng ba
nam tay nhau. Ngwoi phu nit cé giwong mat gay go, goc canh nhu Simon. Ba
ta cam mat xuong dat, nhung ngang 1én khi di ngang hang ghé ctia ching
t0i, don anh mat cua toi, r6i bat ra mot tiéng nac phan uat.

Nguoi ta bat dau don ra 16i di, c6 nguwoi lach vao hang ghé cung t6i va si
quan Lopez. La mot ong canh sat mac thwong phuc véi mai toc hui cua. Toi
nhan ra ngay ong ta khong phai hang hai nhw si quan Budapest. Ong ta cudi
nhw thé ching toi tirng gap nhau roi vay.

“Nate Macauley phai khong?” ong ta hoi. “Ta noi chuyén mot chut dwgc
cht con trai?”
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CHUONG BAY

Addy
Chu nhat ngay 30 thang Chin, 2:05 chiéu

Toi lay tay che mat khoi anh nang ngoai nha thd, nhin khap lwgt dam
dong cho t6i khi thdy Jake. Anh véi mdy ngudi cung khuan con lai ha quan
tai Simon xudng th gi nhin giong cang kim loai, r6i ditng sang bén trong
khi nhém ho tang dwa n6 1én xe. T6i vira cup mat xuong, khong muon thay
canh thi thé Simon dwgc dwra vao sau mot cai xe nhw moét cai va li qua kho,
thi c6 ai do go nhe lén vai toi.

“Addy Prentiss phai khong?” Mot phu nit trung nién mac bo dé vét xanh
vuong van trao cho téi nu cuwdi lich thiép, chuyén nghiép. “T6i 1a diéu tra
vién Laura Wheeler bén canh sat Bayview. Sau budi néi chuyén tuan roi cta
chau véi si quan Budapest vé cai chét ctia Simon Kelleher thi nay t6i c6 may
diéu mudn trao do6i thém. Chau tGi don véi t6i vai phut dwgc chi?”

T6i nhin ba ta cham cham va liém moi. T6i mudn héi vi sao, nhung ba ta
trong qua binh than va qua quyét, nhw thé kéo t6i vao mot goc dé néi chuyén
ngay sau lé tang la mot diéu hét sitc binh thwong vay, va sé rat bat lich sy
néu toi thac mac. Ngay lic dé Jake xudt hién canh toi, dep trai ngdi ngoi
trong bo vét, roi nd nu cwdi than thién, tdo mo vdi diéu tra vién Wheeler. Mat
toi ddo qua dao lai gitta hai nguoi va toi lung bung, “Khong phai... y chau
la... chung ta khong noi ¢ day dugc sao?”

Diéu tra vien Wheeler nhan mit. “O ddy dong qud, phai khong nao? Va
cho t6i thi ngay gan day thoi.” Ba ta cwdi nhat v6i Jake. “T6i la diéu tra vién
Laura Wheeler, canh sat Bayview. Toi mong dugc muwgn ban Addy day vai
phtt dé xac nhan lai mot s diéu lién quan dén cai chét ctia Simon Kelleher.”

“Di nhién a,” anh noéi, nhu thé thé 1a moi chuyén da dau vao ddy. “Nhan
anh néu em can ché vé nhé Ads. Luis vGi anh sé vao trung tam. Bon anh do6i
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ngau roi véi lai phdi ban vé chién thudt tdn céng cho tran thit Bdy tdi nita.
Chac sé dén quan Glenn day.”

Vay day, thé la xong. To6i di theo diéu tra viéen Wheeler xubi con dwong
lat dd cudi sau nha thd r6i ra via he, du t6i khong muon. Co 1€ day la y
Ashton khi chi néi t6i khong biét nghi cho minh. Bon canh sat cach ba khoi
nha, va hai chung t6i im lang di qua mot civa hang dung cu, buu dién, va mot
tiém kem ma bén ngoai c6 mot con nhoc dang gao khéc vi kem ctia né rac
sO co la ch khong phdi com. T6i tham nghi minh nén noéi véi diéu tra vién
Wheeler la me sé lo néu t6i khong vé thang nha, nhung lai sg ban than sé
pha ra cuwdi trede khi néi hét cau.

Chung t6i di qua may do kim loai & phong ngoai ctia don canh sat va diéu
tra vién Wheeler dua toi thang ra sau vao mot can phong nhé, néng ham
hap. T6i chwa tirng vao trong mot don canh sat bao gio, va tdi c nghi né sé
phai... toi chang biét nita. Co6 vé trinh trong hon, chang han. N6 nhac t6i nhg
dén phong hop trong van phong hiéu trudng, c6 diéu dén dom khong bang.
Cai ong huynh quang chdp tat lién hoi trén dau lam han sau hon tirng nép
nhan trén mat diéu tra vién Wheeler va bién da ctia ba ta thanh mo6t thi* mau
vang vot xdu xi. Toi khong biét véi tbi thi sao.

Ba ta moi téi nwdc, va khi toi tir choi thi ba ta roi phong hét may phut, dé
r6i tré lai véi mot chiéc tdi deo chéo vat trén vai va mot phu nit nhé tho toc
den theo sau. Ca hai ngudi ngoi doi dién toi qua chiéc ban thap rong bang
kim loai, r6i diéu tra vién Wheeler tha tii xuéng san. “Addy, day la Lorna
Shaloub, si quan ho trg gia dinh® ctia Hoc khu Bayview. C6 ay & day véi tw
cach mot ngudi co lién quan dé dai dién cho chau. Nao, day khong phai mot
bu6i tam gitt tham tra. Chau khéng phai tra 10i cau hoi cua t6i va c6 quyén
roi di bat c Idc nao. Chau hiéu chi?”

Khong han. T6i da chang con hiéu gi tir cho “ngwdi co6 lién quan”. Nhung
toi van dap “Vang”, du rang hon bao gig hét t6i wdc minh da vé nha luon.
Hay c6 Jake di cung toi.

“To6t. Téi mong chau sé @ lai day vai toi. Toi cam thdy, trong tat ca bon
nguoi lién quan, chau cé kha nang la nguwdi duy nhat bi dinh vao vu nay ma
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khong c6 y do xau.”

Toi chdp chdp mat. “Nguwdi duy nhat gi co?”

“Khong c6 y d6 xau. Toi mudn cho chau xem cai nay.” Ba ta cho tay vao
chiéc tdi bén canh va 16i ra mot cai laptop. Co Shaloub va t6i cho trong ltc
ba ta m@ may va go vai nut trén ban phim. Toi bam ma, tw hoi co6 phai ba ta
dinh cho t6i xem mdy bai dang trén Tumblr khéng. C6 thé bén canh sat nghi
c6 ké trong sO ching t6i da viét ching nhw mot thit tro dua kinh khing nao
d6. Néu ho héi t6i ké do 1a ai, t6i nghi minh sé néi la Bronwyn. Vi déng bai
dang d6 cam giac nhv dwgc viét bédi mot diva nghi minh thong minh vugt
troi hon tat thdy moi nguoi.

Dbiéu tra viéen Wheeler xoay man hinh laptop lai do6i dién vd&i toi. Toi
khong biét minh dang nhin cai gi, nhung cé vé nhue la mot trang blog, véi
logo Nghe Bon chinh inh ngay chinh gitta. T6i ngo ngac nhin ba ta, va ba ta
dap, “Pay la bang diéu khién Simon dung dé quan ly ndi dung trén Nghe
bon. Bén dudi phan ngay thang dé thi Hai tuan trede 1a nhitng bai méi nhat
cua cau ta.”

T6i cdi ngwoi t6i va bat dau doc.

Lan dau tién @ng dung nay goi tén gai ngoan BR, ngwdi s@ hitu s6 diém hoan hao nhat treong.
MOoi t0i c6 nang dat difm A mén Hoa khong phai chi nhd lao dong cét lwc dau, trir phi cdu goi
viéc an trom dé bai tir 6 Google Drive cua thay C la thé. Ai d6 hay bao lai véi Yale di...

O cuc bén kia, NM, tén t6i pham réat dugc yéu mén cta chiing ta da trd lai tiép tuc cong viéc
chuyén moén ctia chang: bao dam toan treong dugc théa thué phé thudc. Ta6i kha chac viéc do vi
pham lénh quéan ché cua cu ddy, N.

MLB cdng v6i CC bang ca mét thang Séau téi xanh mwdt, nhi? C6 vé nhu pitcher thuan tay trai
cta Bayview chdc chan sé thu hit nhiéu chi y trong cac gidi 16n... nhwng chang phéi ho c6 may
quy dinh kha ngat khong cho st dung chat kich thich w? Vi phan thi dau caa CC trong mua rd
muoi muoi la da xai thudc.

AP va JR la cdp doi hoan hao. Céng chiia ngay hoi trudng va trung vé ngoi sao, suot ba nam

tinh nong y dam. Trir m6i mot dip hé ndm ngoai khi A ¢6 cudc phiéu lwu tinh ai véi TF & can
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nha bén bg bién cua chang. Chuyén cang khé xtt hon khi hai chang la ban nhau. Ho c6 hoc hoi

kinh nghiém tt nhau khong nhi?

T6i khong thd n6i. Bi mat cta t6i da ¢ tredc mat tat ca moi nguwoi. Lam
thé nao? Simon chét roi; n6 dau thé dang cai nay dugc nita. Co phai ai dé da
tiép quan lai khong? Ké dang bai trén Tumblr? Nhung c6 quan trong gi: lam
sao, vi sao, khi nao - tat ca nhitng gi quan trong chinh la né dd & ngoai kia.
Jake sé doc dwgc, néu khong phai anh da doc r6i. Tat ca moi diéu t6i doc
triede khi tGi cho tén viét tat cia minh, nhitng chuyén khién t6i chan dong
khi nhan ra ching dang noi vé ai va chung nghia la sao, déu roi tot khoi dau
toi ca. Khong con gi ton tai ngoai cai sai lam ngu xuan, kinh khing ctia toi,
hién lén r6 mén mot trén man hinh, cho toan thé gigi doc duogc.

Jake sé biét. Anh sé khong bao gio tha thit cho toi.

Pau guc xudng ban con nguwdi gan nhw gap doi lai, m&i dau toi khong
nghe duogc diéu tra vien Wheeler néi gi. R6i mot vai tir bat dau lot vao dau
toi. “... hiéu chdu cam thdy bi mac ket ra sao... ngan khong cho diéu nay
dwgc cong bo... Néu chau noi ching téi hay chuyén gi da xay ra, ching t6i
c6 thé giiup chau, Addy...”

Toi chi thu duwgc mot cau. “Cai nay chuwa dugce dang sao?”

“Bai nay dwoc lwu san vao cai ngay Simon chét, nhung cau ta khong c6
co hoi dang 1én,” diéu tra viéen Wheeler 6n ton dap. Puoc cttu roi. Jake chua
thdy cai nay. Chwa ai thdy. Ngoai trir... vién canh sat nay, va cé l1é nhitng
canh sat khac nita. Diéu t6i quan tdm khac véi diéu ba ta quan tam.

Dbiéu tra viéen Wheeler ci t6i tredc, méi mim thanh mot nu cwdi khong
1én n6i dén mat. “Chac chau da nhan ra nhitng cdi tén viét tat roi, nhung may
chuyén kia la vé Bronwyn Rojas, Nate Macauley va Cooper Clay dé. Bon
ngwoi bon chau da c6 mat trong phong véi Simon khi cau ta chét.”

“P6... la mot sy tinh co ky la,” ti ap ung.

“Chang phai vay sao?” diéu tra vien Wheeler dong tinh. “Addy, chau da
biét Simon chét thé nao réi. Ching t6i da kiém tra phong thay Avery rat ky
va khong thay cé cach nao dau lac c6 thé xuat hién trong coc ctia Simon trie
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phi ai dé da bo vao sau khi cau ta 1ay nwdc tir voi. Trong phong khi do chi co
sdu nguwoi, mot nguwdi gio chét réi. Thay cia bon chau roi phong mot thoi
gian kha 1au. Bon ngudi bon chau & lai v4i Simon ai ciing c6 ly do mudn bat
cau ta im lang.” Giong ba ta khong 16n hon trudc, nhung lai lung bung trong
tai toi nhw tiéng ong vo vo quanh t6. “Chau c6 nhan ra t6i muoén néi gi chwa?
C6 thé m6t nhém nguoi da thwe hién vu nay, nhung vay khong c6 nghia cac
chau chiu trach nhiém ngang nhau. Gitta ndy ra y twong va thyc hién y
twdng do la mot troi mot vue day.”

T6i nhin sang c6 Shaloub. Mit ¢6 ta ding la rat quan tam, phai néi nhw
vay, nhung khong c6 vé gi la theo phe t6i ca. “Chau khong hiéu y c6.”

“Chau da noi doi chuyén vao phong y té, Addy. Cé phai c6 ngudi bao
chau lam thé khong? Lay hét but Epi dé sau d6 khéng cttu duwgc Simon?”

Tim t6i dap binh binh trong lic t6i nhat mot lon toc trén vai va van vé no
gitta may ngon tay. “Chau khéng néi doi. Chau quén théi.” Chuaa oi, néu ba
ta bat toi lam kiém tra vGi may phat hién ndi doi thi sao? Toi sé khong bao
gio qua duogc.

“Thaoi nay 16p tré cac chau chiu nhiéu ap luc,” diéu tra vién Wheeler néi.
Giong ba ta gan nhv than thién, nhung d6i mat thi van lanh nhat nhw vay.
“Chi riéng mang xa hoi thoi - nhw thé gio cac chau chang thé pham 16i duoc
nita, nhi? N6 sé bam theo cac chau khap noi. Toa an rat bao dung vGi nhitng
nguoi tré nhay cam, nhitng nguwoi hanh dong voi vang khi c6 qua nhiéu thi
dé mat, dac biét khi ho gitip ching toi tim ra sy that. Gia dinh Simon xitng
dang c6 duogc su that, chau c6 nghi thé khong?”

Toi cdi gam va giat giat toc. Toi khong biét phai lam gi. Jake sé biét -
nhung anh khong & day. To6i nhin c6 Shaloub vén mai téc ngan ra sau tai, va
dot nhién giong Ashton vang lén trong dau t6i. Em khéng phdi tra loi cdu
hoi nao ca.

Phdi roi. Biéu tra viéen Wheeler ngay tir dau c6 noéi vay, va 16i do xua tan
moi thit khac khoi dau téi véi cdm gidc nhe nhom va sang sudt dén bat ngo.

“Chau vé day.”
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T6i no6i dieu d6 mot cach dit khoat, nhwng van khong chac 1am la minh
c6 thé lam vay. T6i ding day va chd xem liéu ba ta c6 ngan can, nhung
khong. Ba ta chi nheo mat va dap, “Di nhién. Nhu t6i da néi, day khong phai
bubi tam giit tham tra. Nhung xin chau hiéu cho, khi chau roi khoi day roi
thi s giip do to6i danh cho chau lic nay sé khong con nita dau.”

“Chéau khong can c6 giup,” t6i dap, va budc ra khéi ctra, r6i ra khoi don
canh sat. Khong ai can toi lai. Du vay, khi ra t&i ngoai r6i, t6i khong biét
minh nén di dau hay lam gi nira.

Toi ngbi 1én ghé bang va lay dién thoai ra, tay run ray. Téi khong thé goi
Jake, chuyén nay thi khong. Nhuwng ngoai ra thi con ai? Pau 6c t6i trong
rong nhw thé diéu tra vien Wheeler da 1dy tay x6a sach moi thit vay. Ca cudc
doi toi dwng nén hoan toan chi xoay quanh Jake va gio khi moi th sup do
toi nhan ra, qua mudn mang, rang toi lé ra nén vun dap quan hé véi nhitng
nguwoi sé quan tam khi mot vién canh sat c6 qua dau ba thim va mét bo vét
xau om vira budc t0i toi giét ngwdi. Va khi t6i néi “quan tam”, toi khong co
y la quan tam cai kiéu 6i-Chua-oi-cdu-nghe-chuyén-gi-vira-xdy-ra-voi-
Addy-chua.

Me t6i sé quan tam day, nhung lac nay t6i khong thé déi dién vé6i cai vé
phan xét va khinh miét do.

T6i kéo t6i van A trong danh ba va nhan vao mot cai tén. Lya chon duy
nhat cua t6i, va t6i tham cam ta on trén khi chi bat may.

“Ash?” Bang cach nao do t6i da kim lai khong bat khéc khi nghe giong
chi. “Em can chi gitup.”

Cooper
Chu nhat ngay 30 thang Chin, 2:30 chiéu

Khi diéu tra vién Chang cho t6i coi cai trang Nghe D6n chwa xuat ban kia,
toi doc hét phan vé may ngwoi kia tride. Phan vé Bronwyn lam t6i soc, Nate
thi khong, t6i khong biét thang “TF” viét ¢ day la da ngt vGi Addy la thang
nao - va toi gan nhw chac chan phan ctia minh sé la vé cai gi. Tim toi dap
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thinh thinh khi t6i d6i mat theo tén viét tat cia minh: Vi phan thi dau ctua
CC trong mua r6 muoi muoi la dd xai thudc.

Htr. Mach t6i cham lai khi t6i nga ngudi trén ghé. Khong phai cai toi dang
trong doi.

Du c6 1€ t6i cling khong nén ngac nhién. T6i da tién bo rat nhiéu, rat
nhanh - ngay cé cai ong chieu mo cho Padres ciling phai noi vay.

biéu tra vién Chang vong vo tam quoc mot hoéi, bong gi6 nay kia tGi khi
toi hiéu ra rang 6ng nghi bon dira tui téi ¢ trong can phong do6 da 1én toan bd
ké hoach nay nham ngan khéng cho Simon dang bai. T6i c6 hinh dung ra
canh do6 - toi, Nate va hai c6 gai am muu giét nguwoi bang dau lac trong
phong phat cta thay Avery. Tao lao t&i d6 con chang lam dwgc mot bé phim
ra hon.

T6i biét minh im hoi lang tiéng hoi lau. “Truwdc tuan réi, Nate va con chuwa
ti'ng néi chuyén vGi nhau,” cudi cung toi cat 10i. “Va con chac chan minh
chwa tirng no6i chuyén vdi hai ban gai vé vu nay.

Diéu tra vién Chang chom qua gan t6i gitta ban. “Cau la hoc tro ngoan,
Cooper. Téi gio thi hé so cia cau sach khéng ti vét, cdu c6 mét twong lai
xan lan tredc mat. Cau pham 16i mot Ian va bi phat hién. Diéu doé rat dang
sg. T6i hiéu ma. Nhung lic nay van chra qua mu6n dé lam diéu diung dan
dau.”

To6i khong chac 6ng dang néi tGi 16i 1am nao: noéi t6i xai thudc kich thich,
ndi toi giét ngwoi, hay cai gi dé tui téi chwa ban tGi nita. Nhung theo t6i biét,
to6i van chwa bi phdt hién cai gi hét. Chi toan bi gan cho th6i. Bronwyn véi
Addy chac ciling dang dugc nghe mot bai thuyét trinh twong ty dau day. Con
Nate chac noi dung sé khac mot chuit.

“Con khong gian 1an,” tdi n6i vdi diéu tra vién Chang. “Va con khong hai
Simon.” Hong hai. T6i c6 thé nghe khau am ctia minh dang quay tré lai.

Ong thit mdt hwdng khac. “Ai nay ra y gai dién thoai dé cho may 6 cau
cung bi phat?”

T6i nghiéng tdi trwdc, hai long ban tay ap chat lén 16p len den cua cai
quan xin. T6i hiém khi mac céi quan nay, va gio thi né lam t6i thdy néng va
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ngtta. Tim toi lai dap thinh thich trong nguwc. “Nghe né. Con khong biét 1a ai
lam, nhwng... cha phai day la cai cac chd nén diéu tra sao? Kiéu nhw trén
mdy cai dién thoai c6 van tay khong? Vi con thdy cé kha nang la bon con bi
gai.” Nguoi con lai trong phong, mot ong dai dién nao dé to Hoc khu
Bayview, ndy gio chang n6i cau gi, gat gu nhu thé to6i vira no6i ra chan ly.
Nhung vé mat cta diéu tra vién Chang khong hé thay doi.

“Cooper, chung t0i da kiém tra may cai dién thoai dé ngay ti khi bat dau
nghi ngd c6 tro mo am. Khong cé bang chitng phap ly nao cho thay cé
nguoi nao khac dinh liu vao. Ching t6i dang khoanh vung bon c6 cau, va toi
nghi gigi han do sé khong thay doi dau.”

biéu do rot cudc cling khién t6i phai néi, “Con mudn goi ba me.”

Phéan “mudn” khong ding lam, nhung gio t6i dinh vo sdu qua roi. Diéu tra
vién Chang th@ dai nhuw thé t6i vira lam 6ng that vong nhung van dap, “Pugc
thoi. Cau c6 mang theo dién thoai bén minh ch?” Khi t6i gat dau, 6ng noi,
“Cau c6 thé goi dién ngay day.” Ong & lai trong ltic tdi goi cho ba, ba nim
bat tinh hinh nhanh hon t6i nhiéu.

“Cho ba néi chuyén véi thang cha diéu tra vién dé,” ba gam lén. “Lién.
Va Cooperstown - a, Cooper! Bgi chut. Con khong dugc noi them 10i nao
v&i bat cur ai nita.”

T6i dua diéu tra vién Chang dién thoai cta t6i va 6ng ap tai nghe. T6i
khong nghe dwgc hét nhitng gi ba néi, nhung ba 16n tiéng da cho t6i nam
duwgc dai khai. Diéu tra vién Chang c6 xen vao may cau - dai loai nhw la &
California thi thim van ngwoi vi thanh nién ma khong c6 mat phu huynh la
hoan toan hgp phap - nhung cha yéu 6ng van dé mac ba néi. Bén mot lic
ong dap, “Khong. Cau dy c6 quyeén ra vé,” thi tai toi déng lén. T6i da khong
hé nhan ra minh c6 thé veé.

Diéu tra vién Chang tra dién thoai lai cho t6i, va giong ba rén rang trong
tai t6i. “Cooper, con nghe khong? Di vé nha lién. Bon ho khong budc tdi con
cai gi hét, va con khong dugc tra 10i thém cau nao ma khong c6 mat ba véi
luat suw hét.”
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Ludt sw. Toi c6 that sy can luat sw khong? Téi cip mday va nhin diéu tra
vién Chang. “Ba con biéu con vé.”

Cau c6 quyeén vé, diéu tra vién Chang néi, va tdi wéc gi minh biét diéu dé
tr dau. Co thé ong cé noi. That sy la t6i khong nhd. “Nhung, Cooper nay,
nhitng cudc tro chuyén twong tw dang dién ra vdi cac ban cta cau trong don.
Mot trong s6 ho sé chap nhan hgp tac cung ching t6i, va ngudi dé sé nhan
dwgc dai ngo rat khac vdi nhitng ngwdi con lai day. Toi mong ngwoi do sé la
cau. T6i muoén cau cé dugc co hoi do.”

T6i mudn noi la 6ng sai hét rao roi, nhung ba da dan khong duwgc néi nita.
Du vay, toi dau thé nao di ma khong noi gi. Nén cudi cung toi bat tay diéu
tra vién Chang va ndi, “Cam on chu vi da danh thoi gian.”

T6i néi nghe nhw mot thang liém dit hang nhat vay. Bao nhiéu nam rén
luyén do6 ma.
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CHUONG TAM

Bronwyn
Chu nhat ngay 30 thang Chin, 3:07 chiéu

T6i mirng khong sao té xiét khi b6 me déu c6 mat & nha thd lic diéu tra
vién Mendoza kéo t6i sang bén va yéu cau toi dén don canh sat. Toi twéng
ho sé chi hoi t6i thém vai ciu ti€p ndi si quan Budapest. T6i dau cé ngo
chuyén xdy ra ti€p theo d6 va han sé chang biét phai lam gi. B6 me t6i xen
vao va khong cho téi trd 10i cau hoi nao. Ho moi duwgc mot dong thong tin tw
cho ong diéu tra vién ma khong cho lai bat it diéu gi. Qua la bac thay.

Nhung. Gio bo me da biét viéc t6i lam.

A. Thyec ra thi chwa. Ho chi biét tin don. Liic ndy, trén duong lai xe vé nha
tir don canh sét, ho van thao thao 1én an cai sy bat cong ctia vu viéc vira qua.
A thi, c6 me tdi n6i. B6 chi tap trung vao con dwong trwdc mit, nhung ngay
ca cach bd bat dén xi nhan ciing hung hang bat thwong.

“Y t6i 13,” me néi, v&i mot giong gap gap cho thdy ring me chi méi dang
khai dong, “chuyén xdy ra véi Simon kinh khing that. Di nhién bd me thang
bé muon cau tra 16i. Nhung di 1dy mot céi tin don dang trén mang cua hoc
sinh cdp ba r6i bién né thanh 16i budc tdi nhw thé thi 16 bich that sw. T6i
khong hiéu lam sao ngudi ta lai nghi Bronwyn cé thé giét mot thang bé vi
cai bai viét doi tra ctia n6 dugc.”

“Khong phai doi trd dau a,” toi néi, nhung khé dén mirc me khong thé
nghe thay.

“Bén canh sat khong c6 gi hét.” Giong b6 nhw thé dang danh gia mot
cong ty ma minh dinh mua lai r6i nhan ra né khong du tiém nang. “Toan
nhitng chitng ¢ gian tiép mo hé. Hién nhién la khong c6 chitng & phéap ly
nao bang khéng bon ho dau cé thit cach nay. Mot phwong phap tham hai.”
Chiéc xe chay truedc dirng bat ngo vi den vang, va boé khé chiti thé mot cau
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tiéng Tay Ban Nha ldc thang lai. “Bronwyn, bd khong mudn con lo lang vu
nay. Nha minh sé thué mot luat sw xuat sac, nhung thuan tiy chi la hinh thic
thoi. Khi vu nay qua di c6 1é bo sé kién s& canh sat. DBac biét néu c6 bat ci
gi lot ra ngoai lam ton hai danh tiéng cua con.”

Co hong t6i cho cam gidc nhw t6i chuan bi day tir nglt qua mét 16p bun
dac quanh. “La that a.” T6i néi gan nhw khong ra tiéng. To6i ap long ban tay
1én cai ma néng ryc va lén giong. “Con c6 gian lan. Con xin 16i.”

Me cya minh trén ghé. “Me nghe khong 16, con yéu. Con néi gi thé?”

“Con c6 gian lan.” Tt nglt ludng cudng tudn ra: chuyén t6i da st dung
mdy tinh trong phong thi nghiém ngay sau thay Camino, r6i nhan ra thay
chwa dang xudt Google Drive. Trong d6 c6 mot tap tin vdi toan b dé kiém
tra moén Hoa cho tdi cubi nam. T6i tdi ndé xuéng usb ma gan nhw khong suy
nghi gi. Ro6i t6i dung n6 dé dat diém toi da sudt ca nam do.

T6i khong biét sao Simon phat hién ra. Nhwng nhw moi khi, n6 da ding.

Nhitng phtt sau do trong xe that kinh khiing. Me cuc cwva trén ghé va nhin
toi cham cham vdi anh mat cia ké bi phan boi. Bo thi khéng thé lam vay,
nhung bd ct li€c mat vao kinh chiéu hau nhuw thé mong sé thay diéu gi do
khac. To6i doc dugc noi dau trong vé madt hai nguwdi: Con khéng phdi nguoi
b6 me van tuéng.

B6 me t0i chi quan tdm dén thanh tich dwa vao thwc lwc. B6 da la mot
trong nhitng gidm doc tai chinh tré nhat California trwdc ca khi chi em t6i ra
doi, con phong kham da liéu ctia me thanh cong t§i mitc mdy nam qua me
khong c6 thoi gian nhan thém bénh nhan méi. Ttr mau gidao ho da bom cho
toi mot thong diép duy nhat: Chdm chi, c6 hét minh, va moi thit sé nhv'y. Va
qua ding nhw thé, cho t¢i mon Hoa.

Co 1€ t6i da khong biét phai lam sao vGi chuyén do.

“Bronwyn.” Me van nhin t6i cham cham, giong khé va cang thang. “Chda
oi. Me khong twéng twgng noi la con lai di lam mo6t chuyén nhw vay. Chuyén
nay toi té hét sitrc, nhwng trén hét, né gan cho con mot dong co.”

“Con khong lam gi Simon hét!” t6i budt miéng.
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Hai dwong thang la m6i me khé gian ra khi me lac dau vdi t6i. “Me that
vong vé con, Bronwyn, nhung me khong cé y do6. Me chi n6i nhitng gi da
xay ra. Néu con khong thé khang dinh Simon néi déi, thi chuyén nay c6 thé
sé ray ra lam.” Me day day mat. “Sao né biét con gian lan? N6 c6é bang
ching khong?”

“Con khong biét. Simon khong...” To6i ngitng 151, nghi téi moi bai dang
trén Nghe Don ma minh da doc nhitng nam qua. “Simon chwa bao gio that
s chitng minh gi ca. Chi c6... moi nguoi tin n6 vi n6 khong bao gio noi sai.
R6t cuc moi thit déu bi phoi ra thoi.”

Vay ma t0i c nghi minh thoét, vi t6i da trém tap tin cua thay Camino twr
thang Ba r6i. Cai t6i khong hiéu dugc la, néu Simon biét, vi sao n6 khong
dang ngay lap twc?

Puong nhién toi biét viéc minh lam 1a sai. T6i con nghi c6 thé hanh vi la
pham phap nita kia, mdc du néi chinh xac t6i khong dot nhap vao tai khoan
thay Camino vi n6 von m@ san. Nhung chuyén dé nghe that kho tin. Maeve
van dung kha nang may tinh siéu dang cia minh hack cho nay cho kia cho
vui su6t, va néu da c6 y dinh, t6i cé thé nho no 1ay trom dé cua thay Camino
lam chit. Hoac tham chi stta diém ctia minh. Nhuwng nao c6 phai t6i muu tinh
tredc dau. Luc ay cai tap tin ¢ ngay triedc mat toi, va toi ci thé 1ay thoi.

RO6i t6i quyét dinh dwa vao né suot may thang sau doé, tw nha rang nhw thé
khong sao hét, vi mot mon hoc khé nhan khéng nén lam héng twong lai cta
t6i. Y nghi d6 tré nén mia mai lam sao, sau chuyén vira xay ra & don canh
sat.

T6i tw héi chuyén Simon viét vé Cooper va Addy c6 that nét khong. Biéu
tra vién Mendoza cho nha t6i coi hét cac bai, &m chi rang c6 thé mot nguoi
khac da dong y hgp tdc va dang ty thd réi. Toi ludn nghi tai nang cta
Cooper la Chua ban con Addy thi &m anh v&i Jake dén mitc con khong them
ngo trai nao khac nita 1a, nhung bon ho chac cling chwa tirng ngh t6i lai gian
lan.

Con Nate thi to6i khong thac mac gi. Cau ta chwa bao gio gia vo la gi khac.
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B6 cho xe lén 16i vao nha r6i tat mdy, rit chia ra va quay sang nhin toi.
“Con gi con chwa n6i vGi b6 me khong?”

T6i nghi t6i can phong nhé ngot ngat & don canh sat, bd me tdi hai bén
con diéu tra vién Mendoza ném md cau héi vao t6i nhw ném Iwu dan. Chdu
co tranh dua gi voi Simon khong? Chau co toi nha cdu ta chua? Chau co
biét cdu ta viét bai vé minh khong?

Chdu c6 bdt cw ly do gi, ngoai cdi nay ra, dé ghét hay thu hdn Simon
khéng?

B6 me bao t6i khong phai trd 10i cau hoéi nao ca, nhung t6i cé trd 10i cau
dé. Khong, toi dap.

“Khong,” gio t6i 1ap lai, nhin thang vao mat bo.

Néu bd c6 biét téi dang néi déi di nita, thi cling khong dé 10 ra.

Nate
Chu nhat ngay 30 thang Chin, 5:15 chiéu

Goi chuyén xe vé nha cung si quan Lopez sau lé tang Simon la “cang
thang” thi da la n6i gidm noi tranh roi.

Nhé dau tién la phai dén vai gio sau t6i md@i dwgce ra. Sau khi thang cha si
quan Hui Cua dwa t6i dén don va hoi hang chuc cau cing mot y 1a toi cé giét
Simon khéng. ST quan Lopez xin dugc c6 mat ldc tham van va o6ng dong v,
toi thi khong c6 van dé gi. Co diéu tinh hinh hoi cang mot chit khi 6ng 16i ra
cai to cao cua Simon vé vu buon thuoc.

Cai do, tuy dang, nhung 6ng dau cé chitng minh dwgc. Ngay ca toi cling
biét vay. T6i gilt vé binh than khi éng ndi tinh hudng lién quan t6i cai chét
cta Simon cho canh sat mot 1y do hgp 1y dé luc soat nha t6i tim thudc, va
rang ho da c6 trat. Sang nay t6i don sach sé roi, nén t6i biét ho sé chang thay
gl dau.

On Chua si quan Lopez va t6i gdp nhau Cha nhat. Bang khong t6i da vao
tu roi. Toi ng c6 khong dé dau cho hét, tuy co khong biét diéu do. Va cling
vi cO da bdo vé t6i trong lic tham tra nita, cai do6 thi t6i do co biét. Lan nao
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gdp nhau t6i ciling n6i doi co va t6i kha chac la c6 biét. Nhung khi si quan
Hui Cua bat dau s6i mau, c6 lai kiém 0ng ta xuong. Cudi cung, téi c6 cam
giac la ho chang cé gi ngoai vai cai bang chitng mo hé phong doan va mot
gia thuyét ma ho dinh gay ap lwc cho mot ditra nao dé nhan toi.

To6i trd 101 vai cdu héi. Nhitng cau t6i biét sé khong day t6i vao rac roi.
Nhitng cau khac thi t6i chi Em khong biét va Em kh6éng nhd t6i lui theo
nhiéu cach dién dat khac nhau. Do6i Itic do6 con la cau tra 16i that 1ong nita.

ST quan Lopez khong néi tiéng nao tit Itic chiing t6i roi don cho tGi lic ¢
cho xe ngtrng truedc nha t6i. Gid c6 nhin t6i véi anh mat rd rang ham y ngay
ca co cling khong thay mat t6t dep ctia chuyén vira xdy ra.

“Nate, toi sé khong hdi em diéu toi thay trén trang do6 c6 la s that hay
khong. D6 1a chuyén ctia em véi ludt sw, néu tinh hinh dén nwéc d6. Nhung
em can hiéu diéu nay. Néu, tit hom nay tr@ di, em budn thuéc dwéi bat ky
hinh thitc nao - thi t6i khong thé gitip em dwgc nita. Khong ai c6 thé ca. Day
khong phai chuyén dua. Cai em dang d6i mdt cé kha nang la tdi hinh sy
nghiém trong d6. C6 bon dita bi dinh vao vu diéu tra nay va trtr em ra, tat ca
déu duge bao vé bdi nhitng 6ng bé ba me c6 diéu kién va quan tam t6i con
cai. Néu khong néi thang la giau c6 va thé lyc. Em la dita ngoai 1é va con t6t
thi hién nhién. T6i néi vay ro khong?”

Chta oi. Co khong nwong tay ti nao. “Vang.” T6i hiéu. Sudt dwong veé t6i
da nghi dén chuyén do.

“Pwgc roi. Cha nhat sau gap em. Goi toi néu c6 gi can tGi toi trude do.”

T6i ra khoi xe ma khong cam on. Mot hanh dong ngu xuan, nhung tinh t6i
cling chang bao gid mang on ai. T6i bwdc vao can bép lup xup va cai mui
dap ngay vao miii: mui nén chua loét xdc vao miii va hong khién t6i muon
oe. T6i nhin quanh tim xem n6 phat ra ti* dau, va chac nay la ngay may man
cta to6i vi bo da chiu khé mtta trong bon rita. Chi c6 diéu khong budn xa
nuwdc sau do. Toi ldy mot tay che mat va tay kia chia voi xit vao do, nhung
v0 tac dung. Bong non gid da dong lai va sé khong troi di triv phi t6i co.

Pau do6 trong nha ching to6i c6 miéng x6p. Co thé la ti dwéi bon riva. Tuy
nhién t6i khong ngé xudng tim, ma da chan vao d6. Cam giac kha da, nén toi
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da thém nam mudi lan nita, cang lic cang manh cho t6i khi miéng go ré tién
nit ra. T6i thd doc, hit day phdi thit khong khi ngap mui nén, va t6i phat
ngdy vGi moi chuyén, t6i mitc cé thé giét nguoi.

Co nhitng ké té hai dén khong dang song nita. Ching la nhw thé day.

Tiéng lach tach quen thudc vang 1én tir ngoai phong khach - Stan, dang
cao vao bé kinh, tim thitc an. T6i nan hét ntra chai nwéc rivra chén vao bon va
xit thém mot dot nwdc nita vao do. Phan con lai dé sau.

T6i 16i hop dung dé song ra khéi ta lanh va tha ching vao chuong Stan,
nhin ching nhay loang quang khéng hay biét minh sap gap chuyén gi. T6i
thd cham lai va dau 6c ro rang hon, nhung dé chang phai tin tot gi. Khong
nghi vé dong cit nay thi cling sé phai lo dong cit khac.

Giét nguoi theo nhom. Gia thuyét tha vi ddy. Co 1é t6i nén mirng vi dam
cdm khong tim cach gan toan bé vu nay cho t6i. Bdo ba dita kia gat dau va
thoat an tu. T6i kha chac Cooper va nho téc vang sé rat san long hop tac.

Nhung Bronwyn co 1€ 1a khong.

T6i nham mat va dat tay Ién néc chuong Stan, nghi t6i nha Bronwyn.
Sach s€ va sang sua lam sao, va cai cach cau véi con em gai tro chuyén nhu
thé nhitng gi hay ho nhat ctia cudc hoi thoai la nhitng diéu ho khong ndi ra.
Sau khi bi gan cho t6i giét nguoi, thi tr& vé mét ng6i nha nhw thé chac la
thich lam.

Khi t6i 1én xe rdi nha, t6i ty nht la minh khong biét di dau, r6i lai vong
vong gan mot tiéng dong ho. Khi t6i dén dwoc 16i vao nha Bronwyn thi da la
gio nguoi ta an toi, va toi nghi chac sé khong ai budc ra.

Du vay, toi da sai. C6 nguoi ra. La mot ong cao 16n deo kinh, téc den
ngdn, mic 4o vét 1ong ciru va so mi ca ro. Ong nhin gidng nguodi quen ra
1énh, va ong tién lai t6i vdi vé binh thén, than trong.

“Nate phai khong?” Ong chéng tay 1én hong, cai dong ho to co 1dp loang
trén co tay. “Toi la Javier Rojas, b6 cua Bronwyn. Toi e la cau khong thé &

»

day.
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Ong nghe khéng c6 vé gian dit, chi déu déu. Nhung dong thdi ciing nghe
nhw 6ng chwa bao gid néi ra diéu gi vGi vé nghiém tic dén thé trong doi.

T6i g& mi bao hiém ra dé nhin lai 6ng. “Bronwyn cé nha khong?” Cau
héi thtra thai nhat trén doi. Puong nhién la cdu cé ¢ nha va dwong nhién 6ng
sé khong cho t6i gdp cau. Toi khong biét sao minh mudn thé, trir viéc toi
khong thé. Va vi t6i mudn hoi cau: Sy thdt la gi? Cdu da lam gi? Cdu da
khong lam gi?

“Cau khong thé & day,” Javier Rojas ldp lai. “T6i tin cau cling khong
muén dinh dang thém gi t6i canh sat hon t6i.” Ong kha thuyét phuc trong
viéc gia vo la toi sé chang bao gio la con ac mong toi té nhat ctia 6ng, ngay
ca khi t6i khong bi dinh vao mot vu diéu tra &n mang cung con gai 6ng.

Thé ddy. Ranh gidi da dwoc vach ra. To6i la diva ngoai 1é va con t6t thi hién
nhién. Chang con gi dé néi, vay la t6i lui xe ra khdi 16i vao nha 6ng va vé
nha.
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CHUONG CHIN

Addy
Chu nhat ngay 30 thang Chin, 5:30 chiéu

Ashton m¢ ctra can ho ¢ trung tam San Diego cua chi. Can ho mot phong
ngu, badi chi va Charlie khéng dua tién thué can nao to hon. Pac biét la véGi
khoan ng cd nam hoc phi truong luat ma gio sé cang them kho tra khi cong
viéc thiét ké do6 hoa ctia Ashton van chwa c6 tién trién con Charlie thi quyét
dinh lam phim tai liéu vé thién nhién thay vi lam luat su.

Nhwng dé khong phdi cai chi em t6i muon néi tdi & day.

Ashton pha ca phé trong can bép nhé ma xinh: ti bép trang, ban bép bang
cam thach den béng, dung cu thép khong gi, dén thiét ké hoai c6. “Charlie
dau?” toi hai trong ltuc chi thém kem va duwong cho toi, loang va ngot ding
kiéu t6i thich.

“Di leo vach da,” Ashton no6i, miéng mim lai thanh mot dwong mong khi
chi dwa t6i cai coc. Charlie cé nhiéu s@ thich ma Ashton khong chia sé, va
cai nao ciling dat dé. “Chi sé goi hoi anh ta chuyén thué cho em mot luat su.
C6 thé cac gido su cii cia anh ta quen biét ai d6.”

Ashton khang khang dwa t6i di kiém do an sau khi ching t6i roi don canh
sat, va & quan toi ké lai cho chi moi thit - 4, gan nhw moi thit. Du gi cling thu
that vé tin don cua Simon. Chi c6 goi cho me trén duwong t6i day, nhung bi
chuyén sang hop thu thoai va chi dé lai mot 16i nhan map ma& goi-con-ngay-
khi-me-nhan-tin.

Va me 10 di. Hodc chwa nhan dugc. Co 1€ toi nén cho me co hoi.

Chung t6i mang ca phé ra san thwong va ngoi doi dién nhau trén hai cai
ghé do ruc bén cai ban nhé xiu. T6i nham mat va h6p mot ngum 16n thiy
chat 16ng nong ngot lim kia, ép ban than phai thw gian. Khong c6 tac dung,
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nhung t6i ¢t nhap titng ngum twr ti cho t&i hét coc. Ashton 1dy dién thoai ra
va nhan cho Charlie mét tin coc 16¢, roi goi me lan nita. “Van ct¢ thw thoai,”
chi thé dai, uong not cho ca phe.

“Khong ai & nha trtv ching ta,” t6i noi, va khong hiéu sao diéu d6 khién
toi cwdi. C6 phan hoi ngat nghéo. Co khi t6i dién tGi noi roi.

Ashton chong khuyu tay 1én ban réi khum tay lai dugi cam. “Addy, em
phai ké véi Jake chuyén xdy ra.”

“May bai dang ctia Simon chwa 1én,” t6i yéu 6t n6i, nhung Ashton lac
dau.

“Sé truyén ra sém thoi. C6 thé la tin don, c6 thé 1a canh sat néi chuyén vai
n6 dé gay ap luc cho em. Nhing em can doi mat véi moi quan hé cia minh
du cé thé nao di nita.” Chi ngdp ngirng, vén toc ra sau tai. “Addy, c6 phan
nao trong em muén Jake phat hién khong?”

Noi gian dit trao 1én trong t6i. Ashton khong thé ngirng cai viéc ghét Jake
du dang trong lic dau so6i Itta bong thé nay, “Sao em lai muon thé ch?”

“N6 ltic nao cling ra quyét dinh, ding khéng? Co khi em thdy chan diéu
do. La chi thi sé thé.”

“Phdi roi, vi chi la chuyén gia vé cdc m6i quan hé ma,” t6i budt miéng.
“Hon thang nay em chang hé thay chi vgi Charlie cung nhau nita la.”

Ashton mim mo6i. “Pay khéng phai chuyén vé chi. Em can ké cho Jake, ké
s6m. Em khong muon né nghe dugc diéu nay tir nguwoi khac dau.”

Moi su chong do6i déu roi khéi t6i, vi toi biét chi néi ding. Cho dgi chi t6
khién moi sy té hon. Va béi me khong goi lai cho ching toi, théi thi toi c&
lam liéu cho xong. “Chi ché em t6i nha anh ay dugc khong?”

Du sao t0i cling c6 ca dong tin nhan ttv Jake hédi xem moi chuyén ¢ don
thé nao. To6i biét 1é ra minh nén tap trung vao khia canh hinh sy trong vu
nay, nhung nhw moi khi, dau t6i chi toan nghi dén Jake. Tbi 16i dién thoai ra,
mé tin nhan, Em noi chuyén truc tiép vdi anh dugc khong?

Jake nhan lai ngay, “Only Girl” vang lén, c6 vé khong phu hgp lam véi
cudc noéi chuyén sap stra dién ra day.
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Dfi nhién roi.

Toi trang hai cai coc trong khi Ashton 1dy chia khoa va vi. Chung t6i buéc
ra hanh lang va Ashton déng ctta lai, giat giat nam ctta cho chac la da khoa.
Toi theo chi t6i thang mdy, than kinh cang 1én. T6i khong nén udng coc ca
phé do6. Du trong do chu yéu la sita.

Chung t6i di dwgc nita duwong t6i Bayview thi Charlie goi. Toi c6 khong
dé y t6i cudc no6i chuyén nhat ging, cang thang ctia Ashton, nhung & gan
nhau nhuw vay khong nghe cling kho. “T6i khong yéu cau cho t6i,” mot ltc
chi néi. “Anh khéng c6 gang mot lan dugce a?”

T6i rium ngwoi trén ghé va 1ay dién thoai ra, lwét qua tin nhan. Keely nhan
mot chuc tin vé trang phuc Halloween, con Olivia lai rén ri chuyén cé nén
quay lai v6i Luis khéng. M6t 1an nita. Ashton cudi cung cling cip may va co
lam vé tuwoi tinh, “Charlie sé goi vai cudc dé tim luat sw cho em.”

“Tuyét. Nhan em cdm on nhé.” T6i cdm thdy minh nén n6i thém, nhung
khong biét noi gi, va ching t6i chim vao im lang. Du vy, t6i tha danh hang
gio lién im lang trong xe cda chi hon la nam phat trong nha Jake, ma gio day
da nhanh chéng hién ra tredc mat ching t6i. “Em khong rd sé mat bao lau,”
toi n6i vai Ashton khi chi cho xe 1én 16i vao. “Va c6 thé em sé can nguoi
chd vé nha.” Bung t6i quan 1én. Néu t6i khong lam viéc d6 véi TJ, han Jake
sé mudn la mot phan cta nhitng gi sap tdi. Toan bo chuyén nay van sé toi té,
nhung toi sé khong phdi do6i mat mot minh.

“Chi sé vao quan Starbucks trén duong Clarendon,” Ashton noi khi toi ra
khoi xe. “Nhan cho chi khi em xong nhé.”

Ltc dé t6i thay hoi han vi da nat lai chi va khich chi vu Charlie. Néu chi
khong don t6i ¢ don, toi khong biét minh sé lam gi nita. Nhuwng chi cho xe ra
duong trudce khi toi kip ndi gi, va toi lé budc tGi trede civa nha Jake.

Me anh mé& ctra khi t6i nhan chu6ng, mim cwdi binh thuwong téi noi toi
gan nhu tin rang moi chuyén ro6i sé dau vao day. T6i lu6n mén c6 Riordan.
Co ay ting la mot chuyén gia quang cao thanh céng trudc khi Jake vao trung
hoc, khi dé c6 quyét dinh giam bdt cong viéc va tap trung cho gia dinh. Toi
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nghi me minh tham wéc dwgce la ¢6 Riordan, c6 mot sy nghiép lay lirng ma
c6 khong phai theo dubi nita, cung mot nguwdi chong dep trai va thanh cong.

Nguoc lai, chi Riordan c6 doéi khi cling hoi dang sg. Chu dy la ngudi doc
doan, kiéu “nhat la bét”. Mai khi t6i nhac dén chuyén d6, Ashton thwong
lam bam vé chuyén con nha téng khong giong 16ng cling giong canh.

“Chao chau, Addy, c6 chuan bi ra ngoai, nhung Jake thi dang dogi chau &
tang duwéi ay.”

“Cam on c0,” toi dap va budc qua co vao hanh lang.

T6i nghe tiéng c6 khoa ctra lai va tiéng ctra xe dong sap khi t6i xuéng cho
Jake. Nha Riordan c6 mot tang ham hoan thién la lanh dia riéng ctia Jake.
Cho do rat to, ho con c6 mot ban bi a cung céi ti vi khong 16 va rat nhiéu ghé
lan di vang dwdi do, nén dam ban ching t6i tu tdp & day nhiéu nhat. Nhw
moi khi, Jake nam trén cai di vang 16n nhat véi chiéc diéu khién Xbox trén
tay.

“A, em.” Anh tam ngirng game ro6i ngoi 1én khi thay t6i. “Tinh hinh sao
r6i?”

“Khong 6n lam,” to6i dap, va bat dau run rdy. Gwong mat Jake day vé quan
tam ma t6i khong dang dwoc nhan. Anh ding 1én, co kéo tdi xudng ngdi bén
anh, nhung lan nay t6i cwong lai. T6i ngoi xudng cai ghé banh bén canh.
“Em nghi minh nén ngoi day khi néi vdi anh diéu nay.”

Tran Jake cau lai. Anh ngoi xuéng, lan ngay lén mép di vang, khuyu tay
anh chong 1én dau goi trong lic anh chdam chd quan sat t6i. “Em lam anh sg@
day, Ads.”

“M0ot ngay dang sg ma,” t6i noi, quan mot lon téc quanh ngoén tay. Co
hong t6i kho khoc. “Ba diéu tra vién muén néi chuyén vdi em vi ba nghi 1a
em... bd nghi tat cd bon em cé mat trong phong cung Simon hém dé da...
giét n6. Ho nghi bon em c6 y boé dau lac vao nwéc ctia Simon cho n6 chét.”
Khi nhitng 10i 1€ ay thoat ra khoi moi to6i chot nhan ra cé 1€ t6i khong dugc
néi t¢i phan nay. Nhung tdi von quen ké véi Jake moi chuyén roi.

Jake nhin t6i cham cham, chép mat, r6i bat ra mét tiéng cwdi khan. “Chia
oi. Khong vui ti nao dau, Addy.” Anh hau nhuv chwa bao gio goi téi bang tén
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that.

“Em khong dua. Ba nghi bon em lam thé vi n6 chuan bi dang mét bai méi
trén Nghe Don noi vé ca bon dita em. N6i vé nhitng chuyén kinh khting bon
em khong muon 16 ra.” T6i mudn n6i véi anh vé nhitng tin kia trwdc - Anh
thdy chua, ddau phdi chi c6 minh em khong ra gi! - nhung t6i khong lam thé.
“Co6 mot chuyén vé em trén dé, né cé that, va em phdi néi véi anh. Em 1€ ra
phai n6i véi anh khi chuyén xdy ra nhwng em sg qua.” T6i nhin xudng san
nha, mat t6i chi muc vao mét sgi chi nho ra trén tdm thdam nhung 16ng mau
xanh. Néu kéo n6 toi tin ca cho dé sé xo0 ra.

“Noi di,” Jake noi. Toi khong doc duwoc giong anh.

Chua oi. Lam sao tim t6i dap nhanh thé nay ma t6i van con song chit? N6
phai x6 tung khoi nguc t6i roi. “Cudi nam ngoai, khi anh di Cozumel vGi b
me, em vO tinh gap TJ ngoai bai bién. Bon em c6 mot chai rum va két cuc la
ca hai say khu6t. Va em dén nha TJ va, wm, em da qua dém vGi cau ta.”
Nudc mat lan dai trén hai ma t6i va nho xudng xuwong don.

“Qua dém kiéu gi?” Jake héi, giong thang thirng. T6i chan chw, tw héi liéu
con cach nao dé khién chuyén nay nghe d& kinh khing hon khéng. nhung
roi Jake ldp lai - “Qua dém kiéu gi?” - gan manh ting tiéng khién cho tw
ngt budt khoi miéng toi.

“Bon em ngu vdi nhau.” T6i khoc dén noi khong néi thém duwgc tiéng
nao. “Em xin 10i, Jake. Em da pham mét sai lam ngu xuan, kinh khing va
em rat rat hoi han.”

Jake khong noi gi hoi lau, r6i khi anh 1én tiéng, giong anh lanh nhw bang.
“Co xin 16i sao? Hay that. Vay la coi nhu 6n théa hét nhi. Mién la c6 xin
[6i.”

“Em that sy biét 16i ma,” t6i 1én tiéng, nhung tride khi téi kip néi thém
diéu gi thi anh da ding phat ddy va dam manh vao bitc twong sau lwng anh.
Toi giat minh kéu 1én mot tiéng. L6p thach cao v& ra, bui trang roi 1a ta
xuong tdm tham xanh. Jake lac ndm tay va ddm vao twdng manh hon.

“Khon kiép, Addy. May thang truedc co chich ban toi, r6i n6i doi toi tw
bdy dén gio, va co xin Ioi sao? C6 mac chitng gi vay? To6i doi x v6i ¢6 nhw
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nit hoang.”

“Em biét,” t6i mic nd, nhin cham cham vao vét mau khdp tay ctia anh dé
lai trén twong.

“C0 dé toi choi véi cai thang tha ho cwoi sau lung t6i trong khi co thi
nhay tir givong han sang giwong to6i nhw thé khéng c6 gi xdy ra. Gia vo 1a co
quan tam con me no tdi t6i.” Jake gan nhw chua tirng chiti thé khi c6 mat t6i,
hodc néu c6 thi anh lu6n xin 16i sau do.

“Em c6 ma! Jake, em yéu anh. Em ludn yéu anh, tir ngay dau gap anh.”

“Vay sao co lam vay? Ha?”

May thang qua t6i da héi di hoi lai ban than cau héi d6 va khong thé nght
ra cau trd 10i nao ngoai nhitng cai c& yéu 6t. Minh say, minh ngu ngéc, minh
tw ti. Co 1€ cai cudi la gan sy that nhat; hang may nam cam thdy minh thua
kém cudi cung ciing bat kip t6i. “Em da pham sai lam. Em sé lam moi thit dé
stta chita n6. Néu c6 thé quay lai ma thay déi moi chuyén em sé lam.”

“Nhung lam gi dugc thé, ding chit?” Jake hoi. Anh im lang hoi lau, thd
manh. T6i khong dam néi thém 10i nao. “Nhin t6i day.” To6i 14y tay che mat
1au hét mirc c6 thé. “Nhin t6i nay, Addy. Co ng toi day.”

Vay la téi ngang 1én, nhung t6i wdc minh da khong lam thé. Guwong mat
anh - gwong madt dep dé toi da yéu trudc ca khi n6 dwgc hoan hao nhw hién
tai - méo mé di vi gian dir. “Co da huy hoai tat ca. Co biét diéu do, phai
khong?”

“Em biét.” Loi budt ra thanh tiéng rén, nhw thé t6i 1a mdt con thi bi mac
bay. Néu c6 thé gam ditt chan minh dé thoat khéi tinh canh nay, thi t6i sé
lam.

“Cut. Cut khoi nha t6i. T6i khong muon thay c6 nita.”

To6i khong chac lam cach nao minh di lén dwgc cau thang, noi gi dén
chuyén ra khoi ctta. Khi da ra t6i ngoai t6i luc loi trong tdi c6 tim dién thoai.
T6i khong thé ditng ngay triedc nha Jake nitc né chd Ashton dwgc. T6i phai
ra dwong Clarendon tim chi. R6i mot chiéc xe bén kia dudng khé nhan coi,
va qua lan nwdc mat t6i thiy chi gai minh ha ctra kinh xuong.
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Miéng chi méo xéch khi t6i tién lai. “Chi da nghi la sy tinh sé ra thé nay.
Em vao di. Me dang chd minh day.”
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CHUONG MUOI

Bronwyn
Thir Hai ngay 1 thang Muoi, 7:30 sang

T6i chuan bi dén treong ngay thit Hai theo cach quen thudc. Thitc day ldac
sdu gio sang dé chay bd ntra gio. Ngii coc cung dau va nwdc cam ldc sau
rwdi, mwoi phiat sau di tam. Say kho téc, chon quan &o, thoa kem chéng
nang. Luét td New York Times muoi phut. Kiém tra email, bé sach vao ba 16,
bao dam dién thoai da sac day.

Diém duy nhat khéac biét 1a budi gap luat s cda toi lic bay rudi.

Tén co la Robin Stafford, va theo 16i bo thi c6 la mot luat sw bao chita
gioi chuyén nhitng vu hinh sy, véi mic thanh cong cao. Nhung thanh tich
khong ndi bat qud mirc. Khong phdi kiéu luat sw gan lién v&i nhitng nguoi
giau pham t0i vung tién c6 tim cach thoat nan. C6 dén ding gio va né nu
cwoi twoi am ap vai toi khi Maeve dwra c6 vao bép.

T6i khong tai nao dodn ndi tudi co6 qua bé ngoai, nhung 1y lich b6 cho t6i
xem t0i qua cho biét c6 bon mwoi mot tudi. Co6 mac bo vét mau kem, noi bat
trén lan da sam, deo trang sitc tinh xdo va mang doi giay cé vé dat tién
nhung khong dén dang cap Jimmy Choo.

Co ng6i xuéng maot cho trong bép doi dién bé me va téi. “Bronwyn, rat
han hanh. Ta hay ban qua vé nhitng gi chau c6 thé sé gap hom nay va chau
nén xt ly chuyén treong hoc thé nao.”

Han r6i. Béi vi gio d6 da la cudc doi t6i roi. Trwong hoc la chuyén can
phai xit ly.

Co khoanh tay lai trvdc mat. “Toi khong nghi canh sat that sy tin rang
bon dira chau 1én ké hoach cuing nhau, nhwng t6i nghi ho mong sé lam cac
chau so6c va khién mot trong s6 bon chéau bi ap Iyc ma xi ra thong tin nao
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day hitu ich. Biéu dé cho thidy bang chitng cia ho néi thang ra la rat yéu.
Néu khong c6 dia nao trong bon chau chi diém va 10i khai ctia tat ca cac
chau déu khép, thi ho sé khong con hwdng khai thac nao trong cudc diéu tra
nay nita, va toi tin vé sau vu nay sé dwoc khép lai nhw 1a mot cai chét do tai
nan.”

Ap Iuc noi 16ng nguc tdi tir sang dén gidr voi di mot chiit. “Du cho Simon
da dinh dang nhitng chuyén kinh khing nay vé bon chau u? Va con ca trang
Tumblr kia nita?”

Robin khé nhtin vai duyén dang. “Dén cudi cung, d6 chang la gi ngoai tin
don va tro quay pha. Toi biét cac chau coi n6 rat nghiém tic, nhwng xét theo
ludt thi n6 vo nghia trtr phi c6 bang chitng chac chan xuat hién xac nhan né.
biéu t6t nhat chau c6 thé lam la khong néi vé vu an. Vdi canh sat thi chac
chan la khong roi, ma véi ban lanh dao nha truong ciing khong not.”

“Néu ho hai thi sao?”

“Béo ho chau da c6 luat s va khong thé tra 161 cau hoéi nao khi khéng cé
mat ludt sw cia minh.”

T6i c6 hinh dung ra cudc néi chuyén do6 vai hiéu tredng Gupta. Toi khong
biét nha treong da nghe gi vé vu nay, nhung viéc t6i tir choi khong tra 16i
khac nao lay ong toi ¢ bui nay.

“Chau c6 than thiét v&i nhitng ban khac trong bu6i phat hom dé khong?”
Robin hoi.

“Khong han a. Cooper va chau c6 hoc vai 16p cung nhau, nhung...”

“Bronwyn.” Me toi cat ngang bang mét giong lanh lung. “Con du than
thiét v6i Nate Macauley dén do n6 ghé qua day t6i qua. Lan th ba.”

Robin ngoi thang Ién trén ghé, va tdi d6 mat. T6i qua sau khi bd bat Nate
vé cd nha da tranh cai rat nhiéu. B6 nghi Nate da do ra dia chi nha ching t6i
bang cach mo &m nao do, nén toi phai gidi thich.

“Vi sao Nate dén day ba lan ha Bronwyn?” Robin héi v&i vé lich si, quan
tam.
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“Khong c6 gi to tat ca. Cau ta chd chau vé nha cai hom Simon chét. Ro6i
thit Sdu vira qua cau ta ghé qua choi mot chit. Va chau khong biét t6i qua
cau ta tgi day lam gi, vi khong ai dé chau néi chuyén véi cau ta ca.”

“Chinh cai ‘choi mé6t chut’ khi b6 me vang nha méi la thit khién me lo...”
me t6i ndi, nhuwng Robin ngat ngang 101 me.

“Bronwyn, moi quan hé gitta chau va Nate la nhu thé nao?”

Chdu khéng biét. Co c6 thé giup chdu phan tich chdng? Co phdi do la
mot phdn trong hgp doéng voi c6 khéng? “Chau chang biét may vé cau ta.
Trudc tuan r6i thi da may nam trdi chau chang no6i chuyén gi véi cau ta. Ca
hai bon chau bi vuéng vao tinh canh la lung hién tai va... & canh nhitng
nguwoi cung dang trai qua chuyén giong minh chau thay dé chiu hon.”

“T6i dé nghi la chau tranh xa nhitng nguwdi con lai,” Robin noi, 1& di anh
mat tée ltta me danh cho t6i. “Khéng can bom thém dau vao dong Itra gia
thuyét ctia canh sat lam gi nita. Néu dién thoai va email cta chau bi kiém
tra, liéu c6 tim dugce bat ot lién lac gan day nao vdi may nguoi kia trong dé
khong?”

“Khong,” toi that tha dap.

“Tin t6t day.” C6 nhin dong ho, mot chiéc Rolex manh vang chée. “Gig
ching ta chi thdo luan dugc chirng nay théi néu chau muon dén treong ding
gi®, ma chau nén nhw thé. Ci¢ sinh hoat nhu binh thwong th6i.” C6 nd nu
cudi am ap do lan nita. “Sap t6i chung ta sé ban sau hon.”

T6i chao tam biét b6 me, khong dam nhin thang vao mat ho, roi goi
Maeve trong lic 1ay chia khéa chiéc Volvo. Sudt quang duong t6i treong toi
ctt nghi vé nhitng gi t6i té sé xdy ra khi chung t6i dén noi, nhung moi th
binh thwong dén la. Khong c6 canh sat nao chg t6i. Khong ai nhin t6i khac
di so vd&i cdi ldc bai dang Tumblr kia xuat hién.

Du vay, t6i chi nghe Kate va Yumiko tan gau sau gio chi nhiém véi vé ho
hitng, mat t6i vo van nhin khap hanh lang. Chi c6 mot nguwoi t6i muodn néi
chuyén cung, du dé chinh la ngwoi t6i 1€ ra phai tranh xa. “Lat gap hai cau
nhé?” t6i thi tham, réi chan duwong Nate khi cau ta lach vao cau thang phia
sau.
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Néu ngac nhién khi thdy t6i thi cau ta cling khong dé 16. “Bronwyn. Gia
dinh sao r6i?”

To6i dwa vao twong bén canh va ha giong. “T6i muon xin 16i viéc bo t6i
dudbi cau di téi qua. B6 toi cling dang kha hoang vi toan bo vu nay.”

“Ai chang thé.” Nate cling ha giong. “Cau c6 bi luc soat chwa?” To6i tré
mat va cau bat ra tiéng cudi u am. “Thé la khong ro6i. Toi bi day. Chac cau
khong dugc noi chuyén vai toi dau nhi?”

T6i khong thé ngan minh ngé khap khu cau thang trong tron. T6i von da
hoang mang r6i, va Nate chang gitp t6i an tam thém ti nao. T6i phai nhac
ban than lién tuc rang chung t6i, thyc té, khong hé am muwu giét nguwoi. “Sao
cau lai ghé qua?”

Mat cau nhin xody vao to6i nhw thé cau chuan bi néi ra diéu gi do rat quan
trong vé song va chét va gia dinh vo t6i. “T6i dinh xin 16i vi dd danh cap
Jesus cua cau.”

T6i hoi nga ra sau. Toi khong hiéu cau ta dang néi vé céi gi. Cau ta dang
mugn ton gido dé am chi gi sao? “Ha?”

“Vé& kich ‘Chua giang sinh’ héi 16p bon & St. Pius. To6i trdm twgng Jesus
va cau phai vac mot cai tii quan trong khan. Xin 16i cau vi chuyén do.”

T6i nhin cdu ta cham cham ca gidy trong lic bao nhiéu cang thang thoat
ra khoi ngwoi, khién to6i mém rii ra va hoi choang vang. Toi dam vao vai cau
ta, lam cau ta bat ngd t¢i mitc bat cwdi thanh tiéng. “T6i biét 1a cau ma. Sao
cau lai lam vay?”

“Pé cau hoang.” Cau ta nhan nhd vdi t6i, va trong mot khac toi quén hét
moi su chi trir viéc Nate Macauley van c6 mét nu cudi rat dang yéu. “Vai
lai, t6i muon ndi vGi cau veé viéc... viéc nay. nhung chac mudn roi. Gio cau
han da c6 luat sw bao vé réi nhi?” Nu cwoi cia cau bién mat.

“Phai, nhung... t6i cling muon noéi chuyén véi cau.” Chudng reo, va toi 16i
dién thoai ra. Roi t6i nhé Robin da hoi vé lich st lién lac ctia bon ching t6i
nén cat lai dién thoai vao tii. Nate thay hanh dong d6 bén bat ra mdt tiéng
cuwoi nhat.
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“U, trao d6i s6 1a ¥ twdng toi. Trir phi cdu muén dung cai nay.” Cau ta tho
tay vao ba 16 va lay ra mot cai dién thoai nap gap.

T6i ngap nging cam 1ay né. “Cai gi day?”

“Mot cai dién thoai dy phong. T6i c6 may cai.” T6i ra ngén cai trén 16p
vo ngoai, trong dau 10 mo hinh dung cai dién thoai nay c6 thé dung vao viéc
gi, va cau voi va thém, “Do6 mdi day. Sé khong c6 ai goi hay gi dau. Nhung
toi co sO roi. Toi sé goi cau. Cau c6 thé trd 10i hodc khong. Tuy cdu.” Cau ta
nging 101, roi n6i thém, “Ma, cau biét do, ditng c6 dé né lung tung. Canh sat
c6 thé kiém dugc trat kiém tra dién thoai va may tinh cua cau, nhung chi thé
thoi. Ho khong thé soat hét ca nha cau dau.”

T6i khéa chac ¢6 luat sw ton kém cta minh sé bdo t6i khong nén nhan 16i
tw van phap ly tir Nate Macauley. Va c6 han sé dwa ra nhan xét gi do vé
chuyén cau ta dwong nhw c6 nguon cung cap vo tan loai dién thoai dung tam
ré tién giong nhitng cai da khién ching t6i bi phat tuan trwéce. Toi doi theo
cau lén cau thang, biét ban than nén ném cai dién thoai vao thung rac gan
nhat. Nhung toi lai bo né vao ba 16.

Cooper
Thi Hai ngay 1 thang Muoi, 11:00 sang

That nhe nhém khi duwgc & treong. Tot hon 1a ¢ nha, nghe ba lién tuc néi
vé chuyén Simon la mgt thang doi tra va canh sat thi bat Iyrc va nha truong 16
ra nén ganh trach nhiém trong chuyén nay va thué luat su sé ton ca gia tai
ma gia dinh toi lam gi co.

Ba khong thac mac chuyén dé c6 that khong.

Chung t6i hién ket trong mot xit s& ky la. Moi chuyén déu khac nhung bé
ngoai van nhu cii. Trit Jake va Addy, ngwoi thi dang dang sat khi, nguai thi
khong chit sinh khi. Bronwyn mim cwdi gwong gao chua ting thay vdéi toi
ngoai hanh lang, mo6i nhé nay mim chat t§i noi gan nhw bién mat. Nate thi
khong thay tam hoi dau.

Ca dam chung t6i dang chd chuyén gi dé xdy ra, tdi cam thay vay.
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Sau gio thé duc thi cé chuyén that, nhung khong lién quan gi tdi toi. Toi
va dam ban dang di t&i cho phong thay do6 sau budi da banh, theo sau tat ca
nhitng ngudi khac, va Luis thi dang 1ai nhai vé mot con nhé 16p muwdi ma né
dé y. Thay thé duc cuda tui t6i m@ ctra cho m6t ddm hoc sinh 16p dwdi vo thi
Jake ty nhién vong lai, chup vai TJ va duc vo madt no.

Di nhién r6i. “TF” trong cai bai Nghe Don kia 1a TJ Forrester. Thiéu chit J
lam t6i khong nhan ra.

Toi chup tay Jake, kéo no6 lai truée khi né kip vung thém cd nao nita,
nhung no dién tiét t¢i do6 xém nita vuot khoi tay toi néu khong nho Luis xim
vao can phu. Du vay, ca hai dita t6i van kho s& lam mdi gitt dugc no.
“Thang ché dé,” Jake gao vao mat TJ dang ldo ddo nhung khong té. TJ lay
tay ap lén cai miii day mau va cé lé da gdy. N6 khong c6 vé gi 1a dinh danh
tra Jake.

“Jake, thoi ma,” t6i néi khi thay thé duc buéc lai. “Ong bi dinh chi hoc
bay gio.”

“Ciling dang,” Jake cay dang noi.

Vay la thay vi hom nay Simon lam trung tam, moi chuyén lai xoay quanh
viéc Jake Riordan bi cho vé nha vi da ddm TJ Forrester sau gio thé duc. Va
vi Jake khong chiu néi chuyén v6i Addy trieée khi vé va nho thi dam nuwéc
mat, nén moi ngwoi kha o 1y do vi sao.

“Lam sao nhé cé thé lam thé chi¥?” Keely thi tham Iic xép hang an trua
trong khi Addy vat vo nhw nguwoi mong du.

“Minh c6 biét moi chuyén dau,” to6i nhac em.

Co 1€ cling hay khi Jake khong c6 & day bdi Addy van ngoi an tria véi
ching t6i nhw moi khi. T6i khong biét néu né cé mat thi nho dam ngoi
khong. Nhung nho khong ndéi nang voi ai, va khong ai ndi nang vGi nho.
Bon ho thé hién ra mat diéu d6. Vanessa, triedc gio van danh da nhat trong
dam chung t6i, thang thitng quay di khi Addy ng6i xuéng ké bén. Ngay ca
Keely ciing khong thém bat chuyén véi Addy.

Mot dam dao dirc gia. Luis bi 1én cai tng dung ctia Simon ciling vi chinh
mot vu twong twr, con Vanessa thi ¢6 mo hang t6i trong mot budi tiéc & ho
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boi thang tridc, nén bon ho khéng c6 quyén gi di phan xét ngudi khac.

“Addy, tinh hinh sao r6i?” t6i héi, 10 di anh mat cia dam ngwdi con lai &
ban.

“Dirng té ra tir t€, Cooper.” Nho guc dau xuodng, giong khé tdi mic toi
gan nhu khong nghe thay. “Cau t té€ v4i minh thi cang té hon thoi.”

“Addy.” Moi cam giac chan nan va sg¢ hdi lau nay len vao giong néi cua
toi, va khi Addy ngang lén, mét cam gidc thau hiéu bat chgt ndy nd gitta hai
dira. Chung t6i c6 ca triéu diéu nén noi véi nhau, nhwng khong thé noéi ra 10i
nao. “Sé o6n théi ma.”

Keely cham canh tay t6i, hoi, “Anh nghi sao?” va t6i nhan ra nay gio
minh khong nghe thay gi hét.

“Vé vu gi?”

Em khé lac dau. “Vé vu Halloween! Tui minh héa trang thanh gi & buoi
tiéc ctia Vanessa day?”

T6i mat phwong huéng, nhw thé toi vira bi 16i tudt vao phién ban tro choi
dién t* bong bay nao do6 cta thé gigi nay, noi ma moi thit déu qua choi sang
con toi thi khong hiéu luat choi. “Chda i, Keely, anh khong biét. Sao ciling
duwgc. Con gan thang 1an ma.”

Olivia tac lwdi vé khong bang long. “Pung la con trai. Cac 6ng khong biét
tim trang phuc sexy ma khéng di kho thé nao dau.”

Luis nhwéng nhwéng may vé phia nho. “Vay c di di,” n6 ggi y, va Olivia
danh vo tay n6. Nha an am qud, &m dén do nuwc noi, va toi quét cai tran muGt
mo hoi trong ltic trao d6i véi Addy mot anh nhin nita.

Keely khéu t6i. “Cho em mwon dién thoai.”

“Sao vay?”

“Em muoén xem tam anh minh chup tuan ro6i & Seaport Village? Céi ba
mac vay flapper ay. Nhin that tuyét voi. Co thé em cling lam mot bé nhw
thé.” T6i nhuin vai va 1y dién thoai, m& khoéa roi dwa cho em. Em siét canh
tay toi trong lic m@ tép anh. “Anh mac mdy bo gang to dy sé hot lam do6.”
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Em dwa dién thoai cho Vanessa, nhé thot 1én “6!” vé rat kich. Addy di di
do an trén dia ma khong hé cho 1én miéng, va t6i dinh hoi nho c6 muon t6i
l1ay gi khac cho khong thi dién thoai toi reo 1én.

Vanessa gilt dién thoai va khit mdi, “Ai lai di goi gio dn trva ch&? Tat ca
moi nguwdi cdu biét déu ¢ day hét roi!” Nhé nhin man hinh, r6i nhin t6i.
“0606, Cooper. Kris nao ddy? Keely c6 nén ghen khong?”

T6i khung lai m6t ldc hoi lau, va khi 1én tiéng thi lai néi qua nhanh. “Chi
1a, rm, mot thing anh quen. O chd choi béng chay.” Mt t6i c6 cam giac
nhu dang néng lén va ram ran trong lic t6i 1ay lai dién thoai tit tay Vanessa
va chuyén cudc goi sang hop thw thoai. To6i mong cé thé nghe may biét
chirng nao, nhung gio khong phai luc.

Vanessa nhwédng may. “Mot thang tén Chris ma van K ay ha?”

“U. N6... ngudi Pitc.” Chiia oi. Im di. T6i cho dién thoai vao tdi va quay
sang Keely, moi em hoi hé ra nhw thé dinh hoéi gi d6. “Lat anh goi lai cho né
sau. Roi... em no6i vay flapper ha?”

T6i dinh vé nha sau khi chuéng cu6i gio vang 1én nhung huan luyén vién
Ruffalo chdn t6i lai ngoai hanh lang. “Em khong quén cudc gap cta ching ta
do6 chi?”

To6i thd hat ra chan nan vi toi quén thiét. Ba di lam vé sdm dé chuing t6i co
thoi gian gdp ludt su, con huan luyén vién Ruffalo thi mu6n néi vé vu chiéu
mo dai hoc. To6i phan van, vi t6i kha chac ba sé muon t6i lam ca hai viéc
cung ldc. Va vi nhu vay la bat kha thi, toi danh theo huan luyén vién Ruffalo
va nghi la minh sé rang xong sém. Van phong thay nam ngay ké phong thé
chat va c6 mui cua hai muwoi nam cac thé hé van dong vién hoc sinh di qua.
Hay néi cach khac, khong thom tho gi.

“DPién thoai thay reo lién tuc vi em d6, Cooper,” thay no6i khi t6i ngoi
xudng doi dién thay trén cai ghé kim loai chan thdp chan cao kéu ken két
dwéi sttc nang cua t6i. “UCLA, Louisville va Illinois dang ngé y sé cap hoc
bong toan phan. Bon ho dang rat mong sé c6 10i chap nhan vao thang Muoi
mot, mac du thay cé noi la em khong thé nao ra quyét dinh tredc mua xuan
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dwgc.” Thay thay vé mat t6i va no6i thém, “Dé ngd lwa chon la tét. Tuyén
quan thi hoan toan cé kha nang day, nhung em cang hing thi véi viéc 1én
dai hoc bao nhiéu thi hinh dnh ctia em v@i lién doan sé t6t hon bay nhiéu.”

“Da thay.” Khong phai toi lo vé chién thudt cho vu tuyén quan. Ma la may
treong dai hoc nay sé phan ng ra sao néu nhitng thi trén ng dung cta
Simon lot ra. Hay toan b0 vu nay ct quay tGi quay lui va toi ct bi canh sat
diéu tra hoai. Tat ca nhitng dé nghi nay sé cham ditt, hay t6i van vo t6i cho
t6i khi bi chitng minh 1a c6 tgi? Toi khong biét c6 nén noi gi vé chuyén nay
v6i thay Ruffalo khéng. “Chi la... em thay khé ma nghi thang qua.”

Thay cam lén mot xap gidy mong, vay vay tredc mat toi. “Thay lam cho
em roi ddy. Danh sach cta tat cd cac truong thay da lién hé va dé nghi hién
tai ctia ho. Thay da t6 vang nhitng tén ma thay thay thich hgp nhat hay sé
gdy an twgng nhat véi cac 6ng 16n & lién doan. Thay thdy khong can cho Cal
State hay UC Santa Barbara vao danh sach chung cudc dau, nhung hai
treong dé thi gan va cho phép minh tham quan co s& vat chat. Néu em muon
t¢i d6 cudi tuan nao ddy thi néi thay biét.”

“Da. Em... em sap tGi cé chit chuyén gia dinh, nén c6 thé em sé ban ron
mot thoi gian.”

“Han r6i. Khong sao, khong gap gap gi. Hoan toan tuy em quyét dinh ddy
Cooper.”

Ai ciling néi vay nhung cam giac khong hé nhu vay. Vé moi thi.

T6i cAm on hudn luyén vién Ruffalo va buéc ra hanh lang gio da gan nhw
vang hoe. T6i mot tay cam dién thoai mot tay cam ban danh sach, va mai mé
suy nghi trong lic mat cam vao gitta hai thi tdi mic xém nita dung tring
nguoi ta trén duong di.

“Xin 16i,” t6i n6i, nhin thdy mot dang ngwdi manh khanh tay 6m mot cai
hop. “A... 6, thay Avery. Thay can em phu khong?”

“Thoi, cdAm on em, Cooper.” T6i cao hon thay nhiéu, va khi nhin xudng
thi toi cha thay gi ngoai bao nhiéu la tap ho so trong cai hop do. Toi nghi
chac 1a thay bé ndi théi. Thay Avery nheo doi mat loang loang cua thay lai
khi thdy dién thoai cta t6i. “Em ciing dang nhdn tin d& ma.”
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“Cai nay em...” t6i ngung ngang, vi giai thich viéc toi sap tré budi hen gap
luat s cling chang gitp toi ghi dwgc thém diém nao.

Thay Avery khit miii va chinh lai tw thé 6m hop. “To6i khong hiéu néi may
em. Sao ma ct &m anh v4i cai man hinh va may tré don thoi nhw vay.” Thay
nhan mat nhw thé cai tir d6 c6 vi té hai, va tdi khong biét phai dap sao. Cé
phai thay dang c6 y n6i dén Simon? T6i ty héi canh sat c6 bé cong tham van
thay Avery hoi cudi tuan khong, hay thay bi loai ra vi khéng c6 dong co. it
nhat ciing la khong c6 dong co nao ho biét.

Thay lac dau, nhu thé cling khéng biét minh dang noi vé cai gi. “Sao cling
dugc. Em cho toi qua v6i, Cooper.”

Thay chi can vong qua t6i la dwgc, nhung coi b day la nhiém vu cua t6i
roi. “Da,” t0i ndi, dich ra khoi dwong di cia thay. Toi nhin theo thay 1é buéc
trén hanh lang va quyét dinh c dé do dac lai trong ti ma ra thang xe. T6i da
tré 1am roi.

T6i dang dirng cho dén do cudi cung trwde khi vé tdi nha thi dién thoai
reo. Ngo6 xuong toi twdng sé thay tin nhan cta Keely, vi cha hiéu sao ma t6i
lai 16 hita v6i em hai dita sé gap nhau téi nay dé chuan bi cho trang phuc
Halloween. Nhung hoa ra la tin nhan ctia me.

Gdp ba me ¢ bénh vién. Ba néi lén con dau tim.
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CHUONG MUOI MOT

Nate
Thit Hai ngay 1 thang Muoi, 11:50 dém

Sang nay t6i goi mot lwgt cho cac bén cung cap cua minh dé bao rang toi
sé khong lam an gi mot thoi gian. Roi t6i vitt cai dién thoai do6 di. T6i van
con vai cai khac. T6i thwong 14y tién mat mua mot dong & Walmart réi xoay
vong st dung dan trong chitng may thang trwdc khi thay méi toan bo.

Vay la sau khi xem mé6t dong phim kinh di Nhat t¢i miéc hét chiu néi va
cling da gan nira dém, t6i 1dy mot cai dién thoai mdi va goi tGi cai toi dua
cho Bronwyn. Chudng d6 sau lan trweéc khi cau bat may, va giong cau nghe
hoi hop kinh khing. “A 16?”

T6i dinh gid giong va hoi mua mot tdi heroin chi dé tréu cau, nhung nhw
thé chac cau sé quang céi dién thoai luén va khong bao gid néi chuyén véi
toi nita. “Chao.”

“Muon r6i ddy,” cau noi vGi giong trach moc.

“Cau dang ngu a?”

“Khong,” cau thu nhan. “Khong ngu dugc.”

“T6i cling thé.” Hai chiing t6i khong ai néi gi mot phit. T6i nam duoi
nguoi trén givong, goi dau 1én hai cai goi méng, nhin chdm cham vao danh
sach tén doan phim bang tiéng Nhat ma t6i da cho nguwng lai trén man hinh.
Toi tat phim di va lwét qua danh sach kénh.

“Nate, cdu cé nhé tiéc sinh nhat cia Olivia Kendrick héi 16p nam
khong?”

That ra t6i c6 nhd. Tiéc sinh nhat cudi cung t6i tirng du & St. Pius, trudc
khi bé cho t6i nghi & d6 vi nha t6i khéng da sitc dong hoc phi nita. Olivia
moi ca 16p tGi va to chitc mbt cudc san tim do vat trong vueon nha va khoanh
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ritng phia sau d6. Bronwyn va toi & cung mot doi, va cdu gidi quyét m@
manh moi d6 nhw thé d6 la cong viéc va cau néng long mudn dugc thang
chitc. Doi toi thang va ca nam dira ching t6i duwgc phiéu qua tang hai muoi
do trén iTunes, “U.”

“Hinh nhw d6 la lan cudi cung t6i v6i cau ndi chuyén truede khi c6 vu
nay.”

“Hinh nhuw vay.” T6i nhé o hon cau twéng. Hoi 16p nam ban bé toi bat
dau dé y tGi bon con géi va roi thang nao ciing c6 cho minh mot diva ban gai,
trong chirng mét tuan. Tro tré con v@ van thoi, ra mot diva con gai di choi,
n6é dong y, roi sau dé hai dita 16 nhau di, vay thoi. Trong lic di xuyén qua
khu ritng nha Olivia t6i nhin tim téc dudi ngwa cia Bronwyn dung dua
treéc mat va ti héi néu minh n6i muén cau ta lam ban gai thi cau sé tra 10i
sao. Nhung rot cudc toi khong haéi.

“Sau St. Pius thi cau hoc ¢ dau?” cau hoi.

“Granger.” Truwong St. Pius cO tdi 16p tam, nén toi khong hoc chung
trrong vGi Bronwyn nita t6i tan 1én cap ba. Dén khi do thi cau da chuyén
hoan toan sang ché do vugt-qua-ky-vong roi.

Cau ngirng noéi, nhw thé cho toi tiép tuc, roi bat cwoi khe khé. “Nate, cau
goi toi lam gi néu cau chi dinh trd 16i cau nao cau ndy cdc 16c nhw thé?”

“C6 thé do cau khong héi dung cau hoi.”

“OK.” Lai ngurng. “Co phai cau lam khong?”

T6i khong phai hoéi y cau la gi. “Cé va khong.”

“Cau phai trd 10i cu thé di chi.”

“Co, t6i buon thudc trong khi dang bi quan ché vi tdi budén thudc. Khong,
toi khong bo dau lac vao coc ctia Simon Kelleher. Con cau?”

“Cling vay,” cau khé dap. “Cé va khong.”

“Vay la cau c6 gian lan?”

“U.” Giong cdu run run, néu bdy gio cdu khéc to6i khong biét phai lam gi
nita. Gid vo cudc goi bi ngat chang. Nhuwng cau binh tinh lai. “T6i rat xau
hd. Va sg kinh khiing moi ngudi sé phat hién ra.”
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Giong cau nghe lo lam, t6i khong nén cwdi mdéi phai, nhung khong kiém
duwgce. “Vay tic la cau khéng hoan hdo. Thi da sao? Chao mitng dén véi thé
gidi thuce.”

“T6i biét thé gidi thuc 1a thé nao.” Gigng Bronwyn thdn nhién. “T6i
khong song trong 16p vo boc huyén hodc. T6i chi hoi hdan vé viéc minh da
lam, thé thoi.”

C6 thé ciu hai han that, nhwng dé khong phai toan bo sw that. Thuce té bay
hay hon thé. Cau c6 may thang troi dé tha t6i néu viéc do that sy gam nham
lwong tam cau, vay ma cau dau c6 lam gi. To6i khong biét vi sao nhiéu nguoi
thdy kh6 ma thtra nhan la do6i khi minh ciing khong ra gi va pham 16i vi
khong nghi la sé bi phat hién. “Cau c6 vé lo lang t6i chuyén ngudi khac sé
nghi thé nao hon,” t6i noi.

“Chang c6 gi sai khi lo lang vé viéc nguoi khac sé nghi thé nao hét. Nhw
thé gidp ta khéng trd thanh doi twong qudn ché.”

Dbién thoai chinh cta t6i nha mot tiéng. N6 nam canh giwong t6i trén cai
ban sitt mé ma moi lan t6i cham vao déu lac 1w vi n6 bi kénh mot chan va t6i
thi qua lwdi khong chiu sita. Toi lan nguwdi qua va thay tin nhan ctia Amber:
A thire? Toi dinh bdo Bronwyn minh phdi ctip may thi cau trut mot tiéng thé
dai.

“Xin 16i nhé. N6i thé qua dang that. Chi la... chuyén phtc tap hon thé, doi
vdi toi. Toi da lam ca bo va me that vong, nhung véi bo toi thi té hon. B6 toi
lic nao cling c6 dap tan moi dinh kién vi b6 khong phai nguwoi ban dia. Bo
gay dung danh tiéng, va t6i cé thé pha hay tit ca chi vi mot hanh dong ngu
ngoc.”

T6i dinh no6i v6i cau la khong ai nghi vay hét. T cho t6i thay thi ca gia
dinh cau déu c6 vé kha la bat kha xam pham. Nhung t6i nghi chac ai ciing
c6 cuc ng doi phdi lo, va toi thi dau biét gi vé ganh nang ctia cau. “B6 cau
nguoi ¢ dau?” rét cudce toi lai hai.

“B0 tbi sinh & Colombia, nhung chuyén tGi day lic 1én muoi.

“Con me cau?”

“0, nha me t6i thi & ddy mdy doi réi. Goc Ireland thé hé thi¢ tw thi phai.”
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“Nha t6i cling thé,” t6i n6i. “Nhung ct coi nhw tdéi ma than bai danh liét
thi cling chang ai bat ngo dau.”

Cau thd dai. “Toan bo chuyén nay that khé tin, phdi khong? Rang ai d6 cé
thé nghi hoac t6i hodc cau thuc sy da giét Simon.”

“Cau tin 101 t6i a?” toi hoi. “Toi dang bi qudn ché ma, nhé khong?”

“U, nhung t6i c6 mit lic cau tim cach ctu Simon. Cau phai dién tai 1dm
mai gia vo dugce chuyén do.”

“Néu toi du dién dé giét Simon thi t6i c6 thé gid vo bat cit diéu gi, ding
khong?”

“Cau khong dién.”

“Lam sao cau biét?” to6i néi nhw thé dang dua, nhuwng that long muon biét
cau tra 1oi. T6i la dita bi luc soat. Em la difa ngoai lé va con tét thi hién
nhién, nhu 101 si quan Lopez. Mot ké néi doi bat ¢t khi nao thay tién va luon
san sang bia chuyén dé thoat t6i. T6i khong chac lam sao ma tat ca nhitng
cdi ddy lai c6 thé hoa thanh long tin véi mdt nguwdi sau nam roi toi khong néi
chuyen.

Bronwyn khong dap ngay, va téi ding lai & kénh Cartoon Network dé
xem trich doan gidi thiéu bé phim md&i vé mot thang nhéc v6i mot con ran.
Thay khong trién vong lam. “T6i nhd cai cach ngay trwdc cau lo cho me
cdu,” cudi cung cau ciing lén tiéng. “Moi khi c6 dén treong va hanh dong...
cau biét day. Nhu thé c6 bi bénh hay gi do.”

Nhu thé c6 bi bénh hay gi dé. To6i do rang Bronwyn dang nhac dén cai lan
me t0i gao vao mat xo Flynn trong budi hop phu huynh va cudi cung la giat
hét toan b0 tranh ctia ching t6i xudng khoi twong. Hay cai cach me khoc
trén via hé trong ltic chd dén t6i di tap bong vé. Cé nhiéu dip dé chon lam.

“T6i rat thich me cau,” Bronwyn ngap nging néi thém khi to6i khong dap
gi. “Co néi chuyén vdi toi nhe véi mot nguoi tredng thanh vay.”

“Y cau 1a chii the vao mit cau,” t6i néi, va Bronwyn cudi.

“T6i thi hay nghi giong nhw ¢6 chtti thé cung t6i hon.”
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Co6 gi do trong cach cau néi khién t6i boi hoi. Nhw thé cau thay duwgc con
nguoi that bén dudi bao nhiéu 16p vo t6i té khac. “Me toi cling thich cau.”
T6i nghi t6i Bronwyn noi cau thang hom nay, téc van budc dudi ngya con
mat thi rang rd. Nhu thé moi thit déu thu vi va dang dé bé thoi gian. Néu bay
gio me t6i con & day, me t6i van sé thich cau.

“Co tirng bao vai t6i...” Bronwyn ngap ngirng. “Coé bao cau tréu téi nhiéu
nhw thé chi vi cdu cAm nang t6i.”

T6i liéc sang tin nhan ctia Amber, van chwa tra 16i. “Co thé. T6i khong
nhd nita.”

Nhw da bao ddy. T6i néi d6i bat ¢t khi nao thay tién.

Bronwyn lang di mot Idc. “T6i nén cup thoi. it ra cling phai c6 ma nga.”

“U. T6i ciing thé.”

“Thoi thi ngay mai cai gi dén sé dén, nhi?”

“Chac thé.”

“Um, tam biét. Va, *m, Nate ndy?” Cau néi nhanh, gip géap. “Tdi ciing
cadm nang cdu hoi trwdc. La thé day. Théi ditng dé y. Sao cling dugc. Vay
thoi, rm, ngu ngon.”

Sau khi cu cip may toi dé dién thoai qua ban canh giwong va cam cai
dién thoai kia 1én. T6i doc tin cia Amber lan nita, r6i nhan, E qua di.

Bronwyn that ngdy tho néu nghi t6i c6 gi sau xa hon thé.

Addy
Thit Tu ngay 3 thang Mwoi, 7:50 sang

Ashton c bat t6i dén truong. Me t6i thi chang quan tam. Chi biét moi
diéu la t6i da huy hoai cudc song cia ca nha, nén toi c6 lam gi nita thi ciing
chang quan trong. Me khong néi chinh xac nhitng chit d6, nhung moi khi
nhin t6i vé mdt me lai hién ro y t& do.

“Nam ngan dé6 la chi dé néi chuyén vadi luat sw, Adelaide,” me rit 1én véi
toi vao bita sang thit Tw. “Con nén biét la tién dé trich ra tir quy dai hoc cua
con day.”
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T6i con chit nang lwgng nao thi da trgn mat. Ca hai ching t6i déu biét t6i
lam gi c¢6 quy dai hoc nao. May ngay qua me c goi dién cho bo toi sudt dé
doi bo trd khoan tién do. Bo khong dw da gi, cling nhd céi gia dinh thit hai,
tré trung hon caa bo, nhung chac b sé giri mot khodn it nhat 1a phan ntra chi
phi dé khién ba me t6i im miéng va dé ban than thay an long vi minh da
hoan thanh chu ddo bén phan phu huynh.

Jake van khong néi chuyén vdi t6i, toi nhd anh nhiéu lam, caAm gidc nhw
thé t6i vira bi m6t qua bom hat nhan quét sach, chang chtra lai gi ngoai
nhim tro run ray bén trong bé xwong tan. T6i da gii anh may chuc tin nhan
ma khong dugc mot 161 dap; ca doc cling khéng. Anh da huy két ban véi t6i
trén Facebook va bo theo doi t6i trén Instagram lan Snapchat. Anh dang xem
nhu t6i khong ton tai va tdi dan nghi anh da dung. Néu khong phai ban gai
Jake, vay toi la ai?

Anh 1€ ra bi dinh chi ca tuan vi danh TJ, nhung b6 me anh da lam um 1én
vé viéc cai chét cua Simon khién moi ngudi cang thang ra sao, vay nén toi
nghi anh sé di hoc lai hom nay. Nghi dén viéc sé gap anh, t6i lai thay phat
om dén mic t6i quyét dinh & nha. Ashton kéo t6i ra khéi giwong. Trong thoi
diém hién tai, chi sé ¢ nha chiing t6i vo thdi han.

“Addy, em khong thé héo hon va chét vi chuyén nay duwgc,” Ashton lén
16p t6i Iic chi day t6i vao nha tam. “N6 khong c6 quyén x6a em khoi thé
gidi. Chua oi, em pham mot sai lam ngu ngdc. Pay dau phai t6i giét nguoi.”

“Cha,” chi néi thém, bat ra mot tiéng cuwdi ngan day mia mai, “vé sau thi
chac phai doi két luan chinh thie.”

O, nha tdi gid cling c6 khiéu hai huwéc day. Ai ma ngd cac co gai nha
Prentiss cling c6 du la mot ti xiu hai huwdc nhi?

Ashton dua toi dén Bayview va tha tdi xuéng trudc cong. “Ngang cao dau
1én,” chi khuyén. “Dtrng dé cai thang dién thich kiém soat hay ra vé cao dao
d6 dim em xudng.”

“Chua oi, Ash. Em phan boi anh ay, chi biét ma. Khong phai v6 duyén vo
cd anh dy nhu vay.”

Chi mim moi. “Gi thi gi ch.”
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Toi ra khéi xe va c6 thu hét can dam cho nhitng gi sap dén. Truwong hoc da
tirng dé dang biét may. Toi thudc vé moi thit ma khong can phai c6 gang.
Gio t6i gan nhv lo Ittng ngoai ria cia con nguwdi ngay xuwa, va khi thdy hinh
anh ctia minh trong ctra kinh t6i gan nhuw khong nhan ra c6 gai dang nhin lai
minh kia. C0 ta mdc quan ao cta toi - kiéu 40 6m va quan jean b6 ma Jake
thich - nhuwng hai ma hép vao va doi mat vé hon kia khéng hé phu hgp véi
trang phuc.

Dl vay, téc toi trong van hét sitc xuat than. It ra téi van con giit dugc didu
do.

O truong chi c6 mot ngwodi duy nhat nhin thé tham hon t6i, va do6 1a Janae.
Cau ta chac da sut mat nam Kky ttr ltic Simon chét, con da dé trong té hét cho
néi. L&p mascara lic nao cling lem nhem, nén t6i do rang cau ta cling nhiéu
lan khéc trong nha vé sinh gitta cac tiét nhw t6i vay. Ngac nhién thay la
chiing t6i van chira dung maét nhau.

T6i vira budc vao hanh lang thi thdy Jake ditng & ta d6 cua anh. Mau rit
sach khoi dau t6i, khién t6i choang vang dén do khi t6i tién lai cho anh ca
nguoi toi nghiéng nga. Khudn mat anh toat 1én vé binh than va tap trung khi
anh xoay mat ma trén 6 khda. Trong mot thoang td6i mong moi chuyén déu
on, rang thoi gian nghi & nha da giup anh binh tinh lai va tha th cho t6i.
“Chao anh, Jake,” to6i nai.

Mat anh ngay lap tic tir binh than chuyén sang tim bam. Anh gian dir giat
tung ctra tu va 16i ra mot chong sach, nhét vao ba 16. Anh sap manh ctta tq,
ba 16 khoéac 1én vai, r6i quay dau di.

“Anh khong muén néi chuyén v6i em nita sao?” tdi héi. Giong li nhi,
nghen ngao. Tham hai.

Anh quay lai va ném cho t6i mot cai nhin day cam ghét dén do t6i phai lui
lai. “Khong bao gio.”

bung khéc. Pung khéc. Tat ca moi ngudi déu nhin t6i khi Jake quay
nguwoi budce di. Toi thoang thdy Vanessa nhéch mép cach d6 vai ta. Co ta
thich mé chuyén nay. Lam sao ma t6i tirng coi c0 ta la ban dwgc chit? Han la
chang may chdc c6 ta sé nhao vao Jake thoi, néu khong phai da lam thé san
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r6i. Toi lung ting trwdc ti ctia minh, tay nam 6 khoa. Phai vai gidy to6i méi
nhan ra cai chit to twéng viét bang bt da den.

DIEM.

Tiéng cuwoi luc khuc vang 1én ri ram quanh toi khi t6i doi theo hai chit V
ngugc ghép lai thanh chit M. Hai chi* d6 mdc lai véi nhau bang mét vong
cung dac trung & gitta. T6i da lam hang chuc cai bang rén c6 dong cho doéi
Meéo Hoang Bayview vGi Vanessa, va gheo co ta vi cai kiéu viét chit M ngd
ngo ay. Co ta tham chi con chdang buon che gidu. Co 1é 1a muodn toi biét.

Toi ép ban than budc di, chit khong chay, vé phia nha vé sinh gan nhat.
Hai c6 géi ding tredc guong, chinh lai 16p trang diém, va tdi cam mat lao
qua vé phia buong vé sinh trong cung. T6i sup ngudi xuéng bon cau va lang
lang khoc, hai tay 6m 1ay mat.

Hoi chuong tiét dau vang 1én nhwng t6i van ngoi ¢ do, nuwdc mat gian giua
hai méa cho dén khi can khé. T6i vong tay 6m lay dau goi va guc dau xudng,
khong nhic nhich khi chuodng tiét hai vang lén, va tiéng may dita con gai
chay ra chay vao nha vé sinh lan nita. Tiéng tro chuyén cau dwgc cau mat
troi trong khoéng trung va, phai, mot so la vé t6i. T6i bit tai lai va c6 khong
nghe.

Phai dén gitra tiét thit ba t6i méi thoi rim nguwdi va ditng day. T6i md clra
budng va budc tdi tredc gwong, vén téc ra khoi mat. Mascara cua toi da troi
hét, nhung to6i da ¢ day da lau dé hai mat khong con sung nita. T6i nhin
cham cham vao hinh dnh ctia minh trong guwong va c6 gang thu nhat lai tirng
mau suy nghi rdi rac ctia minh. T6i khong thé hoc hanh gi nita hom nay. T6i
dinh vao phong y té va bdo minh bi dau dau, nhung gio khi dang la ké tinh
nghi trom but Epi toi lai khong an tam & do nita. Vay la chi con mot Iwa
chon: ra khéi day va vé nha.

T6i dang & khu cau thang phia sau, tay dat trén cira thi nghe tiéng buéc
chan chay xuéng cau thang. T6i xoay lai va thay TJ Forrester dang di xuong;
mii swng con mot mat thi tim den. Cau ta ngirng lai khi thay t6i, mot tay
nam lay lan can. “Chao, Addy.”

“Chang phai cau phai & trong 16p sao?”
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“Minh cé hen vdi bac si.” Cau ta lay tay s& miii va nhan mat. “Cé thé
minh bi 1éch vach ngan mti.”

“Pang lam.” Loi 1é cay doc budt khoi miéng triée khi téi kip ngan lai.

Miéng TJ ha ra, roi ngam lai, va hau két cia cau ta troi lén sut xuong.
“Minh khong noi gi v6i Jake hét, Addy. Chda chitng giam. Minh khong
muoén vu nay 10 ra cting nhw cau thoéi. Minh ciing da chiu da th& chuyén
ma.” Cau ta ren rén so mdi lan nira.

To6i thye ra khong nghi vé Jake; toi dang nghi vé Simon. Nhung di nhién
TJ dau c6 biét gi vé nhitng bai viét chwa dugc dang ay. Nhung vay lam sao
Simon biét? “0 d6 chi c6 hai ching ta,” tdi rao lai. “Cau phai néi véi ai dé.”

TJ lac dau, nhan mat nhw thé hanh dong dé lam cau ta dau. “Chung ta da
hon nhau trén bai bién cong cong tridc khi vé nha minh, nhé chi¢? Ai cling
c6 thé thay.”

“Nhung ho sé khong biét...” tdi nglrng 10, nhan ra bai viét cia Simon
chwa hé noi gi tdi viéc t6i va TJ ngh véi nhau. Simon chi dm chi, kha cu thé,
nhung chi thé thdi. C6 18 chinh t6i da gidt minh ma thd nhan sach tron. Y
nghi d6 lam t6i buén nén, mac du t6i cting khong chac lam sao ma minh cé
thé thi nhan mot ntra sy that vGi Jake duge. Cudi cung thi anh cling sé 16i
dugc sy that ra thoi.

TJ nhin t6i v&i cdp mat hoi han. “Minh xin 16i vi chuyén nay lai kinh
khting nhw thé v6i cdu. Du gi thi, minh thdy Jake dang cw x@ hoi khon.
Nhung minh khong néi véi ai hét.” Cau ta dat tay 1én tim. “Thé trén m6 ong
minh. Minh biét v6i cau thi chang c6 nghia ly gi dau, nhung minh thi c6.”
To6i cudi cung cling gat dau, va cau ta thd ra mét hoi nhe nhom. “Cau dinh di
dau?”

“Vé nha. T6i khong & day dugc. Ban beé ai cling ghét t6i.” Toi khong ré vi
sao minh lai ké vGi cdu ta diéu dé, ngoai viéc tdi chang con ai dé ké. “T6i
nghi ho chang doi nao cho t6i ngoi cung nita dau, khi ma gio Jake da tré
lai.” D6 la sy that. Cooper hdm nay nghi, di tham ba noi bi 6m va co 18, tuy
cau khong néi ra, di gap luat sw nita. Khong cé cau chang ai dam chong lai
con gian cda Jake ca. Hodac mudn.
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“Ké ho.” TJ nd nu cudi méo xeo. “Néu mai ma ho van cw x& nhw mot i
khon thi ¢t dén ng6i v6i minh. Néu ho mudn ban tan, vay hay cho ho cai gi
dé ban tan di.”

Cau do khong khién t6i mim cuwdi, nhung cling suyt soat.
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CHUONG MUOT HAI

Bronwyn
Thit Nam ngay 4 thang Muoi, 12:20 trua

Toi bi du vao mot thit cam giac yén tam gia hiéu.

T6i nghi né xady ra ngay ca vao tuan lé t6i té nhat cudc doi ban. Nhitng
chuyén kinh thién dong dia, khung khiép ctt chat chéng 1én nhau cho t&i khi
ban khong thé ndi va r6i... tat ca ngtrng lai. Va chang con gi nita xay ra, nén
ban bat dau b6t cang thang va nghi rang minh da thoat.

Sai lam non nét dy dap thang vao mat toi vao bita trra thit Nam khi
nhitng tiéng ri ram thwong thay trong nha an bong nhon nhao han 1én. Méi
dau t6i con nhin quanh, t6 mo, nhw bao ngwdi khac, r6i ty hoi vi sao moi
ngwoi tw nhién lai 1dy dién thoai ra. Nhung t6i con chuwa kip lay dién thoai
minh ra thi da thady nhitng cai dau xoay vé huwéng minh.

“Oi.” Maeve nhanh hon t6i, va tiéng kéu khi em lwdt mét trén dién thoai
ctia minh chét chita bao nhiéu x6t xa dén mitc tim t6i chung xuéng. Em can
moi dwdi va nhan tran. “Bronwyn. La, 'm, mot bai Tumblr nita. V... rm.
bay.”

Toi 16i dién thoai ra, tim dap manh, r6i doc chinh nhitng dong ma diéu tra
vién Mendoza da cho t6i xem hom Chua nhat sau dam tang Simon. Ldn ddu
tién trng dung nay goi tén gdi ngoan BR, nguoi sé& hitu s6 diém hodan hdo
nhdt truong...

Tat ca déu & dé. Nhirng bai viét chwa dwoc dang ctia Simon vé moi ngudi
ching t6i, cong thém mot ghi chd & cudi:

Cac nguoi nghi toi dua vé viéc giét Simon v? Xin thwa rang rat ti€c. Tat ca nhitng ké cung chiu
phat v&i Simon tuan triedc déu cd ly do dac biét mudn n6 bién mat. Bang chitng A: bai viét trén

kia, ma né dv dinh sé dang trén Nghe Don.
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Gio thi nhiém vu cuia céac c6 cau day: n6i cac diém lai v6i nhau. C6 phai tat ca déu hop tac véi
nhau khong, hay c6 nguoi giat day? Ai la ké diéu khién r6i con ai la con réi?
T6i sé cho cac nguwdi mot goi y dé bat dau: tat ca déu noi dai.

XUAT PHAT!

T6i ngwdc mat nhin Maeve. Em biét sy that, toan b sy that, nhung toi
van chwa ké vgi Yumiko hay Kate. Vi t6i twdng chuyén nay sé dugc gitt kin,
chim xu6ng, trong lic canh sat am tham diéu tra roi sé quyét dinh khép lai
vu viéc vi thiéu bang chirng.

T6i ngay tho dén t6i. Hién nhién.

“Bronwyn?” To6i chi loang thoang nghe thdy Yumiko giita nhitng tiéng
ong ong trong dau. “Pay la sy that a?”

“Mdc me cai Tumblr rac rwdi day.” T6i han sé giat minh tredce kiéu an noi
ctia Maeve néu khéng phdi méi hai phut triwéc t6i da nhao qua khéi gidi han
ngac nhién cia minh réi. “Em tin 1a minh c6 thé hack céi trang dan don do
va tim ra ké nao ding sau.”

“Maeve, dirng!” T6i n6i qua Ién. To6i ha giong xudéng va chuyén sang noéi
tiéng Tay Ban Nha. “No lo hagas... No queremos...”

Toi ép ban than ngtrng no6i khi Kate va Yumiko c nhin t6i cham cham.
Em khéng dugc. Chiing ta khbng muén. Trudc mat, n6i chirng do chac 1a du.

Nhung Maeve khong chiu im. “Em khong quan tam,” n6 gian dit ndi.
“Chi c6 thé, nhung em thi...”

Tiéng loa phat thanh citu nguy. Gan nhw vay. T6i lai doi Ién cam giac déja
vu khi giong néi kia vang khap phong: “Cht y. Moi cdc em Cooper Clay,
Nate Macauley, Adelaide Prentiss va Bronwyn Rojas lén vdn phong. Moi
Cooper Clay, Nate Macauley, Adelaide Prentiss va Bronwyn Rojas lén van
phong.”

T6i khong nhé minh ditng 1én, nhung han la tdi da ding 1én, vi toi thay
minh dang di chuyén. L& do nhw mot thdy ma xuyén qua nhitng anh mat va
10i thi tham, luén lach qua tirng ban cho tdi khi ra dén ctra nha an. Bi xuoi
hanh lang, qua cac tam 4p phich ngay hoi truong da dan dwogc ba tuan, uy
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ban ké hoach cta chiing t6i dang tri tré, va sé con bi ghét hon néu t6i khong
tim cach giai quyét.

Khi t6i t6i van phong, cd thw ky chi td6i vao phong hop bang dong tac
khoat tay ué odi ctia mét ngwoi nghi rang dén gio nay 1€ ra toi phai biét roi.
T6i la ngwdi cubi cung c6 mat - it nhat la td6i nghi thé, trir phi canh sat
Bayview hay hdi dong trwong cling dén. “Dong ctra lai nhé Bronwyn,” co
Gupta no6i. Toi lam theo va lach qua ghé c6 dé dén ng6i giita Nate vdi Addy,
doi dién Cooper.

C0 Gupta vuot cam. “Co6 nghi minh khong can néi ly do vi sao lai goi cac
em lén day. Nha treong da theo doi trang Tumblr kinh tém d6 va cling doc
dwgc bai dang kia ngay 1ap tic nhu cac em. Péng thoi, nha treong cling
duwgc S& canh sat Bayview yéu cau duge phong van hoc sinh triong bat dau
ngay mai. Theo c6 hiéu, dya trén nhitng trao doi vdi canh sat, thi bai dang
Tumblr hom nay la ban sao y hét nhitng gi Simon viét tredc khi chét. Co
nhan ra phan 16n cac em déu da c6 nguoi dai dién phap luat, di nhién nha
treong ton trong diéu d6. Nhung day la mot khong gian an toan. Néu cé gi
cac em muon néi vGi c6 ma cé thé giip nha tredng hiéu hon vé ap lwc ma
cac em dang phai d6i mat, thi day la lic dé ndi ra day.”

T6i nhin c6 va hai dau goi bat dau run ray. Co nghiém tic day ha? Gio
chac chan khong phai lic d6. Du vay, t6i van cam thay mot thoi thuc kho
cwong la tra 16i c6, thanh minh cho minh, cho t&i khi c6 mot ban tay nam lay
tay t6i dudi ban. Nate khong nhin t6i, nhung nhitng ngon tay ctia cau long
vao tay t6i, am ap va manh mé, gac lén chan dang run cua t6i. Cau lai mac
cai 4o thun Guiness dy, va 16p vai gian ra méng va mém giita hai vai cau,
nhw thé cai do da kinh qua hang tram lan giat. T6i liéc sang cau va cau trao
toi mot cai lac dau that khé, gan nhuw khéng thé nhan ra.

“Tuan roi em néi hét tron r6i con gi dau,” Cooper lé nhe.

“Em cling vay,” Addy n6i nhanh. C4u ta trong kiét sttc, mat do quach, cai
vé lanh le gid thanh ué odi. Cau ta nhgt nhat qud, lan dau tién t6i nhan ra
mot 16p tan nhang mong li ti trén mii cau ta. Hodc c6 1€ chi la cau ta khong
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trang diém. Toi thdy thwong cam khi nghi rang cdu ta la ngudi chiu tac dong
ndng né nhat trong tat ca.

“Co khong nghi...” c6 Gupta vira 1én tiéng thi ctta md ra va co thw ky tho
dau vao.

“Canh sat Bayview dgi ¢ duong day s6 mot a,” ¢ noi, va c6 Gupta ditng
day.

“Poi co mot 14t.”

C0 dbng ctra lai sau lung va bon chiing t6i ngoi trong im lang cang thang,
lang nghe tiéng diéu hoa kéu ro ro. Pay la lan dau tién bon ching to6i ngoi
chung mot phong vGi nhau ké ti sau lan tham van véi si quan Budapest tuan
tre@c. Toi xém nita bat cwoi khi nhé lai Iic d6 ching t6i ngo ngac nhw thé
nao, tranh cai nhau vé chuyén bi phat bat cong ra sao va danh sach anh
huwéng hoi vii hdi nam ngoai.

Mac du néi cho chinh xéc, thi cha yéu chi c6 t6i.

Nate tha tay toi ra va ngtra ghé ra sau, quan sat can phong. “Chep. Gugng
gao nhi.”

“Cac cau c6 sao khong?” Loi 1€ dua nhau tudn ra tr miéng t6i, khién t6i
ngac nhién. Toi khong ro minh dinh noi gi, nhung chuyén nay khong dung.
“Chuyén nay that kho tin. Ho... nghi ngo ching ta.”

“La tai nan thoi,” Addy noéi ngay lap titc. Du vay, nghe giong cau ta
khong c6 vé gi la chac chan. Giong nhw ciu ta dang néu ra mot gia thuyét
hon.

Cooper danh mat sang Nate. “Mot tai nan la lung d6. Lam sao ma dau lac
lai ty dong xuat hién trong mét cai coc chir?”

“C6 thé mot Iuc nao do cé ké da vao phong ma ching ta khong nhan ra,”
toi noi, va Nate ddo mat véi t6i. “T6i biét la nghe ngd ngan lam, nhung -
ching ta phai can nhac moi kha nang, ding khéng? Ciing khong phai bat
kha thi.”

“Rat nhiéu nguwoi ghét Simon,” Addy néi. Cai cach cau ta nghién ham cho
thdy cau ta cling la mot trong s6 d6. “Né da pha hoai cudc doi cua vo soO
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nguoi. Cac cau nhé Aiden Wu chiv? Lép chiing ta, chuyén di hoi 16p mugi?”
Toi la dira duy nhat gat dau, nén Addy quay sang t6i. “Chi t6i biét chi cau ta
& dai hoc. Aiden khong phai tw dung chuyén di. Cau ta bi khuing hoang tir
sau khi Simon dang vé viéc cau ta mdc do ni¥.

“That u?” Nate héi. Cooper dwa tay vuot toc.

“Cac cau nhé nhitng bai tiéu diém Simon van dang khi md&i ra mat cai (tng
dung d6 khong?” Addy hoi. “Nhitng chuyén chi tiét hon, gan nhv mét cai
blog ay?”

Co hong t6i nghen lai. “T6i nhg.”

“U, n6 lam vay v6i Aiden ddy,” Addy néi. “Khén nan chua tirng thay.”
Giong cau ta c6 gi do khién t6i khong thodi mai. T6i chwa tirtng nghi sé nghe
Addy Prentiss bé bong nong can ndi nang vai giong doc dia nhu vay. Hodc
tham chi 1a c6 chinh kién.

Cooper v0i vang nhdy vao, nhu thé lo Addy sap stta lam mot trang chii
raa. “Leah Jackson da néi vay & 1é twdng niém. T6i vO tinh gap cau ta dudi
khan dai. Cau ta néi tat ca ching ta déu dao dirc gia khi doi x vdi Simon
nhw mot ké tir vi dao.”

“Thé ddy,” Nate ndi. “Cau né6i ding, Bronwyn. Ca cai tredng nay co 1€ ai
cling déu tha san mot chai dau lac trong ba 16, chd co hoi ra tay.”

“Khong phai dau lac nao ciing dugc,” Addy néi, va ca ba cai dau quay
sang cau ta. “Phai la dau lac ép lanh thi mé&i cé thé khién nguwdi bi di ting
phan tng. Co ban 14, phai loai cao cap co.”

Nate nhin cau ta, tran cau lai. “Sao cau biét?”

Addy nhtin vai. “T6i titng xem trén kénh Food Network roi.”

“Co6 1é cau nén gitt riéng diéu dé cho minh khi ba Gupta tré lai,” Nate dé
nghi, va Addy thoang mim cuoi.

Cooper tritng mat nhin Nate. “Day khong phai chuyén choi dau.”

Nate ngap, van vé thd 0. “Do6i khi t6i lai c6 cam giac nhw thé.”

T6i nuot khan, dau van quay cuong suoét cudc tro chuyén. Leah va toi
cling c6 thdi quen biét - chiing t6i chung cap trong mot ky thi gia 1ap Lién
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Hiép Qudc ma ching t6i di dugc téi chung két bang vao dau nam 16p muoi
mot. Simon cling mudn tham gia, nhwng chiing t6i bao sai thoi han dang ky
nén no bi 16 han. Khong phai la ching t6i ¢6 y, nhung né khong tin va ndi
gian vdi cd hai ching t6i. Vai tuan sau d6 né bat dau viét vé doi song tinh
duc cua Leah trén Nghe Bon. Thudng Simon sé dang tin mot lan roi dé né
troi qua luon, nhung véi Leah, no ct lien tuc cap nhat. Tra thu ca nhan. Toi
chdc no cling sé lam thé vdi téi néu dao do toi cé mac phot.

Khi Leah bat dau khing hodng, ciu ta hoi t6i cé phai téi co tinh lam thé
v6i Simon khong. T6i khong ¢6 tinh, nhung van cam thay toi 10i, dac biét la
khi Leah tu cat c6 tay. Tt khi Simon bat dau chién dich tra thu, cudc doi
Leah khong con nhu truwde.

T6i khong biét viéc trdi qua mot chuyén nhw thé anh hwdng nhu thé nao
dén mot con nguoi.

Co Gupta trd vao phong, déng cita lai sau lung va ngoi xuong ghé. “Xin
16i cac em, nhung cudc goi dé6 khong hodn duwgc. Chiing ta néi dén dau roi
nhi?”

Im lang bao trum su6t vai gidy, cho t&i khi Cooper dang hang. “Mong c6
dirng gian, em nghi tui em déu nhat tri la khong thé n6i chuyén gi lic nay.”
Giong cau ta c6 cai vé danh thép treéc dé chwra hé co, va trong thoang choc
toi cdm thay nang luwgng trong phong két lai va bién doi. Ching t6i khong tin
twong lan nhau, diéu do6 kha ro roi - nhing chiing t6i con khong tin ¢6 Gupta
lan canh sat Bayview hon. C6 cling thay thé, r6i c6 day ghé ra sau.

“Quan trong la cac em biét canh ctra ludn m@ cho cac em,” c6 néi, nhung
ching t6i da luc tuc ding day va ty md cita ra.

Toi thay kho chiu va lo lang su6t ca ngay con lai, hoan thanh moi viéc can
lam & trwong va ¢ nha nhw mot cai may. Nhung t6i khéng thé thw gian, thw
gian thue sy, cho t6i khi dong ho go qua nita dém va dién thoai Nate dwa toi
reo chuong.

Tt thit Hai cau dém nao ciing goi, lic nao ciing vao tam nay. Cau ké t6i
nghe nhitng diéu to6i khong thé twdng twong ndi vé bénh clia me ciu va tat
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say xin cua b6 cau. Toi ké vGi cau vé bénh ung thw cia Maeve va thit ap lyc
khong tén la toi phai gidi gp hai lan trong moi viéc ma t6i luén cam thay.
Dboi khi chiing t6i khong néi gi véi nhau. Toi qua cau dé nghi chiing t6i xem
phim, va ca hai dang nhap vao Netflix r6i xem md&t bd phim kinh di d& té ma
cau chon cho tGi hai gid sang. T6i ngu guc trong khi van con deo tai nghe,
va chac da c6 lic ngdy vao tai cau.

“H6m nay tGi lwgt cau chon phim day,” cau néi thay 16i chao. T6i dan
nhan ra diém do6 noi Nate; cau khong rao trdc dén sau. Ci¢ thé noi ra nhirng
gi co trong dau.

Du vay, tam tri t6i dang ¢ tan dau. “T6i dang chon,” toi dap, va ca hai
chung toi im ldng trong mot phut trong khi toi do qua mot loat cac twa trén
Netflix ma khong that si dé tam. V6 ich; toi khong thé cit thé chuyén sang
tam trang xem phim dwgc. “Nate, cau co6 gap rac r6i khi moi chuyén vo 16 &
treong hom nay khong?” Sau khi toi roi phong hiéu tredng Gupta, ca quang
thoi gian bu6i chiéu con lai chi toan m6t hon hgp nhitng anh mat, 16i thi
thao, cung nhitng cudc tro chuyén guong gao voi Kate va Yumiko, khi toi
cudi cung cling giai thich cho ho chuyén gi dang xay ra may ngay qua.

Cau bat ra mét tiéng cudi nhat. “Truwdc day toi titng gap rac roi roi. Cé gi
khac dau.”

“Ban cua toi gian vi toi khong ké cho ho.”

“Vé vu gian 1an ha? Hay vu bi canh sat diéu tra?”

“Ca hai. T6i da khong ké gi ca. T6i nghi moi chuyén sé ct thé qua di va
bon ho sé khong bao gid phdi biét.” Robin da néi la khong dwoc tra 16i bat
ct cau hoéi nao vé vu an, nhung t6i khong thay 1y do dé ap dung diéu dé 1én
hai nguwdi ban than nhat cia minh. Khi ca treong bat dau quay lung véi ban,
ban can ai d6 bén canh minh. “Uéc gi téi c6 thé nhd nhiéu hon vé ngay hom
d6. Cau dang hoc mon gi khi thay Avery tim thdy dién thoai trong ba 16
cau?”

“Vat ly,” Nate néi. “Hay con goi la Khoa hoc cho bon ngéc. Con cau?”

“Tw hoc,” t6i no6i, nhai nhai bén ma trong. Mia mai thay, bang diém mon
Hoa xudt sac caa toi cho phép toi tw xay dung chwong trinh mon Khoa hoc
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vao nam mudi hai. “T6i do rang Simon chac dang hoc Vat ly nang cao. Toi
khong biét Addy vdi Cooper hoc gi ma c6 thay Avery, nhwng trong gio phat
ho c6 vé ngac nhién khi thady nhau.”

“Vay thi sao?” Nate hai.

“Thi, ho choi v6i nhau, ding khong? Hai nguwdi dé chac phai néi véi nhau
vé viéc bi phat chit. Hay tham chi la hoc chung 16p khi bi bat.”

“Ai biét duwgc. Co thé 1a mot nguai bi bat trong phong chi nhiém hay gio
hoc nao d6. Ong Avery nhac nao ching nhdy,” Nate néi. Khi toi khong dap,
cau noéi thém, “Sao, cau nghi hai ngwdi do sap dat moi chuyén ha?”

“Chi la dang theo mach suy nghi thoi,” t6i néi. “T6i cdm thdy canh sat
hau nhw khong chi y dén tinh huéng véi may cai dién thoai dé ky la nhw thé
nao, vi ho chac nhw dinh déng c6t la cd dam ching ta cung dy phan trong vu
ndy. Y t6i 13, cu nghi thi* xem, thdy Avery biét rd hon ai hét 1a chiing ta ai
hoc 16p gi cta thay ay. C6 khi chinh thdy dy ra tay. Bo dién thoai vao ba 16
cta ching ta va phét dau lac 1én may cai c6c tredc khi ching ta dén noi.
Thay la gido vién Khoa hoc; thay biét phai lam thé nao.”

Du vay, khi néi ra diéu do, hinh anh trong dau t6i vé 6ng thay bén Ién, yéu
6t dién cuong boi dau 1én may cai coc trwdc gio phat khong co vé thuc té
chit nao. Ngay ca hinh anh vé Cooper giau mé but Epi hay Addy ndy ra ké
hoach giét ngudi khi xem Food Network ciing vay.

Nhung t6i khong that sy hiéu bat ¢t ai trong so6 ho. Ca Nate nita. Du t6i
cam twéng nhu minh hiéu cau.

“Chuyén gi cling c6 thé xdy ra,” Nate néi. “Cau chon dugc phim chwa?”

T6i muon chon phim gi that ngau va nghé thuat dé gdy an twong vdi cau,
nhung c6 thé cau sé nhan ra diéu dé. Va lai cau da chon mot phim kinh di do
té, nén t6i cling chang chiu ap lyc gi lam. “Cau xem Divergent chuwa?”

“Chua.” Giogng cau c6 vé nghi hodc. “Va toi cling khong tinh xem.”

“Khé nhi. T6i cling khéng muén xem mot dong ngudi bi giét béi swong
mu tao ra tt* mot sinh vat xam nhap dén tir khong gian bon chiéu, nhung t6i
da xem day thoi.”
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“Chét tiét.” Nate nghe nhw da dau hang. Cau ngap ngirng, roi héi, “Cau
bat phim chwa?”

“Roi. Cho chay di.” Va chiing t6i cing nhan nit.
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CHUONG MUOI BA

Cooper
Thit Sau ngay 5 thang Muai, 3:30 chiéu

Hoc xong t0i qua dén Lucas roi ghé phong bénh vién cta ndi truedc khi ba
me t6i. Nguyén tuan gan nhw toan bd thoi gian ching t6i tdi tham déu thay
n6i ngu, nhung bita nay ndi ngobi trén giwong tay cam diéu khién ti vi. “Cai ti
vi nay c6 ba kénh ha,” noi cam ram khi t6i v&i Lucas ditng lang vang & ctra.
“Khac gi nam 1985 dau. B6 an ciing dd et. Lucas, bay c6 cuc keo nao
khong?”

“Khong ndi 0i,” Lucas no6i, vén mai téc dai qua mitc ctia n6 dé khoi bi che
mat. NOi quay sang nhin t6i day hy vong, va toi sitng s¢ nhan ra noi trong
gia thé nao. Y t6i 13, di nhién, ndi da hon tdm chuc tudi roi, nhung lic nao
ndi cling day nang lwgng tdi mitc tdi chuwa ting thuc sy dé y. Gio t6i chot
nhan ra du bac si c6 bao la ndi dang hoi phuc tot, chiing t6i may man lam thi
chéc cling chi qua dugc vai nam nita treeée khi mot vu nhw vira roi tai dién.

Va roi dén mot Iic nao do, ndi sé khong con nita.

“Con khong c6. Xin 16i ndi,” t6i ndi, guc dau xuéng dé che di do6i mat cay
cay.

NoOi thd hat ra mot hoi rat kich. “Thiét tinh. May thang bay dep ma chi vé
mat hitu dung thi khong c6 dwoc 1am he.” No6i lan mo trén cai ban canh
giwong roi 1y ra mot t¢ hai mwoi d6 nhan nhim. “Lucas, xudng ctta hang &
dudi mua gitm noi ba cay Snicker di. M6i nguwdi mot cay. Di tir tir thoi, tién
dwv bay cw giit.”

“Da nghe.” Mat Lucas sang 1én khi n6 tinh toan 1gi nhuan. N6 phong ao
ra clra, va noi ngd nguoi 1én dong goi bénh vién ké sau lung.

“Coi n6 di nhanh chwa, ct thay tién la mat sang quac,” ndi vui vé noi.
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“B0 noi duwoc an keo ha?” toi hoi.

“Puwong nhién khong. Nhung noi mudn hoi tham thang chau cung coi né
lam sao. Khong ai chiu néi gi cho tao hét ma tao c6 nghe don nay kia.”

T6i ngoi xudng cai ghé xép ké giwvong ndi, mat dan xudng dat. T6i van
chwa ty tin ngang 1én nhin noi. “N6i nén nghi ngoi méi dung.”

“Cooper, trong lich st bénh tim mach cai vu dot quy cuda tao la nhe nhat
roi d6. Chi mot cai nhay trén may. An nhiéu thit xong khéi qua thoi ha. Cap
nhat noi nghe vu Simon Kelleher di. Noi hita vGi bay la noi sé khong len con
dau.”

T6i chép chép mat r6i twdng twgng ban than sap sita ném mot cu bong
chéch: thang co tay, 6m cac ngén lai quanh 16p vé ngoai cua trai béng chay,
dé trai béng vudt ra khoi ngén cai va ngén tro. Co tac dung roi; mat tdi da
kho va nhip thé can bang trd lai, va toi c6 thé nhin vao mat ndi. “Tinh hinh
té lam noi.”

NGi thd dai va vo tay t6i. “Han la thé r6i. Toi nghiép chau cta ndi.”

Toi ké hét cho ndi nghe: chuyén md tin don cia Simon gio da lan khap
treong thé nao, va chuyén canh sat bat dau moi nhitng nguwdi ching téi quen
biét 1én van phong va phéng van ho ra sao. Ca nhitng ngudi ching to6i khong
biét luén. Chuyén huan luyén vién Ruffalo van chwa kéo t6i qua mot bén ma
héi la t6i c6 dung thudc kich thich khong nhung t6i chac la trwdc sau gi thay
cling sé héi. Chuyén ching t6i cé gido vién day thay tiét Thién van vi thay
Avery bi gitt lai trong mot phong khéac véi hai si quan canh séat. Liéu thay
cling bi phéng van nhw ching t6i hay di cung cap bang chitng chong lai
chung t6i, diéu do to6i khong biét.

Noi lac dau khi t6i néi xong. Noi khong budc téc ¢ day nhu va téc noi
bong bénh nhw vadi bong mém vay. “Bi 16i v vu nay nhw vay, noi thay
thwong may qua Cooper. Bao nhiéu nguwoi ma bay lai bi. Troi khong co
mat.”

T6i chd ndi hdi, nhung ndi khong hoi. Nén cudi cung t6i néi - hoi ngap
ngirng, vi sau nhiéu ngay noéi chuyén véi luat sw, cdm giadc that sai trai khi
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néi ra diéu gi do6 nhu thé khang dinh - “Con khong lam céi viéc ngudi ta néi
ndi 0i. Con khong xai steroid va con khong hai Simon.”

“Troi dat oi, Cooper.” Noi sot rudt phai phui cadi mén bénh vién. “May
dau can noéi vdi noi diéu do.”

T6i nudt khan. Chang hiéu sao, viéc noi tin 10i t6i ma khong thac mac gi
khién t6i thay t6i 16i. “Minh tén ca gia tai cho ludt sw ma c6 cha lam dwoc
gi. Khong c6 tién trién gi hét.”

“Sau con mua trdi lai sdng ma,” néi binh tinh no6i. “Padi la thé d6. Va may
khong can lo vu tién bac. NGi tra.”

MGt mac cam t6i 16i khac ap xuong t6i. “Noi du tién tra khong?”

“Pwong nhién. Ong bay véi ndi mua ca déng c6 phiéu Apple héi thap
nién chin muoi. Noi khéng nop hét cho ba may dé thang d6 mua can biét thy
cha ba trong cai thi tran dat dé nay khong c6 nghia la n6i khong c6 du tién.
Nao. No6i cho ndi nghe cai gi ndi chua biét di.”

Toi khong biét y noi la sao. Toi co thé ké chuyén Jake dang co lap Addy
va dam ban cuta hai ching t6i déu hua theo né, nhung chuyén dé nang né
qua. “Con gi dé ké nita dau ndi.”

“Keely phan tng voi chuyén nay ra sao?”

“Nhu day leo vay. Citr bam riét,” t6i budt miéng trwéc khi kip ngan minh
lai. ROi toi thay t6i té. Keely vo cung thong cdm va quan tam toi, va t6i thay
ngot ngat khong phai 16i cua em.

“Cooper.” Hai tay n6i gitt 1dy tay t6i. D6i ban tay ndi nho va nhe bang,
chang chit gan xanh. “Keely la mot c6 bé xinh dep, ti té. Nhung né khong
phai ngudi bay yéu, chi thé thoi. Va thé khong sao ca.”

Co6 hong t6i kho khéc va tdi ngwdc nhin chwong trinh trén ti vi. Co ngudi
sap thang mot bo may gidt sdy va trong cé vé vui swéng lam. N6i khong néi
gi nita, chi giit tay t6i. “Noi n6i con cha hiéu,” t6i noi.

Néu c6 dé y thay cai giong diéu xac xuwgc cda t6i thoang qua thi ndi cling
khong da dong tGi. “Cooper Clay, y noi la, ndi ti'ng cé mat khi con bé ay
nhan tin hay goi dién, va nhin bay lic nao cling nhv muén chay tron vay.
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ROi c6 nguwoi khac goi t6i thi mat bay sang lén nhw bat dwgc vang. Noi
khong biét cai gi kéo bay lai, nhung noi mong la bay sé khong dé vay nira.
Nhw thé khong cong bang vGi bay hay véi Keely.” NGi siét tay toi roi tha ra.
“Minh khong nhat thiét noi tdi chuyén d6 bay gio dau. Thuc ra la, bay di
kiém thang em bay duwgc khong? Chac la dé thang nhoéc mudi hai tubi di
long vong trong bénh vién cing mot mé tién ma né chi muoén xai lién khong
phai la y hay.”

“Da dwgc.” Noi tha toi thoat va ca hai ching t6i déu biét diéu do6. Toi
ditng day nhe nhang ra khoi phong, budc vao mot hanh lang c6 cac y ta di
lai trong bé quan 4o vo6 trung sang mau. Ai gap toi cling ngirng tay va mim
cuoi. “Em c6 can giip gi khong?” ngwdi gan to6i nhat hoi.

Trwdc gio moi chuyén déu nhw thé véi toi. Nguwoi ta nhin thay toi va ngay
1ap tirc nghi téi diéu t6t dep nhat vé t6i. Mot khi ho biét toi r6i thi con thich
toi hon nira.

Néu c6 ngay vo 16 chuyén duing la t6i c6 lam gi dé vdi Simon, chac sé c6
nhiéu nguwoi ghét t6i lam. Nhuwng cling sé cé nhitng ngwoi bién ho cho t6i, va
ndi rang t6i han con 1y do nao khac chit khong chi vi bi t6 st dung steroid.

Van dé 13, ho ndi ding.

Nate
Thit Sau ngay 5 thang Muoi, 11:30 toi

Chuyén la la bo t6i con tinh khi t6i vé nha hom tht Sau sau budi tiéc &
nha Amber. Lic t6i vé tiéc tung van dang hang lam, nhwng t6i uéng thé la
dua roi. Toi ham lai mi ramen trong 10 va rdi it rau vao chuéng Stan. Nhw moi
khi n6 chi chép mat nhin mé rau nhw mét ké vo on.

“May vé sém nhi,” b6 t6i n6i. Ong nhin ching khac gi moi khi - nhw quy.
Muip mip va nhan nhiim véi nwéc da nhgt nhat, phét vang. Tay 6ng run run
lic nang céi ly. Mot t6i vai thang trudce tdi vé nha va 6ng gan nhu khéng con
thd nita, nén tdi goi cap citu. Ong & trong bénh vién hét may ngay, bac si bao
gan bi ton thwong ning 1dm roi va 6ng c6 thé chét bat ct lic nao. Ong gat
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dau va ra vé nhv minh quan tdm lam, r6i vé nha va khui thém mot chai
Seagram.

M4y tuan qua t6i da 16 cai héa don vién phi kia di. Gan ca ngan do la, nho
on cai ché do bao hiém t6i té cta chinh phu, va gio khi t6i chd con nguon
thu nhap nao nita thi kha nang chi tra lai cang thap hon.

“Con c6 viéc.” T6i trit mi vO bat r6i cam lén phong.

“Thay dién thoai tao dau khéng?” bo t0i goi v6i theo. “N6 c réo chudng
nguyén ngay ma tao cha thay dau.”

“Tai n6 khong cé trén ghé d6,” t6i 1am bam, roi déng sip ctra lai. Ong
chac do twdng thoi. Dién thoai 6ng hang thang nay cé ai goi t¢i dau ma rung.

T6i xtt hét ché mi trong nam phiit, roéi nga ngudi trén ghé va deo tai nghe
vao dé goi cho Bronwyn. Téi lwot t6i chon phim, on Chida, nhung ching t6i
chwa coi dugc nita phim Ringu thi Bronwyn khong chiu n6i nita.

“Toi khong xem mot minh dugce dau. Phim nay sg qua,” cau noi.

“Cau c6 mot minh dau. T6i dang xem cung day.”

“Pau c¢6 cung. T6i can c6 nguwdi & cung trong phong khi coi may thi nhw
vay. Thoi xem cai gi khac di. T6i lugt toi chon.”

“T6i khong xem mot phan Divergent chét bam nao nita dau nhé,
Bronwyn.” T6i chd mot nhip r6i noéi tiép, “Cau nén qua day xem Ringu vGi
toi. Leo ra ngoai ctra so va lai xe dén day.” Toi noi kiéu bong dua, va dé cha
yéu la dua that. Trwr phi cau dong y.

Bronwyn ngdp ngirng, va toi nhan ra cau dang can nhac diéu d6 nhuw mot
dé nghi nghiém tic. “Cira so6 phong t6i cach mat dat bon mét rudi,” cau néi.
Dua thoi.

“Vay thi di bang ctra. Cau c6, dau, mwoi cdi cira trong can nha dé ma.”
Dua thoi.

“B0 me sé giét t6i mat néu phat hién ra.” Khong phdi dua. Thé tic la cau
dang can nhac chuyén do6. Toi hinh dung cau ng6i canh to6i trong khi dang
ban cai quan coc lic t6i t6i nha cau, chan cau ap sat chan tbi, va t6i thd
nhanh hon.
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“Sao lai thé?” t6i hoi. “Cau chang bao ho c6 thé ngu khong biét troi trang
gi sao.” Khéng phdi dua. “Nao, chi mot tiéng dé xem hét phim thoi ma. Cau
c6 thé lam quen vd&i con than lan cda t6i.” Phai mat may giay lang thinh t6i
m&i nhan ra cau do6 cé thé hiéu theo nghia nao khac. “Khéng phai y do dau.
Tai that sy’ c6 nudi mot con thin 1an. Mot con rong Uc tén Stan.”

Bronwyn cudi dit dén ndi suyt sic. “Oi Chda oi. Thé khong giéng cau
chut nao, vay ma... mot giay trudce toi that sy con nght cau c6 y khac co.”

Téi ciing bat cudi. “Ai cha. C6 em thich kiéu ve van d6 chit gi. Thira nhan
di.”

“ft ra cling khong phai trdn Nam M§,” Bronwyn bu6t miéng. Toi cudi dit
hon, nhing van cam thay hoi kich thich. Mot s két hop la lung.

“Qua di,” toi noi. Khong phai dua.

T6i lang nghe tiéng thd ctia cau thém mot 1at, r6i cau noi, “Khong dugc.”

“OK.” T6i khong that vong. Toi thyc sy khong nghi cau sé sang, “Nhung
cau can chon mot phim khac di.”

Chtng t6i nhat tri v6i phan cubi cung cda loat phim Bourne va t6i mat
nham mat m& xem phim, tai nghe tiéng bao tin nhan titr Amber moi ltic mot
nhiéu ¢ phia sau. Co nang c6 khi da bat dau nghi hai diva to6i la gi cta nhau
trong khi dau phdi vay. To6i v6i tay ldy dién thoai dinh tat may thi nghe
Bronwyn noi. “Nate. Bién thoai cua cau kia.”

“Sao?”

“Co6 nguwoi c¥ nhan tin lién tuc.”

“Thi?”

“Thi ltic nay mudn lam r6i.”

“Va?” t6i hoéi, hoi khé chiu. Téi khong nghi Bronwyn la kiéu ngudi s&
hitu dau, dac biét la khi hai chiing t6i chang lam gi ngoai n6i chuyén qua
dién thoai va cdu ta vira tt* choi 161 dé nghi nira dua nira that cua toi.

“Khong phai la... khach hang day chi?”

To6i thd hat ra va tat dién thoai. “Khong. T6i noi roi, t6i khong lam viéc dé
nita. T6i khong ngu ma.”
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“Pugc roi.” Cau nghe c6 vé nhe nhom, nhung mét maéi.

Giong bat dau chudi di. “Chac t6i di ngu day.”

“OK. Cau mudn ctp a?”

“Khong.” Cau cuwoi khung khuc, da bat dau mo mang. “Nhung toi sap hét
sO phut goi cho phép roi. Méi c6 tin bao. T6i con nira tiéng nita théi.”

May cai dién thoai tra trwedc do cho goi nhitng mdy tram phut, va cau st
dung hét sach trong chwa day mot tuan. T6i khong nhan ra hai ching t6i néi
chuyén nhiéu thé. “Ngay mai t6i mang cho cdu cai mdi,” toi noi, trede khi
nhan ra mai la thit Bay va ching t6i khong di hoc. “Bronwyn, cho da. Cau
phai cup may di.”

T6i nghi cdu da nga ludn r6i cho tdi khi nghe tiéng lém bem, “Sao?”

“Cup may di nhé. Dé khong bi hét phut goi, roi ngay mai toi cé thé goi
cau va noi vé chuyén cho cau mot cai dién thoai mdi.”

“0. Pugc roi. OK. Ngi ngon nhé Nate.”

“Ngu ngon.” Toi cip may va dé hai cai dién thoai canh nhau, cam diéu
khién lén va tat ti vi. Thoi thi di nga luon vay.
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CHUONG MUOI BON

Addy
Thw Bay ngay 6 thang Muoi, 9:30 sang

T6i ¢ nha vdi Ashton va hai chi em t6i dang tim viéc gi dé lam. Nhung
chiing t6i ct ket mai & cho t6i chang hitng thu véi thi gi sat.

“Thoi ma, Addy.” T6i nam xoai trén ghé, con Ashton trén di vang tho
chan sang huych t6i. “Cubi tuan em thuong lam gi? Va ding néi chi la di
choi v6i Jake d6,” chi mau man thém vao.

“Thi diing 1a vy ma,” toi rén ri. Tham hai that, nhung toi biét lam sao. Ca
tuan nay bung da t6i ¢t non nao, nhw thé ciy cau vitng chac t6i van dang
buwdc bén trén dot ngot bién mat.

“Chang lé em khong tai nao nghi ra dugc mét viéc c6 thé lam mot minh,
khong dinh gi dén Jake ma em thich a?”

T6i cuc cya trén ghé va can nhac cau héi ay. Trwdc khi c6 Jake t6i lam gi?
Hai dita bat dau quen nhau khi t6i mwoi bon tudi, van con kha tré con. Ban
than nhat cta t6i khi ay 1a Rowan Flaherty, chiing t6i choi véi nhau tir nhé
cho tGi Iic cau chuyén sang Texas cudi nam dé. Chung t6i dan xa cach vao
nam 16p chin khi cdu chang cé hitng thu gi v6i bon con trai, nhwng mua he
tredc khi 1én trung hoc ching t6i van dap xe khap thi trdn cung nhau. “Em
thich dap xe,” t6i ngap ngirng dap, du da bao nhiéu nam ro6i chwa hé ngoi 1én
chiéc nao.

Ashton vo tay nhuw thé t6i 1a dita con nit ma chi dang tim cach du tham gia
vao mot hoat dong méi. “Vay lam thé di! Pap xe di dau do.”

Oi khong. Tbi khéng muén di dau. T6i ching con ti hoi sitc ndo. “Xe em
dem cho tir may nam trudc roi. N6 nam ngoai hién va gi sét nhiéu lam. Vi
lai chi ciing c6 xe dap dau.”

https://thuviensach.vn



“Thi minh di thué xe - cai dé goi la gi nhi? Hub Bikes hay gi d6? Thi tran
nay cho nao chang cé. bi tim th6i.”

Toi thd dai. “Ash, chi khong thé cham em nhw em bé thé mai. Em biét on
chi ca tuan qua da c6 gitp em khong suy sup, nhung chi con cudc doi chi.
Chi nén tré vé voi Charlie.”

Ashton khong dap ngay. Chi vao nha bép, va t6i nghe tiéng ctra ta lanh
md& ra cung tiéng lach cach nhe cia chai lg. Chi quay lai mang theo mét chai
Corona va mot chai San Pellegrino, chi dwa t6i chai thit hai. Chi 10 tit hang
chan may nhuwéng lén cua toi - lic nay con chwa t6i muoi gio sang - va tu
mot hoi bia dai r6i ngbi xudng, xép bang trén hai chan. “Charlie ltc nay
hanh phic lam r6i. Chac dwa boé méi vé roi.”

“Gi?” T6i quén mat minh dang mét moi thé nao ma ngoi bat day.

“Chi phat hién ra hai nguwdi d6 cudi tuan trwéc khi quay vé 1ay thém quan
ao. Nhu phim vay. Chi tham chi con lang mot cai binh vao dau thang dé.”

“Co tring khong?” t6i khap khéi hoi. Va c6 1€ cling hoi dao ditc gia nita.
R6t cudc thi trong moi quan hé cna toi va Jake, toi chinh la Charlie. Chi lac
dau va tu thém mot hoi bia.

“Ash.” T6i roi ghé va sang ngoi canh chi trén di vang. Chi khéng khoc,
nhung mat loang loang nwdc, va khi t6i dat tay I1én tay chi thi chi nuét khan
kho6 nhoc. “Em rat tiéc. Sao chi khong néi gi ca?”

“Em c6 dua thi¢ phai lo r6i.”

“Nhung day la vé cuéc hon nhan cta chi ma!” T6i khong thé ngan minh
khong nhin sang anh cuwGi cia Ashton va Charlie hai nam truwéc, dat canh
anh di vii hoi 16p muoi mot cua toi trén bé 10 swdi. Hai nguwdi ho ding la mot
doi troi sinh, ngudi ta thuwong tréu la ho trong nhu thé anh mau gan san trong
khung khi ban vay. Hom ay Ashton hanh phic biét may, xinh dep, ruc rd va
vui vé.

Va nhe nhom nita. T6i ¢6 xua y nghi d6 di vi thiy thé that xau tinh, nhung
toi khong thé khong nghi Ashton da s¢ minh sé mat Charlie dén tan ngay
lam dam cwéi. Ho so cha anh ta that sw sdng chdi - dep trai, gia dinh kha,
chuan bi hoc ¢ Trwong Luat Stanford - va me ching t6i khéng thé nao sung
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swong hon. Phai dén khi ho cwdi nhau dwgc mot nam thi t6i méi nhan ra
Ashton gan nhu khong hé cwdi khi c6 Charlie ¢ bén canh.

“Chuyén két thuic cling duwge mot thoi gian réi, Addy. Chi 1€ ra phai bé di
ttr squ thang truéc, nhwng chi qua hén nhat. Chi khong muon mot minh, chac
thé. Hodc thtra nhan that bai. R6i chi sé tim mdt cho riéng thoi, nhwng lic
nay thi chi sé ¢ day mét thoi gian.” Chi gugng gao nhin t6i. “Dwgc roi. Chi
da thd nhan sy that. Gid tGi lwot em. Tai sao em ndi doi khi si quan
Budapest hoi vé vu ¢ phong y té€ hom Simon chét?”

Tai tha tay chi ra. “Em khong...”

“Addy. Théi ndo. Ong ta vira nhic t6i chuyén dé 1a em 1ay tay man mé toc
em ngay. Cit lic nao lo lang la em lai lam thé.” Giong chi déu déu binh than
chit khong budc toi. “Chi khong tin em 1ay may cay but Epi dd, vay em dang
gidu gi thé?”

Mat t6i ang ac nwdc. Dot nhién, t6i thdy vé cung mét méi véi nhitng sy
that nita voi ma minh da chong chat trong su6t may ngay qua, may tuan qua.
May thang. Mdy ndm qua. “Ngd ngan lam, Ash a.”

“Keé chi nghe di.”

“Em khéng di vi em. Em di dé 1dy Tylenol cho Jake, vi Jake bi dau dau.
Va em khong mudn néi diéu dé ra tredc mat chi bdi em biét chi sé ném cho
em cdi nhin do.”

“Cai nhin gi?”

“Chi biét ma. Cai nhin Addy-em-dung-la-tham-chui-chan.”

“Chi c6 nghi thé dau,” Ashton khé khang. Mot giot nwdc mat to twéng lan
xuong ma t6i, va chi véi tay qua gat no di.

“Chi nén thé. Em ding la vay ma.”

“Khong con nita,” Ashton néi, va chi can thé thoi. T6i bat dau nic ng,
rum nguwoi nhu bao thai trén goc di vang véi canh tay Ashton choang qua
nguoi. Toi khong biét minh dang khéc vi diéu gi: Jake, Simon, ban t6i, me
toi, chi toi, ban than to6i. C6 1€ 1a tat ca nhitng diéu trén.
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Khéc xong toi thady é am va kiét sitc, mi mat t6i nong ruc va vai thi moi
nhtr do run ray qua lau. Nhung t6i cling thay nhe nhdm va sach sé hon, nhw
thé t6i da loc ra mot thit lau nay lam minh 6m. Ashton rit cho t6i mot xap
khan gidy va cho t6i mot phut dé lau mat xi miii. Khi t6i cudi cung da gom
hét dong khan gidy chem nhep va quang ching vao thung rac trong géc roi,
chi lai nhdp thém mot ngum bia va chun mii. “Thi¥ nay uéng khéng ngon
nhu chi twdng. Thoi di dap xe nao.”

Gio t0i khong tir choi chi dwgc nita. Nén toi di theo chi ra cong vién cach
nha chitng mét cay sb, noi c6 mot hang xe dap cho thué. Ashton tim hiéu
cach dang ky, quet thé tin dung dé 1y hai chiéc xe. Chung t6i khong c6 mij,
nhung vi chi di vong quanh cong vién nén cling chang quan trong gi.

T6i khéng dap xe bao nhiéu nam roi nhung c6 vé ngwoi ta néi ding:
khong ai quén cach dap xe cd. Sau lac khéi dau loang choang ching t6i
thang tién trén con duwong rong xuyén cong vién va toi phai thira nhan, viéc
nay khéa vui. Gi6 mon man qua téc tdi trong khi chan téi guoéng dap va tim
thi dap manh hon. Lan dau tién trong tuan t6i khong cam thay d& song dé
chét. T6i ngac nhién khi Ashton dirng lai va néi, “Hét gio r6i.” Chi thay vé
mat toi va hoi, “Vay minh thué thém mot gio nita nhé?”

Toi cudi véi chi. “U, OK.” Du vay chiing t6i thim mét khi méi dugc
thém nita gio nita, nén tra xe va di ca phé dé bu nwdc. Ashton cho lay nuwée
trong khi t6i kiém cho ngoi, va toi lwét qua dong tin nhan trong ltic cho chi.
Gio thi viéc do ton it thoi gian hon trede nhiéu - t6i chi cé vai tin tir Cooper,
héi tham xem t6i c6 di dén buoi tiéc cua Olivia toi nay khong.

Olivia va t6i choi vGi nhau tt* nam 16p chin, nhwng ca tuan nay cau ay
chang noi tiéng nao véi t6i. Khd chdac la minh khong dugc moi, toi nhan.

Bai “Only Girl” vang 1én khi tin nhan Cooper t&i. T6i tw nha khi tat ca
chuyén nay cham d&t va toi c6 thoi gian sap xép lai suy nghi, t6i sé thay
tiéng chudng nao b6t dang ghét hon. Tdo lao qud. Tui né ciing la ban cdu
ma.

Minh khong di ddu, to6i nhan. Choi vui nhé. Pén lic nay, toi con chang
thay bubn vi bi cho ra ria. Chi la thém mét chuyén thoi.
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Cooper khong hiéu. Co6 1€ t6i nén cam on cau; néu cau ciing bé roi toi nhw
tat ca nhitng nguoi khac, thi gio nay Vanessa da tong tdn cong t6i roi. Nhung
cau ta dau dam chong lai vua cta ngay hoi treong, ngay ca khi vi vua doé bi
cdo budc dung steroid. Cac luong y kién trong truong bi chia ra gitta viéc
cau c6 dung va khong dung, nhung cau lai khong khang dinh bén nao.

T6i ty hoi minh da cé thé lam diéu twong ty khong - gid dién va mat day
dé cho toan b con 4&c mdng nay di qua ma khong thu that véi Jake. Roi toi
nhin chi, dang khtic khich cuwdi v6i anh chang sau quay ca phé theo cai cach
chi chwa bao gio lam véi Charlie, va nh@ ra t6i da luon phai can trong va
kiém ché thé nao khi & bén Jake. Néu dv budi tiéc t6i nay toi sé phai mac bo
d6 anh chon, & lai t&i khi nao anh mudn va khong néi chuyén véi ai cé thé
lam anh gian.

To6i van nhé anh. That ddy. Nhung t6i khong nhé nhung gi diéu do.

Bronwyn
Thit Bay ngay 6 thang Muoi, 10:30 sang

Ban chan toi w6t trén con dwong quen thudc trong khi canh tay va cang
chan vung theo nhip diéu cta tiéng nhac dang dap am am trong tai. Tim t6i
dap manh va nhitng noéi s¢ hai chen chtic tam tri t6i ca tuan qua rut lui, thay
vao do la van dong co thé thuan tiy. Khi két thic cude chay t6i kiét sic
nhung tran ngdp endorphin, va gan nhu thay phan khai khi tGi thw vién don
Maeve. Pay la lich trinh quen thudc sang tht Bay cua chung toi, nhung toi
khong tim thay n6 & nhitng cho né thuong ng6i nén phai nhan tin.

Tang bon, n6 nhan lai, nén t6i 1én phong cho tré em.

Con bé ngoi trén ghé gan ctra s6, gd 10c coc & mot cai may tinh. “Tham
lai tudi tho a?” t6i hdi, ng6i sup xudng san ké no.

“Khong,” Maeve ndéi, mat né dan vao man hinh. N6 ha giong xuéng gan
nhw thi tham. “Em dang & trong trang quan tri cia Nghe Pon.”

Mat mot gidy t6i md&i nhan thitc dwoc diéu né ndi, va ngay lap tirc tim toi
giat ban 1én hoang hot. “Khi gio, Maeve. Em lam tro gi thé?”
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“Ng6 quanh théi. Bing lo,” n6 néi, li€c nhin t6i. “Em khong dong vao gi
dau, nhung du cé, thi sé chang ai biét d6 1a em dau. Em dang dung may tinh
cong cong ma.”

“Dung thé thu vién ctia em!” t6i rit 1én. O’ day phai nhap s6 thé cia minh
mai 1én mang duogc.

“Khong. Cuaa thang d6.” Maeve hat dau vé phia mot thang nhéc & cach
may ban v6i m6t chong sach tranh tredc mat. T6i nhin né hoai nghi, va no6
nhun vai. “Em khong Idy thé ctia n6. N6 dé ténh hénh thé 1a em viét s6
xubng thoi.”

Sau d6 me thang bé ngoi xuéng canh con, mim cwoi khi thay anh mat cta
Maeve. Chi ta chac khong bao gio ngd ndi la dita em gai mat ngdy tho cta
toi vira an cap danh tinh thang con siu tudi cta chi.

T6i chang biét n6i gi ngoai “Tai sao?”

“Em muon thdy nhitng gi canh sat dang thdy,” Maeve no6i. “Xem c6 bat ctt
bai dang nhap nao khac khong, c6 nguwdi nao khac cé kha nang mudn bit
miéng Simon khong.”

T6i rwdn nguoi tdi du khong mudn. “Cé khong?”

“Khong, nhung co gi do la lam. Vé phan ctia Cooper. Bai cta anh ta dé
ngay thang sau moi nguoi, la cai dém trwedc hom Simon chét. Cé mot tap tin
tredc dé nita mang tén anh ta, nhung ma khdéa réi nén em khéong maé dugc.”

“Thi sao?”

“Em khong biét. Nhung né khéac biét nén em chud y théi. Em can di ldy
mot cai usb dé tai vé.” Toi chdp mat nhin nd, c6 xac dinh xem em toi tir khi
nao da tr¢ thanh mot diéu tra vién kiém tin tac. “Con nita. Tén nguwdi dung
cta Simon cho trang nay la AnarchiSK. Em Google cdi tén thi thady mdt loat
cac chu dé trén dién dan 4chan ma thang cha thwong xuyén binh luan. Em
khong c6 thi gio doc, nhvng chung ta nén xem qua.”

“Tai sa0?” toi hoi trong luc n6 khoac ba 16 1én vai va ding day.

“Vi toan b chuyén nay c6 gi am mudi chit sao,” Maeve noi giong vo
cam, dan t6i ra ctra va xuong cau thang. “Chi khong nghi thé a?”
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“Cau noi gidm noi tranh cua nam day,” t6i thi tham. Toi ngirng bwdc trén
cau thang vang tanh, nén n6 cling ngirng theo, quay nttra nguwdi lai nhin t6i
thac mac. “Maeve, sao em vao dugc trang quan tri cia Simon? Lam sao em
biét phai tim & dau?”

Khée miéng n6 khé nhéch Ién. “Chi khéng phdi nguwdi duy nhat chém
thong tin mat tur trén may tinh ngwoi khac dung dau.”

T6i ha hoc nhin nd. “Vay em... vay Simon dang Nghe Don & truong? Va
bat can dé mé né?”

“Di nhién la khong. Simon khon lam. Thang ddy dang & day. Khong biét
phai do6 la lan duy nhat khong hay lic nao né ciing dang bai tr thw vién,
nhuwng mot cudi tuan thang treéc em c6 thady no trong lic chi dang chay bo.
N6 khong thdy em. Em dang nhap vao may tinh sau n6 va lay dia chi t lich
st trinh duyét. Ban dau em chang dung lam gi ca,” n6 n6i, déon anh mat ngo
vuc cia toi bang vé binh than. “Chi dé sang mot bén sau nay cé gi can dén
thoi. Em bat dau tim cach xam nhap sau khi chi tr¢ vé tir don canh sat. Bing
lo,” n6 néi thém, vo tay t6i. “Khong phai & nha dau. Khong ai lan ra dugc
dau.”

“OK, nhung... tai sao lai hitng thu vdi cai tng dung do vay? Trudc khi
Simon chét kia? Em tinh lam gi ch?”

Maeve mim moi tram ngam. “Em chwa nghi t6i phan d6. Em da nghi c6
thé sau khi n6 dang bai thi em sé vao xo6a sach, hay chuyén sang tiéng Nga
hét. Hodc g& hét cai trang d6 xudng.”

T6i chuyén chan tru va hoi ldo ddo mot chit, phai nam 14y thanh vin dé
gitr thang bang. “Maeve, c6 phai la vi chuyén xady ra nam 16p chin khong?”

“Khong.” B6i mat ho phach ciia Maeve danh lai. “Bronwyn, chi méi la
nguwoi van nghi t6i chuyén d6. Khong phai em. Em chi mudn chdm dt sy
khong ché ctia n6 véi ca truong minh thoi. Va, r” - n6 bat ra mét tiéng cuoi
ngan, lanh tanh, vang khap cac bitc twong ctia cau thang - “co 1é gio thi
cham dat that r6i.” N6 sadi bwdc di xudng tiép va day manh ctra ra khi tGi
chan cau thang. T6i lang lang theo sau né, c6 chap nhan sy that la em toi da
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gidu toi mot bi mat twong tw nhw cai ma t6i da gidu em. Va ca hai thit dé déu
dinh tGi Simon.

Maeve né nu cudi rang rd vGi toi khi hai dita ra bén ngoai, nhw thé cudc
noi chuyén vira réi chwa hé dién ra. “Bayview Estates nam trén duwong veé
nha minh day. Co6 nén tat qua 1dy mén do cong nghé bi cdm cta chi khéng
nhi?”

“Ta c6 thé thir.” Toi ké v6i Maeve toan bo chuyén vé Nate, sang nay cau
goi va ndi la c6 dé mot cai dién thoai trong hop thw nha s6 5 pho Bayview
Estates. D6 la con pho thudc khu dan ct m@i gom nhiéu ngdi nha dang xay,
va khu vuc do6 thuwong vang tanh vao cudi tuan. “Co ma chi khéng 1o thit
Bay thi Nate day s6m c@ nao.”

Chung t6i téi Bayview Estates trong chwa diay mudi lam phit, ngodt vao
mot con phd day nhitng can nha hinh hop d& dang. Maeve nam cénh tay t6i
khi hai ching t6i t&i nha s6 5. “Dé em di,” n6é no6i vaGi diéu bo dit dan, mat
déao tdi dao lui rat kich twa ho canh sat Bayview c6 thé kéo xe hu coi nhao
t6i bat ct Idc nao. “Pé dé phong.”

“Ctt ty nhién,” t6i thi tham. Du sao chiing t6i c6 1€ ciling da tGi sém. Con
chwa dén muoi mot gio.

Nhung Maeve quay lai v6i vé dac thang va mot thiét bi mau den nho vung
vay trong tay, cwoi ha ha khi toi giat lai tir tay nd. “Héo hitc qué nhi, d6 mot
sach?” Toi bat nguon va thay trong may da c6 mot tin nhan, va téi md 1én
tam anh m6t con than lan mau vang nau ngoi im trén tdng da gitta mot cai bé
kinh 16n. Thdn Idn thét nhé, cha thich ghi vay, va t6i cwoi 16n.

“Oi Chtia 0i,” Maeve thi thao, ngé qua vai tdi. “Lai con dua riéng véi

AAAAAAA

T6i khong can trd 10i né. D6 1a cau hoi tu tir.

Cooper
Thir Bay ngay 6 thang Mwoi, 9:20 toi
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Khi t6i tGi dwgc tiéc caa Olivia thi gan nhw tit cd moi ngwoi déu da xong
hét roi. C6 nguoi dang 6i trong bui cdy khi to6i day ctta chinh bwdc vo. Toi
thay Keely ditng bén cau thang vGi Olivia, soi n6i néi chuyén gi d6 ma bon
con gai thwong budén moéi khi xin. Mdy dita 16p muwdi mot dang phé thude
trén di vang. Vanessa ngo6i trong goc c6 gang chai Nate, trong khi cdu ta thi
hoan toan chad quan tam va dang do khap can phong phia sau nhd. Vanessa
ma la con trai thi chac gio nay da bi nguoi ta t6 cdo gid tro sO soang trai
phép. Mat t6i thoang gap mat Nate, va ca hai ching t6i nhin di ché khac nhw
khong hé thay nhau.

Cudi cung toi thay Jake bén hién nha véi Luis, Luis lai vao trong dé lay
thém do uéng. “Ong udng gi?” Luis héi, vd vai toi.

“Ong lay gi t6i udng do6.” Tdi ngdi xudng ké Jake, n6 dang ngdi nghiéng
trén ghé.

“Sao roi sat thu?” né 1é nhe, roi budt miéng cudi. “Ong chan nghe dua vé
chuyén giét ngwoi chwa? Toi thi chwa dau.”

T6i ngac nhién thay Jake xin c& nay; vao mua béng n6 thwong kiém ché
lam. Nhung chac tuan qua véi n6 cling té y hét to6i vay. Ma toi cling tinh t&i
gdp no dé noi vé chuyén do day, du vay, thay n6 phay tay ué oai véi mot con
rudi, t6i khong chac c6 nén thit khong.

R6t cudc toi van thi. “Ong sao roi? May bita qua thiét khong ra gi ha?”

Jake cuoi Ian nita, nhung l1an nay khong phai vi né thdy c6 gi vui. “Ong
do, cau do6 dang kiéu Cooper luén. Khong thém néi vé cai tuan 1é nhu cit
ctia 6ng ma chi di hoi tham t6i théi. Coop, ong dung la thanh song. That
day.”

Vé cay doc trong giong ctia né canh béo t6i khong nén mac bay, nhung t6i
van cin cau. “Ong gian t6i vu gi sao Jake?”

“Sao lai gian ch? C6 phai 6ng di bao vé con bo cii diém dang cua t6i vdi
tat ca nhitng ai 1dng nghe dau. O ma khoan. Piing 1a 6ng dang 1am thé that.”

Jake nheo mat nhin t6i, va t6i nhan ra la sé khong thé cé cudc néi chuyén
ma t6i dy tinh. N6 dang khong dua tinh tdo dé nghe vé viéc nwong tay vai
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Addy trén truong. “Jake, toi biét Addy sai. Tat cd déu biét. Nho pham mot
sai lam ngu ngoc.”

“Phén boi khong phai sai lam. La lya chon,” Jake gian di n6i, va trong
mot gidy giong né tinh tdo va lanh nhw bang. N6 tha cai chai khong xudng
dat va hat dau trirng mét nhin t6i day budc toi. “Luis & x6 nao r6i? E.” N6
chup tay mot thang 16p mwoi va giat chai bia tir tay thang do, van md& nap
chai roi tu mot hoi dai. “T6i dang néi gi dy nhi? O phai. Phan boi. D6 1a lya
chon, Coop. Ong biét ddy, me t6i phan bdi bs toi hoi tdi cdp hai. Pha tan nat
cai nha t6i ra. Ném mot qua lyu dan ngay vao giita nha va...” N6 vung mot
canh tay, lam dé hét ntra chai bia, miéng phat ra tiéng viu. “T4t ca nd tung.”

“T6i khong biét chuyén d6.” Toi gap Jake khi toi chuyén t6i Bayview
nam 16p tam, nhwng phai t6i cdp ba tui toi mdi choi v6i nhau. “Rat tiéc. Tai
vay ma chuyén con kinh khing hon, ha?”

Jake lac dau, mat loang loang. “Addy khong biét n6 da lam gi dau. Pha
hong moi thw.”

“Nhung ba 6ng... tha thit cho me 6ng ma, phai khong? Bon ho van bén
nhau ma?” Mot cau hoi ngu ngdc. Mot thang triede toi cé tdi nha n6 dé du
bita t6i ngoai trdi tredc khi toan bd vu nay xdy ra. Ba n6 nwéng thit con me
né thi néi chuyén vGi Keely va Addy vé cai noi lam moéng méi mé &
Thuong xa Bayview. Nhu binh thuwong. Nhw moi khi.

“U, van con & v6i nhau. Du vy khong c6 gi nhv xwa nita. Chéng bao gio
trd lai dwgc.” Jake nhin cham cham vao phia trueéc véi vé kinh tdm dén mic
toi khong biét noi gi. Toi cam thay t6i té khi khuyén Addy nén dén, va mirng
vi nho khong nghe toi.

Luis trd lai va dwa hai dita t6i moi dita mét chai bia. “Mai 6ng c6 téi nha
Simon khong?” no6 hoi Jake.

To6i twdng minh nghe 16n, nhwng Jake noi, “Chac c6.”

Luis thay vé bdi r6i cia t6i. “Me né kéu tui toi t6i va, kiéu, 1dy mot mon
nao dé lam ky niém trwdc khi nha né don do caa né. Toi thay hoi én vi trude
gio cling c6 quen gi n6 dau, nhung hinh nhw ba nghi tui nay la ban be nén
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dau thé néi gi nita, nhi?” N6 hép mdt ngum bia r6i nhwéng may nhin t6i.
“Co vé ong khong dugc moi?”

“Khong,” t6i n6i, cdm thay hoi buén nén. Diéu t6i khong mudn lam nhat
la luc loi d6 cua Simon trwéc mat ba me dang dau kho ctia né, nhung néu
ban beé t6i ai cling di, thi thai do coi nhw kha ro roi. T6i dang bi nghi ngo, va
khong dugc chao don.

“Simon, cha.” Jake lac dau nghiém trang. “Thang d6 that la thién tai.” No
gio chai bia 1én va trong mot gidy t6i twdng né sap do bia xuoéng hién nhuw
kiéu tién biét ban than, nhung né dirng lai va udng tiép.

Olivia tham gia vGi chung toi, vong tay quanh eo Luis. Coi bo cap nay lai
tai hgp. Nho chot toi bang tay kia va gio dién thoai 1én, mat sang rd vi hao
hitng moi khi chuan bi ké lai mot cai tin don hay ho nao d6. “Cooper, cau co
biét cau 1én Bayview Blade chwa?”

Cai cach nho no6i cau dé lam t6i kha chac vu nay khong lién quan téi bong
chay. Bém nay cang lic cang hay ho. “Biét gi dau.”

“S6 Chua nhat, ma@i dang t6i nay. Toan bo vé Simon. Chinh xac thi, bon ho
khong... to6 cado cau, nhung goi bon ngwdi bon ciu la nhitng ngudi cé lién
quan, va ho néi vé may chuyén ma Simon tinh dang vé cac cau. C6 hinh cta
ca bon nguoi nita. Va, wm, da cé ca tram luwgt chia sé roi. Nén.” Olivia dwa
toi dién thoai. “Gio thi chac thién ha biét ca r6i day.”
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CHUONG MUOI LAM

Nate
Thit Hai ngay 8 thang Muoi, 2:50 chiéu

Toi nghe tin don trudce khi thdy xe nha dai. Ba chiéc dau trwdc treong véi
phong vién va t6 ghi hinh chd chuong tan hoc vang lén. Ho khong dwgc
phép vao khuén vién truong, nhung da dén gan hét stic co thé.

Ca treong Bayview dang rat mé vu nay. Chad Posner tim t6i sau tiét cudi
va néi ngwoi ta dang ding xép hang cho duwgc phong van ngoai kia. “Ho
dang hoi vé may do,” n6 canh bao. “Cé khi may nén ra ngd sau di. Bon ho
khong dugc phép vao bai xe, nén may cé thé cho xe chay qua rirng.”

“Cam on nhé.” T6i 1én dwong va nhin khap lwot hanh lang tim Bronwyn.
Bon t6i khong néi chuyén nhiéu ¢ truong dé tranh - nhw cau noéi bang giong
luat s ctia cau - trong c6 vé thong dong. Nhung toi nghi vu nay sé khién cau
hodng. T6i thdy cau & ti do v6i Maeve cung mot nho ban, va qua that cau co
vé muon non tdi noi. Khi thay t6i, cau vay toi lai gan, tham chi con chang c6
gia vo la cau gan nhu khéng quen biét t6i.

“Nate, nghe chwa?” cau hoi, va toi gat dau. “T6i khong biét phai lam gi
nita.” Vé kinh hoang nhang lén trén mat cau. “Cam mat lao xe xuyén qua ho
chang?”

“Em lai cho,” Maeve xung phong. “Chi cé thé, xem nao, tron sau xe hay
gi day.”

“Hodc ching ta c6 thé & lai day t6i khi ho di,” ban Bronwyn dé nghi.
“Cho ho cho chan thi thoi.”

“T6i ghét vu nay qua,” Bronwyn néi. C6 1é dé y Idc nay thi that khong
phai, nhwng t6i thich cai kiéu mat cau dé 1én moi khi cau xic dong manh vé
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mot chuyén gi d6. Nhu thé khién cau trong sinh dong hon han nhitng ngwoi
khéc, va lam t6i con mat tap trung hon ca khi thdy cau mac vay ngan di bot.

“Di vai t6i,” t6i noi. “Toi ldy mo t0 di ngd sau ra pho Boden. T6i sé dwra
Bronwyn téi thwong xa. Maeve cé thé don cau sau.”

Bronwyn rang rd han 1én khi nghe Maeve néi, “DPwgc ddy. Em sé tim chi
sau nira tiéng nita & khu an uong.”

“Co6 chac day 1a y hay khong?” nho kia lam bam, quac mat nhin t6i. “Néu
ho bat gap hai ngwdi di vdéi nhau thi tinh hinh sé té gdp muoi lan day.”

“Ho khong bat dugc dau,” toi noéi gon lon.

T6i khong chac Bronwyn san sang, nhwng cau gat dau va hen gdp Maeve
s6m, nd nu cuwoi binh tinh dap lai anh nhin kho chiu cta co6 ban. Toi c6 mot
cam giac thang lgi ngéd ngan dang lén, kiéu nhuw cau chon t6i, du thuc té la
cau chon khong muén xuat hién trén ban tin nam gio. Nhung cau di canh t6i
lic ching toi ra ctra sau téi bai dau xe, dwong nhw chang quan tam nhitng
anh nhin chong choc. ft nhat thi dé ciing 1a kiéu nhin ma ching tdi da quen.
Khong c6 micro hay may quay dinh vao.

Toi dura cdu mii cua toi va chd cau ngoi 1én xe réi vong tay qua nguoi toi.
Lai 6m ghi nita, nhung khong sao. Cai siét chat citng ctia cau, cung cai cach
cap chan cdu 16 ra dudi bd vay kia, 1a ly do vi sao toi dé nghi 16i thoat nay
ngay tu dau.

Ching t6i ¢ trong rirng khong duwgc bao lau thi 16i mon hep ma t6i dang di
md& rong ra thanh con dwong dat chay qua mot day cac ngdi nha sau treong.
To6i di qua vai dam nhitng con dwong nhé vang vé cho tdi khi ching toi t6i
dwgc thuwong x4, roi nhe nhang cho xe vao mot ché doé cach xa hét mirc cong
vao ma toi c6 thé tim thay. Bronwyn cdi mii ra va dwa cho ti, siét canh tay
toi khi dwa. Cau vong chan budc xudng via he, hai ma dé lyng va téc thi roi
bu. “Cam on nhé Nate. Cau that tr té.”

T6i lam vay dau phdi vi muébn té ra tir té. Tay toi vGi ra va vong qua eo
cau, kéo cau sat lai gan minh. R6i t6i ngirng lai, khong chac phai lam gi tiép
theo. T6i thay minh khong con nghé nhw moi khi. Chitng mudi phit trude
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ma c6 ai hoi, tdi sé dap toi cha c6 ngon nghé nao ca. Nhung gio t6i nhan ra
hinh nhut minh cé that, va ngén nghé cua t6i la c bat chap ma lam tdi.

Khi t6i con ng6i ma cau ditng, hai ching t6i cao gan nhw ngang nhau. Cau
gan toi da dé t6i nhan ra téc cau cé mui tdo xanh. T6i khong thé thoi nhin
moi cau trong khi cho cau lui lai. Cau khong lui, va khi téi nguwdc 1én nhin
vao mat cau, toi cam thay nhw thé khéng khi bi rit can khoi phdi minh vay.

Hai y nghi chay trong dau t6i. Mot, t6i muén hén cau hon ca muén khong
khi. Va hai, néu lam vay chac chan t6i sé pha héng moi thit va cau sé khong
con nhin t6i nhw thé nita.

MGt chiéc bay cho thang két lai cho bén canh va ca hai ching t6i giat nay
minh, chuan bi tinh than cho mét t6 quay phim ctia kénh Tin ttc 7. Nhung
do chi 1a chiéc xe gia dinh ché mot bay con dang la hét. Khi chiing n6 nhao
ra ngoai thi Bronwyn chép mat va dich ngwoi sang bén. “Gid sao?” cau haéi.

Gio cho cho tui no di roi cdu dich tré lai day. Nhung cau da rdo budc téi
cong. Ro6t cudc t6i lai noéi: “Mua cho to6i mot cai pretzel khong 16 vi da ciu
mang cau nhé.” Cau cwoi va toi ty hoi c6 phai cau mung vi cé nguoi xen
ngang khong.

Chting t6i di qua may chau cdy co dé bén cong, va t6i kéo mé ctra cho
mot ba me mat may cang thang vGi hai dita nhoc dang gao thét trong xe day
doi. Bronwyn nd nu cwoi cam thong nhuwng ngay khi ching toi vao trong nu
cuoi bién mat va cau rut dau lai. “Tat cd moi nguwdi déu nhin téi. Cau khong
chup anh ky yéu hda lai khén. Cai anh trén t& Bayview Blade nhin chang
giong cau ti nao.”

“Khong ai nhin dau,” toi bao, nhung su that khong phai vay. Con nho
dang ditng gap 4o len & ctta hang Abercrombie & Fitch tr6 mat va 16i dién
thoai ra khi chung t6i di ngang. “Du c6 thé di nita thi cu chi viéc thado kinh
ra. Cai trang ture thi.”

T6i dua théi, nhung cau thao ra that va 1y trong ba 16 ra m6t cai hop mau
xanh lam nhat roi bé kinh vao. “Y hay, nhung ma khéng deo kinh thi t6i nhw
mu vay.” Toi tirng thdy Bronwyn khong deo kinh ding mot lan, vao 16p nam
gio thé duc khi cau bi mot qua bong chuyén dap tring lam vang kinh. D6 la
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lan dau tién t6i dé y thady mat cau khong c6 mau xanh lam nhw t6i van twéng,
ma mau xam nhat trong vat.

“T6i dan duwong cho,” t6i bao cau. “D6 la dai phun nuwde. Pirng c6 budc
vao.”

Bronwyn mudn vao ctta hang Apple, & d6 cau nheo mat tim iPod Nano
cho em. “Maeve bat dau tap chay réi. N6 ci* muwgn may cua t6i réi quén sac.

“Cau biét do la van dé ngoai bon con gai nha giau thi khong ai quan tam
chi?”

Cau cudi toe toét, khong lay dé lam xic pham. “T6i can mot list nhac dé
khién n6 c6 dong Iuwc. Cau c6 y kién gi khong?”

“T6i khong nghi ching ta thich cung kiéu nhac dau.”

“Maeve vdi téi c6 nhiéu gu nhac khac nhau. Cau sé ngac nhién day. bé
toi xem thw vién nhac cua cau nao.” Toi nhin vai va mé khoa dién thoai, va
cdu luwét qua iTunes, vang tran moi ltic mot nhiu lai. “Cdi gi thé nay? Sao t6i
khong nhan ra bai nao ca?” Roi cau liéc sang to6i. “Cau c6 ‘Variations on the
Canon’ a?”

To6i 14y lai dién thoai tir tay cau va bd vao tdi. Toi quén mat la minh da tai
bai d6. “T6i thich phién ban cua cau hon,” t6i n6i, va moi cau cong lén
thanh nu cuoi.

Chtng t6i t6i khu an udng, tro chuyén vé nhitng thi ngu ngdc nhw thé ca
hai chi la mot cap do6i thiéu nién binh thuwong. Bronwyn khang khang doi
mua cho t6i mot cai pretzel that, du toi phai gitip cau béi cau chang thé thay
ndi ban tay trudc mat. Ching tdi ngoi bén dai phun nwdc chd Maeve, va
Bronwyn chéom lén ban nhin thang vao t6i. “C6 mot chuyén t6i muon ban
v6i cau may hom nay.” T6i nhuwéng may, hitng thu, cho téi khi cau noi, “T6i
thay lo vi cau khong cé luat su.”

T6i nudt mot miéng pretzel 16n va tranh anh mat cau. “Vi sao?”

“Vi toan b chuyén nay dang bat dau tanh banh ra roi. Ludt s cua toi
nghi tin titc bao dai sé lan truyén nhanh chong. Co ay bat téi phai chuyén hét
moi tai khodn mang xa hdi sang ché do riéng tw hdm qua. Ma ciu cling nén
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lam thé di. Néu cdu cé dung. T6i khong tim dwoc tai khoan cta cau. Khong
phai t6i theo d6i cau dau. Chi to mo théi.” Cau khé lac dau véi ban than, nhw
thé c6 day nhitng suy nghi ctia minh vé lai ding hwéng. “Du sao thi, ap luc
tang lén ro6i, va cau thi lai dang bi quan ché... cau can c6 ai do that cir dé ho
trg minh.”

Em la di¥a ngodi lé va con tot thi hién nhién. Cau c6 y do; cau chi qua lich
s nén khong noéi thang ra. T6i ngad ghé ra sau va cho n6 bap bénh trén hai
chan. “Tin t6t cho cau ma, ding khong? Néu ho chia mii dui vao t6i.”

“Khong!” Cau 16n tiéng lam mdy ngwoi ban bén nhin sang, va cau ha
giong xudng. “Khong, chuyén ay that kinh khung. Nhung t6i dang nghi. Cau
co6 nghe t6i Truéc Luc Chitng Minh chwa?”

“Gl ca?”

“Tredc Luc Ching Minh. La nhém luat sv tinh nguyén khong tinh phi
thanh 1ap & trwong California Western. Nhé khong, ho gitip cai ong vo gia
cw bi két an giét nguwoi duwoc tha vi sai sét trong viéc thu thap bang chitng
ADN dan ho t6i hung thu that sy d6?”

T6i khong chac 1a minh nghe ding y cau. “Cau dang so sanh t6i v6i mot
tay vo gia cw sap bi tir hinh a?”

“Chi la vi du vé mot vu dang chu y thoi. Ho cling lam nhiéu vu khac. To6i
nghi cling dang tht mot 1an.”

Cau va si quan Lopez sé hgp nhau lam. Ho déu tin chac ta cé thé giai
quyét moi van dé néu tim dwgc nhém ho trg thich hop. “Nghe that vo
nghia.”

“Cau c6 phién khong néu toi goi ho?”

Toi ha ghé xudng san danh c6p, bat dau s6i mau. “Cau khong thé quan ly
chuyén nay nhv thé né la hoi hoc sinh dau, Bronwyn.”

“Va cau cling khong thé c thé cho chét dwge!” Cau 4p tay trén ban va
chom t6i trude, mat ruc 1én.

Chta oi. Cau ta that la mot diva kho chiu va t6i khong nhé néi vi sao may
phtt treédc minh lai muon hon cau ta téi vay. Cau ta chac da bién vu nay
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thanh mot dw dn. “Cau lo viéc cau di.” Loi do thot ra gat gong hon t6i nghi,
nhung t6i that sy nghiém tic. Toi da qua dugc gan hét thoi trung hoc ma
khong can Bronwyn Rojas quéan ly cudc doi toi, va bay gio toi cling khong
can cau ta bat dau viéc do.

Cau ta khoanh tay va tritng mat véi t6i. “T6i dang co gitp cau day.”

Lic do to6i m6i nhan ra Maeve dang ditng do, nhin hét t6i t6i Bronwyn
nhu thé dang theo ddi trdn béng ban chan nhat thé gidi vay. “Um. C6 phai
em tdi khong ding ltc khong?” né hoi.

“Rdt dung luc day,” toi dap.

Bronwyn ditng phat day, deo kinh vao va khoac ba 16 1én vai. “Cam on da
cho di nho.” Gigng cau ta lanh tanh hét nhu t6i.

Sao ciling dugc. Toi ditng day va di ra ctta ma khong dap, cam thay mot suw
két hgp nguy hiém giita dién tiét va bon chon. T6i can phan tan tw twéng
nhung chang nghi ra n6i phai lam cai déch gi day khi gio khong con di buon
thudc nita. Cé thé viéc tam ngirng nay chi la sy tri hoan mot diéu tat yéu.

Toi gan ra dén ngoai thi cé ngwoi kéo ao t6i. T6i quay lai thi thay hai canh
tay ay vong qua c¢6 minh, va mui tdo xanh thom néng mat rugi vay lay khi
Bronwyn hon 1én ma t6i. “Cau ndéi ding,” cau thi tham, hoi thd am ap pha
lén tai. “T6i xin 16i. Khong phaéi viéc cua t6i. Dirng gidn nhé, OK? T6i sé
khong thé virgt qua vu nay néu cau khéng néi chuyén vai toi nita.”

“To6i khong gian.” To6i c6 thoat khoi trang thai do ngwoi ra nay dé c6 thé
om lai cau thay vi ct ditng tro nhw khic go, nhung cau da di mat, voi va
dudi theo em gai.

Addy
Thit Ba ngay 9 thang Muoi, 8:45 sang

Bang cach nao dé Bronwyn véi Nate da né duwgc dam may quay. Cooper
va toi lai khéng dwgc may nhw vay. Ching to6i déu xuat hién trong ban tin
nam gio trén khap cac kénh 16n & San Diego: Cooper sau tay lai chiéc Jeep
Wrangler ctia cau, toi leo vao xe Ashton, sau khi da bé lai chiéc xe dap méi
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cong & trvong va gii cho chi mot tin nhan hét hodng xin chi dén dén. Kénh
Tin titc 7 quay dwgc mat t6i kha ro, va ho dat né canh anh chup hoi tdm tudi
cta t6i & cudc thi Hoa hau nhi Bong Nam San Diego. T4t nhién, t6i duoc a
hau hai cudc thi do.

It ra thi ciing khong con chiéc xe nao & trvdng ngdy hém sau khi Ashton
do lai dé cho t6i xuong. “Cit goi chi néu em can doén nita,” chi ndi, va t6i 6m
siét chi mot cai that nhanh. T6i twédng minh sé thodi mai hon véi viéc thé
hién tinh cdm chi em sau bu6i khéc 16c¢ cudi tuan roi, nhung cam giac van ky
qudc nhu vay va cai vong tay cua toi con lam tra mot dwong trén ao len cua
chi. “Xin 16i,” t6i thi tham, va chi cuwoi dau kho.

“Tr tir roi chi em minh sé kha 1én thoi.”

T6i da quen v6i nhitng anh nhin chong choc, nén viéc ching dit doi hon
tr hom qua khong khién t6i lung ting. Khi toi roi 16p gitta tiét S, d6 la béi
toi cam thay kinh nguyét sap dén chit khong phai vi t6i muon khdc.

Nhung khi t6i téi nha vé sinh nit, ai d6 dang khdc. Tiéng ngheén nghen
phat ra tir buoéng cudi trude khi ngwdi ngoi trong dé kip kiém ché lai. Toi lo
viéc ctia minh - héa ra la bdo dong gia - r6i rira tay, nhin doi mat mét moi va
mai toc bong bénh dén ngac nhién ctia minh. Chang can biét cudc doi toi téi
té cd nao, toc toi van trong that dep.

T6i dinh ra ngoai, nhung do dy r6i buwdc t6i dau kia nha vé sinh. T6i cui
xuong va thay doi bot da chién mau den xwdc xat dwdi canh ctra buong cudi
cung.

“Janae?”

Khong 101 dap. Toi go tay lén cira. “Addy day. Cau can gi khong?”

“Chua o0i, Addy,” Janae noi giong nghen ngao. “Khong. bi di.”

“OK,” t6i dap, nhung khong di. “Cau biét khong, t6i thuong la cai diva &
trong buong dé khoc swng hét cd mat ra. Nén t6i c6 nhiéu khan gidy lam néu
cau can. Ca thuéc nho mat nita.” Janae khong noi gi. “T6i rat tiéc vé chuyén
Simon. T6i nghi la 10i d6 cling chang cé y nghia gi may sau nhitng gi cau da
nghe dwoc, nhung... t6i cling rat soc vGi chuyén xay ra. Cau han nhé cau ta
rat nhiéu.”
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Janae im lang, va t6i ty hoi c6 phai minh da lai néi diéu gi xuan ngoc roéi
khong. T6i ludn nghi Janae yéu Simon con cau ta thi khong hé hay biét. Cé
thé cudi cung Janae da tho 16 v6i Simon trwdce khi cau ta chét, va bi tir choi.
Dbiéu do sé lam cho toan bo chuyén nay cang thém toi té.

Toi vira dinh bé di thi nghe Janae hat mot tiéng thd dai. Ctra mé, xuat
hién mot gwong mat swng hip va bo quan 4o den tir dau dén chan. “Cho t6i
xin thuéc nhé mat,” Janae néi, quét do6i mat gau meo ctia minh.

“Cau cling nén 1ay khan gidy luon di,” t6i dé nghi va an ca hai thit vao tay
Janae.

Cau ta khit mot tiéng nhw cwdi. “That 1a 1én voi xuéng ch6 nhi, Addy.
Truwdc day cau cé bao gio noi chuyén vdi toi dau.”

“Piéu dé lam cau ban tdm sao?” t6i hoi, that 1ong to mo. Janae chwa bao
gio cho toi cai an twgng la cau ta mudn tré thanh mét phan cia nhém chiing
toi. Khong nhw Simon, Itic nao cling mon men ngoai ria, tim cach chen vao.

Janae tham w6t khan gidy ¢ bon rira mat roi vira chdm cham quanh mat
vlra trirng trirng nhin t6i qua guwong. “Di chét di, Addy. That day. Sao lai héi
nhu vay?”

Toi khong con thdy bi xic pham nhuw ngay trede. “Toi khong biét. Toi
vira hdi ngu phéi khong? T6i chi vira mdi nhan ra minh giao ti€p xa hoi rat
kém.”

Janae nho thu6c mat va may vong gau meéo lai xudt hién. T6i dva cau ta
mot tdim khan gidy nita dé lau mat. “Tai sao?”

“Hoa ra Jake méi la nguwoi noi tiéng, khong phai téi. T6i chi la dira an
theo.”

Janae lui lai mot buéc trude guong. “Chua tirng nghi sé c6 ngay nghe cau
noi cau do.”

“ “T6i 16n lao, t6i chita dung co man’ ” t6i noi, va cau ta tron mat. “Bdi
tho vé ban than, phai khong? Walt Whitman. T6i bat dau doc no tir sau lé
tang Simon. T6i gan nhw khong hiéu gi, nhung no lai cho t6i cai cam giac dé
chiu sao dé.”
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Janae tiép tuc chdm cham quanh mat. “T6i cling nghi thé. D6 1a bai tho
yéu thich cua Simon.”

T6i nghi vé Ashton va cach chi gitt cho t6i binh tinh su6t cd may tuan
qua. Va Cooper, nguoi da bao vé toi truéc ca trvong du chung toi khong
thue sy qua than thiét. “Cau c6 ai tdm sy cung khong?”

“Khong,” Janae thi tham, mat lai dam nwéc.

Tt kinh nghiém thwe t€ toi biét cau ta sé chang cam on toi vi da tiép tuc
cudc noi chuyén nay dau. BDén mot lic nao dé ching t6i can phai nudt nwéc
mét va trd vao 16p. “U thi, néu cau mudn néi chuyén véi téi - tdi c6 nhidu
thoi gian 1am. Ca cho ngoi canh t6i ¢ nha an nita. T6i cit dé nghi vay thoi.
Du sao thi, toi rat tiéc vé chuyén Simon. Gdp cau sau nhé.”

Xét cho cung, t6i nghi thé 1a 6n. Du sao thi cu ta khong con si nhuc t6i
nita.

T6i quay lai 16p S, nhung tiét hoc cling sap hét, va sau tiéng chudng thi
dén gio an trua - khoang thoi gian khé wa nhét vdi toi trong ngay. T6i da dan
Cooper dirng ngo6i canh toi nita, vi to6i khong chiu noi cai thai dé kho chiu
ma nhitng nguwdi khac danh cho cau, nhung t6i ghét phai an mot minh. Toi
dinh bo bita va di thu vién thi c6 nguoi kéo tay ao toi.

“Nay.” La Bronwyn, trong thoi trang dén dang ngac nhién khi mac 4o
khoac 6m va di do6i giay dé bang ké soc. Toc cau ta x0a xudng trén vai thanh
ting 16p den bong, va toi ghen ti nhan ra da cau ta min mang thé nao. T6i ca
la khong c6 cadi mun khong 16 nao trén dé. Téi khéng chac minh cé bao gio
thay cau ta tréng ngon lanh thé nay chwa, va t6i bi phan tam tGi d6 suyt nita
khong nghe thay cdu ta noi gi tiép theo. “Cau c6 mudn an vé6i bon tbi
khong?”

“A..” tdi nghiéng dau nhin ciu ta. Hai tudn qua to6i di giao tiép véi
Bronwyn con nhiéu hon ca ba nam vira roi, nhung cling khong thé coi la cé
qua lai gi. “That u?”

“U. A thi. Gio ching ta c6 mot vai van dé chung roi, nén...”

Bronwyn ngirng néi, mat cau ta chdp chdp nhin di cho khac, va toi tw héi
khong biét cau ta c6 nghi t6i la ngudi dirng sau vu nay khong. Han la co, vi
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toi cling nghi thé vé cau ta may lan. Nhung theo cai kiéu thién tai doc ac,
nhan vat phan dién trong hoat hinh ay. Gi¢ day khi cdu ta ditng tredc mat
t0i, mang doi giay dé thwong va nu cwdi nguwgng ngap, toi thay chuyén doé la
khong thé.

“Pugc thoi,” toi noi, va di theo Bronwyn tdi chiéc ban c6 em gai ciu ta,
Yumiko Mori va mot con nhé 1éu nghéu, mit sung sia ma t6i khong biét. it
ra van hon bo bita Ién thw vién.

Khi toi ra dén cong trudc sau gio hoc, khong co gi ¢ do - khong xe thung,
khong phéng vién - nén to6i nhan Ashton khong can dén don, va nhan co hoi
nay dap xe vé nha. T6i ngirng lai tr6dc doan den giao thong lau oi 1a lau &
pho Hurley, chong chan trén via hé va nhin vao day ctta hang & khu phé
bu6n ban bén tay phai: quan ao ré tién, trang strc ré tién, dién thoai ré tién.
Ca lam téc ré tién nita. Chang giong chit nao véi tiém lam téc quen thudc
cta t6i & khu trung tdm San Diego, thu cta t6i sau mwoi dé6 moi sau tuan dé
kiém soat dam t6c ché ngon.

Bén dwdi mil, toéc tdi néng va nang trich, ghi té6i xuong. Trwdc khi dén
chuyén mau t6i cho xe 1én via hé vao trong bai do xe khu ph6 budn ban. T6i
khoa xe & hang dé xe ngoai Supercuts, thdo mii va budc vao trong.

“Xin chao!” C6 gai truc sau quay chi hon td6i mdy tudi, mac mot chiéc ao
hé ron den mong manh dé 16 hinh xam hoa 14 sdc s& day canh tay va vai.
“Em muon tia téc u?”

“Em muon cat.”

“OK. Hién gio tiém khéng dong 1am nén chi c6 thé cat cho em.”

Chi ta dan t6i t6i mot chiéc ghé mau den ré tién da xep, va ca hai cung
nhin vao hinh chiéu cua t6i trong guwong trong lic chi ta lan tay qua toc toi.
“To6c em dep qua.”

T6i nhin cham cham vao nhitng lon téc 6ng a trén tay chi ta. “Em mudn
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cat.

“Mdy phan em nhi?”
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Toi lac dau. “Cat hét.”

Chi ta cuoi lo lang. “Cat tdi vai thoi nhi?”

“Cat hét,” t6i lap lai.

M3t chi ta tré ra hoang hét. “Oi em néi dua roi. Téc em dep thé co ma!”
Chi ta bién mat sau lung t6i va trd ra cung quan ly. Ca hai ditng dé thi thao
trao d6i mdy phut. Phan ntta tiém lam dau nhin t6i. T6i ty héi bao nhiéu
nguwoi xem ban tin San Diego t6i qua, va bao nhiéu nguwdi nghi t6i chi 1a mot
con nhdéc tudi teen thira ho6c mon.

“Poi khi cling c6 khach nghi ho muén cat phang téc di, nhung thue sy ho
khong muon thé dau,” vién quan ly than trong ma 10i.

T6i khong dé chi ta n6i hét. Toi qua chan viéc ngudi khac néi t6i thich gi
muén gi roi. “O day cac chi c6 cét téc khong? Hay em phai di chd khac?”

Co ta giat giat mot lon toc bach kim cta minh. “Chi khng muén em héi
han thoi. Néu em muén trong khac di, em co6 thé thi...”

Kéo xép thanh hang tredc mat toi, va toi véi tay lay. Trudc khi cé ai kip
ngan can, to6i da nam ldy mdt tim téc day va xén né dén phia trén tai. Tiéng
thang thot vang 1én khap tiém, va toi dén anh mat sirng sot cda cai chi xam
minh trong guong.

“Chinh giup em di,” t6i n6i. Va chi ta lam theo.
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CHUONG MUOI SAU

Bronwyn
Thit Sau ngay 12 thang Mwoi, 7:45 chiéu

Bon ngay sau khi xuat hién trén truyén hinh dia phwong, cau chuyén cua
ching t6i lan ra toan quoc trén Mikhail Powers diéu tra.

Toi biét chuyén nay sém mudn ciing t6i, bdi nha san xuat ctia Mikhail da
tim cach lién lac véi gia dinh t6i ca tuan qua. Ching t6i khéng dap lai, day
la 1€ tat yéu, va ciing theo tw van phap ly cua Robin. Nate cling khong, con
Addy no6i cau ta va Cooper déu tir choi 1én tiéng. Nén chuwong trinh sé phat
song trong muoi lam phut nita ma khong c6 binh luan gi tiv nhitng nguoi
thue sy lién quan.

Trtr phi trong ching t6i c6 ké no6i doi. Luon luén c6 kha nang do.

Tin titc trong khu vie da du té roi. Co6 thé 1a toi twdng twgng, nhung t6i
kha chidc b6 nhan méat moi khi t6i duwgc ngudi ta nhac dén nhw la “con gai
ctia nha lanh dao doanh nghiép gbc Latinh xuat ching Javier Rojas”. Va bo
roi phong khi cé dai néi bo la nguwdi Chile chit khong phai Colombia. Toan
b6 vu nay khién t6i wdc, phdi dén lan thit mot tram ké tir khi moi chuyén bat
dau, la biét thé nay minh da an con D mon Hoéa lic dé cho r6i.

Maeve va t6i nam dai trén giwong t6i, nhin dong ho diém ting phut cho
t¢i man ra mat chinh thitc cda t6i trén truyén hinh véi tu cach la mot noi
nhuc quéc gia. Hodc it nhat ciing la t6i nhin, con Maeve thi dang lwét cac
dwong link 4chan ma né tim thdy qua trang quan ly cia Simon.

“Xem nay,” n6 noi, xoay laptop sang cho toi.

Chu dé thao luan dai dang dac xoay quanh mét vu xa sung & treong xay
ra mua xuan vira roi cach noi ching t6i & vai hat. Mot thang nhé 16p muoi
gidu stng ngan trong ao khoac va khai hoa trén hanh lang sau tiéng chuong
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dau tién. Bay hoc sinh va mot gido vién chét tride khi thang do6 tw chia sing
vao minh. T6i phdi doc di doc lai m6t vai binh luan may lan tredc khi nhan
ra cha dé nay khong phai dang chi trich thang d6, ma ca nggi. Mt dam bénh
hoan ca nggi viéc thang kia lam.

“Maeve.” T6i vui dau xudng hai canh tay, khong muon doc thém nita.
“Cadi quai gi thé nay?”

“Mot dién dan ma Simon hoat dong rat s6i noi cach day may thang.”

T6i ngdng dau tr6 mat nhin n6. “Simon dang bai trén do6 a? Sao em biét?”

“Anh ta dung tén AnarchiSK trén Nghe Don do,” Maeve dap.

T6i dwa mat ngd mot lwot lai chu dé, nhung n6 dai qua khong nhat ra tirng
cai tén cu thé dugc. “Em c6 chac la Simon khong? C6 thé nhiéu ngwoi dung
mot tén thi sao.”

“Em c6 kiém tra ngau nhién cac bai r6i, va chac chan dé la Simon,” né
néi. “N6 miéu ta nhiéu noi & Bayview, dé cap nhitng cau lac bd n6 tham gia
& treong, nhac dén xe minh vai ban.” Simon 1ai chiéc Volkswagen Bug 1970
ma no tw hao dén ky cuc. Maeve tiya ngudi 1én goi, bam méi. “Phdi xem qua
nhiéu thit qua, nhung em sé doc hét khi c6 thoi gian.”

T6i khong nghi ra dugc diéu gi minh khong mudn lam hon thé. “Vi sao?”

“Cai cha dé ay day nhitng ké quai di véi tw twdng cuc doan,” Maeve néi.
“Simon c6 thé da gay thu chudc odn & do6. Du sao thi cling dang xem qua
ma.” N6 1ay lai laptop va néi thém, “Em c6 chép lai tap tin bi ma héa cua
Cooper 6 thu vién hom ng, nhung khong mé ra duge. Chui'a mé dugc.”

“May dira.” Gigng me kéo dai khi me goi lén lau. “TGi gio r6i.”

Phdi r6i. Ca gia dinh t6i sé xem Mikhail Powers diéu tra cuing nhau. Mot
tang dia nguc ma ca Dante cling chang thé twéng twong ra.

Maeve gap laptop lai ltc t6i nhay khoi giwong. Coé ti€éng rung nhe tir trong
cai ban con noi géc phong toi, va t6i m@ hoc ta 1ay ra dién thoai ctia Nate.
Xem vui nhé, tin nhan cua cau.

Khéng buén cuoi ddu, ti dap.

“Cat di,” Maeve no6i vdi vé nghiém khac gia bo. “Gio khong phadi luc.”
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Chung t6i xuéng phong khach dwdi lau, me da yén vi trén ghé banh véi
mot ly regu day khac thwong. Bo thi hoan toan chuyén sang ché do Piéu
hanh Pém, mac céi 4o vét bong thodi mai ma bo thich va bao quanh bo la
sau thiét bi lién lac. Mot mau quang cao khan gidy nha bép phat trén man
hinh Idc t6i va Maeve ngo6i xuéng canh nhau trén di vang chd Mikhail
Powers diéu tra bat dau.

Chwong trinh tap trung vao nhitng vu an c6 that va cé phong cach thé hién
kha giat gan, nhung né dugc coi trong hon nhiéu chwong trinh khac bai qua
khit chuyén lam tin titc ning doé cia Mikhail. Ong ta danh bao nhiéu nim
troi dan ban tin cho mot trong nhitng dai truyén hinh 16n nhat nudc va sé
hitu mot thit hap lwc dac biét moi khi 1én hinh.

Ong ta lic nao ciing doc nhitng cau dé m& dau bing cai giong tram day
quyeén uy, trong lic nhitng tdm anh canh sat chup nhoe nhoet trai ra trén man
hinh.

Mot ba me tré mat tich. Mot cudc doi hai mdt bi vach tran. Va mét ndm
sau, mét vu bat gitr chdn dong. Liéu céng ly da duvoc thuc thi?

Mot cdp doi quyen luc chét. Co con gdi tdn tuy bi nghi ngo. Liéu cé khd
ndng tai khodn Facebook ctia c6 nam giir chia khéa hé 16 danh tinh ké thii
ac?

Toi biét cong thitc ay, nén khi gio nd dugce ap 1én toi 1€ ra sé chang co gi
dang ngac nhién.

Cdi chét bi an ctia mot hoc sinh trung hoc. Bon ngudi ban hoc vdi cdc bi
mdt ho muén che gidu. Khi canh sdt lién tuc ddm dau vao ngo cut, chuyén gi
Sé xdy ra tiép theo?

Noi kinh hoang lan khap ngudi t6i: bung t6i quan that, phdi ram lai, ngay
ca miéng cling c6 vi dang ngat. Gan hai tuan qua t6i da bi tra héi va sam soi,
bi thi thao va phan xét. To6i da phai chéng d& nhitng cau hoi veé 10i to cdo cta
Simon trwdc canh sat va gido vién, va chitng kién mat ho danh lai khi ho
nhin thau t6i dang nghi gi. T6i van dang chd diéu khong thé tranh khoi; cho
trang Tumblr kia céng b6 doan clip canh t6i dang vao tap tin cta thay
Camino, hay cho canh sat budc toi. Nhuwng khong cé gi dem lai cam giac
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nhitc nh6i va chan thyc bang viéc nhin dnh ky yéu ctia t6i hién 1én phia trén
vai cia Mikhail Powers trén truyén hinh quoc gia.

C6 doan ghi hinh Mikhail va doi ngli cia minh & Bayview, nhung hau hét
thoi gian ong ta ngoi sau chiéc ban crém bong loang tai trwedong quay & Los
Angeles ctia minh ma néi. Ong ta c6 mai téc den va lan da nau tron lang, doi
mat day biéu cam, va khoac trén minh b trang phuc vira van nhat ma toi
tirng thay. T6i khong nghi ngd chuyén néu 6ng ta ma tém duwgc t6i mot minh
thi toi sé xi ra hét moi diéu td6i khong bao gio nén noi.

“Nhung Bo tt Bayview la ai?” Mikhail hoi, nhin xody vao 6ng kinh.

“Bon chi c6 biét danh lu6n kia,” Maeve thi tham, nhing van du to dé lot
vao tai me.

“Maeve, chuyén nay khong cé gi vui dau,” me nghiém khac néi khi may
quay chuyén sang doan clip chiéu van phong b6 me.

Oi khong. Ho 14y t6i & mé man.

Hoc sinh danh dv Bronwyn Rojas xudt than tir mét gia dinh nhiéu thanh
twu voi noi khé tam vi cdn bénh dai ddng ctia c6 con ut. C6 phdi dp lvc phdi
duwoc nhv ky vong khién c6 gdi dy gian Idn va do dé day Yale ra khoi tam voi
ctia minh vinh vién? Theo sau la mot ngwoi phat ngon cta Yale xac nhan
rang toi, that ra, van chwa nop don.

Tat ca chung toi 1an luwgt xuat hién. Mikhail xem xét qua khi thi hoa khéi
ctia Addy, noi chuyén véi cac binh luan vién bong chay vé sy pho bién caa
viéc st dung chat kich thich & trung hoc va anh hwdng tiém tang cta viéc do
1én sy nghiép Cooper, r6i dao sau vao chi tiét chuyén Nate bi bat qua tang
dang buon thudc va an qudn thic cda cau.

“That khong cong bang,” Maeve thi thao vao tai téi. “Ho khong néi gi vé
viéc anh ta mat me con 6ng bo thi nat riegu. Boi canh dau mat r6i?”

“Du gi cau ta cling khong mudn n6i dén dau,” t6i thi tham dap lai.

T6i ram ngwdi sudt ca chwong trinh cho t6i cudc phéng van véi mot luat
st cua Trudc Luc Chitng Minh. Béi khong luat sw nao cua chung toi chiu
noi chuyeén, doi cua Mikhail quay sang xem Trwéc Luc Chirng Minh nhu la
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nhitng chuyén gia vé van dé nay. Ludt sw ma chwong trinh phong van, Eli
Kleinfelter, trong khong gia hon td6i qua mwoi tudi. Anh ta cé mai téc quan
roi bu, chom rau lwra thwa va déi mat den manh liét.

“Neéu t6i la luat s ctia may c6 cau do thi t6i sé néi thé nay,” anh ta néi, va
toi khong kim dwgc ma nhém nguoi t6i truede. “Tat ca chd y déu don 1én bon
c6 cau nay. Ho dang bi giay xéo du khong c6 bang chitng gan ho véi bat c
toi gi sau hang tuan lién diéu tra. Nhung c6 mot cau thit nam trong phong,
ding khong? Va cau ta c6 vé nhu la kiéu ngwoi cé thé c6 hon bon ké thu.
Vay tht néi xem. Con nhitng ai khdc c6 dong co? Cau chuyén nao chua
dugc ké? La t6i thi toi sé tim hiéu nhitng cho do.”

“Chinh x4c,” Maeve noi, gan tirng tiéng.

“Va moi ngudi khong thé cho rang Simon la nguwdi duy nhat c6 quyén
truy cap vao bang diéu khién ctia Nghe Pon,” Eli tiép. “Bat ctt ai cling co
thé vao do trudc khi cau ta chét va xem hodc chinh stra cac bai viét do.”

T6i nhin Maeve, nhung lan nay con bé khéng néi gi. Chi nhin cham chd
man hinh v&i nu cwoi nd hé.

Toi khong thé thoi nghi vé nhitng 161 Eli néi ca budi tdi con lai. Ngay ca
khi dang n6i chuyén véi Nate, vira mo mang xem Battle Royale, hay hon rat
nhiéu phim ma Nate thich. Nhung gitta Mikhail Powers diéu tra va chuyén
di t6i thwong xa cta ching t6i vao thit Hai - ma t6i da khong thé ngung nghi
t¢i nhitng lic khong nghi t6i canh vao tu - thi t6i chang thé tap trung noi.
Qua nhiéu y nghi khac tranh nhau cho trong nao.

Nate dinh hon minh, phdi khong? Va minh muén cdu lam thé. Vdy thi tai
sao khong co gi xay ra?

Eli cudi cung cling néi ra. Tai sao khong ai xem xét nhitng nghi pham
khac?

Minh ty hoi Nate va minh c6 chinh thirc chi-la-ban-be khong.

Mikhail Powers chuyén lam nhitng vu diéu tra dai ky, nén chuyén nay sé
chi tré nén té hon.

Nate va minh du sao ciing khong hop nhau. C¢ Ié thé.
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Co phdi tap chi People vira email minh khong?

“Chuyén gi dién ra trong bé nido khong 16 ctia cdu thé Bronwyn?” Nate
cu6i cung ciing hoi.

Qua nhiéu thit, va phan lén la nhitng diéu t6i khong nén noi ra. “T6i
muon noi chuyén véi Eli Kleinfelter,” t6i dap. “Khong phdi vé cau,” toi nbi
thém khi Nate khong tra 16i. “Chi néi chung chung. T6i td0 mo mudn biét anh
ta nghi gi.”

“Cau ¢06 luat su roi. Cau nghi c6 ta mudn cau tim y kién th hai sao?”

Toi biét c6 dy sé khong muon thé. Robin quan tdm hang dau dén chuyén
ngan ngra va phong thu. Khéng trao cho bat ky ai diéu gi co thé dung dé
choéng lai em. “T6i khong phdi mudn anh ta dai dién cho minh hay gi. Chi la
ndi chuyén thoi. Cé thé toi sé thir goi anh ta tuan sau.”

“Cau khong bao gio chiu nging phai khong?”

Nghe khong giong 161 khen lam. “Khong,” t6i thtra nhan, ty héi c6 phai
toi da giét chét cai hap luc la lung gi day ma Nate c6 thé tirng cam thay & toi
khong.

Nate im lang lic ching t6i xem Shogo gia vo Shuya va Noriko da chét.
“Phim nay khong té 1am,” cau néi. “Nhwng cau van ng téi mot buodi tryre tiép
xem not Ringu.”

Nhitng tia dién nho ram ran khap hé tuan hoan cua t6i. Cam gidc dy van
chua chét sao? Co thé né dang diung mdy thd. “Toi biét. Nhung sap xép thoi
gid ma xem dugc cling kho day. Nhat la gio chiing ta khét tiéng r6i.”

“Gio khong c6 chiéc xe tin titc nao ¢ day dau.”

T6i da nghi vé diéu nay. C6 thé ca vai chuc lan tir lan dau cau hoi téi. Va
tuy toi khong hiéu lam gitta t6i va Nate dang c6 chuyén gi, nhung toi biét
diéu nay: chuyén gi xdy ra tiép theo cling déu sé khong phai la toi 14i xe dén
nha ciu gitta dém. T6i bat dau no6i cho cau moi 1y do hgp tinh hgp nhé caa
minh, nhv viéc chiéc Volvo dong co am 1 sé danh thitc bé me t6i, thi cau
bao, “To6i co6 thé dén don cau.”
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To6i thd hat ra va nhin cham cham 1én tran nha. T6i khong giéi thuong
lwvong cac tinh hudong nhw thé nay, c6 1€ bdi triede nay ching von chi dién ra
trong dau toi. “T6i cdm thay la khi t6i nha cau lic mot gid sang, Nate a.
Kiéu nhw, né... khong giong di xem phim. Va t6i khong biét cau da ro dé
ma, Um, khong xem méot bo phim véi cau.” Oi Chiia oi. Pay 1a Iy do vi sao
ngwoi ta khong nén chd tGi cudi cdp ba méi bat dau hen ho. Mat téi néng
birng, va t6i chd cau tré 10i, on gioi lic nay cau khong thé thady mat toi.

“Bronwyn.” Giong Nate khong c6 vé giéu cgt nhw téi twdng. “T6i khong
phai dang c6 khéng-xem-phim v&i cau. Y t6i 13, duwong nhién, néu cau thich,
toi sé khong tr chdi. Tin t6i di. Nhung ly do khdong ra gi ca. Mot 1a, cau cé
thé nhin thay chinh t6i mdi cau dén nha vao gitta dém la vi nha t6i ban ngay
khong ra gi cad. Mot 1a, cau cé thé nhin thdy né. Toi khong khuyén khich
viéc ay dau. Hai la c6 bo t6i. Toi khong mudn cau... cau biét ddy. Vap phai
ong.”

Tim t6i c loan nhip ca 1én. “T6i khong ngai dau.”

“Toi thi c6.”

“OK.” Toi khong hiéu hét quy tac van hanh thé gidi ctia Nate, nhung lan
nay toi sé tap trung vao viéc cia minh va khong dwa ra y kién vé cai gi quan
trong con cai gi khong. “Chung ta s€ nghi cach khac.”

Cooper
Thit Bay ngay 13 thang Muai, 4:35 chiéu

Da chia tay thi chang c6 chd nao la phu hgp cd, nhwng it ra thi & phong
khach nha ngudi do sé co sy riéng tw, va sau do nguoi ta cling cha phai di
dau nira. Nén do 1a noi t6i chon dé néi véi Keely.

Khong phai tai nhitng gi ndi néi vdi toi dau. Diéu nay t6i da nghi t&i mot
thoi gian r6i. Keely rat tot & vé s6 mat, nhung em khong danh cho téi, va vi
biét diéu do nén toi khong thé 16i theo em vo toan bé mé rac roi nay.

Keely mudén mot 16i gidi thich, nhung to6i khong c6 cai nao hgp ly. “Néu

"’

la vi vu diéu tra, thi em khong quan tam dau!” em nitc nd néi. “Em tng hd
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anh du c6 thé nao di nita.”

“Khong phai thé,” toi dap. Du sao thi khong phai chi c6 thé.

“Va em khong tin mot 101 nao cai trang Tumblr kinh khung do6 noi.”

“Anh biét, Keely. Anh tran trong diéu doé, that day.” Sang nay mdi cé
thém mot bai dang nita, kéu ca chuyén truyén thong dwa tin:

Trang cua Mikhail Powers diéu tra c6 hang ngan binh ludn vé B tit Bayview. (Nhan tién, tén
gl ma chan thé. T6i dd mong mot chwong trinh phéng su dwge danh gia hang dau sé nghi ra gi
do6 hay hon chit.) Mot s6 doi bo tu. Mot s6 néi may dita hoc sinh ngay nay hw héng va 16ng
hanh biét bao, va day la mot vi du.

Qua la mat cau chuyén hay: bon hoc sinh wa nhin, noi tiéng déu dang bi diéu tra ti giét nguai.
Va khong ai giong vGi vé bé ngoai ca.

Canh sat Bayview a, ap luc tang thém r6i d6. C6 1é quy vi nén xem ky hon mdt chut céc bai
déang cti cta Simon. C6 1€ quy vi sé tim ra vai ggi y hay ho vé B tt Bayview day.

T6i ndi thé thoi.

Phan cudi lam t6i lanh toat ngwoi. Simon chwa bao gio viét gi vé toi,
nhung t6i khong thich cai sy am chi d6. Hay cai cam gidc ndang né, muon
bénh la c6 gi do6 sap xay dén. S6m thoi.

“Vay tai sao anh lai doi chia tay?” Keely 1dy tay bung mat, nwdc mat tran
ra. Em khoc cling rat xinh; khong hé lem ludc hay dé lyng 1én. Em nguéc
nhin t6i v4i d6i mat dam nuwdc u am. “Cé phai Vanessa néi gi khong?”

“C6 phai... gi? Vanessa? Nho do thi noi gi?”

“Cau ta ctr chi chiét viéc em van tro chuyén vgi Addy va con dinh néi véi
anh mot chuyén ma anh tham chi khong nén quan tam, vi chuyén do xdy ra
tredce khi chung ta hen ho.” Em nhin t0i vdi vé trong ngong, va guwong mat
vO hon cua toi khién em noi déa. “Hodc c6 khi anh nén quan tam, thé it ra
anh ciling c6 quan tam gi dé dén em. Anh c 1én 16p Jake vé cach cau ta
phan tng, Cooper, nhung it ra cau ta cling c6 cdm xic. Khéng phai ro bot.
Ghen tudng khi c6 gai minh quan tam di véi nguwdi khac méi la diéu binh
thuwong.”
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“Anh biét.”

Keely chd mot gidy tredce khi bat ra mot tiéng cwoi mai mia. “Thé thoi
sao? Anh tham chi khong mdy may td6 mo. Anh khong lo cho em, hay mudn
bao vé em. Anh c6 quan tam cho gi dau.”

Chuing t6i dang & thoi khac bat ky 161 nao t6i thot ra déu la sai trai. “Anh
xin 16i, Keely.”

“Em ngu vdi Nate,” em ndi xang, mat dan vao t6i. Va phai thu that, diéu
d6 1am tdi ngac nhién. “O tiéc cia Luis dém cudi nim mudi mot. Simon
theo em ca dém lam em phat ngay. Nate xuat hién va em nghi, Sao lai khong
chit. Cau ta hot ma? Ngay ca khi cau ta la mot ké suy d6i.” Em nhéch mép
cuoi vGi toi, vé cay dang thoang hién trén mdt. “Bon em chua yéu chi hon
nhau. Bém d6. Roi anh 1t em di choi vai tuan sau.” Em lai nhin t6i bang 4nh
mat dir doi do, va téi khong chac em dang muon néi gi.

“Vay la em quen anh va Nate cung luc?”

“Anh c6 thay khé chiu khong?”

Em muon t6i bay té thai do gi d6 vé chuyén nay. T6i wéc minh doan ra do6
la gi va dé em duwgc nhu y, vi t6i biét minh von khong cong bang vdi em.
Do6i mat sam mau cua em dan chat vao mat t6i, ma em do lyng, moi hoi hé
ra. Em that sy rat dep, va néu t6i bAo em minh da pham sai lam, em sé chap
nhan t6i va toi sé tiép tuc 1a chang trai dugc ghen ti nhat Bayview. “U thi,
anh chac ciing khong thich...” t6i m& miéng, nhung em ngat 16i t6i bang mot
am thanh nta cudi niva khoc.

“Qi Chta oi, Cooper. Cdi mdt anh. Anh that sy khéng may may quan tam.
Thoi, ndi ludn cho anh hay, t6i khong dinh dang gi thém v&i Nate ké tw ltic
anh ra toi di choi.” Em lai khéc nita, va to6i cdm thdy minh nhw thang khon
nan nhat trén doi. “Anh biét day, Simon sé danh d6i moi thit chi dé t6i chon
né. Anh con khong biét la t6i cé quyén lya chon. Nguoi ta lic nao ciing
chon anh, ding khong? Bon ho Iic nao ciling chon t6i day. Cho tdi khi anh
xuat hién va khién t6i nhw ngudi vo hinh.”

“Keely, anh chwa bao gio co y...”
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Em khong nghe t6i nita. “Anh chwa bao gio quan tam, phai khong? Anh
chi mudn c6 thit phu kién thich hgp cho mua tuyén quan.”

“Thé khong cong bang...”

“Tat ca déu la doi tra, phai khong Cooper? T6i, ci bong nhanh cua anh...”

“Anh chua tirng dung steroid,” t6i ngat 101 em, dot nhién noi gian.

Keely lai bat ra mdt tiéng cuwdi nghen ngao. “Pay, it ra anh con cé cdm
xuc v0i cai gi do.”

“Anh di day.” T6i ditng phat dy, adrenaline ran rat khap ngudi trong lic
toi di nhanh ra ca tredc nha em treede khi budt ra bat c 16i nao khong nén
néi. T6i da lam kiém tra sau khi cdo budc ctia Simon dwgc cong bo, va téi
trong sach. T6i da duwoc kiém tra mot lan trong hé khi kham sitc khoe tong
quat do Trung tam y té thé thao ctia Pai hoc California & San Diego thuc
hién trude khi sap xép ché do tap luyén cia minh. Nhwng chi thé théi, va béi
nhiéu loai steroid bién mat trong co thé ban chi trong vai tuan, t6i khong thé
hoan toan thoat khoi vét nho dy. T6i da no6i véi huan luyén vién Ruffalo 1a
16i cao budc dé khong phai sw that, va cho tdi hién tai thay van an binh bat
dong véi viéc lién lac cho cac trwong. Du vay, ching t6i gio da nam trong
tam ngam cua bao dai, nén moi chuyén sé khong im lang lau.

Va Keely néi diung - t6i da lo lang chuyén dé con nhiéu hon la moi quan
hé cda hai dita. T6i ng em mat 16i xin 16i dang hoang hon la cai thit nita voi
toi vira no6i ra. Nhung t6i khong biét phai ndi thé nao.

https://thuviensach.vn



CHUONG MUOI BAY

Addy
Thir Hai ngay 15 thang Muwoi, 12:15 trua

Su phan biét gidi tinh ton tai r6 mon mot trong nhitng chwong trinh vé toi
pham, vi Bronwyn va t6i khéng noi tiéng véi cong ching nhw Cooper vé6i
Nate. Ddc biét 1a Nate. Toan b cac c6 nhoc viét vé tui toi trén mang phat
cuong vi cau ta. Bon n6 khéng quan tam cau ta la mdot tén buon thudc bi két
an, béi cau ta c6 mot doi mat mong mo.

O truong ciing thé. Bronwyn va toi 1a nhitng ké ha ding - ngoai ban va em
cdu ta, cung Janae, thi gan nhu chang ai n6i chuyén vdi chiing t6i. Ho chi thi
thao sau lung. Nhung Cooper thi van sang chéi nhw trede gio. Con Nate - @
thi, cting chang phai Nate c6 bao gio noi tiéng cho cam. Tuy vay, cau ta
dwong nhw chira bao gig quan tdm dén diéu nguwoi khac nghi, dén nay van
thé.

“Nghiém tic day, Addy, dirng c6 xem may cai dé nita. Toi khong mudn
thay dau.”

Bronwyn ddo mat v§i toi, nhung cau ta khong cé vé gian. T6i nghi gid hai
ching t6i gan nhu la ban beé r6i, hodc la than thién vé&i nhau hét mitc cé thé
trong hoan canh ca hai déu khong chac chan tram phan tram la déi phuwong
khong dang do6 t6i giét ngudi cho minh.

Du vay, cau ta khong tan thanh cai nhu cau &m anh cada toi véi viéc theo
ddi tin tirc vé ca bon. Va t6i cling khong cho cau ta xem moi thi¥, nhat 1a bon
binh luan t6i té tung nhitng 10i 1€ phan biét ching tdc vao gia dinh cau. Cau
khong can biét nhitng thit ngu xuan an theo ay lam gi. Thay vao dé, t6i cho
Janae xem mot trong nhitng bai bao tich cyc nhat ma toi tim thay. “Nay. Bai
duwgc chia sé nhiéu nhat trén Buzzfeed 1a Cooper roi phong tap gym.”
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Janae trong that kinh khing. Cau ta da sut ky thém twr Itic t6i bat gap cau &
nha vé sinh, va tréng cau thdp thém hon bao gio hét. Toi khong chéc vi sao
cau lai an tra v6i bon t6i, trong khi gan nhw su6t bu6i cau khong néi mot
10i. Nhwng cau van liéc qua dién thoai t6i mot cai. “U thi, anh nay chup cau
ta dep.”

Kate ném cho tdi cai nhin nghiém khac. “Cau cat né di dwgc khong?” To6i
cat, nhung trong dau ria xa cau ta. Yumiko thi cling dugc, nhung Kate gan
nhw khién t6i nhé Vanessa.

Khong. Noi thé 1a doi tra, tram phan tram doi tra. Toi ghét Vanessa. Ghét
cai cach n6 dam thot dé chui vao trung tam nhém cii cda t6i va cai cach no
dinh 1ay Jake nhu thé ca hai la mét cap vay. Du t6i khéng thay anh cé vé gi
la hitng tha déap lai. Hanh dong cat toc twong dwong vai viéc tir bo Jake, vi
ba nam trwdc anh chac sé chang dé y dén t6i néu khong nhd mai téc ay.
Nhung ttw bo hy vong khong c6 nghia toi thoi chu y.

Sau gid an trua t6i dén 16p Khoa hoc trai dat, ngéi xuong bang ghé canh
mot dita gan nhw chang li€c t6i lay mot cai. “Khoan hang am cho6 nhé,” c6
Mara canh bao. “Hom nay chung ta sé xao tron mot chut. Cac em da thuc
hanh véi ban cing ban mot thoi gian roi, nén di chuyén thoi.” c6 ra nhitng
huwéng dan phirc tap - vai ngudi sang trai, nhitng nguwdi khac sang phai, con
dam con lai thi ¢ nguyén - va t6i khong chd y lam su6t cudc xao tron doé cho
tGi khi toi thay minh ng6i canh T1J.

Miii cdu ta trong d& hon nhiéu roi, nhung t6i khong nghi né sé thang lai
dugc nhu trede. Cau ta mim cwoi ngugng ngung voi toi khi kéo khay dung
nhitng vién da tredc mat lai gan hon. “Xin 16i nhé. Day at la con a&c mong t6i
té nhat cua cau?”

Pirng tw dé cao ban thdn nhu thé, TJ, t6i nghi. Cau ta chang phai con ac
mong gi cda t6i. Hang thang troi thap thom vi mdc cam tdi 16i do ngu cling
cdu ta & can nha bai bién ct nhw thé da cach ca kiép nguwoi vay. “Khong

»

sao.
Chung t6i phan loai cac vién da trong im lang cho t6i khi TJ no6i, “Minh
thich toc cau.”
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Téi khit miii. “U, phai r6i.” Ngoai ngoai 1é 12 Ashton, véi chi toi thé nao
ciling dep, con thi khong ai thich téc t6i hét. Me t6i phat hoang. Ban be cii thi
cuwdi nhao cong khai khi thdy t6i ngay hom sau. Ngay cd Keely cling tim
tim. Nhé chuyén sang Luis ngay 1ap titc, nhu thé néu khéng cé duwgc Cooper
thi thay thé bang cau thu bat béong cua cau cling khong sao. Luis da Olivia dé
cap v6i Keely, nhung chang ai buon dé mat dén chuyén do.

“Minh néi that day. Cudi cung ciing co6 thé thdy mat cau. Cau trong nhw
Emma Watson téc vang vay.”

Lam gi c6 chuyén day. Nhung cau ta that tir té€ khi noi thé, chac vay. To6i
gio mot vién da 1én gitta ngoén tré va ngoén cai roi nheo mat nhin. “Cau nghi
sao? Pa hoa sinh hay da tram tich?”

TJ nhtn vai. “Minh khong phan biét dugc.”

T6i doan dai va cho vién da vao dong da hoa sinh. “TJ, néu dén ca t6i con
ép minh quan tam t6i may thi da nay dugc, thi t6i kha chac cau cling c6 thé
cd mot chut day.”

Cau ta chép mat ngac nhién nhin t6i, r6i mim cwdi. “Cau ddy roi.”

“Sao?”

Moi nguwoi déu c6 vé cham chd vao dong da, nhung cau ta van cit ha
giong. “Cau that sy rat hai huwéc khi ching ta... trm, vao céi lan dau ching ta
di choi v&i nhau. Trén bai bién ay. Nhung bat ¢t khi nao minh thdy cau sau
do, cau rat... thu dong. Lic nao cling dong y v6i moi diéu Jake noi.”

To6i tritng tritng nhin khay da tredc mat. “N6i vay that bat lich sy.”

TJ diu dang néi. “Xin 16i. Nhwng minh chua bao gio hiéu noi vi sao cau
lai dé ban than chim nghim nhw thé. Cau rat hay ho ma.” Cau ta thdy anh
mat trirng trirng cua toi ben voi thém vao, “Khong phai hay ho kiéu dé. Hay,
thi, &, kiéu do, nhung cling... Cau biét sao khong? Bo6 di. Minh sé khong néi
nita.”

“Y hay ddy,” t6i thi thAm, v6c 1én mot ndm da va do ra trudc mit cau ta.
“Phan loai dam nay ra gium t6i dwgc khong?”
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Khong phai 10i TJ nhan xét t6i chi 1a ké 1am nén da khién t6i kho chiu.
To6i biét do la sy that. Nhung téi khong thé tin ndi phan con lai. Chua ai tirng
bédo t6i hai hwdc. Hay hay ho. T6i luén nghi TJ van tiép tuc néi chuyén véi
minh vi cau ta sé khéng phién néu dwgc thém mot dip nita & riéng vdi toi.
Toi con chua tirng nghi cau ta that sy thich ¢ béen toi du khong mo may gi
nhau kia.

Chuing t6i qua hét gio hoc trong im lang ngoai triv nhitng Iic dong y hoac
bat dong vé viéc xép loai da, va khi chudng reo t6i l1ay ba 16 r6i ra hanh lang
ma khong ngoai dau.

Cho dén khi tiéng goi sau lung ngan bwdc t6i nhu thé toi vira va vao mot
bttc twong vo hinh. “Addy.”

Vai toi cang len khi toi quay lai. Toi da thoi tim cach noi chuyén voi Jake
ké ttr hom anh noi dién véi toi & ta do, va gio téi sg khong biét anh sé noéi gi
Vi toi.

“Em dao nay thé nao?” anh hoi.

T6i gan nhw bat cudi. “O, anh biét ddy. Khéng 6n.”

T6i khong doc dwgc biéu cam trén mat Jake. Anh khong cé vé gian di,
nhung cling khéng cuwdi. Anh c6 vé khac sao d6. Gia hon? Khéng han,
nhung... b6t vé baby, c6 1€. Gan hai tuan qua anh xem t6i nhw nguwdi vo hinh,
va toi khong hiéu vi sao minh dot nhién lai hitu hinh véi anh. “At phai cing
thang 1am,” anh noi. “Cooper ct 1am li. Em c6...” Anh ngap ngitng, chuyén
ba 16 tir vai nay sang vai kia. “Em cé mu6n khi nao d6 néi chuyén khong?”

Co hong to6i ddy lén cam gidc nhw vira nudt phai thit gi nhon hoat. Téi
muoén khong? Jake chd cau tra 16i, va t6i tham lay cho minh tinh téo lai.
Puong nhién la mudn. T6i chang mudn gi khac ké tr khi chuyén nay xdy ra.
“Co.”

“OK. Hay chiéu nay nhé? Anh sé nhan em.” Anh van nhin dap lai &nh mat
toi, van khong mim cwoi, va noéi thém, “Chua oi, anh khong quen no6i mai
toc nay caa em. Trong em khong giong em nita.”

T6i vira dinh dap Em biét thi nhé téi nhitng 16i cta TJ. Cdu rat... thu
dbng. Luc nao ciing déng y vdi moi diéeu Jake noi. Rot cudc t6i lai n6i: “Em

https://thuviensach.vn



la thé ma,” va buéc tiép trén hanh lang treeée khi anh kip doi mat di tredc.

Nate
Thir Hai ngay 15 thang Mwua'i, 3:15 chiéu

Bronwyn ng6i xuéng tdng da canh t6i, vuot thang vay phu trén dui va
nhin ra nhitng ngon cay trudc madt. “Toi chuwa twng t6i Dinh Marshall bao
gi0,” cau noi.

T6i chang ngac nhién. Binh Marshall - ma that ra cling chang phéi dinh
gi, ma giong mot ria da 10 ra nhin xuéng canh rirng ching t6i tir trudng bang
qua - la khu viec ménh danh thang canh cua Bayview. Day ciing la noi nitc
tiéng dé ruwgu che, choi thudce va chich dao, nhwng khong phai la vao liac ba
gio chiéu thi Hai. T6i kha chdac Bronwyn khong biét gi vé nhitng diéu dién
ra ¢ day cudi tuan. “Hy vong thuc t€ dugc nhw mong dogi,” toi noi.

Cau mim cuwoi. “Thé nay an chac viéc bi quan ctia Mikhail Powers danh
up roi.” Chung t6i lai 1én ra tir cong hau lan nita sau khi bon ho xuét hién &
trvdc cong trwong hom nay. Téi ngac nhién la ho chwa phat hién ra va
chuyén sang lung suc trong ritng. Lai xe dén thwong x4 lan nita c6 vé khong
phai y hay khi vai tuan qua tiéng tam ctia ching t6i da noi nhw con, vay la ca
hai t6i day.

Bronwyn nhin xuéng, quan sat mot hang kién tha mot chiéc 1a qua tang da
canh ching t6i. Cau liém mo6i nhuw thé dang lo lang, va t6i nhich lai gan hon.
Phan 16n thoi gian cna toi véi cau déu la qua dién thoai, con & ngoai doi toi
khong thé doan ra cau dang nghi gi.

“Toi da goi cho Eli Kleinfelter,” cau noéi. “Bén Trudc Luc Ching Minh
ay.”

0. Cau dang nghi vé vu dé. T6i lai nhich ra. “OK.”

“MOot cudc noéi chuyén thu vi,” cau noéi. “Anh ta kha thoai mai khi nghe to6i
goi, khong c6 vé gi ngac nhién. Anh ta hita sé khong noi vaéi ai la toi da
goi.”
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Thong minh nhuw vay, nhung Bronwyn do6i khi chang khac mot dita con
nit. “Dé lam gi chit?” t6i hoi. “Anh ta khong phai luat sw ctia cau. Anh ta c6
thé ké hét vé cau cho Mikhail Powers néu muon dwgc 1én ti vi thém chut
nita.”

“Khong dau,” Bronwyn binh than dap, nhw thé cau da nghi ra hét moi thit.
“Du sao thi, t6i khong ké gi cho anh ta cd. Tham chi con khéng néi vé toi
nita kia. T6i chi héi anh ta nghi sao vé vu diéu tra dén ldc nay.”

“Va?”

“A, anh ta nhic lai mot s6 diéu da néi trén ti vi. Rang anh ta ngac nhién vi
khong c6 ai n6i gi thém dén Simon. Eli nghi bat ci ai diéu hanh mot céi tng
dung nhw Simon, trong mot thoi gian lau nhu thé, at sé cé kha kha ké thu
san long day bon ngudi ching ta ra lam t6t thi. Anh ta néi da kiém tra mot
vai bai dang gay thiét hai nang nhat va nhitng dita xuat hién trong do6. Va
anh ta cling da tim hiéu so qua vé Simon. Nhw Maeve da lam v@i cdi trang
4chan ay.”

“Cach phong thu tot nhat 1a tdn cong hiéu qua?” t6i héi.

“Phai. Anh ta cling néi luat su cia ching ta van chwa c6 gang ding mirc
trong viéc chi trich cai gia thuyét la khong ai khac c6 thé dau doc Simon.
Nhw thay Avery, chang han.” Mot vé ti hao xen vao trong giong cau. “Eli
néi chinh xac diéu toi trng ndi, rang thay Avery c6 co hoi tot nhat trong ca
bon dé cai dién thoai va b6i dau lén c6c. Nhung ngoai viéc tham van thay
vai lan thi canh sat gan nhw chang dong gi dén thay.”

T6i nhdn vai. “Dong co ong la gi?”

“Chung sg cong nghé,” Bronwyn ndi, va lvom toi khi toi bat cuoi. “Co
thdt ddy. Du sao thi do ciing la mot y kién. Eli cling nhdc dén vu tai nan, n6
khién tat cd moi ngwdi bi phan tdm va ai dé c6 thé 1én vao phong.”

T6i cau may nhin cu. “Chung ta dau c6 & ctra s6 do lau dén thé. Chung ta
han sé nghe tiéng ctra ma.”

“C6 thé khong? Chéc 1a khong dau. Y anh ta 13, c6 kha ning dé. Va anh ta
cling néi mot diéu thu vi khac.” Bronwyn nhat 1én mot vién da nhé va tung
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hitng no trén tay véi vé suy tw. “Anh ta ndi sé tim hiéu vu tai nan. Sy tring
hop ay dang dé nghi ngo.”

“Ttc 1a?”

“A, thi quay trd lai ¥ trwdc cta anh ta ring ai d6 c6 thé mé ctra khi chiing
ta xem hai chiéc xe kia. Ai d6 biét vu tai nan sé xay ra.”

“Anh ta nghi vu tai nan la dan dung?” T6i cham cham nhin ciu, va cau
tranh anh mat t6i trong lic thay vién da xuéng dam cay bén duwédi. “Vay cau
dang noi la c6 ai d6 dung 1én mot vu tai nan dudi bai do xe dé danh lac
hwéng chiing ta, l1én vao phong phat, va bé dau lac vao c6c Simon? Cai coc
ma han chang thé nao biét trudc Simon sé 1ay néu han khong c6 mat & trong
phong ngay tir dau? Roi han bo lai cai céc & do, vi qua ngu?”

“Khong hé ngu néu ké d6 muon gan toi cho ching ta,” Bronwyn chi ra.
“Nhung néu la mét trong so ching ta thi qua la ngu khi dé lai cai coc & do,
thay vi tim cach tong khit n6 di. Kha nang cao la sé khong ai soat nguoi
chung ta ngay sau do.”

“Ciling chang giai thich dugc lam sao ma ngay tv dau, nguwdi nao do &
ngoai phong lai biét Simon sé 14y cdc uéng nuwéce.”

“U thi, nhw bai Tumblr kia néi. Simon uéng nudc thudng xuyén, ding
khong? Ké do c6 thé & bén ngoai ctra, nhin qua ctra s6. Du sao thi dé 1a 1oi
Eli n6i.”

“0, OK, néu 1a Eli néi thé.” T6i khong hiéu vi sao ga nay lai thanh thanh
luat trong mat Bronwyn. Anh ta chang thé nao qua hai lam. “Nghe nhw thé
anh ta day nhitng thi¢ gia thuyét tam phao.”

T6i chuan bi tranh cai, nhung Bronwyn khong can cau. “Co thé,” cau néi,
ra tay trén tang da gitta chiing t6i. “Nhuwng gan day t6i da nghi rat nhiéu vé
chuyén nay va... t6i khong nghi la do bat c ai trong phong ay lam, Nate.
That sy 1a khong. Tuan nay, t6i da hiéu thém vé Addy mét chut” - cau gio
tay lén trudc anh mat ngo vire cda toi - “va téi khong néi la minh bong tré
thanh chuyén gia vé Addy hay gi cd, nhung t6i that sy khong hinh dung noi
cau ta lai lam gi Simon.”

“Con Cooper thi sao? Cau ta chac chan dang gidu giém gi d6.”
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“Cooper khong phai sat nhan.” Bronwyn n6i chac nhw dinh déng cot, va
khong hiéu vi sao toi lai thay cau.

“Lam sao cau biét thé? Vi hai cau than thiét qua a? Doi dién di, Bronwyn,
khong ai trong chiing ta that sy hiéu ré nhau. That ra, cdu cé thé la hung tha
lam chit. Cau du khon ngoan dé mwu tinh mot chuyén dién ro thé nay va
thoat ti.”

T6i dua, nhung Bronwyn hda cang thang. “Sao cau cé thé noi thé?” Ma
cau do lyng, khién cau lai c6 cai vé trng do lic nao ciing khién t6i nén nao.
Mot ngay nao do con sé phdi ngac nhién khi nhdn ra con bé dep nhuong
nao. Me t0i tirng néi thé vé Bronwyn.

Nhung me da nham. Diéu dé chang hé khién t6i ngac nhién.

“Chinh miéng Eli néi thé ma?” t6i bao. “Moi thit déu c6 thé. C6 khi cau
dwa t6i dén day dé xo t6i nga gay co khong chirng.”

“Cau dwa t6i téi day,” Bronwyn nhac. Mat cau md to, va t6i bat cuoi.

“0, thdi nao. Cau khong that sy nghi... Bronwyn, chiing ta gan nhw chi
dang & trén mot cai go thoi. Pay cau xuong khéi mom da nay chang phai la
ké hoach quy quyét gi lam dau néu né chi c6 thé khién cau trat mat ca chan.”

“Chang vui ti nao,” Bronwyn ndi, nhung mot nu cuwoi hoi hé ra & khoe
moi. Mat trdi chiéu khién cau sang birng 1én, dat 1én mai toc sam cua cau
nhitng tia 1ap lanh vang, va trong mot gidy t6i khong thé noi.

Chua oi. Co gai nay.

T6i ditng day va chia tay ra. Cau nhin t6i nghi ngo, nhung van nam lay va
dé t6i kéo cau day. Toi gio tay kia 1én troi. “Bronwyn Rojas, t6i trang trong
thé rang sé khong giét cau hém nay hay bat ct thoi diém nao trong twong
lai. Bwgc chwa?”

“Cau la do dién,” cau 1am nham, mat cang thém daé.

“T6i thay hoi lo khi cau dang lang tranh 161 hita sé khong giét t6i day.”

Cau dao mat. “Cau ndi diéu dé vdi tat ca moi c6 gai cau duwa dén day a?”

Htr. R6t cude c6 1€ cau cling biét dén tai tiéng ctia Binh Marshall nay.
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T6i dich lai gan hon cho dén khi chi con vai phan giita hai dita. “Cau van
chua trd 10i cau hoi cta t6i.”

Bronwyn nghiéng t&i trede va ké moi vao tai t6i. Cau & gan tdi noi toi co
thé nghe tiéng tim cau dap khi cau thi tham, “T6i hita sé khong giét cau.”

“Quyeén rii qua.” T6i c6 y dua, nhung giong lai nghe nhw mot tiéng rén, va
khi moi cau hé ra t6i lién hon cau trwde khi cau kip cudi. Mot luong nang
lwgng chay khap ngudi toi khi toi 6m 1ay gwong mat cau, ngoén tay ap 1én ma
va duong quai ham cau. At do adrenaline ma tim t6i dap nhanh thé. Cai méi
gan két cung-hdi-cung-thuyén nay. Hodc cé thé 1a doi m6i mém cung mai
t6c mui tdo xanh cta cau, va cai cach cau vong tay quanh c6 t6i nhu thé
khong danh long dit ra. Du thé nao thi t6i van kéo dai nu hon chirng nao cau
cho phép, va khi cau lui ra t6i c6 kéo cau lai thém nita vi thé van chua du.

“Nate, dién thoai cua t0i,” cdu ndi, va lan dau tién t6i nhan ra tiéng
chudng tin nhan choéi 16i khong ngirng vang 1én. “Em t6i.”

“N6 cho dugc ma,” toi dap, quan mot lon téc ctia cau quanh tay va hon twr
quai ham cdu xudng c6. Cau run ray twa vao toi va phat ra nhitng am thanh 1i
nhi trong c6. Ma t6i rat thich.

“Chi 1a...” Cau vudt may dau ngén tay trén gay téi. “N6 khong nhan lién
ho6i nhu thé trir phi cap bach dau.”

Maeve la cai c6 caa chung t6i - con bé va Bronwyn 1€ ra dang cung c6
madt & nha Yumiko - va t6i mién cwdng Iui lai dé Bronwyn c6 thé véi tay lay
dién thoai ra khéi ba 16. Cau nhin man hinh va hit manh mét hoi. “Oi Chda
0i. Me toi cling c6 lién lac véi toi. Robin bdo canh sat muon t6i dén don.
Nguyén van, ‘dé hoi thém vé mét vai chuyén’.”

“C6 thé la van nhitng chuyén tam phao ay tho6i.” To6i gilt giong binh tinh
du khong hé cam thay nhuw thé.

“Ho c6 goi cau khong?” cau hoi. Cau mang vé mat nira mong co6, ntra tu
ghét minh vi da mong thé.

T6i khong nghe tiéng dién thoai cia minh, nhung van lay trong tii ra
kiém tra. “Khong.”
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Cau gat dau r6i bat dau nhan tin lia lia. “T6i c6 nén bdo Maeve don & day
khong?”

“Bao con bé t6i nha t6i. Nha t6i ¢ gitta doan duwong tir day dén don.” Loi
vira thot ra t6i da hoi han - t6i van khong muén Bronwyn dén gan nha minh
khi troi con sang - nhung dé la lwa chon thuan tién nhat. Va chang toi khong
nhat thiét phai vao nha.

Bronwyn can méi. “L.& nhuw cé phong vién & do thi sao?”

“Khong dau. Ho da nhan ra la chang c6 ai & nha r6i.” Cau van c6 vé lo
lang, nén t6i néi thém, “Nay, ching ta c6 thé do ¢ nha hang x6ém roi di bo
dén. Néu c6 ai ¢ do, t6i sé dan cau di noi khac. Nhung tin toi di, khong sao
dau.”

Bronwyn nhan cho Maeve dia chi nha t6i va ching t6i di b0 t6i bia rirng
noi toi dé xe. T6i giip cau gai mii va cau treo lén phia sau, vong tay 6m eo
toi khi t6i khoi dong xe.

T6i chay cham theo con duwdng mon ngoan ngoeo nhé hep cho téi khi dén
dwgc pho nha toi. Chiéc Chevrolet gi sét cia hang x6m dang dau & ngay 16i
vao nha ba, van mot vi tri su6t nam nam qua. T6i d6 xe minh bén canh, cho
Bronwyn leo xuéng va nam tay cau trong ltic hai dita bang qua san nha hang
x6m sang san nha t6i. Khi t¢i gan hon t6i thdy nha minh qua mat Bronwyn,
va tham wdc gia nam ngodi t6i danh ra chit thoi gian cat cé.

Dot nhién cau ngirng lai va kéu 1én thang thot, nhwng cau khong nhin 16p
c6 moc lén tdi dau goi ctia nha t6i. “Nate, c6 ai & trwdc ctra nha cau.”

Toi cling dirng lai va nhin khap lwgt con phé tim xe ctia dam nha béo.
Khéng c6 chiéc nao, chi c6 mot chiéc Kia ta toi tredc ctra nha ching téi. Co
thé bon ho cang lic cang giéi nguy trang hon. “O lai ddy nhé,” t6i bao
Bronwyn, nhung cau van di theo ldc t6i tién lai 16i dan vao nha dé nhin r6
hon ké dang dirng trwdc cira.

Khong phai phong vien.

Co hong t6i kho khoc va dau thi bat dau ong ong. Nguwoi phu nit dang
nhan chu6ng quay lai, miéng hoi ha ra khi thay t6i. Bronwyn ditng yén canh
t0i, rut ban tay dang nam tay t6i lai. T6i tién t¢i ma khong c6 cau.
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T6i ngac nhién vi giong minh lai binh thudong dén thé. “Gi day, me?”
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CHUONG MUOI TAM

Bronwyn
Thit Hai ngay 15 thang Mudi, 4:10 chiéu

Maeve cho xe 1én 16i vao nha chi gidy lat khi c6 Macauley quay mat lai.
T6i ditng nhu troi trong, hai tay nam chat thong hai bén con tim thi dap
thinh thich, nhin cham cham nguoi phu nit t6i twdng da chét.

“Bronwyn?” Maeve ha kinh xe xu6ng, tho dau ra ngoai.

“Chi xong chwa? Me vGi Robin & day r6i. B6 thi dang c6 gang xong viéc
& cong ty, nhung bi ket hop hoi dong. Em phai bia v6i ho ly do chi khong tra
10i dién thoai day. Chi bi dau bung, OK?”

“Ciling ding day,” t6i thi tham. Nate xay lung lai vdi toi. Me cau dang noi,
anh mat nhin xody vao cau, nhung t6i khong nghe duwgc c6 dang noi gi.

“H®?” Maeve doi theo anh mat t6i. “Ai kia?”

“Trén xe chi ké cho,” t6i noi, roi mat khoi Nate. “Di tho6i.”

Toi leo vao ng6i canh ghé 1ai cia chiéc Volvo, trong xe néong ham hap vi
Maeve lic nao ciing thdy lanh. N6 cho xe ra khéi 16i di theo kiéu can than,
méi-co-bang, vira lai vira néi ludbn mém. “Me dang phéan ng diing kiéu cta
me, titc la gida vo khong hoang trong khi thuc sy rat hoang,” né néi, va toi
nghe cau dugc cau mat. “Em nghi canh sat dang khong tiét 16 nhiéu thong
tin lam. Khong biét liéu con ai khac ¢ dé khong. Nate cé dén khong?”

To6i tap trung trd lai. “Khong.” Lan dau tién t6i mirng vi Maeve thich gitr
nhiét do 10 nwéng khi lai xe, bai diéu do gitp kiém ché cam giac lanh budt
doc song lung t6i. “Cau ta khong t6i dau.”

Maeve thang két khi thay bién dirng, li€c sang to6i. “Chuyén gi thé?”

T6i nham mat va tya vao ghé. “La me Nate ddy.”

“Cai gi la me Nate?”
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“Nguwdi phu nit & ctra ban ndy. O nha Nate. Me Nate ddy.”

“Nhung...” Maeve ngirng néi, va t6i cé thé doan qua tiéng den tin hiéu la
né6 sap ré va can tap trung. Khi xe lai chay thang ti€p né noéi, “Nhwng co chét
r6i ma.”

“Co vé la chuwa.”

“Em khong... nhung ma...” Maeve lap bap trong vai gidy. T6i nham mat.
“Vay... chuyén la thé nao? Anh ta khong biét me minh con séng? Hay noi
do6i vé chuyén do?”

“Bon chi khong cé thdi gian thao luan diéu dé,” toi dap.

Nhuwng d6 ding la cau héi vong chung két. Téi con nhé ba nam truéc
nghe tin me Nate da qua doi trong mot vu tai nan xe hoi. Em ctia me toi
cling mat vi ly do twong tw, nén t6i cam thdy dong cam sau sac vGi Nate,
nhung t6i chwra bao gio héi tham cau vé chuyén dé. Du vay may tuan qua toi
c6 hoi. Nate khong thich n6i vé chuyén d6. Cau chi n6i cau khong nghe gi
vé me minh ké tir khi c6 bung chuyén dwa cau dén Oregon, cho tdi khi c6 tin
la me cau da chét. Cau chwa bao gio nhac dén dam tang. Ma thuc ra cau
khong bao gid nhac dén hau hét moi chuyén.

“A thi.” Giong Maeve nhudém vé khich 1é. “Biét dau 1a mot phép mau nao
ddy. Nhu thé tat ca chi 1a m6t hiéu lam tai hai va moi nguwdi déu nghi co chét
nhung thye ra 6 chi... mat tri nhg. Hay hon mé.”

“0,” toi khit miii. “Va c6 1& Nate con mot dita em song sinh doc ac 1a ké
chi mwu moi chuyén. Vi ching ta dang ¢ trong mét bé phim truyén hinh.”
To6i nghi t6i gwong mat Nate khi cau di t6i cho me. Cau khong c6 vé soc.
Hay hanh phtic. Cau c6 vé... chiu dung. Cau nhac t6i nhé dén bé moi khi
bénh ctia Maeve tai phat. Nhu thé mét can bénh ma cau lo sg trd lai, va gio
cau sé phai doi mat vdi no.

“T&i roi,” Maeve noi, can than do xe lai. T6i m@ mat.

“Em dang dau & cho cho ngwoi khuyét tat day,” toi bao no.

“Em khong & lai dau, chi dwa chi dén th6i. Chic may man.” N6 véi tay
sang siét tay toi. “Em chac la chuyén sé 6n thoi. Tat ca moi chuyén.”
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Toi di tir tir vao trong va khai tén vGi nguwoi phu nit tryc phia sau tdm ngan
kinh ngoai sanh, doan ba chi t6i dén mdt phong hop cudi hanh lang. Khi toi
vao, me t0i, Robin va diéu tra vién Mendoza déu dang ngo6i bén mot cai ban
tron nho. Tim t6i chung xuéng khi t6i nhan ra khong c6 Addy hay Cooper va
thdy mot chiéc laptop tredc mat diéu tra vién Mendoza.

Me nhin t6i lo du. “Bung con sao r6i con gai?”

“Khong 6n lam a,” t6i n6i dung sy that, lin nguwdi xuéng chiéc ghé canh
me va tha ba 16 xu6ng san.

“Bronwyn khong khoe,” Robin quay sang diéu tra vién Mendoza noi vdi
vé lanh lung. Robin mac bo vét mau navy tuyét dep, deo sgi day chuyén dai
nhiéu vong. “Day dang 1é phdi la cudc no6i chuyén riéng giita toi va anh,
Rick. T6i c6 thé moi Bronwyn va b me chau dén néu can.”

biéu tra vien Mendoza nhan mot nit trén laptop. “Chung t6i sé khong giiy
chau lau. T6i thi thay t6t hon hét van nén noéi chuyén tryc ti€p. Bronwyn,
chau c6 biét Simon c6 mot trang web khac cung véi Nghe Don, noi ciu ay
dang nhitng bai viét dai hon khong?”

Robin ngat ngang trude khi téi kip noéi. “Rick, t6i sé khong dé Bronwyn
trd 101 bat ¢t cau hoi nao cho t6i khi anh cho chiing t6i biét tai sao chau no
c6é mat ¢ day. Néu anh c6 diéu gi mudn no6i hay cho chiing t6i xem thi xin
hdy lam thé trugc.”

“Qua la c6 ddy,” diéu tra vién Mendoza néi, xoay laptop lai phia t6i. “Mot
trong mady ban hoc ctia chdu bao cho ching t6i biét vé mot bai dang muoi
tam thang trwdc, Bronwyn. Chéau c6 thay quen khong?”

Me t6i dich ghé lai sat to6i con Robin thi cti nhin qua vai t6i. T6i nhin vao
man hinh, nhung da biét tredc minh sap doc nhitng gi. Toi da lo su6t may
tuan qua la thit nay sé xuat hién.

Co 1é t6i da nén noi gi d6. Nhung gio thi mudn qua roi.

Quan trong day: bira tiéc cudi nam cta LV khong phai sy kién tir thién. N6i thé cho vuoéng. Du
vay, v6i luvgng hoc sinh méi vao nam nay dat mic ky luc, thi cac cau c6 nghi thé cling khong

Sao.
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Nhitng doc gia quen thudc (ma néu ban van chwa phai thi: ban cé bi lam sao khéng day?) biét
toi cling c6 nhan nhwgng v6i dam tré dy roi. Tré em la mam non dat mréc ma. Nhung t6i xin c6
mot thong bao nho nhé cho cac ban vé mot thanh vién mdi dén (va toi doan la ciing sé sém di
thoi) v6i cong dong ctia chuing ta: MR, ké cd vé nhw khong nhan ra SC ngoai tdm v4i cia minh.
Cau ta khong tim kiém mot con ché con dau, nhéc a. Théi tro 1éo déo di nhé. Tham hai lam
day.

Va, cac cdu a, dirng c6 16i giong con-bé-dang-thwrong-bi-ung-thw ay ra néi vai toi. N6 hét roi
ma. M hay trong xi lip ngudi 16n 1én nhw bao nguwdi khac di va mai hoc mot vai ndi quy co ban
sau:

1. Cau thii béng 16 dai dién trwong da c6 ban gai & ddi c6 vii thi KHONG DUQC DUNG DEN.
Lé ra t6i khong can giai thich diéu nay, nhung c6 vé van phai lam.

2. Hai chai bia la qua nhiéu néu cung yéu, bdi nhw thé dan tdi:

3. Man biéu dién nhay nhoét trén ban an dang xau hd nhat ma t6i ting thay. That sy ddy M.
Bing bao gid nita.

4. Néu chai bia ay khién cing non, thi cling c6 dirng nén vao may giat caa gia cht chit. That
bat lich su.

Lan t6i nhd phai c6 thiép méi cho vao nhé, OK, LV? Ban dau thi con vui, chit vé sau chi thdy

0.

Toi ngoi yén trén ghé va co gitt vé mat binh than. T6i nhé bai dang do
nhu thé né mdi xdy ra ngay hom qua: Maeve, tt* mot con bé hén hé truée
doi twgng say nang dau tién ctia né va budi tiéc dau tién n6 dw, du ca hai déu
khong dién ra nhw du kién, di thu minh lai sau khi doc bai dang cia Simon
va tir choi khong chiu tham gia bat ky hoat dong nao nita. T6i van nhé noi
gian ditr bat lyc minh cam thay, rang Simon tan nhan mot cach than nhién
nhuw thé, chi vi n6 c6 thé. Chi vi n6 c6 mot dam khan gia hau hau doi cho.

Va t6i ghét Simon vi diéu dé.

T6i khong thé nhin me, me khong hé hay biét chuyén nay xay ra, nén t6i
quay sang Robin. Néu c6 ta c6 ngac nhién hay lo lang thi cling khong dé 10
ra. “Pwgc ro6i. T6i doc xong roi. Cho t6i hay anh thay cai nay cé gi dac biét
ha Rick.”
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“T6i mudn nghe nhan xét cia Bronwyn.”

“Khong.” Giong Robin quat xudéng nhw mot chiéc roi boc nhung, mém
mai ma khong khoan nhuwgng. “Giai thich 1y do ching t6i ¢ day.”

“Bai nay c6 vé nhu viét vé em gai ciia Bronwyn, Maeve.”

“V1i sao anh nghi thé?” Robin héi.

Me t6i bat ra mét tiéng cuwdi cay doc, gian dit, va dén khi dé t6i méi liéc
sang me. Mat me do birng, mat néng ruc. Giong me run 1én khi me ndi.
“That day a? Ong dua chiing t6i dén day dé cho xem cai bai viét kinh khung
ctia mot - toi phai n6i, mot thang nhéc o rang la c6 vdn dé - va dé lam gi?
Chinh xac la 6ng muon dat dugc diéu gi?”

Dbiéu tra viéen Mendoza nghiéng dau vé phia me. “T6i chac rang ba khé
ma chap nhan noi khi doc nhitng dong nay, ba Rojas. Nhung qua cai tén viét
tat va bénh ung thu, thi rd rang Simon dang viét vé con gdi 1t ctia ba. Khong
c6 mot hoc sinh cii hay hién tai nao & treong Bayview khép nhitng chi tiét
d6.” Ong ta quay sang t6i. “Chuyén nay han 1a rdt xau hé d6i voi em chau,
Bronwyn. Va ttr nhitng gi ma cac hoc sinh khac ¢ treong da noéi vdi ching
toi, thi c6 bé tir dao d6 khong hé tham gia vao mot hoat dong xa hoi nao nita.
Co6 phai chuyén day khién chau cam ghét Simon khong?” Me t6i m@ miéng
dinh noi, nhung Robin git tay me va chen ngang. “Bronwyn khong c6 binh
luan nao.”

Mat diéu tra vién Mendoza sang 1én, va 6ng ta trong nhu thé c6 lam mai
khong mim cwdi vay. “O, nhung chau né cé day. Hay néi ding hon 1a da co.
Simon g& bai dang xuéng hon mot nam tridc, nhwng van con lwu lai trong
may chi.” Ong ta kéo laptop lai va nhan vai phim, rdi xoay ra tru6c mit
ching t6i v&i mot civa s6 méi. “Chau phai dua dia chi email méi dang binh
luan dvgc. Day la email cua chau, phai khong Bronwyn?”

“Bat c1 ai cling c6 thé 1ay email ngudi khac bo vao day,” Robin néi ngay.
R6i ¢06 lai nhin qua vai t6i, va doc dong chit t6i viét cudi nam 16p muoi.

Chét me may di, Simon.

https://thuviensach.vn



Addy
Thit Hai ngay 15 thang Mu@di, 4:15 chiéu

Puwong tir nha t6i sang nha Jake kha dé di cho t6i khi t6i vao pho
Clarendon. B6 la mot giao 10 16n, va toi phai sang mé ben trai ma khong co
lan xe dap. Khi mgi tap dap xe lai toi thwong lén via he va qua duong khi
den do, nhung gio toi lach qua ba lan xe chay nhuw dan chuyén nghiép.

T6i cho xe 1én 16i vao nha Jake va gat chan chong r6i leo xudng, thao mi
bdo hiém va choang né qua tay cam. T6i lay tay vudt toc trén duwong vao nha
nhung dé 1a ¢ chi thira thai. Toi da quen véi kiéu dau méi va doi lic con
thay thich né nita, nhung trtr phi n6 moc ra thém tam nam tac trong dém, thi
toi chang thé nao cai thién an twgng vé né trong mat Jake.

T6i nhan chubng va lui lai, cdm gidc mo hé ram ran trong huyét quan. T6i
khong biét vi sao minh ¢ day hay minh dang mong cho diéu gi.

Ctra kéu cach va Jake md ra. Anh trong van nhu xwa - mai téc réi va doi
mat xanh, mdc chiéc 4o phong vira in pho ro két qua caa qua trinh ren luyén
trong mua bong. “Chao em. Vao di.”

Toi theo ban nang quay vé huwéng tang ham, nhung dé khong phai noi
chiing t6i dinh t6i. Thay vao d6, Jake dan t6i vao phong khach trang trong.
Keé tir khi bat dau hen ho Jake tir hon ba nam trwedc thi tong thoi gian t6i dat
chan vao day con khong tdi mot gio. T6i ha minh xudng chiéc sofa da cua
b6 me anh va d6i chan van dang mwét moé hoi cua to6i hit chat 1ay cai ghé gan
nhw ngay tirc thi. Ai bao ndi that boc da 1a y hay nhi?

Khi anh ngo6i xudng doéi dién t6i, miéng anh mim lai thanh mot dwong
thang bang dén noi t6i co thé hiéu ngay day sé khong phai cudc tro chuyén
han gan. T6i cho noi that vong nang né giang xuéng, nhuwng né khong dén.

“Vay gio em dap xe a?” anh hoi.

Trong bao nhiéu thit ching t6i c6 thé ndi, téi khong chac vi sao anh lai bat
dau vai cai nay. “Em khong cé xe,” tdi nhac anh. Va anh la ngudi da ché em
di khap noi.
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Anh nghiéng t6i trudc, khuyu tay chong 1én dau goi - mot tw thé quen
thudc dén mic t6i gan nhw doi anh bat dau tan déc vé mua giai, nhw anh sé
lam mot thang tredc. “Cudc diéu tra thé nao r6i? Cooper chang thém néi gi
nita. Bon em van dang bi gay ap luc, hay thé nao r6i?”

T6i khong mudn néi vé cudc diéu tra. Canh sat da tham van t6i vai lan
sudt tuan qua, lic nao ciling tim ra cach méi dé héi t6i vé may cay but Epi bi
mat trong phong y té. Luat s cda toi bdo nhitng cau hoi lap di lap lai ay
dong nghia v&i viéc cudc diéu tra dang khong di dén dau ca, chit khong phai
toi la nghi pham chinh cta ho. Du vay, chuyén day khong lién quan gi dén
Jake, nén t0i ké cho anh mot chuyén tam phao ma toi bia ra vé viéc bon dira
ching t6i thay diéu tra vien Wheeler xoi hét cd mot dia banh vong day u
trong phong tham van.

Jake ddo mat khi t6i néi xong. “Vay co ban la cudc diéu tra chang di dén
dau.”

“Em ctia Bronwyn nghi ngudi ta nén chi y dén Simon nhiéu hon,” t6i ndi.

“V1i sao lai la Simon? Troi dat, n6é chét r6i ma.”

“Vi nhu thé c6 thé sé 16 ra nhitng nghi pham ma canh sat da khong nghi
tG¢i. Nhitng ké cling c6 ly do mudén Simon bién mat.”

Jake thé hat ra mot hoi bie boi va vong mot canh tay ra sau chiéc ghé anh
ngdi. “Y em la d6 16i cho nan nhan a? Chuyén xay ra véi Simon c6 phai 15i
cta n6 dau. Néu ngudoi ta khong lam nhitng tro bay ba, 1én lut, tir dau Nghe
bon da chang ton tai.” Anh nheo mat nhin téi. “Em biét rd diéu do hon ai
hét.”

“Nhr vay van khong khién né thanh ngwoi tot,” téi trd miéng, vGi vé
buwéng binh khién t6i ngac nhién. “Nghe Don lam ton thwong rat nhiéu
nguwoi. Em khong hiéu vi sao no lai duy tri cai tng dung ay lau nhw thé. N6
thich ngudi khac sg hdi minh hay sao? Y em 13, anh choi vé6i né tir nho,
dung khong? Co6 phai ldc nao no6 cling thé khéng? Co phai vi thé ma hai
nguoi ngung choi voi nhau?”

“Em dang diéu tra thay Bronwyn day a?”
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Anh dang nhgo bdng toi sao? “Em cting to mo hét cau ta vay thoi. Simon
dai khai dang la nhan vat trung tam cta cudc doi em ltic nay day.”

Anh khit mii. “Anh khong md&i em dén day dé tranh cai véi anh.”

T6i tron mat nhin anh, tim kiém diéu gi ddy quen thudc trén gwong mat
anh. “Em khong tranh cai. Chung ta dang noi chuyén.” Nhung ngay ca khi
nai thé, toi cling c6 nhd lai lan cudi cung t6i ndi chuyén vai Jake ma khong
dong tinh mot tram phan tram véi nhitng gi anh noéi la khi nao. T6i khong
nhé ra duwgc. T6i dwa tay 1én man mé mat sau hoa tai, kéo cho dén khi né
gan tudt ra roi lai day no vao nhu cii. Pay la théi quen lic bén chon méi
hinh thanh, khi gi¢ t6i khong con téc dé kéo nita. “Vay vi sao anh mdi em
dén day?”

Moi anh cong 1én va anh chdp mat nhin di ché khac. “Chat quan tam sét
lai, chac thé. Va lai, anh dang dugc biét chuyén gi dang xdy ra. Anh c bi
phong vién goi lién hoi nén chan lam r6i.”

Anh nghe nhv dang chd mot 16i xin 16i. Nhung t6i da néi xin 16i da roi.
“Em cling thé.” Anh khong néi gi, va trong bau im lang chup xudng ay t6i
nhan ra dong ho trén bé 16 swdi nha anh mdi 6n lam sao. T6i dém duwgc sau
muoi ba tiéng tich tac trwdc khi cat tieng hoi, “Liéu cé bao gid anh c6 thé
tha thit cho em khong?”

To6i cling khong chac minh mu6n kiéu tha thi nao nita day. That khé ma
hinh dung viéc tré lai lam ban gai Jake. Nhung néu anh khong con ghét toi
nita thi ciing tot.

Miii anh n& 16n va miéng anh nhéch 1én méo xeo day cay dang. “Lam
cach nao day? Em phan boi anh va ltra d6i anh, Addy. Em khong phai nguoi
ma anh da nghi.”

To6i bat dau nghi nhw thé lai hay. “Em sé khong bién minh gi hét, Jake.
Em pha héng moi chuyén, nhung khong phéi vi em khong quan tam dén
anh. C6 1é em da nghi minh khong hé xitng dang v4i anh. R6i em di chitng
to diéu do.”

Anh mét anh khong suy suyén. “Dirng 1am ra vé dang thwong véi anh,
Addy. Luic d6 em biét minh dang lam gi.”
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“OK.” bot nhién t6i caAm thdy mudn lam diéu t6i da lam vdi diéu tra vién
Wheeler khi ba ta tham van t6i lan dau: t6i khéng phdi noi chuyén védi anh.
Jake c6 thé thay thoa man khi x&i 1én vét thwong méi dong vay ting 1la moi
quan hé cua chung t6i, nhung t6i thi khong. T6i ding day, co tiéng ken két
khi da t6i tach ra khoi 16p da cta cai sofa. T6i kha chac minh da dé lai hai
dau ma dui to twéng. Tém that, nhung ai quan tdm chw. “Théi thi em gap
anh sau.”

T6i mot minh ra ngoai va leo 1én xe dap, doi mili vao. Ngay khi cai day
xong t6i gat chan chong va dap manh xe roi khéi 16i vao nha Jake. M6t khi
tim t6i da trd lai nhip dap dé chiu, t6i mdi nhd lai cai cach né gan nhw vot ra
khoi 16ng ngue khi toi thii nhan viéc Itra doi Jake. To6i chwa bao gio cam thay
mac ket nhu thé trong doi. Toi twéng minh sé cam thdy nhw thé lan nita
trong phong khach nha anh hém nay, chd dgi anh lap lai v&i t6i rang toi
khong du tot dep.

Nhung t6i da khong thdy thé, va lic nay van khong. Lan dau tién sau mot
thoi gian dai, t6i thay tw do.

Cooper
Thir Hai ngay 15 thang Mua'i, 4:20 chiéu

Cudc doi nay khong con thudc vé tdi nita. N6 da bi ganh xiéc truyén
thong chiém lay. Khéng phai ngay nao ciling c6 phéng vién truedc ctra nha,
nhung canh d6 tai dién nhiéu dén do bung t6i quan 1én moi khi vé gan t6i
nha.

T6i c6 khong 1én mang néu khong can thiét. T6i ti'ng mo tén minh sé
duwgc 1én danh sach két qua tim kiém phd bién trén Google, nhung la nho
nhitng cd giao bong khong ai dap ndi trong mdt tran World Series. Chi
khong phai vi c6 kha nang da sat hai mot thang bang dau lac.

Ai cling kéu, Co dung gdy chu y. Toi c6 chd, nhung mdot khi ban da &
dwéi kinh hién vi thi chang c6 th gi lot qua mat nguwdi ta hét. Thit Sau r6i &
trrong to6i xuong xe cung lic Addy ra khéi xe chi nhé, gié lwét qua mai téc
ngan cua nhd. Chung t6i déu deo kiéng den, mot no lwc vo ich dé hoa lan
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vOi moi ngwoi, va trao nhau nu cwdi mim quen thudc kiéu van-khong-tin-
noi-chuyén-nay-lai-xdy-ra-vgi-chitng-ta. Ching t6i di chwa dwgc vai buéc
thi thdy Nate rdo budc tdi xe cia Bronwyn va md& ctra, ra vé vo cung lich su.
Cau ta cuoi mim khi Bronwyn bwéc ra, va nhin nhé d6 véi anh mat khién
Addy va t6i phai liéc nhau duéi cdp kiéng den. Bon ching t6i cubi cung di
gan nhu thanh mot hang vao céng sau.

Moi chuyén dién ra khong day mot phut - chi vira da cho mot dira cung
16p ching toi ghi lai trén dién thoai dé roi doan clip d6 xuat hién trén TMZ
toi d6. Bon ho phat doan clip dwgc kéo cho chdm lai ro6i chén thém bai
“Kids” cia MGMT v6 lam nén, nhw thé ching t6i la mot hoi sat tha hoc
dwong ngau 10i nao do khong biét lo lang l1a gi. Chi trong mot ngay doan clip
lan truyén khap noi.

D6 chac la cai la doi nhat trong toan bé vu nay. Rat nhiéu ngwoi ghét va
muon ching t6i vo tu, nhung cling rat nhiéu nguwoi - néu khong noi la nhiéu
hon - yéu mén ching t6i. Dot nhién t6i c6 mot trang ham mo trén Facebook
v&i hon nam muoi ngan lwgt thich. Chu yéu 1a con gai, theo 10i thang em.

Dboi khi s chd y cling gidm di chut chit, nhwng chwra bao gio ngirng han.
Toi twdng téi nay toi da tranh dwgc khi roi nha di gap Luis ¢ phong tap,
nhung ngay khi vira dén noi mot phu nit xinh dep téc den véi gwong mat by
phan nhao dén cho t6i. Tim t6i chung xuéng vi t6i dd quen véi kiéu ngudi
nhuw c6 ta. Toi lai bi theo dudi nita roi.

“Cooper, cau c6 vai phut khong? T6i la Liz Rosen bén kénh Tin tic 7. Toi
muon biét quan diém cta cau vé toan bo vu nay. Rat nhiéu ngudi dang Gng
ho cau!”

Toi khong tra 101, chen qua c0 ta budc vao phong tap. Co ta 16c coc budc
theo t6i trén doi gudc, tay quay phim phia sau, nhirng anh chang 1€ tan chan
ho lai. T6i tdp & day dwgc may ndm réi va nhan vién déu kha ti t€ véi nhitng
chuyén vira qua. Toi di xu6i hanh lang va bién mat trong khi anh chang bao
rang c6 ta khong thé dang ky tap ngay lic nay.

Luis vd&i toi nang ta mot hoi, nhung t6i ¢t nghi tdi nhitng gi dang cho toi
bén ngoai sau khi tap xong. Ching t6i khong ndi vé chuyén dé, nhung lat
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sau trong phong thay do, né ndi, “Pwa t6i 4o vGi chia khoa xe cia 6ng di.”

“Sao?”

“Toi sé gia lam ong, ra khoi day v6i non va kinh mat cua ong. Bon ho
khong phan biét dwgc dau. Lay xe cua t6i va phan khoi day di. Vé nha, di
dau ciling dugc. Ching ta c6 thé doi xe lai cho nhau & trudng ngay mai.”

T6i dinh noi no6 1a khéng duwgce dau. Téc n6 den hon t6i nhiéu, va da n6 thi
cling sam hon. Nhung roi, mac do dai tay va doi non thi chac cting khong
van dé gi. Ciing dang thtt mot lan.

Thé 1a t6i lwgn 10 trong hanh lang trong khi Luis sdi bwdc ra cita chinh
mac 4o cua t6i, budc vao anh sang ctia may ghi hinh. N6n két cua toi kéo
sup xudng che tran né con no thi 1dy tay che mat trong ldc leo 1én chiéc Jeep
cta toi. N6 lao xe ra khoi bai va may chiéc xe khac theo sau.

T6i d6i non va deo kiéng ctia Luis, r6i vo chiéc Honda ctia né va lang tai
do tap qua ghé bén kia. Phai thit may lan mé&i khai dong dwgc, nhwng ngay
khi mdy r6 1én thi t6i cho xe ra khéi bai va di duwong nho cho t6i khi ra dugc
cao toc vé phia San Diego. Khi da & trung tam t6i chay vong vong may ban,
van c6 cam giac ai d6 dang bam du6i minh. Cu6i cung t6i cho xe vao khu
dan cw North Park, dau lai tr6c cong mot nha mday cli nam ngodi mai stra
chita lai thanh khu can ho.

Khu dan cw nay kha thoi thugng, trén duwong day nhitng dita hoi 16n hon
toi mot chit an mac rat banh bao. Mot dita con gai xinh xan trong chiéc dam
hoa hau nhw gap ngwdi cwdi ngat nghéo vi thang di ké bén méi noi gi do. Co
ta khoac tay han trong lic ca hai di ngang qua xe Luis ma khong nhin vé
phia t6i, va t6i cam thdy mot noi mat mat sau trong long. Vai tuan trude thoi
toi cling giong nhu ho, va gio... thi khong.

Toi khong nén t6i day. L& c6 ai nhan ra thi sao?

Toi 16i tr trong tui tap ra mot cai chia khoa va chd mét khoang trong xuat
hién noi dong ngudi di bo trén 1é duwong. Toi ra khoi xe Luis va vo ctra truée
that nhanh, chac la khéng ai thdy. Toi chui vao thang may nhan 1én tang cao
nhat, thd hat ra nhe nhdm khi né khong ngtrng lay mot lan. Hanh lang trong
trdi lang nhw t; dam hippi séng & day chac da di dau do tw chiéu.
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Trit mQt nguoi, toi hy vong.

Toi gb cira, khong dam chac sé cé ngwoi dap. Toi khong hé goi hay nhan
tredc la minh sé téi. Nhung civa hé md, va doi mat xanh 14 strtng sot nhin toi.

“Chao.” Kris bwdc qua mot bén dé t6i vao. “Anh lam gi ¢ day vay?”

“Anh phdi ra khéi nha.” Téi déng ctra lai sau lwng va thao kiéng véi nén
ra, thdy ching 1én mot cai ban nho. Toi thdy ngd ngan, nhuw thé mot thang
nhéc vira bi phat hién choi tro gian diép. Trur viéc la nguoi ta thuc sw dang
theo doi t6i. Chi c6 diéu khong phdi bay gid théi. “Véi lai, chac minh ciling
nén néi vé chuyén Simon ha?”

“Pé sau.” Kris do du trong mot khoanh khac, roi nghiéng tGi trudc va kéo
manh t6i vé phia cu, 4p moi cau vao moi t6i. Toi nham mat va thé gigi
quanh t6i tan bién, nhw bao lan, khi toi lwét tay trén téc cau va hon dap lai.
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CHUONG MUOI CHIN

Nate
Thit Hai ngay 15 thang Muai, 4:30 chiéu

Me t6i trén lau, c6 néi chuyén véi bo. Chiic may man. To6i ngbi trén di
vang, cam cai dién thoai dung mét lan, ty hoi khong biét c6 thé nhan gi cho
Bronwyn dé cau khoi gian. Khong chac Xin 16i toi dd noi doi chuyén me toi
chét sé co tac dung.

Ciling chang phdi t6i muon me chét. Nhung t6i da twong me chét that roi,
hoac cha may chdc cling chét. Va nhw thé thi dé hon la néi ra, hay nghi, sy
that. Me t6i nghién ma tuy va da bé dén mét cdi céng dong nao do ¢ Oregon
roi bdt tam vaoi toi tir do. Nén khi ngwoi ta héi me dau, toi thuwong néi doi.
DPén lic t6i nhan ra cau tra 10i kiéu do sai trai thé nao thi da chang kip rt lai
nita roi.

Du sao cling khong ai that sy quan tdm. Phan 16n nhitng ngudi t6i biét
khong dé y tGi diéu toi néi hay lam, mién la t6i ct déu dan giao thudc. Trir si
quan Lopez, va gio thi Bronwyn.

To6i da nghi sé ndi vdi cau, vai lan vao nhitng budi téi chiing toi tro
chuyén v&i nhau. Nhung t6i chang bao gio biét phai bat dau nhw thé nao.
Gio van vay.

To6i dé dién thoai qua cho khac.

Cau thang kéo ket khi me t6i bwdc xudng, chui tay vao mat tredc quan.
“Tinh trang bo con hién gid khong thé néi chuyén dwoc.”

“Ui, ngac nhién qua di,” t6i lau bau.

Me trong vira gia vira tré hon ngay xwa. Téc me bac di nhiéu va ngan hon
han, nhung mat thi khong qua nhan nhim va xé xuéng. Me trong day da
hon, thé chac la tot. Titc 1a me van an uéng duwgc. Me di qua chubng cua
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Stan va nd nu cuwoi ngdp nging vai toi. “That tot khi thdy Stan van con
song.”

“Tw lan cudi gap me tGi nay khong cé nhiéu thay doi lam dau,” t6i noi,
gac chan lén ban nuwdc trede mat. “Van con than lan chan mé doi, van 6ng
gia say xin, van can nha mudn sap t6i noi. Ngoai trit viéc gid con dang bi
diéu tra t6i giét nguwoi. Chac me cling nghe r6i?”

“Nathaniel.” Me ngo6i xuong ghé banh va chap tay lai tredc mat. Moéng
tay me van bi can nham nhd nhw trude. “Me... me con khong biét phai bat
dau tir dau. Me da tinh tdo dwgc gan ba thang va rat muon lién lac véi con
ting gidy tirng phut. Nhung me qua so rang minh chwa da manh mé va sé
lam con that vong lan nita. R6i me thdy con trén ban tin. Me da ghé qua may
ngay vira roi, nhung con khong cé nha.”

T6i chi 1én may birc twdng niit né va cai tran nha xap xé. “La me thi me
c6 & khong?”

Me nhadn mat. “Me xin 16i Nathaniel. Me dda mong... me di mong b con
sé dirng len.”

Me mong. Ké hoach tuyét voi ddy. “It ra bé van & day.” Cud nay khé hén,
va cling chang xac thuc gi cho cam bgi 6ng gia con chang dong mdt ngon
tay, nhuwng t6i van thay minh c6 quyén noi ra.

Me t6i guc gac dau va bé khép ngén tay. Chia oi, t6i quén mat ba cé tro
d6. Khé chiu bo me ra. “Me biét. Me khong cé quyén phan xét. Me khong
mong con sé tha thit cho me. Hoac tin la con sé c6 dugc gi kha hon héi me
con & day. Nhung cudi cung me ciling c6 loai thudc phu hgp va khong lam
me bi bon chon nita. D6 la 1y do duy nhat me c6 thé hoan tat cudc cai nghién
lan nay. Ca mé6t doi ngii bac si & Oregon bay lau nay van gitup me tinh téo.”

“Han la sung swéng lam. C6 bao nhiéu ngwoi lo bén canh.”

“Me biét me khong xitng dwoc nhw thé.” Cai kiéu cup mat va giong diéu
rut ré cta ba khién toi dién tiét. Nhung t6i kha chac bay gio ba lam gi cling
déu khién tdi dién tiét thoi.

Toi ding 1én. “Gap lai me vui qua, nhung gid con phai di r6i. Me ty biét
ctra ra ma phai khong? Trir phi me mudn & choi vGi bo. Doi khi bo day lic
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muoi gio day.”

Troi dat. Gio con khoc nita. “Me xin 16i, Nathaniel. Con xitng dang dwgc
nhiéu hon b6 me. Chua oi, nhin con xem... me khong tin noéi con da dep trai
thé nay réi. Va con con thong minh hon ca b6 me cong lai nita. Con van
lu6én la mot thang bé thong minh. Con 1€ ra phéi song trong may can nha to
16n & Bayview Hills, chit khong phdi mot than mot minh ganh vac cai 6
chuot nay.”

“Sao ciling dugc me a. Khong sao hét. Rat vui dugc gap me. C6 dip thi gii
buru thiép tir Oregon cho con.”

“Nathaniel, me xin con.” Me ditng day r6i kéo tay t6i. Tay me trong gia
hon ca hai mwoi nam so vGi bat c@ phan nao trén nguwdi me - mém va nhan
nhim, day theo va doi mo6i. “Me muodn lam gi d6 gitp con. Bat cit diéu gi.
Me dang & nha tro Six trén duwong Bay. Me con minh ngay mai di an duoc
khong? Sau khi con da c6 thdi gian suy nghi vé toan b chuyén nay?”

Suy nghi vé chuyén nay. Chida oi. Ba vira phun ra cai kiéu noi nang tri liéu
gi thé nay? “Con khong biét. D€ s6 dién thoai di, con sé goi. Co6 thé.”

“OK.” Ba lai gat dau nhw con lat dat, khong thoat khéi ba nhanh chac toi
phat dién mat. “Nathaniel, Itic ndy c6 phai me thady Bronwyn Rojas khong?”

“Phai,” t6i dap, r6i ba cuoi. “Sao?”

“Chi la... a, néu dé la nguwdi con dang quen thi, chac bé me ciling da khong
nuoi day con qua te.”

“Con khong quen Bronwyn. Bon con dang la nghi pham giét nguwdi, nhg
chwa?” to6i noéi, va dé cita dong sam lai sau lwng. Diéu nay rat dé phan tac
dung, béi néu ban lé ctra long ra, Idn nira, thi chinh t6i la ké phai stra né.

Khi ra ngoai, t6i khong biét di dau. Nén t6i 1én mo t6 dinh vao trung tam
San Diego, sau do t6i doi y va sang cao toc 1-15 vé huwéng Bac. Va t6i ci
chay, tam mot gio sau thi ngirng dé bom xang. T6i lay dién thoai ra va xem
tin nhan trong lic chd. Khong cé gi. T6i nén goi Bronwyn, dé xem tinh hinh
¢ don canh sat ra sao. Du sao thi cau cling sé 6n thoi. Cau c6 luat s dat tién,
cung nhi vi phu huynh chang khac nao déi ché canh chan gitta nhitng nguoi
tim cach kiém chuyén vé6i cau. Va lai néu goi thi toi biét noi gi ch@?
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Toi cat dién thoai di.

To6i 14ai xe gan ba tiéng cho dén khi dén dwgc doan dwong sa mac rong 16n
lac dac nhitng bui cay can co6i. Du troi bat dau t6i, noi ddy van néng con hon
sa mac Mojave, va toi ngirng lai dé thao 4o khodac ra trén dwong dén cong
vién Cay Joshua. Chuyén di du lich duy nhat t6i c6 véi b6 me la dén day
cam trai hoi chin tu6i. Su6t thoi gian ¢ day té6i da nom ndp chd c6 chuyén
toi té nao do xay ra: chiéc xe cii ky cta nha t6i bi hong, me t6i bat dau gao
thét va khoc 16c, bo t6i im ldng va bat dong nhw moi lan moi khi ching t6i
tré nén qua strc chiu dung véi bo.

Du vay ca chuyén di gan nhw binh thuwong. Bon ho van cang thang véi
nhau nhw moi khi, nhung gitt viéc cai co ¢ mirc t6i thiéu. Me t6i cw Xt binh
thuong, c6 thé vi me rat mé may céi cady van veo thap té ¢ khap noi. “Bay
nam dau doi cay Joshua chi la mot cai than thang ditng. Khong canh nhanh.”
Me néi véi t6i lic ching t6i di bd. “Phdi mdy nam trdi né méi né hoa. Va
moi nhanh than sé ngrng tang trwdng sau khi hoa nd, nén ching ta c6 mat
hé phttc tap nhitng bo phan chét va b6 phan moc méi.”

To6i ting c6 doi lan nghi vé diéu d6, moi khi ti héi phan nao ctia me cé
thé van con song.

Khi t6i vé dén Bayview thi da qua nira dém. T6i tinh vao cao t6c 1-15 va
di xuyén dém, di téi bao gio mét qua guc thi théi. Cit dé bé me t6i cé budi
hop mat chét tiét ma ho mudn. C& dé canh sat Bayview di ma kiém t6i néu
muon noi chuyén vdi toi lan nita. Nhung vay ding la viéc me t6i sé. Nén
cudi cung tdi quay lai, kiém tra dién thoai, va trd 16i tin nhan duy nhat t6i
nhan dwgc: mot budi tiéc & nha Chad Posner.

Khi t6i t&i noi thi khong thdy Posner dau. T6i thanh ra ¢ trong bép nha
n6, nham nhap mot chai bia va nghe hai difa con gai néi dong dai vé mot
chwong trinh truyén hinh nao dé ma t6i chwa titng xem. Budi tiéc chan ngat
va khong hé khién t6i quén di sy tai xuat ctia me toi, hay chuyén Bronwyn bi
canh sat triéu tap.
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Mot trong hai con nho bat dau khic khich. “Em biét anh nay,” c6 ta ndi,
chot vao hong t6i. C6 ta cudi 16n hon va dwa tay ap 1én bung to6i. “Anh xuat
hién trén Mikhail Powers diéu tra phai khong? Mot trong s6 may nguoi co
thé da giét thang kia?” Co ta nita tinh ntta say ldo ddo x4ap lai gan. C6 ta nhin
giong may dira con géi toi thwong gap & cac budi tiéc ctia Posner: xinh xan
theo kiéu dé quén.

“Chua o0i, Mallory,” ban c6 ta néi. “Bat lich sy qua.”

“Khong phai t6i,” t6i dap. “Nguoi giong nguwoi thoi.”

“N6i doi.” Mallory tim cach chot t6i lan nita, nhung t6i dich ra khoi tam
tay. “A thi, em khong nghi anh 1a hung tht dau. Brianna ciing thé. Phai
khong, Bri?” Ban c6 ta gat dau. “Bon em nghi chinh con nhé deo kinh kia
lam. Nhin né vénh véao lam.”

Tay t6i siét lai quanh chai bia. “T6i n6i roi, khong phai t6i. Hai ngudi thoi
dugc roi.”
khoi mat. “Dirng c6 doi thé. Em nghi em lam anh vui 1én duge ddy.” Co ta
tho tay vao tii quan va 16i ra mot go6i gidy bong nhan nhium day nhitng tép
vuong nho xiu. “Mudn lén lau véi bon em va bay mot chuyén khong?”

T6i do dy. T6i sé lam bat ¢t diéu gi dé khéi phdi nghi nita. D6 1a truyén
thong ctia gia dinh Macauley. Va tat cA moi ngudi cting déu da nghi toi la
loai nguwdi nhu thé roi.

Gan nhu tdat cd. “Thoéi,” t6i néi, 1y dién thoai ra va lach minh qua dam
dong. Dién thoai rung trwdc khi t6i kip ra dén ngoai. Khi nhin man hinh va
thay s0 Bronwyn - ngay ca khi cau la nguoi duy nhat goi dén cai dién thoai
nay - toi cam thay nhe nhom khon tad. Nhu thé ndy gio toi rét run va co
nguoi vira khoac chan 1én nguoi toi vay.

“A 16,” Bronwyn n6i khi t6i bat mdy. Giong cau xa xam, khé khang.
“Minh no6i chuyén dugce khong?”

Bronwyn
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Thit Ba ngay 16 thang Muoi, 12:30 sang

T6i thdy lo vi viéc 1én dwa Nate vao nha. B6 me von da titc gian vi toi
khong ké vdi ho vé bai viét trén blog cua Simon - ngay lic bai méi dang lan
trong tinh hinh hién tai. Ching t6i roi don ma khéng vuéng may rac roi.
Robin da 1én 16p mot bai giong day ngao man kiéu, Dirng phi thoi gio cta
chuing toi voi nhitng nghi ngo vo nghia ma cac anh khong chitrng minh dugc,
va du co thi ciing khong dua ra toa duoc di.

Co6 18 c6 noi dung, vi gio t6i ¢ day. Mac du t6i bi cam tic cho dén khi,
theo 10i me, t6i ngtrng “pha hoai twong lai ctia minh bang viéc néi d6i”.

“Luc trude sao em khong tién tay hack ca cai blog cli cua Simon di?” toi
thi tham v&i Maeve trueée khi n6 di nga.

N6 c6 vé that vong thue su. “N6 gd cai blog xudng tir doi nao roi! Em con
khong nghi né van ton tai nita kia. Va em ciing c6 ngd chi di binh luan thé
dau. Cai binh luan dé dau dwgc hién thi.” N6 lac dau nhin t6i v6i vé au yém
mét moi. “Chi buc boi vé vu nay nhiéu hon em day, Bronwyn.”

Co6 thé con bé ding. To6i chgt nhan ra, khi dang nam trong can phong t6i
cta minh phan van khong biét c6 nén goi Nate khong, rang t6i da mat nhiéu
nam twéng la Maeve mong manh hon nhiéu so véi doi thuc.

Gio thi téi ¢ duwdi phong gidi tri, va khi Nate nhan la da t6i noi, t6i md&
ctra tang ham va tho dau ra. “Bén nay,” t6i goi khé, va mot béng ngudi xuat
hién quanh géc twong dén canh ctra tang ham nha ching t6i. T6i lui vao
trong, dé ctra mé& cho Nate theo sau.

Cau mac 4o khoac da bén ngoai chiéc 4o thun nhau nhi, cii son, téc cau
bét lai rii xuéng trwdc tran do doi mii. T6i khong néi gi cho téi khi dwa cau
vao phong giai tri va dong ctra lai sau Iwng hai diva. B6 me t6i & cach ching
toi nhitng ba tang lau va dang ngu say, nhung cling khong thé danh gia qua
cao ich lgi cia mot can phong cach am trong thoi diém hién tai.

“Vay.” T6i ngo6i xubng goc di vang, gap chan lai va l1dy tay vong quanh
nhv rao chan. Nate c@i 4o khoac ra va thdy xudng san, ha ngudi ngbi xuéng
phia doi dién. Mat cau nhin dap lai t6i v6i day ap vé kho s& khién t6i gan
nhw quén mat minh dang buon buc.
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“0 don thé nao?” cau hai.

“On ca. Nhung d6 khong phai diéu t6i muén néi.”

Cau ha mat. “T6i biét.” Im lang kéo dai gitta hai chiing t6i va t6i muon
lap day né vdi hang chuc cau hoi, nhung t6i khong néi gi. “Han cau nghi toi
la d6 khon,” cubi cung cdu lén tiéng, van dan mat xudng san. “Va do doi

Z»

tra.

“Sao cau khong néi v6i t6i?”

Nate cham cham thd ra va lac dau. “T6i muon ch. T6i da nghi vé viéc
do6. Chi l1a khong biét bat dau thé nao. Van dé la - t6i néi doi vi nhw thé do
hon néi sy that. Va vi du sao tdi cling da phan nao tin né roéi. Téi khong nghi
la me minh sé quay lai. Va khi da n6i ra mot diéu nhw thé, lam sao ciu cé
thé rit lai? Pén lic dé cdu chang khac nao mot thang bénh hoan.” Cau lai
ngudc 1én, nhin t6i bang anh mat manh liét bat ngo. “Nhung t6i khong phai
thé. T6i chwa hé néi doi cau diéu gi khac. Toi khong budn thudc nita, va toi
cling khong lam gi Simon. T6i khong trach cau néu cau khéng tin t6i, nhung
toi thé c6 Chua la minh néi that.”

Thém mot khodng lang kéo dai trong lic t6i c6 suy nghi cho mach lac.
To6i 1€ ra phai gian dit hon, chac thé. T6i nén doi bang chitng cho thay cau
dang tin, du t6i khong biét bang chitng d6 mat mdii sé ra sao. T6i nén héi
thém nhiéu cau sac sdo hon hong phat giac bat ci¥ 16i déi tra nao khac tir cau.

Nhung van dé 1a, toi tin cau. T6i khong gia vo 1a minh hiéu toan b6 con
nguoi cau tir trong ra ngoai chi sau vai tuan, nhung toi biét cam giac khi ban
néi doi ban than mot diéu gi do thuwong xuyén dén do né trd thanh sy that ra
sao. Toi cling da lam thé, va t6i con chwa phai buon chai cudc séng mot than
mot minh.

Va t6i chira mot lan nghi cu c6 y giét Simon.

“Keé t6i nghe vé me cau di. Sy that, OK?” t6i dé nghi. Va cau ké. Ching
toi n6i hon mot tiéng dong ho, nhung sau chitng mwoi lam phut dau, thi
ching t6i cht yéu chi con ban vé nhitng thir da biét tir trwdc. Toi bat dau
thdy cing nguwdi vi ngoi qua lau, nén vuon tay 1én trgi dé duoi.

“Mét a?” Nate hoi, xich lai gan hon.
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Toi tw héi cau c6 nhan thiy la t6i da nhin cham cham miéng cau sudt
muoi phut roi khong. “Khong han.”

Cau vai tay ra va kéo chan toi dat len l1ong cau, ngon cai vé mot vong trén
dau goi trai cua to6i. Chan t6i run ray, va toéi ap chiing vao véi nhau dé ngan
lai. Cau chép mat nhin t6i, réi lai ha mat xuéng. “Me t6i twdng cau la ban
gai toi.”

Co6 thé néu tim viéc gi d6 dé hai tay ban ron, t6i cé thé théi run ray. T6i
rieén 1én Iua tay vao cho téc dwdi gay cau, miét nhitng gon téc 1én 16p da
am. “U thi. N6i that ddy. Nhu thé khong dugc sao?”

Chua oi. Toi that sy néi vay v. L& nhu thue sy khong dugc thi sao?

Tay Nate di trén chan t6i, gan nhw lo dang. Nhw thé cau khong hé biét
minh dang bién ca co thé toi thanh thach. “Cau mu6n mét ké budn thudc bi
tinh nghi giét nguwoi tirng ndi doi vé nguwdi me chwa chét cia minh lam ban
trai sao?”

“Tung budn thudc,” t6i chinh. “Va t6i cling khong cé tw cach dé phan
xét.”

Cau ngang 1én va hé moi cuwdi, nhung déi mat canh gidc. “T6i khong biét
lam sao khi & bén mot nguwdi nhw cau, Bronwyn.” Han cau c6 thdy guong
mat toi xiu xudng, vi cau nhanh chéng noi thém, “To6i khong noi la minh
khéng muodn. Chi la t6i nghi minh sé lam héong chuyén. Trudc nay t6i van
chi... cau biét day. Quen choi choi thoi.”

Toi khong biét. Toi rut tay lai va van veo hai tay trong long, nghe mach
minh dap manh qua 16p da méng trén c6 tay. “Cau cé quen choi choi hién
gio khong? VGi mot ai do khac?”

“Khong,” Nate noi. “Trudc day. Khi toi véi cau méi bat dau néi chuyén.
Nhung ttr dé thi khong.”

“Um.” T6i im ling trong mdy gidy, can nhic xem c6 phai t6i sip pham
mot sai lam khing khiép hay khong. C6 thé lam, nhuwng t6i van dan téi. “T6i
cling mudn thit. Néu cau mudn. Khong phai vi ching ta bi ném vao céi tinh
hudng oai dm nay va t6i thay cau rat hot, mdc du ding thé that. Ma vi cau
thong minh, vui tinh, va cau lam diéu t¥ té nhiéu hon la cau twéng. Toi thich
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gu xem phim dé& té cia cau va viéc cau khong bao gid néi ngot bat ct diéu
gi va ca chuyén cau nudi mot con than lan that nira. Toi rat tw hao duge lam
ban gai cau, ngay ca trong tinh trang khong thé chinh thitc ctia ching ta hién
gio, cau biét day, khi dang bi diéu tra tdi giét nguwdi. Va lai, toi chang thé qua
n6i may phut ma khong muon hon cau, nén... thé day.”

Nate mé6i dau khong dap, va t6i lo 1a minh da lam héng chuyén. C6 1€ néi
thé la hoi nhiéu thong tin qua. Nhwng cau van ra tay trén chan t6i, roéi cudi
cung cau mdi noi, “Cau thé la gioi hon t6i roi. Toi chwa bao gio thoi nghi
dén chuyén hén cau.”

Cau go kinh t6i ra va gdp lai, dat xudng ban con bén canh di vang. Tay
cau ap khé lén mat t6i lic cau cti xudng va kéo moi toi lai. T6i nin thé khi
moi ching t6i cham nhau, va ap lyc mém mai ay lam lan téa mot cam giac
ram ran di khap huyét quan. Ngot ngao va diu dang, khac v&i nu hon néng
béng va tha thiét ¢ Binh Marshall. Nhwng van lam t6i choang vang. T6i run
ray toan than va ap tay lén nguc cau dé co tran tinh, cdAm nhan dwgc co bap
ran chac qua lan vai méng. Chdng dé hon ti nao.

Moi t0i hé ra theo hoi thd nhe ma nhanh chéng tré thanh tiéng rén khé khi
Nate day lwGi ctia cau vao cham lwdi t6i. Ching t6i hon moi Iic mét sdu va
cuong nhiét hon, co thé quan lay nhau dén noi t6i chang thé phan biét dugc
nita. T6i cam thay nhuv dang roi, dang tr6i, dang bay. Cung mot ltic. Ching
toi hon dén khi moi toi tdy 1én va da t6i rdm ran nhu ai d6 vira cham ngoi.

Tay Nate ngac nhién thay lai ngoan ngoan qua. Cau vuot ve téc va mat toi
rat nhiéu, va cudi cung cau ciing luén tay xuong duwdi do t6i va vuot lung t6i
va Chua oi, t6i at da hon hén thanh tiéng. Ngén tay cau lan nhe xuéng dudi
cap quan sodc cua tdi va ca ngwoi toi run lén, nhung cau ngung lai ¢ do.
Phan ty ti trong t6i tw héi c6 phai cau khong thdy t6i hdp dan nhuw toi thay
cau khong, hay t6i khong bang nhitng c6 khac. C6 diéu... toi da &p minh vao
cau gan ntra tiéng va t6i biét khong phai nhu vay.

Cau lui lai va nhin t6i, hang mi day ha thap. Chua oi, mat cau. Khong thé
tin noi. “Minh ¢ twdng twong canh bé cau vao,” cau thi tham. “Ong lam
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minh hoi sg.” T6i thd dai, vi, n6i that, téi cling nghi dén chuyén dé. Du chi
c6 nam phan tram kha nang, nhwng van la qua nhiéu.

Nate vudt moi t6i. “Miéng cau dé qua. Ching ta nén nghi mét chut truéc
khi n6é thanh man tinh. Va lai, minh can, trm, binh tinh lai mét chit.” Cau
hon ma t6i va ldy do khodc trén san.

Tim t6i chung xudng. “Cau vé a?”

“Khong.” Cau lay dién thoai ra khoi tdi va bat Netflix 1én, roi dwa kinh
cho t6i. “Chung ta c6 thé xem nét Ringu.”

“Chét tiét. Minh twdng cau quén chuyén do r6i.” Du vay, lan thit vong
nay cua toi hoan toan la gia vo.

“Nao, thé nay qua hoan héao con gi.” Nate dudi ngwoi trén ghé va toi cudon
lai canh cdu, dau twa 1én vai cau trong lic cau tuya cai iPhone 1én madt trong
khuyu tay. “Ching ta sé xem trén dién thoai ciia minh thay vi cai do khing
bd sdu mwoi inch trén twong nha cau. Cau chang thé sg thit gi trén cai man
hinh nho xiu nay dwoc.”

That sy 1a t6i khong quan tam ching t6i lam gi. T6i chi mu6én nam trong
vong tay cau cang lau cang t6t, cwong lai con buén ngu va quén hét moi suw
trén doi.
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CHUONG HAI MUOI

Cooper
Thi¥ Ba ngay 16 thang Muoi, 5:45 chieu

“Pua ba hop stta vdi, Cooperstown,” ba hat ham vé phia t6i trong bita t6i,
mat danh qua phia cdi ti vi tat tiéng trong phong khach, dang chay ngang
dwéi chan man hinh la ty s6 ctia cac tran béng bau duc dai hoc. “Vay con da
lam gi v&i bubi t6i xa hoi cia con?” Ba thay viéc Luis dong gia lam toi sau
bu6i tap hom qua rat nhon.

T6i chuyén hop stta qua cho ba r6i hinh dung canh minh thanh thyec tré 16i
cau hoi kia. Con & voi Kris, nguoi con trai con yéu. Phdi do ba, con trai.
Khéng dau ba, con khong néi gion. Cdu dy la sinh vién dv bi Y khoa ndm
nhdt & UCSD kiém ngudi mau bdn thoi gian. Ngon lanh luén. Ba sé thich
cdu dy cho coi.

R6i sau dé dau ctua ba nd tung. Lic nao twéng twong cua t6i cling két thic
nhu vay.

R6t cudc toi lai n6i: “Con di long vong chut thoi.”

Toi khong xau ho vé Kris. Khong hé. Nhung chuyén phite tap lam.

Van dé 1a, t6i khong nhan ra minh c6 thé cam thay nhu thé vé mot chang
trai cho t&i khi gdp cau. Y t6i 13, W, t6i c6 ngd ngo. Tir khi mudi mot tudi
hay sao dy. Nhung t6i chon nhitng ¥ nghi d6 sau that sau hét mitc c6 thé vi
toi la mot van dong vién nguwdi mién Nam nham dén sy nghiép MLB va dé
khong phai kiéu suy nghi chiing t6i nén co6.

To6i that sy tin nhu thé phan 16n cudc doi. Toéi ldc nao cling c6 mét co6 ban
gai bén canh. nhung chuyén gitt minh cho t&i khi két hon nhw dwoc day
chwa bao gio 1a diéu kho khan véi t6i. Chi gan day t6i méi hiéu ra n6 giong
mot cai ¢ hon la niém tin dao dirc dugc gitr gin nghiém ngat.
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Toi da néi doi Keely may thang qua, nhung t6i cé néi that vé Kris. T6i
gdp cau nho bong chay, du cau khong choi. Cau la ban v6i mot dira ma toi
cung thi dau trong cac tran giao hitu, va n6 moi ca hai ching t6i t6i tiéc sinh
nhat cia minh. Va cau la nguoi Buc.

To6i chi lvge bé phan t6i yéu cau.

Toi chwa thé thtra nhan diéu do vdi bat c ai. Rang d6 khong phai mot
giai doan, hay mot trdi nghiém, hay mot kiéu phan tan tw twéng cho qua ap
lyc. NGi da dung. Toi nao nitc khi Kris goi hay nhan t6i. Lan nao ciing thé.
Va khi & bén cau t6i thady minh la m6t con nguwdi thwe thy, khong phai con 1o
bot nhu Keely néi: dugce 1ap trinh dé lam nhitng gi ngudi ta ky vong.

Nhung Cooper-va-Kris chi ton tai trong cai bong béng chinh la can ho cua
cau. Bwa né dén bat ky noi nao khac déu lam t6i sg chét khiép. Vi mot 1a, c6
dwge mot sw nghiép bong chay doi véi bat ci mot thang con trai nao ciing
da kho r6i. S6 nguwoi dong tinh cong khai 1a thanh vién ctia doi béng chuyén
nghiép chi c6 mét. Va anh ta van thi dau ¢ nhitng giai ban chuyén.

Thit hai la: ba t6i. Nao t6i chét citng khi hinh dung ra phan ng ctia ba. Ba
la kiéu nguoi truyén thong bao tha goi gay la “béng” va nghi chiing t6i danh
hét thoi gian di ga tinh trai thang. Lan ma chiing t6i xem tin titc vé anh
chang cau thu gay kia, ba t6i khit mii khinh bi va no6i, Mdy thdang binh
thuwong khong ddng phdi doi mdt véi thit rdc rudi nhw thé trong phong thay
do.

Néu néi ba nghe vé chuyén Kris va t6i, mwoi bdy nam lam di¥a con trai
hoan hdo sé tirc thi tan thanh may khoi. Ba sé khong bao gio nhin t6i nhw
tre@c nita. Nhw cai cach ba nhin t6i bay gio, du t6i bi to st dung steroid va
la nghi pham giét ngwdi. Cdi dé thi ba chiu dugc.

“Ngay mai xét nghiém do,” ba nhac. Gi¢ tuan ché nao tdi cling phdi lam
xét nghiém kiém tra steroid. Dong thoi téi van tiép tuc ném bong, va khong,
ct béng nhanh cta t6i chd cham di miéng nao. Vi tdi c6 noi doéi dau. Téi dau
c6 choi chiéu. To6i tién bo c6 chién lugc.

La y twéng cua ba. Ba mudn t6i kiém lai mot chit nam 16p muwoi mot,
khong tung hét sitc, dé tGi mua giao hitu thi sé khién nhiéu nguoi hitng thu
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hon. Gi¢ thi nhv y r6i. Nhitng nguwoi nhw Josh Langley da dé y tdi t6i.
Nhwng gio, di nhién, chuyén da thanh ra dang ngd. Cdm on ba nhiéu.

It ra ba ciing thdy c6 16i.

Khi canh sat chuan bi cho t6i xem bai viét chwa dang ctia Nghe Pon thang
tredc, toi da tin chac 1a minh sé doc dugc nhitng dong viét vé Kris va minh.
T6i gan nhu khong biét Simon, chi néi chuyén tryc tiép véi né may lan.
Nhung 1an nao téi gan no toi cling lo la né sé biét dugc bi mat cia to6i. Mua
xuan réi ¢ vii hoi 16p mwdi mot né xin quac can cau, roi khi téi dung mat noé
trong nha vé sinh n6 quang tay qua vai toi va kéo toi lai sat t6i do t6i xém
nita phat hoang. T6i da twdng Simon - theo t6i biét tridc gio chwra hé c6 mot
dta ban gai nao - nhan ra t6i la gay va dinh cwa toi.

Toi s¢ t6i do phai néi Vanessa ditng mdi né tdi budi tiéc sau vii hoi caa
nho nita. Va Vanessa, khong bao gio bo qua co hoi cho ai do ra ria, vui vé
nghe theo. T6i cling khong néi lai véi Vanessa ngay ca khi da thdy Simon ga
gam Keely sau d6 vi mot sy nhiét tinh khong thé gia bo.

Toi da khong dé minh nghi tGi diéu dé ké tir khi Simon chét; lan cudi toi
néi chuyén véi no, to6i da cw x khon nan vi to6i khéng thé doi mat v6i con
nguoi that cta minh.

Va phan kinh khing nhét 1a, thdm chi sau toan b chuyén nay - t6i van
khong thé.

Nate
Thir Ba ngay 16 thang Muoi, 6:00 toi

Khi t6i t6i quan Glenn muon nita tiéng sau gio hen, chiéc Kia cia me da
do ngoai quan. Cong mot diém cho me phién ban méi vi céi thién nay vay.
Me ma khong dén thi toi ciing chang ngac nhién.

Toi cling tinh khong dén. Nhiéu lan. Nhung gia vo me khong ton tai cling
chang giai quyét duoc gi.

T6i do chiéc mo t6 cach xe me vai 6, cam giac nhitng giot mwa dau tién
roi xudng vai truedc khi budc vao quan. Nhan vién trge ban ngang 1én nhin
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v6i vé lich si 1an hoi ngac nhién. “T6i c6 hen. Macauley,” t6i noi.

Chi ta gat dau va chi vao mot ngin trong géc. “O ngay kia.”

T6i c6 thé thady me da dén dwogc mot luc 1au. Ly soda ctia me gan can con
cai boc ong hut thi bi xé vun. Khi ngoi xuong ghé doi dién, t6i cam thuc don
1én va cham chd xem dé tranh mat me. “Me goi chwa?”

“0, chwra. Me doi con.” T6i c6 thé cam thdy me chd tdi ngang 1én. Udc gi
toi da khéng dén. “Con mudn an hamburger khong Nathaniel? Con truéc
thich hamburger ciua Glenn lam.”

HGi trude thi c6, nay van thé théi, nhung gid t6i mudn goi mén khac.
“Goi la Nate, dugc ch?” To6i sap cuon thyc don lai va nhin cham cham
nhitng hat mwa xam dap 1én kinh ctta s6. “Gid khong ai goi con thé ca.”

“Nate,” me noéi, nhung tén toi thot ra tir miéng me nghe la 1am lam sao.
Mot trong nhitng tir ma ta lap di lap lai cho dén khi n6 mat hét y nghia. Mot
nit phuc vu dén va t6i goi Coca vdi mot phan sandwich kep thit ma toi chang
muon. Dién thoai t6i rung lén trong tdi nén t6i ldy ra va thay tin nhan tw
Bronwyn. Hy vong moi chuyén déu on. Téi cam thdy dm ap, nhung cat dién
thoai di ma khong tra 16i. T6i khong biét phai dung tir ngit nao dé ta cho
Bronwyn vé bita triva cung mét hon ma.

“Nate.” Me hang giong goi tén t6i. Nghe van ct sai sai. “Con thi... con &
treong thé nao? Con con thich mén Khoa hoc khong?”

Chua 0i. Con con thich mén Khoa hoc khéng? Toi vao 16p hoc sinh yéu
tr nam 16p chin, nhwng ba 1am gi biét? So lién lac gti vé nha, toi gia chit ky
bo, roi gii lai. Chwa ai tirng thac mac gi. “Me du tién tra a?” toi héi, chi cai
ban ching t6i dang ngo6i. Theo kiéu ctia mot thang khon hung hang ma t6i da
trd thanh nam phat viva qua. “Vi con khong c6 tién dau. Nén néu me nghi
con sé tra tién thi me nén noéi vdi con triwde khi do an don ra.”

Mat me xiu xuéng, va téi cam thay nhéi Ién mot cam giac thang lgi vo
nghia. “Nath... Nate. Me khong bao gio... a. Sao con phadi tin me nhi?” Me
16i vi ra va dat hai to hai mwoi do 1én ban, va t6i cam thay chan nén, cho tGi
khi nghi vé dong héa don t6i cit quang hét vao thung rac ma khong tra. Gio
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khi t6i khong kiém ra tién nita, khoan tién trg cap mat sitc lao dong ctia bo
chi vira da tra tién nha, dién, nwdc, va tién rugu cho ong.

“Lam sao me c0 tién trong may thang troi & trai cai nghién?”

Phuc vu ban quay lai v6i mot ly Coca cho t6i, va me cho t@i khi chi ta di
mat md&i dap. “Mot trong cac bac si & Pine Valley - co s& ma me trd - giGi
thiéu me t6i mot cong ty cung cap dich vu ghi chép bao cdo lam sang. Me c6
thé lam viéc & bat ¢t noi nao, va cong viéc thi rat 6n dinh.” Me vuot tay toi
va t0i giat ra. “Me c6 thé gitip hai bé con, Nate. Me sé gitip. Me muon hoi
con - con c6 luat sw chwa, cho cudc diéu tra dy? Chung ta c6 thé xem xét
chuyén do.”

Bang cach nao dé ma t6i da kim dwgc khong pha ra cudi. Me c6 dang
kiém dwgc bao nhiéu di nita thi chac chan cling khong du tra luat sw. “Théi
khoi.”

Me khong bd cudc, tiép tuc hoi tham vé trwedng, Simon, vu quan ché, bo
toi. T6i gan nhw mui long, vi me gid da khac véi nhitng gi téi nhé. Binh tinh
va dam tinh hon. Nhung réi me héi, “Bronwyn doi pho6 vGi chuyén nay lam
sao?”

Khong. Moi lan nghi t6i Bronwyn co thé t6i phan tng nhw thé t6i dang &
trén di vang vdi cau trong phong gidi tri & nha cdu - tim dap nhanh, mau ran
rat, da ram ran. T6i sé khong dé cho diéu t6t dep duy nhat minh cé dwoc tw
toan bo dong bay hay nay tré thanh mdét cudc néi chuyén guong gao khac
v&i me toi. Tiec 1a me con toi cling sap hét chuyén dé néi roi. Ta on Chua la
thitc an dén nén ching t6i c6 thé thoi gid vo rang ba nam qua chwa hé xay ra.
Du cho céi sandwich cta t6i chang c6 vi gi, nhw an dat vay, nhung van con
hon.

Me t6i khong nhan ra. Ci¢ lién tuc nhac t6i Oregon va dam bac si va
Mikhail Powers diéu tra cho t6i khi t6i cam thdy minh sap nghen t6i noi.
T6i kéo co6 ao thun ra nhw thé lam vay sé dé thd hon, nhung vo ich. To6i
khong thé ngoi day nghe nhitng 16i hita hen va hy vong moi sy sé dau vao
ddy. Rang me sé tinh tdo, khong mat viéc, khong phat dién. Hodc khong bé
di, chi can thé thoi.
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“Con phai di day,” t6i néi sang, tha nita cai sandwich an dd xudng dia.
To6i ditng 1én, va dau go6i vao canh ban manh dén noéi phai nhan mat, va buéc
ra ma khong ngodi dau lai. T6i biét me sé khong dudi theo. Nhu thé khong
phai kiéu ctia me.

Khi ra dén ngoai t6i hoi boi réi vi khong thdy xe minh dau. N6 nam lot
thom gitta hai chiéc Range Rover ban nay chwa xuat hién. Toi tién lai xe, r6i
dot nhién mot tay mac do qua banh dé di an ¢ Glenn xuat hién véi nu cwoi
chéi 16a tredc mat t6i. T6i nhan ra ga ngay nhuwng van nhin xuyén qua ga
nhu thé khong biét gi.

“Nate Macauley? Mikhail Powers. Tim cau that khé day, cau biét khong?
Rét vui duge lam quen vdéi cdu. Ching téi dang lam tiép chuwong trinh vé vu
diéu tra cai chét caa Simon Kelleher va rat muon c6 dwgc binh luan cua cau.
Toi c6 thé moi cau coc ca phé va chiung ta ndi chuyén vai phat dugc
khong?”

Toi leo 1én xe va gai mii bdo hiém nhw thé chang nghe mot 16i nao. Chuan
bi 1ui xe ra thi mot cdp trong nhuw nha san xuat chan duwong t6i. “Vay con bao
ngwoi cia ong di cho khac thi sao?”

Nu cudi cia ga van toe toét nhw truede. “Toi khong phai ké thu cua cau,
Nate. Y kién cta ddm dong trong mot vu nhw thé nay quan trong 1dm. Cau
thay sao néu ching ta khién ho ditng vé phia minh?”

Me t6i xudt hién & bai do xe, miéng ha hoc khi thay ai ditng canh t6i. Toi
cham cham lui xe lai cho dén khi nhitng ké ngang dwong tranh ra nhwong
16i. Néu me mudn gitp t6i thi di ma néi chuyén vai ga.

https://thuviensach.vn



CHUONG HAI MUOI MOT

Bronwyn
Thit Tu ngay 17 thang Muoi, 12:25 trua

Gi0 an truwa ngay th Tw, Addy va téi dang n6i chuyén vé son mong tay.
bung la cha dé tu cda cau ta. “V&i mong tay ngan nhw cau, cau nén chon
mau nao nhat, gan nhv mau nude ay,” cau ta néi, sam soi tay toi vdi vé
chuyén nghiép. “Nhwng, kiéu, that bong vao.”

“T6i khong hay son moéng lam,” t6i n6i vdi cau ta.

“0, vay ra gio cau diéu da hon roi nhi? Vi mét Iy do ndo ddy.” Cau ta
nhuwéng may nhin mai téc sdy ky cda t6i, va hai ma t6i nong 1én khi Maeve
bat cwdi. “Chi chac sé muon thir day.”

Cudc noi chuyén hom nay that binh thwong, vo thuéng vo phat so vdi bita
trva hom qua, khi ching t6i ban vé chuyén tham don canh sat cia toi, me
cta Nate, va viéc Addy bi goi 1én don mot minh dé tra 16i cau héi vé vu mat
buat Epi lan nita. H6m qua ching t6i 1a nhitng nghi pham giét nguoi vdoi doi
tw phitc tap, nhung hém nay ching t6i chi la nhitng thiéu nit binh thuwong.

Pén khi céi giong lanh lanh cach vai ban xen ngang. “Nhu minh néi véi
bon ho ay,” Vanessa Merriman n6i. “Tin don vé ai chdc chan ding? Va cudc
doi ai hoan toan sup do khi Simon chét? Ké dé chinh la thu pham.”

“Con nho dé lai no6i gi nita day?” Addy thi tham, nhdm nham gdm miéng
banh mi nwéng qua khé nhw mot con séc.

Janae, ngoi véi ching t6i thwong khong noéi gi, nhin Addy mot céi va néi,
“Cau chua nghe sao? Bo6i ctia Mikhail Powers dang & tredc cong. Mot dam
hoc sinh dang dugc phong van day.”

Bung t6i ching xudng, va Addy ddy khay thitc an cta minh di. “Oi, tuyét
that. Chang mong gi hon thé, Vanessa 1én ti vi bép xép chuyén toi cé toi thé
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nao.

“Khong ai that sy nghi la cau dau,” Janae néi. Cau ta hat dau vé phia toi.
“Hay cau. Hay...” Cau ta quan sat khi Cooper tién lai ban Vanessa, mot tay
cam khay, r6i thiy ching t6i va d6i hwéng, ngoi xuéng ngoai ria ban chiing
toi. Cau ta thwong lam thé; ngo6i véi Addy vai phit dau bita. Ba lau dé Addy
biét Cooper khong bo roi minh nhw may dwra kia, nhung khéng qua lau dé
khién Jake buc. T6i chuwra thé néi la cau ta ti t€ hay hén nhat nita.

“C6 gi mé6i khong may cau?” cau ta hoi, tay bat dau béc cam. Cau ta mac
mot chiéc so mi vai x0 hd c6 lam ton 1én d6i mat ndu cua minh, va phan mat
dwéi rdm nang do anh mat troi chiéu nhiéu hon 1én hai bén ma khéng dugc
mii béng chay che chan. Khong hiéu sao, thay vi khién cau ta tréng mat can
xirng, thi diéu do6 cang lam tang thém vé téa sang cua Cooper Clay.

T6i tirng nghi Cooper Clay la cau trai dep nhat truong. Gio c6 1é van thé,
nhung gan day cau ta cé céi vé gi d6 nhu biip bé Ken vay - hoi nhtra nhya va
sdo mon qua. Hodc 1a do gu ctda tdi thay doi. “Cau cho Mikhail Powers
phong van chwa?” toi dua.

Truwdce khi Cooper kip tra 101, mot giong noi vang 1én sau lung toi. “Cac
cau nén lam thé. C ty tin ma tr@ thanh hoi sat nhan nhw moi nguwdi nghi ay.
Quét sach ddm can ba khoi trwong Bayview.” Leah Jackson ngo6i xudng
chiéc ban canh Cooper ma khong nhan thay Janae dé lyng cad nguwdi va ngoi
clrng ngac trén ghé.

“Chao Leah,” Cooper kién nhan néi. Nhu thé ciu ta tirng nghe diéu do
tredc day. Ma hinh nhu 1a thé that, vao bubi 1é twéng niém Simon.

Leah nhin khap Iwgt ban an, mat dirng & cho t6i. “Cau c6 tinh thira nhan
minh da gian lan khéng?” Giong cau ta giong dang tro chuyén binh thuwdong
con biéu cam thi gan nhu than thién, nhwng t6i van dong cing.

“Pao dirc gid qua ddy Leah.” Gigng Maeve vang lén lam t6i ngac nhién.
Khi t6i quay sang, mat con bé sang ruc. “Chi dau thé cau truedc chiti Simon
con cau sau di lap lai tin don cua no.”

Leah dua tay chao Maeve kiéu nha linh. “Hay lam c6 Rojas em.”
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Nhuwng Maeve chi mdi bat dau. “To6i phat 6m véi viéc ngudi ta chi néi
mai m6t ndi dung roi. Tai sao khong ai noi vé viéc cai Nghe Pon doé doi khi
khién treong nay tré nén kinh khing thé nao?” N6 nhin thang vao Leah, anh
mat thach thitc. “Sao chi khong néi? Bon ho dang ¢ ngoai do kia. Them khat
quan diém mdi. Chi c6 thé cho ho céi d6 day.”

Leah rut lai. “T6i khong noi véi truyén thong vé chuyén do dau.”

“Sao khong?” Maeve héi. Chuwa bao gi¢ toi thdy né nhu thé; n6 tréng that
dit d6i khi chiéu thang vao Leah. “Chi dau lam gi sai. Simon m&i la ké sai.
N6 da sai hang bao nam troi, va gio tat cd moi ngwoi déu bién né thanh ké ti
vi dao. Chi khong thay c6 van dé véi chuyén dé sao?”

Leah dap trd anh nhin, va t6i khong xac dinh dwgc biéu cam vira lwét qua
trén mat cau ta. Gan nhu... dac thang? “Dwong nhién la c6.”

“Vay lam gi do di,” Maeve noi.

Leah ditng phat day, hat toc ra sau vai. Hanh dong d6 lam tay o cau ta tré
xuong dé 16 mot vét seo hinh trang khuyét trén co tay. “Co 1€ t6i sé lam.”
Cau ta sai budc tién thang ra ctra.

Cooper chdp mat nhin theo. “Dit hen, Maeve. Nh@ nhac anh ché bao gio
gdy thu v6i em.” Maeve chun milii, va t6i nhg tap tin c6 tén Cooper ma con
bé van chwa pha dugc.

“Leah khong phai ké thu ctia em,” né thi tham, dién cu6ng bam man hinh
dién thoai.

T6i gan nhw khong dam héi. “Em dang lam gi vay?”

“Gwri may cai chua dé trén 4chan ctia Simon cho Mikhail Powers diéu tra.”
con bé dap. “Bon ho la phong vién, ding chwa? Dé cho bon ho xem qua.”

“Sao?” Janae buot miéng. “Em néi gi thé?”

“Simon da gbép mat rat nhiét tinh trong nhitng chu dé thao luan nhung
nhic bon bién thai ca nggi cadc vu xa stng & treong hoc va dai loai thé,”
Maeve noi. “Em may ngay qua da doc hét r6i. Chu dé thi la ké khac md,
nhung n6 nhdy ngay vao va néi da nhitng chuyén kinh khing. N6 tham chi
chdng quan tam khi thang kia ra tay giét ti'ng bdy ngudi ¢ hat Orange.” Con
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bé van dang bam dién thoai thi tay Janae v&i ra chup ¢6 tay né, gan nhuw hat
vang dién thoai caa no.

“Lam sao em biét?” cau ta rit 1én, va Maeve cudi cung ciling giat minh
nhan ra cé 1€ minh da néi qua nhiéu.

“Tha no ra,” t6i no6i. Khi Janae van khong budng, t6i ruén t6i va cay ngéon
tay cau ta khéi tay Maeve. Ching lanh bu6t. Janae day ghé ra sau lam vang
1én mot tiéng rit choi tai, va khi ditng 1én ca nguwdi cau ta déu run ray.

“May nguoi khong ai biét ti gi vé cdu ay,” Janae n6i giong nghen ngao, va
sam sap bé di hét nhu Leah. Co diéu cau ta chac sé khong di néi chuyén vGi
Mikhail Powers. Maeve va toi nhin nhau trong ltc toi nhip tay trén ban. Toi
khong hiéu n6i Janae. Phan 16n thoi gian t6i khéng ro vi sao cau ta lai ngoi
v&i ching toi, trong khi ching t6i han la lién tuc goi cau ta nhé dén Simon.

Trwr phi la dé nghe nhitng chuyén ching t6i n6i nhw 1a lic nay.

“T6i phai di day,” Cooper thinh linh néi, nhw thé da st dung hét thdi gian
khong-Jake ctia minh. Cau ta nhac khay dwng déng do an trwa chwa hé dung
dén 1én, va nhe nhang lwét téi chi€c ban quen thudc.

Thé la nhom ching t6i trd lai nhitng chuyén thiéu ni¥, va c nhu thé dén
hét gio trira. Nguwdi con trai duy nhat sé chiu ngoi vGi ching toi thi chang
bu6n xudt hién & nha an bao gio. Nhung t6i di ngang Nate trén hanh lang
sau d6, va moi cau hoi trong dau vé Simon, Leah va Janae bién mat sach khi
cau mim cuwoi chép nhoang vai toi.

Vi, Chua oi, cau cuoi méi dep lam sao.

Addy
Thir Sau ngay 19 thang Muwoi, 11:12 sang

Puong chay nong, va Ié ra t6i khong can phai chay hét sitc. Du sao thi
cting chi la gio thé duc. Nhung tay va chan t6i httng hic nguén nang lugng
bat ngd va phoi toi cang day va nd rong, nhw thé nhitng cudc dap xe vira qua
cho tdi bao nhiéu nang lwgng dy trit nay can giai phong. M6 héi lam tam
trén tran toi va dan chat ao thun vao lung.
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T6i cam thay ty hao khi vgt mat Luis - ngwdi ma, suy cho cung, cling
chdng phai dang no luc gi lam - va Olivia, thanh vién doi dién kinh. Jake
chay truwéc t6i va y nghi bat kip anh méi ngé ngan lam sao vi r6 rang Jake
nhanh hon t6i rat nhiéu, lai to khoe hon nita, nén sé chang cach nao dé t6i
thu ngan khodng cach, thé nhung t6i lai dang lam duwgc. Anh khong con la
mot cai cham nita; anh gan hon, va néu chuyén lan va tiép tuc téc do nay toi
sé gan nhuw, c6 thé, chac chan...

Chan t6i hang di bén dwdi. Vi mau tanh ngdp trong miéng khi t6i can
tring moi va hai tay dap manh xuéng dat. May manh da dam lam rach da
toi, an vao thit va rach thanh hang chuc vét cat nhé. Hai dau goi t6i dau budt
va toi biét tredc ca khi nhin thdy nhitng dom dé tham trén dat la da trén ca
hai dau goi da rach toac.

“Oi khong!” Cai giong quan tdm gid tao ctia Vanessa vang lén. “Tdi
nghiép qua! Chan cau ay chiu hét noi roi.”

Khong phai. Trong khi mat t6i nhin Jake, chan ai d6 da ngang mat ca t6i
va lam t6i nga. To6i kha chac la ai lam, nhung khong néi duwgc gi vi van con
dang hép lay hép dé khong khi.

“Addy, cau c6 sao khong?” Vanessa van gilt cai giong gia tao dé khi quy
xuong bén toi, cho dén liic miéng ké sat tai toi n6 mdi thi thao, “Dang doi do
di.”

T6i mudn trd miéng, nhung van chwa 1ay dugce hoi.

Khi c6 thé duc dén thi Vanessa lui lai, va ldc toi 1ay lai dugc hoi dé néi thi
né da di mat. C6 gido kiém tra dau gobi va tay t6i, xuyt xoa xem vét thuwong.
“Em 1én phong y té théi. Rira vét thwong roi khir trung.” C6 nhin quanh dam
dong dang xum lai quanh t6i va goi, “Vargas! Em giup Addy v&i.”

Chac t6i nén thay mirng vi khong phdi 1a Vanessa hay Jake. Nhung ttr lic
em Bronwyn chti Simon vai ngay tredce thi t6i gan nhu chang thdy Janae
nita. Trén duwong téi ca nhac vao treong Janae khong nhin t6i 1dy mot cai
cho dén khi ca hai da gan tdi cira. “Chuyén gi thé?” cau ta hoi Ilic mé cira.

DPén gio t6i da c6 da hoi dé cuwoi. “Nhuc ma mang phong cach Vanessa.”
Toi ré trai thay vi phai & dau cau thang, hwdéng vé phia phong thay do.
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“Cau phai téi phong y té chit,” Janae noi, va t6i phay tay vdi cau ta. May
tuan qua t6i chva mét lan bén mang tGi tredc ctra phong y té, ma du sao, cac
vét Xxuwdc cua toi tuy dau nhung chi 1a ngoai da. To6i that sy chi can tam mot
cai. T6i ca nhac t6i mot buoéng va cdi quan ao ra, budc vao bén dwdi nhitng
tia nwdc dm va nhin dong nwdc nau dé cuén xudng cong. Toi ding dudi voi
nuwdc cho dén khi nwdc da trong lai va khi t6i budc ra, mot tam khan choang
quanh ngudi, Janae ditng do6 tay cam mot goi bang ca nhan.

“T6i lay cho cau day. Bau goi cau phai bang.”

“Cam on nhé.” T6i ngoi xuéng mot bang ghé va dan cac dai bang mau da
nguwoi ngang dau goi, hién nhién gio da lai twtém mau. Hai tay t6i nhitc nhoi
vi cac vét tray xudc, nhung chang chd nao ma bang ca nhan c6 thé lam cho
bdt dau dugc.

Janae ngoi ¢ cach xa toi hét c@ trén ghé. T6i dan hai miéng bén dau goi
phai va ba bén dau goi trai. “Vanessa la con khon,” cau ta noéi khé.

“U,” toi dong tinh, ditng 1én va can trong budc thit. Chan téi van di duoc,
nén t6i bwdc dén cho tu do va ldy quan do. “Nhung t6i dang bi vay, phai
khong? Tat cd moi nguwoi déu nghi nhu thé. Cé 1€ do la dieu Simon muon.
Moi thit cong khai dé ban dan thién ha phan xét. Khong bi mat gi.”

“Simon...” Janae giong lai nghen ngao. “Cau ay khong... Cau ay khong
giong nhitng gi ngudi ta néi. Y t6i 13, phai, cau dy da di qua gidi han véi
Nghe Don, va cau ay da viét ra nhitng diéu kinh khung. Nhwng vai nam qua
rat kho khan. Cau dy da co hét sitc dé hoa nhap v6i moi ngwdi va chang bao
gio thanh cong. Toi khong nghi...” Cau ta lung bung. “Khi Simon la chinh
minh, cau ay sé khong muon nhitng viéc nay xay dén cho cac cau.”

Cau ta c6 vé rat buon vé chuyén d6. Nhung gio to6i khong thé bat minh
quan tam dén Simon dwgc. T6i mdc do xong va nhin dong ho. Con hai muoi
phut nita m&i hét gio va t6i khong muon & day khi Vanessa va dam ty nit ctia
no6 xuat hién. “Cam on vi may miéng bang. Bao vdi ho t6i van ¢ phong y té
duwgc khong? Toi sé vao thw vién cho dén tiét sau.”

“OK,” Janae no6i. Cau ta ram ngudi trén ghé, trong trong rong va kiét sirc,
va khi t6i ra ctra cau ta dot ngot goi vGi theo, “Chiéu nay cau muon di dau

https://thuviensach.vn



khong?”

T6i ngac nhién quay lai nhin. T6i chwa nghi ching t6i da tién dén mic dé
trong... moi quen biét nay, c6 18. Tinh ban cé vé hoi qua. “Um, di nhién.”

“Me t6i phai tiép cau lac bo sach, nén... t6i sang nha cau dugc chi?”

“Pugc thoi,” toi nadi, twong twgng phan ng cua me voi Janae sau khi da
quen dén nhitng my nit nhw Keely hay Olivia. Y nghi d6 khién t6i twoi tinh
hon, va chiing t6i 1én ké hoach cho Janae ghé qua sau gio hoc. T6i boc dong
nhan tin moi Bronwyn, nhung quén mat cau ta bi cam tic. Va lai, cau ta co
gi® hoc piano. C6 vé cau ta chang cé ltic nao nghi ngoi hét.

Vé t6i nha t6i chi vira cat xe dap duwdi hién thi Janae da xuat hién véi cai
ba 16 qua kho theo sau nhw thé dén dé hoc nhém vay. Ching t6i chao héi
mady cau day dau kho v&i me toi, nguwoi ct nhin hét dong khuyén trén nguoi
Janae tGi doi bot da chién mon vet caa cau ta, cho dén khi t6i dan cau ta 1én
lau xem ti vi.

“Cau co6 thich cai phim mdi trén Netflix khong?” toi hoi, chia diéu khién
vao ti vi va nam won trén giwong dé cho Janae ngo6i ghé banh. “Cai phim
siéu anh hung ay?”

Cau ta ngdi me mé, nhv thé sg mau hong ca rd nuét ching 14y minh. “U,
cling dugc,” cau ta dap, dé ba 16 xuéng bén canh va nhin vao cac khung hinh
trén twong phong toi. “Cau thich hoa lam nhi?”

“Khong han. Chi t6i c6 may anh mdi nén t6i nghich mot chat, va lai... toi
phai g& kha nhiéu dnh cii gan day.” Gio chung bi nhét duwéi dong hop giay
cta t6i: hang chuc ky niém ctia t6i va Jake trong ba nam qua, va cling nhiéu
gan nhu vay la cua t6i véi dam ban. T6i do dv tredc mot tdm anh chup t6i,
Keely, Olivia va Vanessa ¢ bai bién he nam ngoai, doi nhitng cai mii rong
vanh khong 16 va cudi toe toét tridc bau troi xanh ryc rd. Ngay hom do la
mot budi di choi vui vé, hiém hoi ctia hoi chi em, nhuwng sau chuyén hom
nay t6i thdy mirng hon bao gio hét la minh da cho cai nu cwdi ngu ngdc doé
cta Vanessa bién vao ta.
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Janae nghich quai ba 16 ctia minh. “Cau at nhé nhitng ngay truwéc lam,”
cau ta khé khang.

To6i tran mat nhin man hinh trong lic can nhac 16i nhan xét cta cau ta.
“Cé va khong,” cudi cung t6i n6i. “T6i nhd ngay truedc treong hoc dé dang
ra sao. Nhung toi nghi nhitng nguwoi toi ting choi cung chwa bao gio that sw
quan tdm dén toi, phai khong? Khéng thi moi sy da khac.” T6i trd minh lién
tuc trén giwong roi noi thém, “Toi sé khong gia vo la chuyén dé sanh ngang
v6i diéu cau dang phai doi mat. Mat di Simon nhuw thé.”

Janae d6 madt khong dap, va t6i wéc minh da khong khoi lai chuyén do.
Toi khong biét phai giao tiép vdi cau ta thé nao. Chiing t6i c6 phai ban be,
hay chi la hai nguoi khong con lwa chon nao kha hon? Chung t6i im lang
nhin man hinh cho dén khi Janae hang giong va ndi, “T6i uéng gi d6 dugc
khong?”

“Pugce.” To6i gan nhw nhe nhom khi thoat dwgc khoi bau khong khi im
lang phu xudng chung t6i, cho dén khi gap me trong bép va cé cudc néi
chuyén cang thang dai mwoi phit vé logi ban ma con choi cting bdy gio. Khi
culi cung t6i cling trd 1én véi hai c6c nwdc chanh trong tay thi Janae da deo
ba 16 1én va vtra ra khoi cra.

“T6i ty nhién thdy khong khoe 1am,” cdu ta thi tham.

Hay that. Gid thi ca nhitng ngwdi ban khéng phu hgp véi toi cling chang
muon choi véi t6i nita.

T6i bue boi nhan tin cho Bronwyn, khong mong sé c6 hoi dap bai co 1é
cau ta dang choi dé Chopin hay gi day. T6i ngac nhién khi thdy cau ta tra 16i
ngay lap titc, va con ngac nhién hon trwéc nhitng gi cau ta viét. Can than voi
Janae day. Toi khéng tin cdu ta.
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CHUONG HAI MUOT HAI

Cooper
Chu nhat ngay 21 thang Mudi, 5:25 chiéu

Chting t6i gan xong bita t6i thi dién thoai ctia ba reo. Ba nhin s6 va bat
may lién, cac nép hidn quanh miéng ba sau hon. “Kevin day. U. Sao, ti nay
ha? C6 nhat thiét vay khong?” Ba chd mot nhip. “Pwgc réi. Ching tbi sé
gdp anh ¢ d6.” Ba clip may va thé hat ra buc boi. “Ba con minh phai gap
ludt s ctia con & don canh sat trong ntra tiéng nita. Diéu tra vién Chang lai
muon noi chuyén vGi con.” Ba gio tay ngan khi t6i méd miéng dinh néi. “Ba
khong biét vu gi dau.”

T6i nuét khan. T6i da khong bi tham van mot thoi gian dai r6i, va da
mong moi chuyén sé chim vao quén lang. T6i mudén nhan cho Addy va héi
nho cé bi kéu khong, nhung téi da dugce dan rat ky 1a khong duwgc dé cap bat
cl? cai gi lién quan dén cudc diéu tra duwdi dang chir viét. Goi Addy ciing
khong phai y hay. Nén t6i im lang an xong r6i cung ba 1ai xe t&i don.

Mary, luat su cua to6i, dang néi chuyén véi diéu tra vién Chang khi ching
t6i t&i noi. Ong dan ching toi t&i phong tham van, tréong cha giéng miéng
nao trén phim dau. Khong cé 6 kiéng hai chiéu 16n gi hét. Chi la mot cai
phong chan ngat véi mot cai ban hop va mot dong ghé xép. “Chao Cooper.
Ong Clay. Cam on vi da dén.” T6i dinh di qua 6ng vao cita thi éng vin t6i
lai. “Cau chac la cdu mudn b6é minh & day khong?”

To6i dinh héi Vi sao khong? nhung chwa kip néi gi thi ba da bat dau bé bo
chuyén dugc hién dién trong lic tham van la quyén Chia da ban cho minh.
Ba chuan bi bai nay k¥ t6i do hoan hao va khi da bat dau roi thi phai no6i cho
dén hét.

“Di nhién,” diéu tra vién Chang lich sy néi. “Day chu yéu la van dé riéng
tw ctia Cooper thoi.”
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Cai cach 6ng néi vay lam t6i chot da, va toi nhin qua Mary cau ciu.
“Trwdc tién thi dé t6i véi chau n6 da anh Kevin a,” c6 néi. “Can thi toi sé
moi anh vao nhé.” Mary kha duwgc, c6 hon nam muoi, khéng vong vo, va cé
thé doi pho vdi ca canh sat va ba t6i. Nén cudi cung chi c6 toi, diéu tra vién
Chang va Mary ng6i quanh ban.

Tim t6i da dap thinh thich khi diéu tra viéen Chang 16i laptop ra. “Cau lic
nao cting 16n tiéng cho rang 16i t6 cdo cua Simon khong diung su that,
Cooper. Va 16 la phong do choi béng cua cau khong hé giam sit. Nhu thé
that khong khdp véi danh tiéng cta cai tng dung cia Simon. N6 khong néi
tiéng vi dang nhitng 16i doi tra.”

T6i rdng lam vé mat binh than, du t6i cling dang nghi diéu twong tw. T6i
thdy nhe nhom hon thay vi titc gian vao cai lan dau diéu tra vién Chang cho
toi xem trang ctia Simon, vi 10i néi doi tot hon sy that. Nhung vi sao Simon
lai n6i doi vé toi?

“Néen chung toi dao sau them mot chut. Hoa ra chung toi da bo 16 mot
diéu trong lan dau phan tich cac tap tin cia Simon. C6 mot bai vé cau dugc
ma héa va thay thé bang 10i t6 cdo dung steroid kia. Phai mat chit thoi gian
mdi m& dugce tap tin d6, nhung ban goc & ddy.” Ong quay man hinh lai déi
dién v6i Mary va t6i. Chung toi cui tdi tredc va doc.

Ai cling khao khat chang cau thu tay trdi CC ctia Bayview va cudi cung chang ta ciling da do.
Chang cam strng my nhan KS ma di vdi mét nguoi mau doé 16t nong bong nguwdi Dirc. Anh nao

lai khong, nhi? C6 diéu nguoi tinh mdi nay lam mau cho quan dui va sip chit khong phai do vi

vdi xi lip. Rét ti€c cho K, nhung choi nham doi thi thang lam sao dugc.

Moi bd phan trén nguoi t6i dong cing, chi trtv cap mat khong thé ngirng
chép. Day la diéu toi da sg sé thdy mdy tuan trudc.

“Cooper.” Gigng Mary déu déu. “Chau khong can phan tng gi ca. Anh c6
cau hoi nao khong, Chang?”

“Co6. Tin don ma Simon dinh c6ng bd nay c6 that khong Cooper?”

Mary noéi treede khi toi kip tra 10i. “Khong c6 gi pham phép trong 10i td
cdo nay cd. Cooper khong can ban dén né.”
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“Mary, co biét khong phai nhw vy ma. Chiing ta c6 mot tinh hudng tha vi
& day. Bon hoc sinh véi bon bai dang ma chiing muon gitt bi mat. Mot bai bi
x6a va thay bang ndi dung khac. Co cé biét chuyén do trong giong gi
khong?”

“Mot ké loan tin cau tha?” Mary hoi.

“Giong nhu c6 ai d6 xam nhap vao tap tin ctia Simon dé xéa di ding doan
nay. Va bdo ddm Simon sé khéng con song dé ma stra lai.”

“T6i can vai phut véi than cht,” Mary noi.

T6i thdy buon non. Toi da twong twong viéc cong khai Kris v4i ba me
theo hang chuc cach khac nhau, nhung chwa c6 cach nao kinh khting nhw thé
nay.

“Puwong nhién. C6 nén biét ching t6i sé xin trat kham ca nha cta Cooper,
ngoai lich st dién thoai va may tinh cua cau ay. V6i thong tin méi nay, cau
ay da la doi twong dang chu y hon trwéc rat nhiéu day.”

Mary dat tay lén tay to6i. C6 khong mudn toi néi gi. Co khong phai lo. Co
O toi cling chang thé 1én tiéng.

Cong bo thong tin vé thién hudng tinh duc vi pham quyén riéng tu trong
Hién phdp. Mary néi thé, va c6 de doa sé mdi dén Lién doan Ty do Dan sy
My néu canh sat dé cho bai viét cia Simon veé t6i dugce cong khai. Nhung da
qua muon.

Diéu tra vién Chang vong vo mét hoi. Bon ho khong c6 y dinh xam pham
quyeén riéng tw cta t6i. Nhung ho phai diéu tra. T6i sé giip ho rat nhiéu néu
thd nhan tat ca. Chidng t6i dinh nghia khac nhau vé khdi niém tdt cd. Ong thi
c6 y la t6i thu nhan minh da giét Simon, x6a cai bai Nghe Don kia va thay
bang doan vé steroid.

Ma nhu thé that v6 ly. Sao t6i khong thoat han ra khoi vu nay luén? Hay
nghi ra diéu gi do6 it de doa dén sy nghiép hon? Nhw la Iira doi Keely vi mot
dia con gai khac. Nhu thé sé la mot mdii tén giét hai con chim, cé thé néi
vay.
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“Piéu nay chang thay doi dwoc gi ca,” Mary khang khang. “Anh khong c6
thém bang chitng Cooper da dong dén trang web ctia Simon. Anh dirng hong
cong bo thong tin nhay cam dwdi danh nghia diéu tra.”

Du vay, chuyén cling chang con quan trong nita. N6 sé lan ra théi. Ngay
ttr dau vu nay da bi ro ri tif tung ra ngoai. Va toi khong thé lwét khoi day sau
khi da bi tham van ca tiéng va ké vd&i ba la cha c6 gi thay doi ca.

Khi diéu tra vién Chang roi di, 6ng noi ro la may ngay t6i ho sé dao sau
hon vao cudc doi toéi. Ho mudn so dién thoai cua Kris. Mary néi t6i khong
phdi cung cap, nhung diéu tra vién Chang nhac rang ho sé xin trat thu dién
thoai ctia t6i va lay dugc s6 thoi. Ho cling muon néi chuyén v6i Keely. Mary
lién tuc 1ay Lién doan Ty do Dan s My ra de doa, va diéu tra vién Chang
ct dap lai, vé hét sirc binh théan, 1a ho can phaéi hiéu hanh dong cua t6i trong
nhitng tuan dan dén vu an mang.

Nhwng ching t6i déu biét sé c6 chuyén gi xdy ra. Ho sé khién doi t6i khon
kho dén khi t6i guc xudng vi ap luc.

Toi ngo6i véi Mary trong phong tham van sau khi diéu tra vién Chang ra
ngoai, ming tham vi khong cé tdm kiéng hai chiéu nao, trong lic vui dau
vao hai tay. Cudc doi than thudc cua t6i thé la hét, va sém thoi sé chang ai
nhin t6i nhu trede nita. Toi du dinh trede sau gi cling noéi - nhung cling phai
mdy nam nita, chac vay? Khi t6i da la mot pitcher ng6i sao bat kha xam
pham. Khong phai lic nay. Khong phai nhw thé nay.

“Cooper.” Mary dat tay 1én vai t0i. “B6 chau sé thac mac vi sao ching ta
con ngoi & day. Chau can néi chuyén vaGi bo.”

“Khong thé,” t6i tw dong dap. Hong thé.

“Bo6 chau thwong chau,” c6 noi khé.

T6i xém nira bat cuoi. Ba thuwong Cooperstown. Ba thuong toi khi toi loai
hét cau thu dap bong doi phwong va duwgc nhitng tay chiéu mé hao nhoang
chu y, va khi tén t6i chay duéi chan man hinh kénh ESPN. Nhung toi a?

Ba con khong biét t6i la ai.
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Tiéng go ctra vang lén trwde khi toi kip tra 10i. Ba tho dau v6 va bung tay.
“Xong chwa vay? Ba mudn vé.”

“Xong 16i,” toi noi.

“Vu ndy gio la sao vay?” ba gang hoi Mary.

“B0 con anh can néi chuyén,” c¢6 n6i. Ham ba danh lai. Hang chi¥ Bon t6i
trd tién c6 lam cdi gi hd? hién hét 1én mat ba. “Ching ta c6 thé ban tiép
bwdc tiép theo sau d6.”

“Hét sdy,” ba lau bau. T6i ditng lén va lach minh qua khodng hé& hep giita
ban va twdng, cdi dau di qua Mary va ra hanh lang. Ching t6i di trong im
lang, ngwoi nay di tredc ngwoi kia, cho dén khi qua civa kiéng doi va Mary
thi tham chao tam biét. “Tam biét,” ba néi, im lang dan dwong ra xe cua
ching t6i ¢ dau kia bai dau.

Rudt gan t6i xodn hét lai trong Idc toi gai day an toan ké ba trong chiéc
Jeep. T6i bat dau kiéu gi? Noi cai gi? To6i c6 nén noi lién khong hay cho vé
t6i nha dé co6 thé nbi véi me va noi va... Chua oi. Lucas nira?

“Vu gi hoi ndy vay?” ba hoi. “Sao lau dir?”

“Co6 bang chitng mdi,” t6i néi giong déu deu.

“Vay ha? Cai gi?”

Toi khong thé. Toi khong thé. Khong thé khi chi c6 hai ba con tdi trong
xe. “Dé vé nha da.”

“Chuyén nghiém trong ha Coop?” Ba liéc sang tdi trong lic virgt mat mot
con Volkswagen ca ré. “Con gap rac roi a?”

Long ban tay t6i bat dau tia mo hoi. “Dé vé nha,” t6i nhac lai.

Toi can ké Kris chuyén gi dang xay ra, nhung khong dam nhan tin cho
cau. Toi nén téi can ho cta cau va giai thich tryc tiép. Lai thém mot cude
néi chuyén sé giét chét mot phan trong t6i. Kris da cong khai tir hoi cap hai.
Ba me cau déu la nghé si nén chuyén dé chang phai van dé gi to tat. Bon ho
phan tng kiéu, U, ba me biét réi. Lam gi ma tdi gio con mdi néi? Cau chua
bao gid ép t6i, nhuwng 1én 1at khong phéi cach séng cau mudn.
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T6i nhin ra ctra s6 xe, ngén tay go lén tay nam ctra suét quang duwong ve
nha con lai. Ba cho xe 1én 16i vao va nha ching t6i hién ra trwéc mat: virng
chai, quen thudc, va la noi t6i khéng mudn c6 mat nhat lic nay.

Chung t6i vao trong, ba thdy chia khéa 1én ban ngoai hanh lang va thay
me t0i trong phong khach. Me vGi noi dang ng6i ké nhau trén di vang nhw
thé doi ba con t6i vé. “Lucas dau me?” toi héi, theo ba vao phong.

“Duéi nha choi Xbox.” Me tat tiéng ti vi con ndi thi nghiéng dau nhin
thang vao toi. “Moi chuyén 6n ca chi?”

“Cooper ndy gio ct ip md.” Ba liéc sang t6i vGi anh mat nira do xét nira
phét 10. Ba khong biét c6 nén coi con hoang loan thdy ro cua t6i la nghiém
trong hay khong. “Con noi di Cooperstown. Nay gio' lum xum vu gi? Lan
nay bon ho cé bang chitng that r6i ha?”

“Bon ho nghi 1a minh c6.” T6i hing giong va thoc tay vao tii quan. “Y
con la, ho c6. Co6 thong tin m6i.”

Tat ca im lang, don nhan diéu do, cho dén khi nhan ra t6i khong cé y néi
tiép. “Thong tin md&i kiéu gi?” me wém 10i.

“C6 mot bai dang trén trang cua Simon dugc ma hoa trwde khi canh sat
xem duwgc. C6 1é do la céi lic dau né dinh dang vé con. Cha dinh gi t6i
steroid hét.” Giong mién Nam cua t6i lai xudt hién.

Ba thi chwa bao gio bi bién giong, va cling khong nhan ra khi giong t6i
lic nay ldc kia. “Ba biét ma!” ba néi dac thang. “Vay la con trong sach roi
ha?”

T6i im lang, dau oc trong tron. NOi nghiéng t6i trwdc, tay nam chat cai
dau gay hinh dau lau. “Cooper, Simon dinh néi gi vé bay?”

“A.” Chi may chir thoi 1a da cwa cudc doi toi ra thanh Truwdce va Sau. Phéi
toi can sach khong khi. T6i khong thé nhin me, va chac chan khong thé nhin
ba. Nén toi tap trung vao ndi. “Simon. Khong biét lam cach nao. Lai. Phat
hién. Ra.” Chua oi. Téi khéng con chit nao dé kéo dai thém nita. NOi nhip
gdy xuong san nhu thé mudén gitp toi nai tiép. “Con la gay.”
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Ba cwoi. Cuoi thanh tiéng that sy, kiéu cwoi sang khoai nhe nhom, roi vo
vai toi. “Chua oi, Coop. Lam ba may sg hét hon. Noi thiét di, c6 chuyén gi?”

“Kevin.” NOoi rit len qua ké rang. “Cooper khong gion dau.”

“Puwong nhién la gidn ro6i,” ba néi, van con cwoi. Téi nhin mat ba, vi kha
chac day la lan cudi cung ba sé nhin t6i theo cai cach quen thudc do6. “Phai
khong?” Mat ba danh sang t6i, binh than va ty tin, nhung khi thady mat t6i nu
cwoi caa ba tat dan. Pdy roi. “Phai khong Coop?”

“Khong,” t6i dap.
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CHUONG HAI MUOIT BA

Addy
Thir Hai ngay 22 thang Muoi, 8:45 sang

Xe canh sat lai xép hang truwdc truong Bayview. Va Cooper ldo ddo trén
hanh lang nhw thé cadu may ngay khéng ngt. Toi khong nhan ra hai viéc do
c6 thé lién quan ra sao cho dén khi cau kéo t6i sang bén truwdc hoi chudng
dau tién. “Minh noi chuyén dugc khong?”

T6i nhin cau ky hon, trong long ddy 1én cam giac bat an. T6i chwa tirng
thdy mat Cooper vin mau lén thé ndy. “U, di nhién.” Téi nghi cdu muén néi
& ngay hanh lang nay, nhing ngac nhién thay cau lai dan t6i qua cau thang
sau ra bai do xe, & d6 cau twa nguwdi vao twong canh cira. Thé nay c6 1€ t6i sé
muon tiét cht nhiém mat, nhung diém chuyén can cua toi da rat té roi nén co
muon thém lan nita cling chang sao. “Sao thé?”

Cooper dung tay vuot mai toc mau cat ctia cau cho t6i khi n6 dyng thang
1én, chwa bao gid toi twdng twgng toc Cooper lam dwgc diéu dé cho tGi liac
nay. “Minh nghi canh sat ¢ day la vi minh. D€ tra héi vé minh. Minh chi...
muon noi vaGi ai dé 1y do trwede khi tat ca moi chuyén bung bét.”

“OK.” T6i cham vao mu ban tay cdu, va ci’ng nguoi vi bat ngd khi thay
n6 dang run ray. “Cooper, chuyén gi thé?”

“Thi chuyén la...” Cau ngap ngirng, nudt khan.

C6 vé nhu cau sap tha nhan gi d6. Trong mot gidy hinh dnh Simon lwét
qua tam tri t6i: cai canh né guc xuéng trong phong va guwong mat hon hén dé
It vi khé théd ctia né. T6i khong kim dwgce phai nhan mat. Ro6i t6i nhin vao
mat Cooper - loang loang nwéc, nhung van hién lanh nhw thé - va toi biét
khong thé 1a chuyén do. “Chuyén la gi, Cooper? Khong sao dau. Cau c6 thé
noi vGi minh.”
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Cooper nhin t6i, ti€p nhan toan b hinh anh tredc mat cau - mai téc roi bu
chia t¥ tung vi t6i khong danh thoi gian say kho, da dé xuéng cap vi dua th
cang thang, do thun phai mau in dnh ban nhac nao day Ashton ttrng thich, vi
dong do can gidt & nha da chat cao nhw nii - r6i cau dap, “Minh la gay.”

“0.” Ban dau t6i van chua hiéu, sau d6 mdi v& ra. “0O666.” Toan bd vu
khong-quan-tam-dén-Keely dot nhién tré nén ro rang. Cé vé nhu to6i khong
nén chi thot ra moi vay, vay la t6i thém vao: “OK.” Mot 16i dap khong thoa
dang, nhung chan thanh, c6 1é vay. Bai Cooper kha la tuyét voi, ngoai trwe
cai kiéu lic nao ciing hoi xa cach cta cau. That la sang té dwgc nhiéu diéu.

“Simon phat hién ra minh dang quen mot nguoi. Con trai. N6 dinh dang
trén Nghe Don v6i bai cia moi nguwoi. Nhung roi phan do bi thay ra va thé
vao bang noi dung gid vé viéc minh dung steroid. Khong phai minh lam
dau,” cau noéi voi. “Nhung ho nghi la minh. Nén gio ho chia mii dui vo
minh, titc 1a nguyén truong sé biét sém théi. Minh nghi minh muon... chinh
miéng ké ra véi ai d6 truwdc.”

“Cooper, sé chang ai quan tam dau...” t6i m& miéng, nhung cau lac dau.

“Co day. Cau biét 1a c6 ma,” cau noéi. T6i cup mat xuong, vi khéng thé
chéi dugce. “Minh da rang né toan bd cudc diéu tra nay,” cau néi tiép, giong
khan di. “Mong bon ho coi d6 nhu la tai nan vi khong cé bang chitng thyc
s nao hét. Gio minh c& nghi tdi diéu Maeve néi vé Simon hém bita - bao
nhiéu thit ky cuc dién ra quanh né. Cau nghi c6 thé c6 gi khong?”

“Bronwyn nghi c6,” t6i n6i. “Cau ta mudn bon chuing ta tap hgp lai vai
nhau va trao doi thong tin. Bao la Nate sé dong y.” Cooper lo dénh gat dau,
va t6i nhan ra vi hau hét thoi gian cau van & trong cai bong bong cua Jake,
nén cau van chwra cap nhat day da nhitng chuyén gan day. “Nhan tién, cau co6
nghe vé me Nate khong? Chuyén co, t'm, chwa chét i?”

Toi khong nghi mat Cooper con tai hon dwgc nita, nhung hoa ra la dugc.
“Gi?”

“Chuyén hoi dai, nhung - phai d6. Hoéa ra c6 nghién ma tiy va thoi gian
qua song trong mot cong dong nao dd, nhung gio thi vé roi. Va co vé la da
cai dugc. A, véi lai Bronwyn bi goi 1én don vi mét bai viét kinh tém Simon
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néi vé em gai cau ta h6i nam 16p muwdi. Bronwyn binh luan bdo né di chét
di, nén... cau biét day. Tinh hinh gi0 té ra phét.”

“Cai quai gi vay?” Thay cai vé khong tin noi trén mat Cooper, toi biét la
da giip dugc cdu tam quén di van dé cua minh. R6i chudng bao vao 16p
vang lén, va vai cau sum xudng. “Chung ta di th6éi. Nhung, OK. Néu cac cau
tu tap, thi minh ciing tham gia.”

Canh sat Bayview ngoi ¢ phong hop cung maét lién lac vién cda treong lan
nita, r6i bat dau phéng van tirng hoc sinh mot. Ban dau tinh hinh c6 vé im
ang, va khi ching t6i qua hét ngay ma khong c6 tin don nao noi 1én thi t6i
bat dau hy vong la Cooper da sai vé viéc bi mat ctia cau bi bai 16. Nhung dén
gitta budi sang thi Ba, nhitng 10i thi tham bat dau. T6i khong biét 1a do kiéu
cau hoi bén canh sat dua ra, hay la nhitng ngwoi ma ho néi chuyén, hay chi
la theo duong ro ri quen thudc, nhung tredc gio triva ban-cii cua toi, Olivia -
ngwoi da khong noéi chuyén véi toi tir khi Jake dam TJ - chay dén cho ta do
cuda toi va chup tay t6i vé hén hé thuan khiét.

“Chua oi. Cau c6 nghe tin vé Cooper chwra?” Mat cau ta tr6 ra vi hao hitc
va cau ta ha giong xuong thanh tiéng thi tham riu rit. “Moi nguoi déu dang
noi cau ta gay.”

Toi giat tay lai. Néu Olivia nghi t6i sung swéng duwgc la mot phan cua cai
nha mdy tin don nay, thi cau ta nham réi. “Ai quan tdm chit?” t6i lanh nhat
dap.

“U thi, Keely.” Olivia khuc khich, hat téc ra sau vai. “Thao nao cau ta
khong chiu ngu vagi Keely! Gio cau di an trwa a?”

“U. V6i Bronwyn. Gip sau nhé.” Toi sap ti va quay ngot ngudi bé di
trede khi cau ta kip nai gi.

Trong nha an, t6i 1dy phan ctia minh va ra chiéc ban quen thugc. Bronwyn
trong xinh xan v@i dam len va bét, toc x0a ngang vai. Ma cau ta héng dén do
toi ty hoi c6 phai hdm nay cau ta trang diém khong, nhwng néu ding thé thi
that sy trong rat ty nhién. Cau ta c nhin ra ctta.

“Cho ai a?” toi hoi.

Mait cau ta dé hon. “Chac thé.”
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T6i kha chac minh biét cau ta chg ai. C6 1é khong phai Cooper, mac du ca
nha an dwong nhu dang chd cau. Khi cau buwdc vao nha an tat cé lang di, roi
tiéng lam ram khe khé lan khap phong.

“Cooper Clay la Cooper GAY!” ai d6 ru lén bang cai giong the thé, va
Cooper cing do nguoi ngay ctra khi c6 thi gi d6 bay ngang phong va dap
vao nguc cau. Toi nhan ra cai vo mau xanh do ngay tdéc thi: bao cao su
Trojan. Nhan hiéu Jake dung. Ma co 1€ la ca ntra truong nay luon. Nhuwng né
dung 1a xuat phat tr cai ban cii cua t6i.

“Chao em, nguoi dep thong dit,” ai d6 hat, va cad phong r0 tiéng cuoi.
Mot s6 1a &c y con da s6 la séc va lo lang. Phan 16n moi nguwdi cé vé nhu
khong biét phai lam gi. T6i chét lang vi gwong mat Cooper la th kinh
khuing nhat t6i tirng thdy va t6i muén, muén vo cung, la chuyén nay khong
hé dién ra.

“Oi, cAm me n6 di.” La Nate. Cau ta & ngay cita v6i Cooper, t6i ngac
nhién vi chira tirng thay cau ta & nha an bao gi¢. Ca phong ciling dong thoi bi
bat ngod, im lang dua dé cai giong khinh thwong cta cau ta cat ngang moi 10i
thi thao trong lic cau ta quan sat canh twgng tredc mat. “Bon gié rach may
nguoi rach viéc qua di chd mii vao cai chuyén nay that a? Kiém gi khac ma
lam di.”

Mot dia con gai gia lam tiéng ho va h6: “Boé kia!” Vanessa cudi khinh
khinh khi chung quanh moi ngudi r 1én tiéng cwdi ca thang qua van nham
vao toi: ntra toi 10i, nira sung swdng, va tram phan tram On Chta chuyén nay
khéng xdy ra véi minh. Ngoai 1é duy nhat la Keely, dang bam m6i cam mat
xuong dat, va Luis, dang dom ding lén, cang tay chong 1én ban. Mot trong
cac co cap dudng lirng khirng & ctra nha bép va nha an, trong c6 vé boi roi
khong biét nén dé mac moi chuyén hay goi gido vién dén can thiép.

Nate nhin thang vao cai mat vénh vao ctia Vanessa ma khong hé ling
tung. “That a? C6 c6 y kién a? T6i con khong biét tén c6 vay ma lan trudc &
mot bita tiéc co da tim cach thoc tay vao quan t6i day.” Lai thém nhiéu tiéng
cwoi, nhung lan nay khong nham vao Cooper nita. “That ra, néu c6 thang
nao ¢ Bayview ma co chwa thit tro do thi t6i cling muon gap lam.”
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Vanessa con dang ha hoc thi m6t canh tay gio lén giita nha an. “To6i nay,”
mot thang con trai ngo6i & ban cia nhém cuong mdy tinh. Ban bé ciu ta cuoi
lo lang trwéc sw chu y bat ngd ctia ca phong danh cho minh - that sy, chang
khac nao mét dot séng chuyén tir muc tiéu nay dén muc tiéu kia. Nate gio
ngon cai lén voi cau ta va lai nhin sang Vanessa.

“Pay. Thir xem lan nay c6 dugc khong va cam me n6 mom lai di.” Cau ta
dén ban ching t6i va tha ba 16 xuéng canh Bronwyn. Bronwyn ditng day,
vong tay quanh Nate va hon cau ta nhw thé chi cé hai ngwoi ho trong ltic ca
phong no tung vi nhitng tiéng kéu stirng sot 1an hua hét. T6i cling tré mat nhin
nhv nhitng ngudi kia. Y toi 13, toi ciing 160 m& doan dugc, nhung 1an ndy thi
cong khai qua. T6i khong chac Bronwyn c¢6 y mudn phan tan sy chu y cua
dam dong khéi Cooper hay chi la khong kiém ché dugc. C6 1€ ca hai.

Du gi thi cling hiéu qud, chang ai nhd dén Cooper nita. Cau dirtng yén &
ctta cho dén khi t6i kéo tay cau lai. “Dén ngoi di. Ca hdi sat nhan & cung
mot ban. Cho ho soi duwgc ca bon ching ta mot lwgt luon.”

Cooper di theo t6i, chang budn 14y thitc an. Chiing t6i ng6i xuéng bén ban
va khong khi im lang guwong gao bao trum cho dén khi mot nguwdi nita xuat
hién: Luis vGi khay thitc an trén tay, ngoi xuoéng chiéc ghé tréng cudi cung &
ban chung toi.

“Ban nay that khong ra gi,” cau ta buc bdi ndi, nhin vao khoang trong
trwdc mit Cooper. “Ong khong dn a?”

“Toi khong déi,” Cooper dap gon.

“Ong nén &n gi d6.” Luis cAm mén duy nhat chwa dong dén trén khay cau
ta va chia ra. “Ne, lam qua chudi di.”

Ca ban do nguwdi hét mot gidy; réi dong loat rii ra cudi. Ca Cooper nita,
cau mot tay chong cam mét tay xoa thai dwong.

“Thoi khoi,” cau dap.

T6i chwa tirng thdy Luis dé mat nhw thé. “Chon ding ngay nay ma cé
moén chudi chit,” cau ta lém bém, va Cooper nd nu cudi mét mai véi cau ta.
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Nhitng lic thé nay ta biét dugc ai mdi la ban be that sy. Héa ra t6i khong
o ai, nhung toi mung la Cooper co.
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CHUONG HAI MUOI BON

Nate
Thit Nam ngay 25 thang Muoi, 12:20 dem

T6i chay cham lai & ngd cut cudi dwong Bayview Estates va tat may xe,
ngoi yén mot phit dé quan sat xem c6 ai & quanh khong. Im ang, thé la t6i
xuong xe va dwa tay do Bronwyn xudng.

Khu nay van la mot khu vie dang xay dé dang khong cé dén duong, nén
Bronwyn va t6i di trong bong t6i dén nha s6 5. Khi tGi noi ching t6i thi
cong tredc, nhung no bi khdéa. Ching t6i vong ra sau nha va t6i kéo thir tirng
cai ctra sO6 cho dén khi tim dwgc mot cita m@ duwge. Civa & di gan mat dat
cho t6i dé dang chom vao. “Ra trdc di; minh mé& cira cho cdu vao,” t6i thi
tham.

“Minh nghi minh ciing lam dwgc,” Bronwyn ndi, chuan bi chong ngudi
1én. Nhung cau khong cé luc tay, va toi phdi chém ra dé giip cau. Cita s6
khong dua rong cho ca hai, va khi t6i tha tay ra roi Iui lai cho cau c6 cho, cau
16m coém bo n6t va dap xudng san cung mot tiéng thup.

“Duyén dang lam,” t6i néi khi cau ding 1én va phui quan jean.

“Im di,” cau thi tham, nhin quanh. “Chiing ta c6 nén mé& ctta truedc cho
Addy va Cooper khong?”

Chung t6i dang & trong mot can nha trong dang xay sau nita dém dé hop
mat B tit Bayview. Chang khac nao mot cuén phim diép vién dé ec, nhung
ching t6i chang cach nao tu tdp ¢ dau khac ma khéng gay cha y. Ngay ca
dam hang xém binh thwdng bang quan cta t6i dot nhién cling ché miii vao
khi ma gio doi ciia Mikhail Powers ctt lvgn 10 trén pho nha toi.

Va lai, Bronwyn van dang bi cam tuc.
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“U,” t6i néi, va ching t6i l1an mod qua cin bép xay d& vao phong khach
v6i 6 citra s6 16i khong 16. Anh trdng roi sdng trén san, va tdi van mé cdi chét
chét. “Cau dan tui n6 may gio thé?”

“Murdi hai redi,” cau néi, nhan mot mit trén cai dong ho Apple cua cau.

“Mdy gid roi?”

“Muoi hai hai lam.”

“T6t. Chung ta c6 nam phut.” T6i vu6t ma cau va ap cau vao tuong, kéo
moi cau vé phia minh. Cau twa vao t6i va quang tay quanh c6 t6i, moi hé m&
bat ra mot tiéng thé khé. Tay toi lan xudng giita eo va hong cau, tim thay
mot vét da tran dudi gau do cau. Bronwyn c6 co thé vGi nhitng duwong cong
kho tin bén dwéi mé quan ao kin mit cia cau, du t6i van chwa thay dugc bao
nhiéu.

“Nate,” vai phut sau cau thi thao, v&i cai giong hon hén khién t6i phat
dién ay. “Cau dinh ké cho minh nghe chuyén v&i me cau thé nao ma.”

A. Hinh nhv t6i dinh thé that. T6i gip me lan nita chiéu nay va né dién
ra... kha 6n. Me t6i xuat hién ditng gio va tinh tdo. Thoi khong hoi han nita
va dwa t6i tién trd hoa don. Nhung su6t thoi gian dy toi tham danh cugc vai
ban than xem vu nay sé kéo dai bao 1au. Hién tai t6i cugc 1a hai tuan.

Du vay, truae khi toi kip tra 10i thi cita ken ket md ra va chung toi khong
con mdt minh nita. Mot hinh béng nhé 1ach vao trong va khép cira lai. Anh
trang da sang dé toi thiy ro Addy, ké ca nhitng vét den bat ngo trén toc cau
ta. “O may qu4, to6i khong phai ngudi dau tién dén,” ciu ta thi tham, roi
chong tay 1én hong nhin Bronwyn va t6i. “Hai nguwdi dang mui man day a?
That ddy ha?”

“Cau nhudém téc sao?” Bronwyn dap trd, lach khoi t6i. “Mau gi day?” Cau
dwa tay ra xem xét toc mai cia Addy. “Tim a? Toi thich ddy. Sao thay doi
thé?”

“T6i khong biét phai cham séc toc ngan nhw thé nao,” Addy cau nhau, tha
mi bdo hiém xe dap xudng san. “C6 mau vao thi trong khéng té lam nita.”
Cau ta nghiéng dau nhin t6i va néi thém, “Nhan tién, néu cau khong dong y
thi t6i cling khong can y kién ctia cdu nhé.”
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Toi gio tay len. “Pau dinh néi gi, Addy.”

“Cau biét tén toi tir bao gio thé nhi,” cau ta dop lai.

T6i nhan nhd cwdi. “Cau hinh nhw néng ndy hon nhiéu ké tir h6i mat toc.
Va ban trai.”

Cau ta ddo mat. “Chung ta lam vu nay & dau day? Phong khach a?”

“U, nhung géc trong. Tranh xa ctra s6,” Bronwyn néi, can than budc qua
dong vat dung xay dung va ngo6i bat tréo chan tredc mot 16 swdi da. Téi nam
won ra canh cdu va chd Addy lam theo, nhing cdu ta van ditng canh ctra.

“Hinh nhu t6i nghe thay gi d6,” cau ta néi, ngé qua mat than. Cau ta md&
hé ctra va tranh ra dé Cooper vao. Addy dan cdu ta téi cho 10 swdi nhung
suyt nita nga sap mat khi vap phai mot sgi day dién. “Au! Chét tiét, on qua.
Xin 16i.” Cau ta ng6i xuéng canh Bronwyn, con Cooper ngoi canh cau ta.

“Chuyén sao r6i?” Bronwyn héi Cooper.

Cau ta vust mat. “O, cu biét d6. Song trong 4c modng. Ba toi khong chiu
néi chuyén vdai t6i, toi bi xau xé trén mang, va may doi béng lic trudc chiéu
mo toi giod khong chiu tra 161 dién thoai cta huan luyén vién Ruffalo. Ngoai
nhitng cai do ra thi toi 6n.”

“T6i rat tiéc,” Bronwyn noi, Addy kéo tay cau ta lai va ap vao gitta hai
tay minh.

Cau ta thé hat ra nhung khong rut tay vée. “Cé 1€, chuyén phai thé thoi. C
bat dau 1y do ching ta c6 mat ¢ day di duwgc khong?”

Bronwyn hing giong. “A, Chu yéu dé... trao déi thong tin? Eli ¢ néi vé
viéc tim cac hinh mau va moi lién hé, ciing hgp 1y lam. T6i nghi ching ta c6
thé lwgt lai nhitng gi da biét. Va khong biét.” Cau cau may va bat dau dém
bang ngdn tay. “Simon chuan bi dang nhitng thit gy séc vé ching ta. Ai dé
Itra chiing ta vao phong dé cung nhau véi cai dién thoai gid. Simon bi dau
doc khi ching ta & trong d6. Rat nhiéu nguwoi ngoai ching ta cé 1y do cam
ghét Simon. N6 tham gia vao du thit bién thai trén 4chan. Ai biét dugc n6 da
choc gian kiéu nguoi thé nao.”
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“Janae no6i Simon ghét bi cho ra ria va rat buon byc vi khong di xa hon
dugc voi Keely,” Addy noi, nhin Cooper. “Cau nhd chuyén dé khong?
Simon tan tinh Keely & vii hoi, va cau dy da nhwgng bo ¢ mot bira tiéc vai
tuan sau do roi hén né subt, dau chirng, nam phit. N6 twdng chuyén nay
thuc su sé tién dugc dén dau do.”

Cooper rut vai lai nhw thé vira nhé ra diéu gi khong muén nhé. “U. Rbi.
Co6 vé la mot hinh mau nao d6. Hay mai lién hé, hay gi d6. Vi t6i va Nate,
y toi la vay.”

To6i khong hiéu. “Sao?”

Cau ta nhin t6i. “Khi t6i chia tay Keely, cau dy ké c6 hon cau & mot buoi
tiéc dé xua Simon di. R6i vai tuan sau do thi t6i ra cau ay di choi.”

“Cau vii Keely a?” Addy nhin t6i cham cham. “Cau ay khong he ké gi!”

“Chi c6 mot hai lan thoi.” That tinh la t6i da quén sach.

“Va cau la ban tot v6i Keely. Hay tirng 1a,” Bronwyn bdo Addy. Cau
khong c6 vé dao dong truéec y nghi Keely va toi bén nhau, va tdi phai
nguwong mo cach cau khong hé mat tap trung.

“Nhung t6i khong cé dinh liu gi t6i cdu ta. Nén... toi khong biét nita.
Chuyén do no6i 1én diéu gi khong nhi?”

To6i thay la khong,” Cooper néi. “Khong ai ngoai Simon quan tam t&i
chuyén xay ra gitta n6 va Keely.”

“Keely c6 thé quan tam,” Bronwyn chi ra.

Cooper ¢0 nin cwoi. “Cau khong thé cho rang Keely cé dinh liu gi vGi vu
nay dugc!”

“Chung ta dang thwr tat cd kha nang,” Bronwyn noi, cli téi tredc chong
tay lén cam. “Cau ta la mot sgi chi xau chuoi.”

“U, nhung Keely khong c6 dong co gi ca. Khong phai ching ta nén ban
vé nhitng nguoi ghét Simon uw? Ngoai cau,” Cooper néi thém, va Bronwyn
citng nguoi. “Y toi 13, vi cai bai blog né viét vé em cau dy. Addy c6 ké toi
nghe. Cu do6 hén, qua hén. Hoi ltic mGi dang thi t6i chwa thay. Thay thi t6i da
1én tiéng roi.”
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“U thi, khong phai vi thé ma tdi giét n6,” Bronwyn citng nhic néi.

“T6i khong noi 1a...” Cooper lén tiéng, nhung Addy cat ngang.

“Tap trung vao chu dé chinh nao. Con Leah, hay Aiden Wu thi sao?
Khong thé néi la hai ngwdi ho khong muon tra thu dugc.”

Bronwyn nu6t khan va cup mat. “T6i cling thac mac vé Leah. Cau ta... a,
toi c6 moi lién hé véi cau ta ma chwa ké ra. Cau ta va toi tirng chung nhom
trong mot cudc thi giad lap Lién Hiép Qudc, va ching t6i vo tinh da bao sai
ngay han chét véi Simon khién cho n6 bi mat tw cach tham gia. N6 bat dau
tra tan Leah trén Nghe DBon ngay sau do.”

Thyc ra Bronwyn c6 ké chuyén nay vdi toi roi. N6 khién cau can rit suét
mot thoi gian. Nhung chuyén nay mdi vdi Cooper va Addy, cau ta lac lac
dau. “Vay Leah c6 ly do ghét Simon va gian cdu.” R6i cdu ta cau may.
“Nhung con dam chung toi thi sao? Sao 16i kéo chung t6i theo?”

T6i nhan vai. “Co thé chung ta chi la nhitng bi mat Simon dang 6m san.
Thiét hai di kem.”

Bronwyn thé dai. “To6i khong biét. Leah néng ndy, nhung khong phai la
dang 1én lut. T6i boi réi hon véi chuyén Janae.” Cau quay sang Addy. “Mot
trong nhitng diéu la lung nhat vé cai Tumblr kia la c6 bao nhiéu chi tiét ding
trén d6. Gan nhw phai la mot trong s6 ching ta thi méi biét nhitng chuyén do
- hay danh nhiéu thdoi gian véi chiing ta. Cau khong thay la khi Janae choi
v6i ching ta du ching ta bi t6 la da giét ban than nhat ctia cau ta sao?”

“A, noi cho dung, thi t6i c6 madi cau ta,” Addy néi. “Nhung gan day cau ta
kho hiéu dén la. Va cac cau c6 nhan thay cau ta va Simon gan nhu khong ke
ke bén nhau nhiéu nhv triéc khong, do ngay trwde khi Simon chét ay? Toi
ct thac mac khong biét cé gi xdy ra gitta ho khéng.” Cau ta ngd nguwdi ra sau
va bam moi. “T6i cho rang néu c6 ngwdi nao biét nhitng bi mat gi Simon sap
tiét 16 va cach st dung ching, thi dé sé la Janae. T6i chi... t6i khong biét
nita. Toi khong chac Janae c6é kha nang lam nhitng chuyén thé nay.”

“Co thé Simon ttr ch6i cau ta va cdu ta... giét n6?” Cooper c6 vé nghi ngd
tredc ca khi két thic cau. “Nhung t6i khong thay lam cach nao dugc. Cau ta
khong c6 & do.”
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Bronwyn nhin vai. “Chiing ta khong biét chac diéu d6. Khi t6i néi chuyén
v6i Eli, anh ta c n6i ai d6 da c6 thé dan canh vu tai nan dé danh lac huwéng
r6i 1én vao phong. Néu coi do 1a mot kha nang thi ai cling c6 thé lam thé.”

Toi da tréu Bronwyn lan dau tién cau noi ra diéu do, nhung... t6i khong
biét nita. T6i wdc co6 thé nhé rd hon ngay hom 4y, dé co thé néi chac diéu do
c6 that sy kha thi khong. Toan bo vu viéc da nhoe di hét ca.

“Mot trong hai xe 1a mot chiéc Camaro do,” Cooper nhé lai. “Tréng co.
T6i khong nhé da thdy n6 & bai xe lan nao trwdc d6. Hay sau d6. Nghi thi
cling khd la do6.”

“0, thdi nao,” Addy khit miii. “Suy dién qua roi. Nghe nhw thé mot luat
s v6i than chta cé toi dang tuyét vong tim 16i thoat vay. C6 thé ai d6 mdi
dén di don con hém do théi.”

“Co thé,” Cooper néi. “T6i khong biét nita. Anh ctia Luis lam trong mot
tiém stra xe & trung tam. D€ t6i thit hoi anh ta xem mot chiéc nhw vay c6 ghé
qua khong, hay nho anh ta héi tham may civa hang khac.” Cau ta gio tay lén
khi thdy Addy nhuéng may. “Ne, cdu khong phai déi twgng dang chi y mai
cua canh sat dau hen? Minh dang tuyét vong day.”

Chung t6i khong di dén dau ca trong cudc tro chuyén nay. Nhwng t6i may
lan bat ngo trong khi nghe bon ho no6i. Mot: t6i thich cd ddm bon ho hon la
toi nghi. Bronwyn di nhién la bat ngd 16n nhat, va néi thich cau thoi la
khong da. Nhung Addy da bién thanh mot con nho rat ngau, con Cooper thi
khong mot mau nhuw toi twong.

Va hai: t6i khong nghi bat cit ai trong bon ho la hung thu.

Bronwyn
Thi¥ Sau ngay 26 thang Muoi, 8:00 toi

Toi thit Sdu ca gia dinh t6i ngoi xudng xem Mikhail Powers diéu tra. Toi
cam thay té hai hon moi khi, vira chuan bi tinh than cho bai dang cia Simon
vé Maeve vira lo lang chuyén vé Nate va toi bi dwa trén chwong trinh. Toi
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khong nén hon cau ¢ treong. Mdc du phai néi that 1a lic ddy cau trong hot
khing khiép.

Gi thi gi. Ching toi déu lo lang. Maeve cudn ngudi canh toi khi nhac nén
chwong trinh ctia Mikhail vang 1én va anh ctia Bayview lan lwot hién ra trén
man hinh.

Mot cudc diéu tra dn mang bién thanh cudc sdn phu thuy. Khi chién thudt
ctua cdnh sdt bao gém ca viéc tiét 16 théng tin riéng tw dwdi danh nghia thu
thdp bdng chitng, cé phdi bon ho da di quad xa ?

Khoan. Gi ca?

May quay chiéu can canh Mikhail, va 6ng ta trong dién tiét. T6i ngoi
thang 1én khi 6ng ta nhin vao may quay va néi, “Tinh hinh & Bayview,
California, chuyén bién xau tuan nay khi mét hoc sinh dong tinh khéng cong
khai bi 16 thién hwéng tinh duc ctia minh sau mot loat nhitng cudc tham van
ctia canh sat, gdy ra mot con bao truyén thong ma moi nguwdi dan My quan
tam dén quyeén riéng tu can quan ngai.”

Khi d6 t6i m6i nhd ra Mikhail Powers 1a gay. Ong ta cong khai khi t6i con
hoc cap hai va vu dé kha 6n ao vi n6 xay ra sau khi vai tam anh 6ng ta hon
mot nguwdi dan 6ng khac lan truyén trén mang. Viéc cong khai d6 ong ta da
khong dwogc lwa chon. Va nhin cai cach 6ng ta twdng thuat lic nay, cé thé
thay ong ta van con cay vu do.

Vay la bat thinh linh canh sat Bayview da thanh ké xau. Ho khong co
bang chitng, ho xen vao cudc séng cua ching t6i, va ho xam pham quyén
hién dinh ctia Cooper. Ho chuyén sang thé phong tha khi mot ngudi phat
ngon cua canh sat noéi rang ho da rat can trong trong qua trinh tham van va
khong c6 1o ri tir phia co quan ho. Nhung Lién doan Ty do Dan sy My lic
nay da mudén can thiép. Va thém Eli Kleinfelter t* Trwéc Lic Chitng Minh
mot lan nita Ién tiéng vé viéc toan bo vu nay da dugc xi ly kém céi ra sao ké
tw Iac bat dau, véi bén ching t6i bi bién thanh vat thi mang trong khi khong
ai bu6n thac mac con nguwdi nao khac cé thé cling muén Simon Kelleher chét
khong.
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“Co6 phai tdt cd moi nguwoi da quén ong thay roi khong?” anh ta hoi,
nghiéng tdi trwdc sau cai ban day hoa. “Ong ta 1a nguoi duy nhat c6 mit
trong phong dwoc doi xi& nhw nhan chitng chit khong phai nghi pham, mac
du 6ng ta cé nhiéu co hoi hon ai khac. Biéu d6 khong thé bé qua dugce.”

Maeve nghiéng dau qua t6i va thi tham, “Chi nén lam viéc cho Trudc Luc
Chirng Minh, Bronwyn.”

Mikhail chuyén sang muc tiép theo: Simon Kelleher thdt sy la ai? Anh
chup ky yéu ctia Simon hién ra trén man hinh trong lic nguoi ta ké lai diém
sO cao cua no, gia dinh t té cia n6 va nhitng cau lac b6 ma n6 tham gia. Ro6i
Leah Jackson xuat hién trén man hinh, ditng trén bai cé truwdc cia truong
Bayview. T6i quay sang Maeve, tr6 mat, va con bé trong ciing soc y hét.

“Chi ta lam that,” no6 thi thao. “Chi ta lam that kia.”

Sau cudc phéng van cta Leah la nhitng mau tro chuyén véi cac hoc sinh
khac cling bi ton thwong do tin don cua Simon, bao gom Aiden Wu va mot
con nhd bi b6 me dudi ra khoi nha khi tin cdu ta c6 bau lan ra. Maeve cam
tay t6i khi Mikhail tha trdi bom cudi - anh chup man hinh mét cha dé thao
luan trén 4chan, véi binh luan khing khi€p ctia Simon vé vu xa stng &
treong hoc tai hat Orange dugc t6 vang:

Thé nay, t6i ting ho y dinh pha hoai trong hoc bang bao luc trén 1y thuyét, nhung thang nho
nay cho thay minh bi thiéu 6c twéng twgng tram trong. Y t6i 13, 1am nhw né ciing duwgc di. Cling
coi nhw thanh cong. Nhwng that 1a chan. Chang phai ching ta da thdy kiéu nay ca tram lan roi
sao? Hoc sinh xa sting trong treeong, roi tw ban minh, hdy dén xem ban tin t6i. Tang mitc do 1én
nao, Chua oi. Nghi ra gi doc ddo hon di chit.
Lyu dan chang han. Kiém samurai? Cho t6i dwgc bat ngo khi cac vi xit mot dam chudt bo nao.
T6i dau doi hoi gi hon.

T6i nhé lai lic Maeve nhan tin cai h6m Janae noéi cau vdi con bé gio an

trra. “Vay em that sy guri cai do cho chuong trinh a?” toi thi thao.

“That ma,” con bé thi thao dap. “Nhung em khong nghi ho sé dung dén.
Chang ai tra 10i em ca.”
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bén khi hét chwong trinh, canh sat Bayview da tré thanh phan dién that
su, theo sat phia sau la Simon. Addy, Nate va toi la nhitng nguwdi qua duong
vO toi bat hanh bi ket gitta lan dan, con Cooper la mét vi thanh. Tinh thé da
dao chiéu ngoan muc.

Toi khong chac cé thé coi n6 la phéng sy khong, nhung Mikhail Powers
diéu tra chac chan da gay anh hwéng sudt may ngay sau. Ai do6 da bat dau
mot chién dich trén Change.org doi hiy bo cudc diéu tra va da thu vé hon
hai muoi ngan chit ky. MLB va nhitng trwong dai hoc khu vy bi chi trich
viéc liéu ho c6 ky thi nhitng cau tht gay hay khéng. Giong diéu cta truyén
thong khi dwa tin cting doi, nhiéu cau hoi vé viéc canh sat xtr 1y vu an hon la
vé ching t6i. Va ngay thi Hai di hoc, moi nguwdi con néi chuyén lai véi téi
nita. Ngay ca Evan Neiman, thoi gian qua cv x@ nhw chung toi chua ting
gdp nhau, khép nép tién lai t6i sau hoi chuéng cudi gio va hdi téi c6 dén
bubi luyén tap cua Ddi tuyén Toan khong.

Co6 thé cudc doi toi sé khong bao gio hoan toan binh thwong dwoc nhw
tredc, nhung dén cudi tuan t6i bat dau hy vong n6 sé bt dinh dén nhitng
chuyén veé t6i pham hon.

Toi thit Sau t6i dang néi chuyén vdi Nate qua dién thoai nhw thuong 1€,
doc cho cau cai bai Tumblr m@i nhat. Ngay ca n6 cling c6 vé nht muén bé
cudc:

Bi budc tdi giét nguoi dang trd thanh mdt thit ganh ning kinh khiing. Y t6i 13, di nhién, chuyén
ti vi dwa tin cling hay ho ddy. Va n6 khién t6i thdy vui khi biét 16p héa mu minh dwng 1én van

hoat dong t6t - ngwoi ta van chua biét ai giét Simon.

Nate cat 10i t6i sau doan dau tién. “Xin 16i, nhuwng chiing ta c6 nhiéu thi
quan trong hon can ban. Tra 15i that 1ong nhé: Néu minh khong con la nghi
pham giét ngudi, cau con thdy minh hap dan khong?”

“Cau van con bi quan ché vi buén thuéc ma,” t6i chi ra. “Thé ciing hot

»

lam.
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“A, nhung vu d6 dén thang Mudi hai 1a hét roi,” Nate dap. “Sang nim
mai minh da c6 thé trd thanh cong dan guwong mau. B6 me cau c6 thé con
cho minh dwa cau di hen ho dang hoang nita. Néu cau muén di.”

Néu téi muon di. “Nate, minh da cho dip di hen ho vGi cau tir nam 16p
nam,” toi noi. Toi thich viéc cau ban khoan ching t6i sé ra sao sau khi ra
khoi cai bong bong quai di nay. C6 thé néu ca hai cuing nghi vé viéc dé, biét
dau chung toi sé tim ra gidi phap.

Cau ké vé chuyén tham me méi nhat, co that sy c6 vé dang co gang.
Chung t6i cung xem mot bo phim - cau chon, that khong may - va giong cau
ché bai 16i quay phim cau tha dwa t6i vao gidc ngu. Khi thitc giac sang thw
Bdy, t6i nhan thdy dién thoai chi con vai phit goi. T6i phai héi xin cau mot
cai ma&i thoi. S€ la cai thit tu, toi nght.

Khong chitng chang mdy nita ching t6i con c6 thé dung dién thoai that
cua minh.

T6i nam trén giwong lau hon thuong 1€, dén ltc téi can day dé Maeve va
toi cung nhau thyc hién lich trinh quen thudc la chay bo va len thu vién cua
hai dira. T6i vira mang xong doi giay thé thao va dang luc trong tu do tim cai
iPod Nano cta minh thi c6 tiéng go ctra de dat.

“Vao di,” toi ndi, 16i ra mot cai may nhé mau xanh dwdi dong bang budc
dau. “Em day ha Maeve? C6 phai tai em ma thit nay chi con mwoi phan tram
pin khong?” T6i quay lai va thdy em gai t6i trang béch va run ray dén mirc
toi suyt nita danh roi cai iPod. Bat c khi nao Maeve trong phat 6m, toi déu
sg la bénh cua né tré lai. “Em 6n khong?” t6i lo lang hoi.

“Em 6n.” Loi no6i ra day thang thot. “Nhung chi can xem cai nay. Xudng
lau nhé?”

“Chuyén gi thé?”

“Ctr... xuong di.” Giong Maeve mong manh dén noi tim t6i dap dir doi.
N6 bam chat tay vin cau thang su6t doan duong xudng. Toi dinh héi cé
chuyén gi khong 6n vdi bo hay me thi né dan t6i vao phong khach va im
lang chi cai ti vi.
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Trén ti vi t6i thdy Nate mang cong tay, bi dan ra khoi nha, va dong chir
Bat gitr nghi pham trong vu giét hai Simon Kelleher chay qua duwéi chan man
hinh.
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CHUONG HAI MUOI LAM

Bronwyn
Thit Bdy ngay 3 thang Mwoi mot, 10:17 sang

Lan nay t6i thdt sw lam roi céi iPod.

Cai may tudt khoi tay t6i roi ém ru xuong tham 16t san trong khi t6i nhin
mot trong hai vién canh sat kém Nate m& ctta sau xe va day cau, khong nhe
tay chut nao, vao ghé. Man hinh chuyén sang mot phong vién dang ding
ngoai troi, vén lon toc den bi gi6 thoi ngang mat ra. “Canh sat Bayview tw
choi binh luan, ngoai viéc néi rang c6 bang chitng mdi cung cap can c hgp
ly dé budc tdi Nate Macauley, ngudi duy nhat trong Bo ti* Bayview c6 tién
an, trong vu sat hai Simon Kelleher. Chung t6i sé tiép tuc cung cap dién bién
m&i nhat vé vu viéc. T6i la Liz Rosen, twong thuat cho kénh Tin tic 7.”

Maeve ditng canh t6i, tay cam diéu khién. T6i kéo tay 4o n6. “Em tua lai
tir dau duwgc khong?”

N6 lam theo, va toi quan sat mat cua Nate trong doan phim quay lai. vé
mat cau vd cam, gan nhw chan nan, nhw thé cau da bi thuyét phuc dy mot
budbi tiéc ma minh khong hé hitng tha.

T6i biét vé mat d6. La vé mat cau trung ra khi t6i nhac dén Trudc Luc
Chitng Minh & thvong x4. Cau dang thu minh lai va chuyén sang ché do
phong tha. Khong con dau vét nao ctia chang trai toi biét qua dién thoai, hay
nhitng chuyén di trén mo t6, hay & phong giai tri cia nha t6i. Hay ngudi toi
nhé hoi tiéu hoc, cai ca vat St. Pius léch va 4o so mi bé ngoai quan, dan
nguwoi me dang nic nd cua cau di doc hanh lang v6&i vé hung hang thach
thitc bat cit ai trong s6 chiing t6i ddam m& miéng cudi.

To6i van tin d6 mdi la con ngwoi that ctia Nate. Bat ké diéu gi canh sat
nghi hay tim ra cling khong thé thay doi diéu do.
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B6 me t6i khong cé nha. Toi 1y dién thoai va goi luat s, Robin, nhung
khong ai bat may. To6i dé lai mot 10i nhan dai, 16n x6n bi hop thu thoai ctia
cd cat ngang, va toi ciip mdy v6i cam giac bat lyc. Robin la hy vong duy
nhat dé t6i cé thong tin, nhung c6 sé khong coi chuyén nay la khan cap. Do
la van dé cua luat su twong lai cia Nate, khong phai c6.

Y nghi d6 khién t6i cang hoang. Mot luat sw cong bi qua tdi cong viéc
chwa tirng gap Nate lan nao thi sé lam dwogc gi? Mat to6i ddo khap phong va
bat gap anh nhin lo lang cia Maeve.

“Chi c6 nghi c6 thé nao anh ay...”

“Khong,” toi gat. “Thoi nao Maeve, em da thidy vu diéu tra nay bé boi thé
nao ma. Ho con nghi chi 1a hung thu mét thoi gian day. Ho sai r6i. Chi chac
chan 1a ho sai.”

“Nhung ma, em tw hoi ho tim thdy gi,” Maeve néi. “Ho at phai can trong
lam sau bao nhiéu cudc tan céng cua truyén thong tuan nay.”

Toi khong dap. Lan dau tién tdi khong biét phai lam gi. Oc tdi tréng réng
ngoai trir mot cam giac lo lang trao dang. Kénh 7 da thoi gid vo la minh biét
tin gi ma&i nita, va ho chiéu lai cac doan clip ngan vé cudc diéu tra cho dén
hién tai. C6 doan clip t Mikhail Powers diéu tra. Addy vGi mai téc ngan,
chia ngén tay thdi vao mat nguwdi quay phim. Mot phat ngon vién ctia canh
sat. Eli Kleinfelter.

Phdi roi.

To6i lay dién thoai va tim tén Eli. Anh ta cho t6i s6 di dong lan vira r6i t6i
néi chuyén va bdo t6i c6 thé goi bat ct ltic nao. Toi mong anh ta that sy co y
do.

Anbh ta trd 10i ngay sau hoi chuong dau. “Eli Kleinfelter.”

“Eli a? La Bronwyn Rojas. Tu...”

“Di nhién r6i. Chao Bronwyn. Anh thay vay la em da xem tin titc r6i. Em
c6 y kién gi khéng?”

“Ho sai r6i.” T6i nhin cham cham vao ti vi trong ltic Maeve tré mat nhin
t6i. NOi khiép sg lan khdp ngudi téi nhw mot thit day leo moc nhanh, siét 1ay
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tim phoi t6i dén mic t6i khong thé noi. “Eli, Nate can mot ludt su tot hon
bat cit luat sw cong nao ma ho sé phan cho cau dy. Cau ay can ai do that sy
quan tdm va biét minh dang lam gi. Em nghi, *m, a... néi chung em nghi
cau ay can anh. Anh c6 thé nhan vu cia Nate dugc khong?”

Eli khong tra 10i ngay, va khi dap giong anh ta c6 phan de dat. “Bronwyn,
em biét t0i quan tdm dén vu nay, va t6i thong cam cho tat cd bon em. Bon
em da bi doi x khong ra gi va to6i chac vu bat bé nay ciling chang khac.
Nhung t6i da c6 mot lwgng céng viéc khong 16 ro6i...”

“Xin anh,” t6i cat ngang, va 10i 1é c thé tudt khoi miéng. T6i ké vaGi Eli
vé bé me Nate va viéc cau gan nhu phai ty nudi than tiv 16p nam ra sao. T6i
ké anh ta moi chuyén kinh khing, dau long ma Nate tirng ké véi t0i, hay toi
chitng kién hodc doan ra. Nate sé ghét thé lam, nhung t6i chwa ting tin gi
hon 1a t6i tin cau can Eli dé khong vao tu.

“Puoc r6i, dugc roi,” cubi cung Eli néi. “Toi hiéu r6i. Toi hiéu hét roi.
Trong hai phu huynh ctia cau ay c6 ai du tinh tdo dé no6i chuyén khong? T6i
sé tim thoi gian dé tw van va cho ho vai y kién dé xoay x&. Toi chi lam duoc
dén thé théi.”

Chua du, nhung cling con hon khong. “Vang!” t6i ndi vGi giong tu tin gia
tao lanh lanh. Nate néi chuyén v&i me cau hai ngay trwdc va co6 dang co
gang, nhung tdi khong chac tin ti'c hdm nay c6 tac dong thé nao véi c6. “Em
sé noi chuyén voi me Nate. Ching ta gap nhau ¢ dau duoc a?”

“Mu0i gio ngay mai, van phong cua chung t6i.”

Maeve van nhin t6i khi t6i cip may. “Bronwyn, chi dang lam gi day?”

Toi chop ldy chia khoa chiéc Volvo trén ban bép. “Chi can gap co
Macauley.”

Maeve bam moi. “Bronwyn, chi khong thé...”

Qudn ly chuyén nay nhv thé né la héi hoc sinh? N6 néi dung. T6i can trg
giup. “Em di cung dugc khéng? Xin em day?”

N6 can nhac chirng ba muoi gidy, déi mat mau hé phach van dan vao toi.
“Duogc.”
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Dién thoai t6i gan nhw trwgt khéi hai ban tay nhép moé hoi trén duong
ching t6i ra xe. T6i han c6 mot chuc cude goi nhd va tin nhan trong lic néi
chuyén véi Eli. B6 me, ban bé cung mot dong s6 la t6i khéng nhan ra chac
la cua phoéng vién. T6i c6 bon tin nhan cua Addy, tat ca déu xoay quanh noi
dung Cdu xem chua? va CLGT?

“Minh c6 ké bd me chuyén nay khong?” Maeve hoi khi t6i lui xe ra
duwong.

“ ‘Chuyén nay’ la gi? Vu bat Nate ha?”

“Em kha chac ho biét chuyén do6 r6i. Chuyén... sap xép luat s ma chi
dang lam nay.”

“Em phan do6i?”

“Khong phéi phdn doi. Nhung chi dang phat cuong hét ca 1én con trude ca
khi biét dugc canh sat da tim dugc gi. Cé thé ho ding thi sao. Em biét chi
rat thich anh ay, nhung... chang 1é khéng c6 kha nang anh dy lam chuyén
nay?”

“Khong,” t6i dap gon. “Va cé. Chi sé n6i v6i bd me. Chi khong lam gi sai
cd. Chi dang tim cach giip mot ngwoi ban.” Giong t6i nhiu lai & may chir
cudi, va chung t6i di im ldng cho dén khi dén nha nghi Six.”

T6i nhe ngwoi khi vién 1é tan bdo c6 Macauley van con luwu & day, nhung
khong tra 101 dién thoai trong phong. M6t tin hiéu tot - hy vong c6 dang &
cung Nate. T6i dé lai 10i nhan cung so dién thoai ctia minh va c6 khong viét
hoa va gach chan qua mic. Maeve ddm nhiém vai tro tai xé trén duong vée
trong ltc toi goi Addy.

“Cai quai gi vay?” cau ta noéi khi bat mdy, va cai kep van dang ép chat tim
toi 1ong ra trwdc vé khong tin noi trong giong cau ta. “Trwdc tién ho nghi la
tat ca chuing ta lam. Ro6i sau do6 ca bon choi tro gianh ghé cho tdi cudi cung
roi trung vao Nate ha?”

“C6 gi mdi khong?” toi hoi. “Nira tiéng qua t6i khong cap nhat gi.”

Nhung chang cé gi méGi cd. Canh sat rat kin tiéng vé cai th gi dé ho tim
dwgce. Ludt suw cia Addy khong biét chuyén gi dang xdy ra. “Cau muon toi
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nay gap khong?” cau ta hoi. “Chac cdu phat dién l1én nhi. Me t6i v§i ban trai
ba c6 ké hoach di choi r6i, nén Ashton va t6i sé lam pizza. Dan Maeve theo
nhé; ching ta sé c6 mot budi téi chi em.”

“Co thé. Néu tinh hinh khong vuot khéi tam kiém soat,” t6i ndi, giong
cam kich.

Maeve ngodt xe vao pho nha chiing t6i, va tim t6i chung xu6ng khi thay
hang xe tin ttc trang dau thanh hang truedc cong. C6 vé nhw Univision va
Telemundo ciing da tham gia, va viéc nay chac chan sé lam bd t6i noi dién.
B6 chwa bao gid duge ho dwa tin tot vé cong ty ctia minh, nhung vu nay thi
ho lai xuat hién.

Chting t6i do trén 16i vao nha & sau xe bé me t6i, va toi vira mé@ ctra xe thi
da bi nam sau cai micr6 chia vao mat. T6i lao qua chiing va t6i cho Maeve &
tredc xe, r6i nam tay con bé hai ching t6i chen nhau qua ddm may quay
cung den nhap nhdy. Hau hét phéng vién ho nhitng cau nhv “Bronwyn, co
c6 nghi Nate giét Simon khong?” nhung c6 mdot ngwoi hoi 16n, “Bronwyn,
c6 phai co vGi Nate c6 quan hé tinh cam khong?”

Toi thdt s mong ngudi ta khong héi bé me t6i cau do.

Maeve va toi sap ctra lai sau lvng va khom nguoi di ngang cira s6 dé vao
nha bép. Me dang ng6i ¢ quay bép cam coc ca phé trong hai tay, mat danh
lai vi lo lang. Giong b6 thi oang oang vong ra tir phong lam viéc dong ctra
trong mot cudc ndi chuyén cang thang.

“Bronwyn, me con minh can néi chuyén,” me noéi, va Maeve chuén lén
lau.

T6i ngoi doi dién me & ban bép va nhéi 1én khi thiy doi mat mét méi cua
me. Loi cua minh. “Hién nhién la con da xem tin titc,” me néi. “B6 con dang
néi chuyén vgi Robin vé y nghia, néu cé, ctia chuyén nay doi vGi con. Trong
lic do, bo me da nhan dwgc rat nhiéu cau hoi khi di qua cai s& thd ngoai kia.
Mot sb cau lién quan dén con va Nate.” Toi c6 thé thdy me dang rat co6 gang
git* giong binh than. “B6 me c6 thé da khién con thay khé khan khi néi ve...
cac moi quan hé nao d6 ma con cé v6i may dita kia. B&i tir goc do ctia bo
me thi cach t6t nhat dé gitt con an toan la tdch may difa ra. Nén c6 1é con
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nghi minh khong thé tdm sy v&i b6 me, nhung bay gio khi Nate da bi bat,
me can con thang than v6i me. Co diéu gi me can biét khong?”

Ban dau toi chi c6 thé nghi Pdu la lugng thong tin téi thiéu con co thé
cung cdp ma van khién me hiéu la con can gitp Nate? nhung roi me vdéi tay
ra siét tay toi, va t6i cam thay t0i 16i vi t6i chwa tirng gidu me diéu gi cho
dén khi t6i gian 1an m6n Héa. Va gio nhin xem chuyén dé da dan dén dau.

Vay la t6i ké v6i me gan nhw moi chuyén. Ngoai trir viéc dwa Nate vao
nha hay gap cau & Bayview Estates, vi t0i kha chac nhw thé sé khién cudc
noi chuyéen chéch sang mot huwdng tai hai. Nhung toi giai thich nhitng cudc
goi khuya, nhitng 1an di mo t6 thoat khoi trudng va, phai, ca nhitng lan hon
nhau ntra.

Me c6 gang hét strc dé khong phat hoang. T6i phai cong nhan.

“Vay con... nghiém tic véi cau ta?” Me gan nhw nghen lai khi néi ra diéu
do.

Me khong muon cau tra 16i thie sw. Chién thuat tra-16i-mot-cau-haéi-khac-
thay-vi-cdi-cau-hdi-ma-t6i-mudn-né-tranh cia Robin sé v6 cung hiéu qua
vao lic nay. “Me a, con hiéu tinh hinh Itic nay rat ky cuc va con khong that
sy hiéu ro Nate. Nhung con khong tin cdu ay hai Simon. Va lai cau dy khong
c6 ai gitp do. Cau ay can mot luat su tét, va con dang cd gitp ciu ay.” Pién
thoai t6i rung 1én ma t6i khéng nhan ra so, va t6i nhan mat khi biét minh
phai tra 10i phong khi 1a c6 Macauley goi. “A 16, Bronwyn nghe.”

“Bronwyn, that may la c6 nghe may! Toi la Lisa Jacoby bén to Los
Angeles...”

T6i cip may va lai nhin me. “Con xin 16i vi da khong thanh that v4i me
sau tat cd nhitng gi me da lam cho con. Nhung xin me dé con lién hé vé&i c6
Macauley va Eli. Bugc chi a?”

Me t6i xoa thai duong. “Bronwyn, me nghi con van chwa hiéu minh
ngong cuong nhuwong nao dau. Con bd ngoai tai 10i khuyén ctia Robin va
may cho con la khong c6 hdu qua gi xdy ra. Van c6 thé cé ddy. Nhung...
duwgc, me sé khong ngan con néi chuyén véi me Nate. Vu nay rac roi téi
mirc tat cd moi ngwoi lién quan déu xing dang dugc tw van dang hoang.”
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Toi vong tay quanh me va, Chua i, chi 6m me mot phut thoi cdm giac
cling that tuyeét.

Me thé dai khi to6i buong me ra. “Dé me néi chuyén véi b6. Me khong
nghi ltic nay hai b6 con ndi chuyén sé c6 két qua tot dep gi dau.”

T6i khong thé nao dong y hon. T6i dang 1én lau thi dién thoai lai reo, va
tim toi nhay dwng khi thdy ma vung 503. Toi khong thé giau vé khap khdi
trong giong néi khi bat may. “A 16, Bronwyn day.”

“A 16, Bronwyn.” Giong néi tram va cang thang, nhung r6 rang. “Co la
Ellen Macauley. Me Nate. Chau cé dé lai 16i nhan.”

Oi, ta on Chiia ta on Chiia, c6 khong phé thuéc réi bé chay vé Oregon.
“Vang. bung vay a.”

Cooper
Thit Bay ngay 3 thang Muwoi mot, 3:15 chiéu

Kho6 ma danh gia cac tran dau giao hitu cua t6i nita, nhwng nhin chung lan
nay dién ra kha t6t. Ci bong nhanh cta t6i dwgc mot tram nam muoi mot ki
16 mét gio, toi loai hét batter hai lan, va chi cé vai tay choc gheo toi trén
khan dai. Du vay, tui né d6i non két vGi trong thém cai vay xoe ba 1€, nén co
hoi néi hon so véi dam ki thi gay binh thuwdng trwde khi bi bao vé v dudi
ra.

Vai nguoi chiéu mé dai hoc xuat hién, va cai tay & Cal State tham chi con
chiu néi chuyén véi t6i sau d6. Huan luyén vién Ruffalo bat dau duwgc cac
doi lien lac lai, nhung toi cam twdng day la tro PR hon la quan tam that su.
Chi c6 Cal State la con néi vé chuyén hoc bong, du to6i dang giao bong tot
hon bao gid hét. Coi bd cudc doi cia mot nghi pham giét nguwdi bi 16 ra la
gay la vay day. Ba khong con cho t6i ngoai cira phong thay do nita. Ma ra
thang xe khi t6i tap xong r6i khai dong xe trudc dé chung t6i cé thé nhanh
choéng ra vé.

Phong vién lai la mot chuyén khac. Bon ho them khat dugc néi chuyén
v6i toi. T6i tran tinh ban than khi mot cai dén may quay sang 1én liic toi ra
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khoi phong thay d6, va chd nguwdi phu nit cdm micro tua mot vong nam sau
cau hoéi quen thudc. Nhung c6 ta lam t6i bat ngo.

“Cooper, cau nghi sao vé vu bat giit Nate Macauley?”

“Ha?” toi dirng phat lgi, qud séc nén quén mat phdi vugt qua co ta, va
Luis xém nira dung tring toi.

“Cau chwa biét a?” Nit phong vién toe toét nhw thé vira tring so. “Nate
Macauley vtra bi bat vi sat hai Simon Kelleher, va canh sat Bayview bao cau
khong con la d6i twgng trong tam ngam nita. Cau cé thé cho téi hay cam
giac thé nao khong?”

“Um...” Khéng. Khong thé. Hodc sé khong néi. Nhw nhau ca thdi. “Xin
16i.”

“Cai quai gi vay?” Luis thi thao khi ching t6i di qua cai may quay. N6 lay
dién thoai ra vuot lia lia trong ldc t6i kiém xe ctia ba. “Vai, ba khong c6 néi
d6i dau. Ong oi.” N6 nhin t6i chdm chim, mét tr6 ra. “Ong thoat nan roi.”

Ky thiét, nhung phai t6i khi n6 noéi ra tdéi mdéi nghi tdi diéu do.

Chung t6i cho Luis di nho xe vé, cling hay vi nhu thé rit ngan thoi gian
ba con t6i ng6i mot minh vGi nhau. Luis va toi thdy ba 16 ra ghé sau, va t6i
leo 1én ghé 14i phu con Luis ngo6i dang sau. Ba do radio, rang kiém mot kénh
tin ti¢c. “Bon ho bat thang Macauley kia r6i,” ba néi véi vé hai long tan
nhan. “Ba cho may biét, xong vu nay dam dé sé hitng mot r6 don kién cho
coi. Bat dau vdéi tao.”

Ba li€c mat qua bén trai cho t6i ngoi. Mot dac diém mdi caa ba: ba nhin
chéch bén canh t6i. Ba chwa nhin thang vao mat t6i lan nao ké tr ldc t6i ké
vé Kiris.

“A, thi phai 1a Nate théi,” Luis binh than néi. Ném Nate xu6ng gam xe
buyt, nhw thé nguyén tuan réi né khong hé ngoéi an troa chung véi cau ta
vay.

Toi khong biét phai nghi sao. Néu t6i phai chi dich danh ai t* lic vu nay
md&i bat dau, thi do sé 1a Nate. Ngay cd khi cau ta c6 vé tuyét vong that sy
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lic kiém cay but Epi cho Simon. Cau ta la nguoi toi biét it nhat, va von da la
t0i pham r6i, nén... cling khong phai khong thé.

Nhung khi nguyén cai nha an Bayview chuan bi xé xac t6i nhv mot bay
linh dwong, thi Nate la nguwdi duy nhat 1én tiéng. T6i chuwa tirng cdm on cau
ta, nhung t6i da nghi truong hoc sé t6i té dén mitc nao néu cau ta 1o t6i di va
dé mac cho moi viéc dién ra.

Dién thoai t6i day tin nhan, nhung t6i chi quan tam loat tin t* Kris. Ngoai
lan ghé qua ngan ngui dé canh bao Kris chuyén canh sat va xin 16i vé con
bdo truyén thong sap tdi, toi gan nhw khong gap cau may tuan qua. Ngay ca
khi nguaoi ta biét hét vé ching t6i, thi ching t6i van khong c6 1ay mot co hoi
dé song binh thuong.

T6i van khong rd binh thudng la nhw thé nao. Uéc gi toi biét dugc.

Vd mai coi tv

Vay la tot phdi ko??

Dc thi goi e

T6i nhan tin cho cau trong khi lodng thoang nghe ba véi Luis ndi. Sau khi
tha Luis xudng, sy im lang lai trum lén hai ba con t6i, dic nhuw swong mu.
To6i la nguwoi dau tién 1én tiéng. “Vay con thé hién thé nao ba?”

“Pugc. Thay duge day.” Tra 10i ngan gon hét mic c6 thé, nhu thuong 1€
dao gan day.

Toi thtt lai. “Con c6 n6i chuyén v@i bén chieu mo ¢ Cal State.”

Ba khit miii. “Cal State. Con cha v6 top muwoi.”

“Da,” toi dong tinh.

Chung t6i bat gap xe tin titc khi dang trén con dwong nha ching toi. “Me
nd,” ba lém bém. “Lai nita r6i. Tao mong la dang.”

“Cai gi dang ba?”

Ba vong xe qua mot chiéc xe tin titc, gai s6 dirng va giat chia khéi 6.
“Lwa chon cua may.”

Lira gian birng 1én trong toi - tir diéu ba ndi va cai cach ba phun ra diéu dé
ma khong thém nhin t6i. “Pay khong phai lya chon,” téi néi, nhung tiéng o6n
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bén ngoai da at 10i toi khi ba mé& ctra xe.

Nhém phéng vién thuwa hon thuwong 1€, nén t6i doan phan 16n dang & nha
Bronwyn. T6i theo ba v0 nha, vira vo thi ba lap titc di thang t&i phong khach
bat ti vi. T6i gio 1€ ra phai tap nhe gian co sau khi thi ddu, nhung ciing lau
r6i ba chang thém nhéc t6i vé lich tdp ctia minh nita.

Noi ¢ trong bép, lam banh mi nwéng bo phu duong nau. “Tran dau thé
nao ha bay?”

“Hét sdy noi,” t6i mét moi nodi, sup nguwoi xuong ghé. To6i cam 1én mot
dong xu nam chong cho va biing cho n6 xoay tit thanh mot vét mo mau bac
ngang madt ban bép. “Con ném t6t, nhwng chd ai quan tam.”

“Nao nao.” NOi ngo6i doi dién t6i vGi dia banh mi va chia cho t6i mot
miéng, nhung t6i day tra lai ndi. “Ci tir tir. Bay c6 nhd ndi noi gi trong bénh
vién khong?” T6i lac dau. “Sau con mua troi lai sang. Day, tinh hinh c6 té
hon, nhung gio thi chang con dwong nao nita ngoai di 1én.” NGi can mot
miéng va téi ct xoay dong xu cho t6i khi ngi nuét. “Bita nao bay nén dan
thang kia t6i an mot bita, Cooper. Da t6i lic chiing ta gap no roi.”

T6i ¢6 hinh dung canh ba va Kris thdo ludn véi nhau vé moén ga bé 10. “Ba
khong thich dau.”

“A thi, n6 s& phai quen thdi, ding khong?”

T6i chwa kip trd 10i thi dién thoai rung bao tin nhan tir mét so t6i khong
lvu. Bronwyn ddy. Addy cho t6i s6 cdu. Téi goi dugc khéng?

OK.

bién thoai toi reo trong vong vai gidy. “A 16, Cooper. Cau nghe tin vé
Nate roi chit?”

“U.” Toi khong biét phai néi gi nita, nhung Bronwyn cfing khong dé tdi
noi.

“T6i dang tim cach hen gdap me Nate vGi Eli Kleinfelter bén Trudc Luc
Chiéng Minh. Téi hy vong anh ta sé nhan vu cia Nate. T6i khong biét cau da
héi anh cta Luis vé chiéc Camaro dé trong vu tai nan & bai do xe chwa?”
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“Tuan trwdc Luis c6 goi hoi roi. Anh né sé ngd qua nhung van chua tra
10i.”

“Cau hoi lai gium t6i dugc khong?” Bronwyn hoi.

T6i do dy. Du van chwa hiéu hét toan bg tinh hinh, nhwng trong long toi
van hoi cam thdy nhe nhdm. B&i mGi hom qua t6i con la nghi pham s6 mét
cta canh sat. Hom nay thi khong. No6i t6i khong thay mirng la xao.

Nhung day la Nate. Cau ta khong phai ban t6i, khong han. Hodc hoan
toan khong phai luon. Nhuwng cau ta cting khong phai nguwoi dung.

“U, OK,” toi tra 1oi Bronwyn.
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CHUONG HAI MUOI SAU

Bronwyn
Chu nhat ngay 4 thang Muoi mot, 10:00 sang

Chung t6i trong dung la mot doi ¢ van phong Truéc Lic Chiing Minh
sang Chu nhat: t6i, c6 Macauley va me t6i. Me dong y dé toi di, nhung phai
coO nguwoi di cung.

Céan phong nhé, do dac rai rac, nhung ngwoi dong, moi ban c6 it nhat hai
ngwoi. Moi ngudi hoac dang néi chuyén gap gap trén dién thoai hodc dang
g0 may tinh 16c coc. Baoi khi la ca hai viéc cung lic. “Cha nhat ma ban ron
nhi,” t6i nhan xét lic Eli dan chiing t6i vao mot can phong bé teo v6i mot
chiéc ban nhé ciing may cai ghé choan gan hét cho.

Téc Eli dwong nhw moc dai ra thém gan nam phan tr khi xuat hién trén
Mikhail Powers diéu tra, ca mai téc chia thang lén troi. Anh ta dwa tay vudt
qua déng toc xoan bu xu kiéu bac hoc dién ay va cang khién chiing dung cao
hon. “Pa Chu nhat réi a?”

Khong c6 da ghé, nén t6i ngoi trén san. “Xin 16i nhé,” Eli néi. “Ching ta
c6 thé néi nhanh. Pau tién, ba Macauley, t6i rat tiéc vé vu bat giit con trai
ba. To6i dwoc biét cdu nha da dwgc gii tra veé trai tam giam cho thanh thiéu
nién chi khéng phai khu ngwoi tredng thanh, dé la tin t6t. Nhw da noi vai
Bronwyn, vd&i khoi lwgng cong viéc hién tai toi khong thé lam dugc gi nhiéu.
Nhuwng néu moi ngwoi san long cung cap bat cit thong tin gi dang cd, toi sé
c6 dwa ra 161 khuyén va cé thé gidi thiéu.”

C0 Macauley c6 vé kiét sitc, nhung hinh nhw da c6 gang an mac ti t€ mot
chit v6i quan xanh linh thiy va 4o len cardigan xam. Me t6i van theo phong
cach quen thudc: quan legging, bot cao, 4o khoac chui dau cashmere va khan
choang ¢6 hoa van chim. Hai ngudi me khong thé khac nhau hon, va co
Macauley ctt van vé mép 4o len da son ctia minh nhuw thé biét rd diéu do.
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“A. T6i dwgc biét nhu thé ndy,” ¢6 néi. “Treong nhan dugc cudc goi bdo
Nate cé ma tuy trong ta do...”

“Tw ai?” Eli hoi, hi hody ghi 1én cu6n s6 gidy vang.

“Ho khong noéi. To6i nghi la ndc danh. Nhuwng ho van tién hanh pha khoéa ta
do6 ctia n6 dé kiém tra sau khi tan hoc hom tht Sdu. Khong cé ma tuy.
Nhwng ho thdy mdt cai tii vdi chai nwdc ctia Simon va but Epi ctia thang bé.
Va cd nhitng cay but Epi trong phong y té da bién mat vao hém né chét
nita.” T6i vuot tay trén 16p tham san sui, nhd téi nhitng lan Addy bi tra hoi
vé may cay but dy. Ca Cooper nita. Chiing t6i da lo lang vé may thit d6 hang
tuan lién. Nate khong thé nao, ngay ca khi cau that sy c6 toi di nita, lai ngu
ngoc dén mic dé ching trong tu do.

“A.” Eli budt miéng nhu thé dai, nhung dau van ciii gdm xuéng cudn sé.

“Nén canh sat vao cudc, va ho c6 trat kham nha sang th Bay,” co
Macauley ké tiép. “Va ho phat hién mot cai may tinh trong ta do ctia Nate
v6i céi... nhat ky, hinh nhw ho goi vay. Tat ca nhitng bai dang trén Tumblr
xudt hién thoi gian vira qua sau khi Simon chét.”

T6i ngwdc mat va thdy me dang nhin minh, mét vé thuwong cam buc boi
thoang qua trén mat me. T6i nhin dap lai va lac dau. To6i khong tin méot chi
tiét nao ca.

“A,” Eli lai néi. Lan nay anh ta ngdng 1én, nhung mit van binh tinh va
than nhién. “C6 van tay khong?”

“Khong,” c6 Macauley dap, va toi khé tho ra.

“Nate noéi gi vé chuyén nay?” Eli hoi.

“N6i rang né khong biét lam sao nhitng thi¢ kia lai xudt hién trong ta do
hay trong nha,” c6 Macauley dap.

“OK,” Eli noi. “Va trudc doé ti do cua Nate khong hé bi luc soat?”

“T6i khong biét,” c6 Macauley thira nhan, va Eli nhin toi.

“Co luc soat,” t6i nhd lai. “Nate bao cau ay bi luc soat ngay dau tién bon
ho tham van chiing em. Ca ti d6 va & nha. Canh sat mang cho6 nghiép vu dén
nita, dé tim ma tdy. Nhung khong thay gi,” t6i nhanh chong néi thém, danh
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mat nhanh sang me roi lai quay vé Eli. “Nhwng khong ai thay do cta Simon
hay may tinh khi do.”

“Nha ba binh thuwong c6 khoéa ctra khong?” Eli hoi co6 Macauley.

“Khong bao gio khoéa,” co6 dap. “To6i nghi céi ctta con khong c6 6 khéa
ay.”

“Hirm,” Eli 1am bam, lai hi hody 1én cuon so6.

“Con mot diéu nita,” c6 Macauley néi, giong run run. “Van phong cong to
quan mudn chuyén Nate dén nha tu binh thuwong. Ho néi n6 qua nguy hiém
khong thé & trong truong gido dudong.”

Nghe tin d6 nguc t6i nhw nitt ra, con Eli bat ddy. Pay la lan dau tién anh
ta bo vé mat luat sw cong tam va thé hién ra chit cdm xuc, va vé kinh hoang
trén mit anh ta lam t6i so. “Oi khong. Khong, khong, khong. Thé thi chét
me r6i. Thit 16i vi t6i chtri thé nhé. Ludt sw cau ay lam gi dé ngan lai?”

“Chung t6i chuwa gdp ngwoi do.” Co Macauley giong nghen ngao. “Co
nguoi da dugce chi dinh, nhung chwa ai lién lac.”

Eli buéng cdy bit va gan lén mot tiéng. “Gilt do6 Simon thi khong hay.
Khéng hay chit nao. Nhiéu ngwdi con bi két an vi it bang chitng hon thé co.
Nhung cai cach bon ho c6 duwge bang chitng thi... téi thady khong on. Trinh
bao ndc danh, nhitng thi¢ treéc kia khong hé c6 gio lai xuat hién rat ding lic
ding ché. O nhitng noi khong khé dé xam nhap. Ma s6 khoéa ti rat dé tra. Va
néu bén cong td6 dang tinh dén chuyén gi Nate vao nha tu lién bang & tuodi
muoi bdy thi... bat c luat s nao cé chut liém si sé chan viéc do lai ngay lap
tirc.” Anh ta dwa tay vudt mat va mang toi. “Chét tiét, Bronwyn. Day la 16i
cua em.”

Nhitng gi Eli néi ndy gid khién bung da t6i nhon nhao, trir diéu nay. Gio
toi hoan toan boi roi. “Em lam gi ch¥?” t6i phan déi.

“Em dem vu nay dén cho anh va gi¢ anh phai nhan n6. Anh khéng c6 thoi
gian. Nhung théi sao cling dugce. Ma day la toi cho rang ba dong y doi luat
su, dung khong ba Macauley?”
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Oi, ta on Chila. Cam giac nhe nhdm dang khip nguoi khién t6i nhiin ra va
gan nhu choang vang. Co Macauley gat dau quyét doan, va Eli thé dai.

“Em c6 thé giip,” t6i hang hai néi. “Bon em dang xem xét...” T6i dinh
néi véi Eli vé chiéc Camaro, nhung anh ta gio tay ra vGi vé cam doan.

“Ngung ngay, Bronwyn. Néu anh dai dién cho Nate thi anh khong thé n6i
chuyén véi bat cit ai da c6 ngudoi dai dién trong vu nay. Lam vay c6 thé
khién anh bi cam hanh nghé va khién em c6 nguy co lién can. Thyc ra, anh
can em va me em roi di dé c6 thé trao doi mot so chi tiét véi ba Macauley.”

“Nhung...” Toi bat Iyc nhin me, dang gat dau va ditng day, khoac tai xach
1én vai véi vé kién quyét.

“Anh ay no6i ding ddy Bronwyn. Con can dé anh Kleinfelter va co
Macauley gidi quyét viéc cua ho.” Vé mat me diu di khi thdy anh mat co
Macauley. “Chtic chi gdp may man vdi tat ca chuyén nay.”

“Céam on chi,” c6 Macauley dap. “Va cam on chdu, Bronwyn.”

T6i nén thay tot dep. Nhiém vu da hoan thanh. Nhung khong. Eli khong
biét phan nita nhitng gi chiing t6i lam, va gio lam sao t6i néi v6i anh ta day?

Addy
Thit Hai ngay 5 thang Muoi mot, 6:30 toi

Pén thtt Hai moi chuyén da tré nén binh thuong dén la. A thi, binh
thwong kiéu mdi. Tan thuwong? Du sao thi, y t6i la, khi ngéi xudéng an toi
cung me va Ashton, ngoai ph6é khéng con xe tin tirc va luat sw cua t6i cling
chang goi ldy mét cudc.

Me dat hai phan an da dwoc ham lai cia quan Trader Joe xu6ng troeéc mat
Ashton va t6i, roi ngoi xuong giita hai chi em cung mot cai ly thay tinh duc
c6 chira thitc uéng mau vang nau. “Me khong an,” me théng bao, du khong
ai héi. “Me dang thanh loc co thé.”

Ashton chun mii. “Eo 60i. Khong phai la nwdc chanh véi xi ro 1a phong va
bt 6t day chit? Kinh qua.”
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“Doi két qua hang néi nhé,” me ndi, hdp moét ngum dai. Me cham khan
gidy lén d6i mo6i bom cang, va t6i nhin mai téc vang cting do, méng tay son
do cua me cung chiéc vay bé sat me thudng mac vao thi Hai. Cé phai hai
muoi 1dm ndm nita toi cling thé? Y nghi d6 khién toi cang thém phét ngdy
v&i mé doé an.

Ashton bat tin titc 1én va ching t6i xem cap nhat m@i nhat vé vu bat giir
Nate, bao gom mot cudc phéng van véi Eli Kleinfelter. “Pep trai ddy,” me
nhan xét khi anh chan dung nghi pham ctia Nate hién len trén man hinh.
“Tiéc la lai di giét nguoi.”

Toi day cai khay dang an dé ra. Bé cap chuyén canh sat cé thé sai lam
cling chang ich gi. Me chi mirng vi sap khong phai ton tién thué luat su nita.

Chudng ctra reo, va Ashton gap khan gidy lai canh dia ctia minh. “Dé con
ra mé& ctra.” Chi goi tén t6i vai gidy sau, va me t6i nhin tdi ngac nhién. May
tuan qua khong ai dén nha tim toi trir phi muon phéng van, va chi toi Iic nao
cling dudi ho di. Me theo t6i vao phong khach va Ashton m& ctta cho TJ
vao.

“Chao.” Toi chdp mat ngac nhién. “Cau lam gi & day?”

“Minh cam nham sach st cua ciu sau tiét Khoa hoc trai dat. Cua cau phai
khong?” TJ chia cudn sach xam day cOp cho t6i. Tt dao xép da lan dau ay
thi ching toi da tr@ thanh ban cung thyc hanh trong phong thi nghiém, va do
thwong la diém sang trong ngay cua toi.

“0. Phai r6i, cim on nhé. Nhung dé mai dwa ciing duwgc ma.”

“Bon minh c6 bai kiém tra ma.”

“A.” N6i cho cau ta biét tdi coi nhw dd bé hoc ky ndy cfing ching dé 1am
gl.

Me ng6 lom lom TJ nhw thé ciu ta la mén trang miéng, va cau ta dap lai
anh mat cia me bang mot nu cwdi lich sy. “Chao c6, chau la TJ Forrester.
Hoc chung treong v6i Addy.” Me cudi duyén va bat tay cau ta, sam soi lim
dong tién cung cai ao bong bau duc. Cau ta gan nhw la mot ban sao da ngam
mili gdy cta Jake. Me khong nhan ra cai tén TJ, nhung Ashton thi khé thd
hat ra mot hoi sau lung t6i.
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T6i phai dwa TJ ra khéi day trudc khi me hiéu dwoc sy tinh. “A, cam on
cau lan nita. T6i phai hoc day. Gdp cdu ngay mai.”

“Cau muodn hoc chung mot Iic khong?” TJ haéi.

Toi do dy. Tai thich TJ, that sy. Nhung ¢ cung nhau ngoai truong hoc la
mot budc ma t6i chwra san sang di. “Khong dwoc, vi... nhiéu chuyén. T6i gan
nhw day cau ta ra khoi ctra, va khi trd lai vao nha, me t6 vé tiéc nudi lan buc
doc.

“Con bi sao thé?” me rit 1én. “Tho 16 nhw vay v&i mot cau bé dep trai thé
kia! Con lam nhw bay gio con nhiéu lya chon 1am ay.” Mat me ngé 1én mai
toc highlight tim cta t6i. “Coi cdi cdch ma con bu6ng tha ban than nhu thé,
con nén mirng vi cau dy con mudn choi vdi con.”

“Chda o1, me that la...” Ashton n6i, nhung t6i cat ngang.

“Hien gio con khong tim ban trai dau me.”

Me tran mat nhin t6i nhw thé t6i vira moc canh va noéi tiéng Hoa. “Vi sao
khong? Con vdi Jake chia tay nhau tir doi nao roi ma.”

“Con ¢ bén Jake hon ba nam. Van can chut thdi gian nghi ngoi.” T6i néi
coOt dé cai lai me, nhung khi thot ra thanh 10i t6i biét d6 cling la sy that. Me
toi bat dau hen ho tir nam mudi bon tudi, nhw t6i, va tdi gio van chwa ngirng
lai. Du c6 phéi quen mot ga tré con nhat t&i do khong dam dwa me vé ra mat
phu huynh.

T6i khong mudn noéi sg co don ay.

“Pirng vé van. B6 la diéu cubi cung con can. C& di choi vai hom véi TJ,
du con c6 khong hitng thi, va nhitng thang nhéc khac & trieong sé thay them
muon con trd lai thoéi. Con khong muon bi bé quén & mot x6 nao day dau,
Adelaide. Nhw mot con nho doc than buon ba chi biét quan quanh cai nhom
ban quai g& ma con dang choi cung bay gid ddy. Néu con chiu goi cho sach
cai dong vd van trén dau, dé cho téc dai ra va trang diém lai thi con c6 thé
kiém dwgc moi t¥ té hon nhiéu day.”

“Khong phai c6 ban trai thi mdi hanh phuc dau me.”
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“Di nhiéen la phai ch,” me toi nat. “Ca thang qua con ma@i thé tham lam

»

sao.

“Vi bi diéu tra toi giét nguwoi,” t6i nhac me. “Khoéng phai vi con doc
thdn.” Khong phdi tram phan tram sy that, vi nguén con noéi thong kho
chinh cta t6i van la Jake. Nhuwng anh mdéi la nguwdi t6i mudn & bén canh.
Khong phai bat ky ai khac.

Me t6i lac dau. “Con c tw nha thé di, Adelaide, nhung con gan nhw
khong c6 ctta vao dai hoc roi. Gio la luc tim mot thang bé tr té vdi twong lai
rong ma@ san sang cham lo cho co...”

“Me a, né md&i muoi bdy,” Ashton xen ngang. “Me c6 thé gac cai kich ban
nay lai trong it nhat mwdi nam nita. Hodc dep luén di. Me c lam nhw ¢ nha
minh chuyén 1ap gia dinh thanh cong t6t dep 1am ay.”

“C6 minh con thoi, Ashton,” me vénh vao. “Justin v&i me dang cuc ky
hanh phtc.”

Ashton mé& miéng dinh néi tiép, nhuwng dién thoai t6i reo va toi gio mot
ngon tay 1én khi thay tén Bronwyn hién thi. “A 16. C6 gi khong?” toi noi.

“A 16.” Giong cau ta khan dic, nhw thé méi khéc. “Um, t6i cit nghi vé
chuyén ctia Nate va muon nhd cau giup. Cau c6 thé toi nay ghé qua mot chut
khong? Toi cling sé goi Cooper.”

Di nhién thé van hon nghe me minh si nhuc. “Pwgc. Nhan dia chi di.”

T6i gat mé thitc an con thtra vao thung rac va 1dy md, chao Ashton trén
dwong ra ngoai. Mot dém cudi thu tuyét dep, va hai hang cay trén con phd
nha chung t6i khé dung dua theo con gié nhe trong luc t6i dap xe qua. Nha
Bronwyn cach nha t6i chitng mot dam, nhung nam & mot khu dan cuw khac
han; nhitng can nha & day khong mot mau nhw & cho t6i. Toi ré 1én 16i vao
ctia can nha Victoria xam khéng 16, dwa mat nhin nhitng bong hoa ryc r& va
hang hien bao quanh nha v&i mot cam giac ghen ti. Can nha that dep, nhung
khong chi thé. N6 con trong giong mot mdi am.

Khi t6i nhan chuong, Bronwyn md& ctta va thi thao “Chao”. Mat cau ta cup
xubng vi mét moi con téc thi x6 ra khdi chum dudi ngya qua niva. T6i nhan
ra ca dam ching t6i déu lan lwot bi chuyén nay giay xéo: toi 1a khi bi Jake da
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va ban bé quay lung; Cooper la khi bi cong khai, ché nhao va bi canh sat san
dudi; con gio la Bronwyn khi chang trai cau ta yéu bi bd tu vi tdi sat nhan.

Cau ta chwa néi yéu Nate. Nhung chuyén ctia ho cling rd ranh ranh roi.

“Vao di,” Bronwyn néi, mé& cira ra. “Cooper dén roi. Bon toi dang & dudi
lau.”

Cau ta dan t6i vao mot can phong 16n véi may céi sofa cang phong va ti vi
man hinh phang khong 16 gan trén twdng. Cooper dang nam won ra trén mot
chiéc ghé banh, con Maeve ng6i khoanh chan trén mot chiéc khac véi laptop
dat trén cai gac tay gitta hai ghé. Bronwyn va toi ngoi thup xuéng sofa va t6i
hoi, “Nate thé nao r6i? Cau c6 gap cau ta khong?”

C6 vé la mot cau hoi sai lJam. Bronwyn nuot khan mot cai, roi hai cai, co
binh tinh. “Cau 4y khong muén gap. Me cau ay bao cau ay... khong sao.
Nhin chung la vay. Trwong gido dudng kinh khing lam nhwng it ra d6 khong
phai nha t.” Van chwa. Chung t6i biét Eli dang chién dau dé gilr Nate dwoc
& nguyén cho dé. “Du sao thi, cdm on vi da dén. T6i nghi minh...” Mat cau
ta lai ngan nwdc, va Cooper vdi toi trao nhau mot cai nhin lo lang trudc khi
cau ta nudt nwdc mat vao trong. “Cau biét day, toi rat mirng cai lic ching ta
cudi cung ciing tap hgp vdi nhau va ban vé vu nay. Toi thdy d& c6 don hon
nhiéu. Va gio c6 1é t6i mudén nhd cac cau gitp dd. Té6i muodn két thic viéc
chuing ta da bat dau. Tiép tuc cung nhau lam r6 chuyén nay.”

“T6i chwa nghe tin gi tir Luis vé vu cai xe,” Cooper ndi.

“Thyc ra ldc nay to6i chwa nghi dén vu do, nhung xin cau cw tiép tuc dé y
nhé? Toi dang nghi ching ta xem lai 1an nita nhitng bai Tumblr kia. To6i phai
thtra nhan la minh bat dau 16 chiing di vi ching khién t6i sg. Nhung gio khi
canh sat bao 1a Nate viét ching, t6i nghi chiing ta nén doc k¥ lai va ghi cha
nhitng chi tiét khong ngo, hay khong khép véi nhitng gi ching ta nhg, hay
chi la ky la thoi.” Cau ta vén chum téc dudi ngya ra sau va mdé laptop. “Cau
phién khong?”

“Gio u?” Cooper hoi.

Maeve chinh géc man hinh dé Cooper ciing thiy dugc. “Ngay va luon.”
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Bronwyn & canh t6i, va chiing t6i doc tit cudi trang. Téi ndy ra y giét
Simon khi dang coi Dateline. Nate chua tirng cho t6i cai an twgng cau ta la
mot fan ctia cac chwong trinh phong sw, nhung t6i khong nghi dé 1a loai chi
tiét ma Bronwyn dang tim. Chuing t6i ng6i doc trong im lang hoi 1au. T6i bat
dau thdy chan va nhan ra minh dang doc lwé6t, nén t6i quay lai va c6 doc k¥
hon. Blah blah, téi rat khon, khong ai biét do la t6i, cdnh sdt hoan toan mu
tit. Van van.

“Khoan da. Chuyén nay dau c6 ding.” Cooper doc ky hon toi. “Cac cau
doc t6i day chwa? Cai bai ding ngay hai mwoi thang Mudi, vé chuyén diéu
tra vién Wheeler vGi dong banh vong?”

T6i ngang dau 1én nhv mdt con méo dung tai khi nghe c6 tiéng dong tu
xa. “Um,” Bronwyn néi, mat lwét trén man hinh. “O ding r6i. C6 hoi ky ky
ding khong? Chiing ta chia bao gid c6 mit ¢ don cting mot lic. A thi c6 thé
ngay sau dam tang, nhung chwa bao gio thay mat hay néi chuyén véi nhau.
Binh thwong nhitng chi tiét ma ké nay dé cap dén déu ding ca ma.”

“Cac cau dang nhin gi thé?” toi héi.

Bronwyn phéng 16n trang 1én va chi. “D6. Hang thit hai ttr duwéi 1én.”

Cuoc diéu tra nay dang bién thanh mot cai mo tip cii rich trong phim, bon chiing t6i tham chi

con bat gdp diéu tra viéen Wheeler nhom nhoam ca dong banh vong trong phong tham van.

T6i lanh toat nguwoi khi nhitng con chit kia chui vao dau t6i va lam to &
do, day hét nhitng thit khac ra ngoai. Cooper va Bronwyn da ding: chuyén
do6 khong heé xdy ra.

Nhung t6i ké véi Jake 1a co.
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CHUONG HAI MUOI BAY

Bronwyn
Thir Ba ngay 6 thang Muéi mot, 7:30 toi

T6i khong duwgce néi chuyén véi Eli. Nén tdéi hém qua t6i nhan cho c6
Macauley duwong dan téi bai Tumblr ma Addy, Cooper va t6i cung doc, roi
bdo co chi tiét la thwong trong do. Roi t6i dgi. Mot thoi gian dai dén bitc boi,
cho t&i khi t6i nhdn dwgce tin nhan hoi am cda c6 sau khi tan hoc.

Cdm on chdu. C6 da bdo Eli, nhung anh @y ddn chdu khong duwoc can
thiép thém nira.

Chi c6 thé. Toi mudon ném dién thoai qua bén kia phong. T6i phai thira
nhan; toi da danh ca dem qua twdng twong thong tin dong troi cua Addy sé
khién Nate dugc phéng thich ngay tap Iw. Tuy biét la minh da qua sttc ngay
tho, t6i van nghi tin d6 khong dang bi phui di nhw vay.

Du vay to6i van khong lam sao hiéu y nghia cia né. Vi... Jake Riordan u?
Néu phai chon theo kiéu tuy tién nhat mot ngudi cé kha nang dinh liu vao
viéc nay, toi cling sé khong chon ciu ta. Va dinh liu kiéu gi méi dugc? Cau
ta viét trang Tumblr do, hay chi bai d6? Cau ta c6 gai Nate? Hay giét
Simon?

Cooper gat phat chuyén dé. “Khong thé nao la né,” Cooper néi hom t6i
thr Hai. “Jake dang tap bong khi Addy goi ma.”

“Cau ta c6 thé da bo di,” toi khang khang. Nén Cooper goi Luis xac nhan.
“Luis bao khong c6,” Cooper bao lai. “Jake ban tap chuyén bong su6t thoi
gian do.”

Du vay, toi khéng chac ching t6i c6 thé dé toan bo cudc diéu tra phu
thudc vao tri nhé ctia Luis. Cau ta da lam chét ca dong té€ bao ndo may nam
qua. Tham chi con chang thac mac vi sao Cooper hoi.

https://thuviensach.vn



Gio toi ¢ trong phong minh v6i Maeve va Addy, dan len twong hang chuc
tam gidy nhé da mau tom tat lai toan bo nhitng gi minh biét. Rat giong trong
phim, cé diéu khong gi cé nghia ca.

Co ké bo dién thoai vao ba 16 minh

Simon bi ha doc trong gio phat

Bronwyn, Nate, Cooper, Addy va thdy Avery cting & trong phong
Tai nan xe lam phan tam

Jake co viét it nhat mét bai Tumblr

Jake va Simon tung la ban

Leah ghét Simon

Aiden Wu ghét Simon

Simon thich Keely

Simon c6 mot cdi toi khac mé bao Iluc trén mang
Simon bj tram cdm

Janae c6 vé tram cam

Janae va Simon khéng con la ban?

Me t6i goi 1én lau. “Bronwyn, Cooper dén roi.”

Me thich Cooper 16i. Thich dén mc khong hé phan doi chuyén may dira
toi tu tap, du Robin da khuyén gitr khoang cach.

“Chao,” Cooper noi, khong hé hut hoi ti nao sau khi leo cau thang. “Toi
khong & 1au dwgc, nhung c6 chait tin t6t day. Luis nghi la da tim ra cai xe.
Anh né goi mot nguwdi ban & tiém sita xe bén Eastland va ho c6 mot chiéc
Camaro bi hong cai chan bun ghé qua vai ngay sau khi Simon chét. T6i c6
bang s6 véi so dién thoai luon.” Cau ta luc ba 16 va dwa cho t6i mot mau
phong bi bi xé ra vdi chit s6 nguéch ngoac phia sau. “Chac la c6 thé dwa cho
Eli ha? Khong chirng cé gi d6.”

“Cam on nhé,” t0i noi giong cam kich.

Cooper dwa mat nhin twong phong t6i. “Cai nay c6 ich lgi gi khong?”
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Addy ng6i xom xudng va buc boi thot 1én. “Khong hé. Chi la mot m@
nhitng dit kién linh tinh. Simon th€ nay, Janae thé no, Leah th€ kia, Jake thé
kia...”

Cooper cau may va khoanh tay, nghiéng t6i trwe6dc dé nhin ro hon. “T6i
khong hiéu phan Jake miéng nao. T6i khong tin né thyc sy ngo6i xuéng va
viét cai trang Tumblr khon kiép d6. To6i nghi n6 chi... ké lai cho nham nguoi
hay sao thoi.” Cau ta g6 1én tam gidy vdi tén ching toi trén do. “Va toi ci
thac mac miét: Sao lai la chiing ta? Sao 16i chiing ta vd vu nay? Chung ta c6
phai la thiét hai di kém nhw Nate néi khong? Hay c6 ly do cu thé nao dé
khién ching ta tré thanh mot phan trong vu nay?”

T6i nghiéng dau nhin cau ta, t6 mo. “Nhuw nao?”

Cooper nhtn vai. “Pau biét. Vi du cau va Leah. Mot vu nho thoi, nhung
16 mot chuyén nhw thé tao nén ca chudi hiéu tng domino thi sao? Hay t6i
va...” Cau ta lwdt mat trén twong va ding lai @ mot tam gidy. “Aiden Wu
chang han. Cau ta bi cong khai chuyén ban do nit, con t6i gidu chuyén minh
gay.

“Nhung bai viét do6 bi thay doi,” t6i nhac cau ta.

»

“T6i biét. Chuyén dé ciling ky, phai khéng? Tai sao bé qua mot mau tin
don c6 that cuc ky hoan hdo va thay bang mot tin gia? Toi khong thé ri di
cai cdm gidc day la tw thu, hiéu khong? Cai cach ma trang Tumblr dé git
cho moi chuyén tiép dién, 16i kéo sy chi y ctia moi nguwdi vao ching ta. U6c
gi toi hiéu ly do.”

Addy van vé moét bén khuyén tai. Tay cau ta run run, va khi cat tiéng,
giong cau ta cling run. “Chuyén gitra t6i va Jake c6 thé goi la tw thu. Va cé
thé Jake ghen vé&i cau, Cooper. Nhung Bronwyn va Nate... vi sao lai kéo hai
nguoi vao?”

Thiét hai di kéem. Ching toi ai cling bi anh hwdng, nhung dén gio thi Nate
dang bi nang nhat. Néu Jake la ké ditng sau vu nay thi that vo ly. Nhung r6i,
toan bo chuyén nay co gi hgp ly dau.

“Toi phai di thoi,” Cooper noi. “Co hen véi Luis.”

Toi cling né dugec mot nu croi. “Khong phai Kris sao?”
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Nu cwoi dap lai ctia Cooper c6 hoi khién cuGng. “Bon t6i van dang xem
xét moi quan hé nay. Ma thdéi, néu vu chiéc xe cé gitp dwoc gi thi bao toi
nhé.”

Cau ta di va Maeve dirng 1én, sang vi tri gan giwvong td6i ma Cooper mdi
bé lai. N6 chinh c4c tam gidy nhd trén twong, xép bon tdm v4i nhau thanh
mot hinh vuong:

Jake c6 viét it nhdt mot bai Tumblr
Leah ghét Simon
Aiden Wu ghét Simon

Janae c6 vé tram cam

“Pay la nhitng ngudi cé lién quan nhat. Ho hodc c6 1y do ghét Simon,
hodc chiing ta da biét ho c6 dinh liu theo cach nao d6. C6 nguwdi kha nang
khong cao” - n6 go 1én tén Aiden - “va cé nguwoi thi cé cd dé cam ngay tén
minh.” NO chi vao Jake va Janae. “Nhung khong c6 gi r6 rang. Chung ta
dang bo 15 diéu gi?”

Chtng t6i nhin nhitng tdm gidy nhd trong im lang.

Ban c6 thé tim hiéu dwgc nhiéu diéu vé mét con ngudi khi c6 bién so xe
va dién thoai ctia ngwoi d6. Chang han nhw dia chi. Va tén, va truong hoc
nita. Nén néu mudn, ban c6 thé vao trong bai do xe trudng cau ta trudc gio
hoc va chd chiéc Camaro dé ay dén. Ve ly thuyét.

Hoac thuc té.

T6i dinh chuyén s6 Cooper dwa cho c6 Macauley dé c6 chuyén cho Eli.
Nhung t6i c nghi téi cdi tin nhan cut lun d6: Cdm on chdu. C6 da bdo Eli,
nhung anh dy ddn chdu khéng dugc can thiép thém nira. Eli c6 nhin nhan t6i
nghiém tic khéng? Anh ta la ngwoi dau tién nhac dén vu tai nan nhw mot
diéu dang ngo, nhung anh ta dang danh hét thoi gian c6 gang dé git Nate
dwgc & lai trung tam cai tao vi thanh nién. Anh ta cé thé coi chuyén nay
thuan tdy chi 1a mot thit khé chiu gay phan tam.
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Du sao thi, toi chi xem xét tinh hinh thé6i. T6i ty nhi nhw thé khi tién vao
bai do xe cua trwong trung hoc Eastland. Bon ho bat dau tiét hoc bon muoi
phit trwdc ching t6i, nén t6i van c6 thé trd vé Bayview du da thoi gian
tredc khi hoi chuéng dau vang 1én. Trong xe kha bi nén t6i ha kinh ctra
tredc xuong trong lic cho xe vao mot 6 trong va tat may.

Van de 13, téi can lam gi d6. Néu khong toi sé lai nghi vé Nate qua mic.
Vé noi cau dang &, nhitng gi cau dang trai qua, va viéc cau khong chiu néi
chuyén v&i toi. Y t6i 13, toi hiéu cau khong c6 nhiéu phwong cach lién lac.
Hién nhién roi. Nhung dau phai 1a khong cé. T6i hdi c6 Macauley xem minh
ghé tham dugc khong, va c6 béao lai Nate khong mudn t6i dén.

Pau long lam sao. C6 nghi cau mudn bao vé t6i, nhung t6i khong chac
thé. Cau von kha quen vGi viéc bi moi nguwdi bé mac, va cé thé cau da quyét
dinh sé ra tay tredc vai toi.

Mot béng dé lwét qua khién tdi chd y, mot chiéc Camaro cd v6i cai chan
buin sang bong do lai cach t6i vai 6. Mot cau trai toc den nhé con budc ra va
lay ba 16 trén ghé lai phu khoac 1én mot bén vai.

T6i khong dinh néi gi. Nhung cau ta ng6 veé phia toi ltic di ngang qua ctra
xe toi va trude khi kip ngan minh lai, to6i budt miéng, “Nay.”

Cau ta ngirng budc, déi mat nau to mo nhin t6i. “A. To6i biét cau. Cau la
con nho trong vu diéu tra & Bayview. Bronte, ding khong?”

“Bronwyn.” Da 16 r6i, thoi thi c dan téi.

“Cau dang lam gi ¢ day?” Cau ta an mdc nhu thé dang cho sw tai xuat cua
nhac grunge thap nién 90, ao so mi flannel khoac ngoai ao thun Pearl Jam.

“Um...” Mit toi nhin vé phia xe cau ta. T6i nén héi ludn, nhi? Téi dén day
vi thé ma. Nhung gio khi that sy néi chuyén véi cau ta, cad chuyén nay bong
c6 vé ngé ngan qua. Toi phai néi gi day? A, thé rét cube cdi vu tai nan xe
ding luc dén ky qudc ¢ mot ngoi truong cdu khong theo hoc la sao? “Dang
cho ban thoi.”

Cau ta nhiu may nhin t6i. “Cau cé quen hoc sinh ¢ day?”

“U.” bai khdi. Du sao tbi ciing biét vé vu sira xe mdi ddy cua cdu.
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“Ai cling ban tan vé chuyén mdy cau. La lung nhi? Thang nhoc bi chét dy
- cau ta hoi di ding khong? Y t6i 13, ai di 1am mot cai tng dung kiéu dé6
chi@? R6i con da thit chuyén ho néi trén Mikhail Powers nita. Ky nhi.”

Cau ta co vé... lo lang. Nao t6i c& giuc hoi hoi hoi nhung miéng lai khong
nghe.

“Thoi. Chao nhé.” Cau ta dgm buéc tiép.

“Khoan!” Giong toi khong con liu lai nita va cau ta ngirng budc. “Toi noi
chuyén vai cau chut duge khong?”

“Chung ta dang noi day.”

“Phai, nhung... toi c6 mot cau héi cho cau. Khi t6i ndi tdi dang dgi ban, y
toi la dgi cau day.”

Cau ta ro rang lo lang. “Tai sao lai doi t6i? Cau con khong biét t6i.”

“Vi chiéc xe ctia cau,” t6i no6i. “T6i thay cau gdp tai nan trong bai do xe
treong t6i hom do. Cai ngay Simon chét.”

Mat cdu ta trang béch va cau ta chép mat véi t6i. “Lam sao cau... vi sao
cau nghi do la t6i?”

“T6i thdy bién s6 xe cia cau,” to6i n6i doi. Khong viéc gi phai xi anh cua
Luis ra. “Chuyén la... thoi diém cé hoi trung hgp ding khong? Va gio cé
nguwoi da bi bat vi mot viéc toi chac chan cau ay khong lam va t6i tw hdi...
cau c6 vo tinh thay diéu gi hay ai d6 la lung hom ay khong? Sé rat c6 ich...”
Giong cua t6i lai nhiu lai va mat t6i dam nwéc. T6i nudt niréc mat vao va co
tap trung. “Bat ¥ diéu gi cau noéi ra déu sé co ich.”

Cau ta do duy va lui lai, nhin vé phia dong ngudi dang do vao truong. Toi
chod cau ta lui lai va nhap bon v6i hg, nhung cau ta sang phia bén kia xe t0i,
m& clra xe va leo vao. T6i nhan nit nang kinh ctta 1én va quay qua cau ta.

“Cha.” Cau ta lay tay vuét toc. “Chuyén nay that quai gé. Nhan tién, toi
ten Sam. Sam Barron.”

“Bronwyn Rojas. Nhung chac ciu biét r6i.”

“U. T6i di xem tin titc va ti héi mai 1a minh c6 nén 1én tiéng khong.
Nhung t6i khong biét chuyén dé cé y nghia gi khong. Pén gio van khong
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biét.” Cau ta liéc nhanh vé phia t6i, nhw thé tim kiém dau hiéu canh giac.
“Chung t6i khong lam gi sai ca. Khong c6 gi pham phép hét. Theo nhu t6i
biét.”

Song lung t6i ram ran va t6i ngo6i thang 1én. “ ‘Ching t6i’ la nhitng ai?”

“T6i vdi thang ban. Chang t6i co tinh gdy tai nan. Cé nguoi tra cho ching
t6i moi dita mot ngan do dé 1am viéc dé. Noi 1a dé choi khim thdi. Y tdi 13,
la cdu thi c6 bé qua khong chit? Cai chan bun stta khéng t¢i ndam tram do.
Con lai thi an tron.”

“C6 nguoi...” Khi nang kinh xe 1én trong xe dm ap han, va hai tay dang
nam vo lang cta t6i nhép mo6 héi. T6i nén bat diéu hoa 1én, nhwng khong
cuc cya noi. “Ai? Cau biét tén nguoi do khong?”

“T6i khong biét, nhung...”

“Nguoi dé c6 mat xanh, toc nau?” td6i budt miéng.

«(7.»

Jake. ROt cudc cdu ta han da tréon dugc Luis ¢ mot thoi diém nao do.
“Nguoi dé co... Khoan, tdi c6 anh trong nay,” toi noi, luc ba 16 dé lay dién
thoai. T6i kha chac minh da c6 chup mot tdim anh nhitng ngudi trong danh
sach dnh hwéng cua ngay hoi treong hoi thang Chin.

“Khong can dnh dau,” Sam néi. “T6i biét nguoi do 1a ai.”

“That sao? Kiéu nhw, biét tén ay ha?” Tim t6i dap nhanh dén noi t6i co
thé thdy nguc minh phdp phong. “Cau cé chac ngwoi d6 dwa tén that
khong?”

“Cau ta khong noi tén. T6i chi biét sau khi thay tin tirc.”

T6i nhé téi nhitng ban tin dau tién, anh Jake canh Addy. Rat nhiéu nguoi
cho rang trung anh cau ta ra nhu thé that khong 6n, nhung t6i mirng 1a ho da
lam thé. T6i da bat Ién duwgc tdm anh héi treong va dua cho Sam. “Cau ta
diang khong? Jake Riordan?”

Cau ta chdp mat nhin dién thoai t6i roi lac dau, dwa lai. “Khong. Khong
phai cau ta. La ngudi co... lién can mat thiét t¢i vu nay hon.”
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Tim t6i mudn vo ra. Néu khong phai Jake thi chi con mdt ngudi téc den
mat xanh trong vu diéu tra thoi. Lién can mdt thiét, khong kém. Va dé la
Nate.

Khoéng. Khong. Chua o1, khong.

“Ai?” Giong t6i con khong bang mot 10i thi thao.

Sam thé hat ra mot hoi va nga dau ra ghé. Cau ta im lang hét may giay dai
nhat cudc doi toi roi néi, “La Simon Kelleher.”
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CHUONG HAI MUOI TAM

Cooper
Thit Tw ngay 7 thang Muéi mot, 7:40 toi

May bubi hop mat hoi sat nhan nay dan tré nén thuwong xuyén. Co ma,
ching t6i can mot cai tén mai.

Lan nay chung t6i gap tai mot quan ca phé ¢ trung tam San Diego, tim
tum vG&i nhau & goc quan vi quan s6 cang lic cang dong. Kris di cung toi,
con Ashton vdi Addy. Bronwyn mang theo cd déng gidy nhé dan trén cac
tép ho so bia nau, cung vdi tam mdéi nhat: Simon trd tién cho hai thdng dién
vu tai ngn. Cau ta n6i Sam Barron hita sé€ goi Eli va bao cho anh ta. Chuyén
do6 sé gitp Nate thé nao, t0i ciling cha biét.

“Sao lai chon cho nay vay Bronwyn?” Addy héi. “Pi hoi bi xa day.”

Bronwyn hdng giong va sap xép lai dong gidy nhé mot cach rat khoa
treong. “Khong vi sao cd. Vay, r6i.” Cau ta quét anh mat hét sitc chuyén
nghiép khap ban. “Cam on moi ngudi vi da dén. Maeve va toi ban t6i ban lui
nhitng thi nay nhwng van khong hiéu gi ca. Bon t6i nghi may cai dau chum
lai chac sé ra gi do.”

Maeve vdi Ashton quay lai tit quay nwdc. Phat nwdc cho tat cd, va téi nhin
Kris 1an lvgt mé nam go6i duwong va bé vao ly latte cia minh. “Sao?” cau héi,
phat hién anh mat caa t6i. Cau mac chiéc polo xanh 14 lam t6n 1én mau mat
minh, va trong cau that sy rat dep trai. Dén gio to6i van cam thdy minh Ié ra
khong duwgc chi y dén nhitng diéu nhuw vay.

“Em thich dwong ha?” That ngd ngan. Y t6i mudn néi 13, Anh khéng biét
em uéng ca phé thé nao vi ddy la lan dadu tién chiing ta & choén cong céng
cung nhau. Kris mim moi, mot c& chi khong hiéu sao lai hap dan t6i nhw
thé. Toi thdy vira ngwong vira hoi hop, roi lai vo tinh va tring dau gbi cau
dudi ban.
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“Thé thi sao chit,” Addy néi, cung ly vGi Kris. Thit chat long trong coc
nho trang tdi do gan nhu khong thé coi la ca phé.

Kris va t6i dd danh nhiéu thoi gian bén nhau hon, nhwng cam giac van
chwa dugce ty nhién. Co thé vi téi da quen véi chuyén 1én lut, hodc c6 thé toi
van chwa chap nhan thye té rang minh dang hen ho véi con trai. T6i nhan ra
minh gitt khodng cach vdi Kris khi di tir xe ra quan, vi t6i khong muon
nguwoi khac doan chung toi la gi cua nhau.

T6i ghét phan d6 trong con ngwdi minh. Nhwng né c6 ton tai.

Bronwyn goi mot thit tra boc khéi nao dé trong néng dén mirc khong thé
uong dwoc. Cau ta day ly nwéc sang bén va dung mot tdp hé so 1én tuwong.
“Pay la nhitng gi ching ta biét vé Simon: N6 dinh dang tin don vé ching ta.
No tra tién cho hai thang lam gia vu tai nan. N6 bi tram cam. N6 c6 mot
nhan cach bién thai trén mang. N6 va Janae cé vé dang cai nhau. N6 mé
Keely. N6 titng la ban Jake. T6i c6 ké thiéu gi khong?”

“No6 x6a bai dang goc vé toi trén Nghe Don,” toi noi.

“Khong nhat thiét,” Bronwyn chinh. “Bai vé cau bi x6a. Nhung ching ta
khong biét do ai.”

Ciing c6 ly.

“Va day la nhitng gi ching ta biét vé Jake,” Bronwyn tiép tuc. “Cau ta
viét it nhat mot bai trén Tumblr, hodc gilip ai d6 viét n6. Cau ta khéng &
trong khu phong hoc khi Simon chét, theo 16i Luis. Cau ta...”

“La mot thang thich kiém soét,” Ashton cat ngang. Addy ha miéng dinh
cai, nhing Ashton khong cho. “Piing thé do, Addy. N6 kiém soat tirng phan
mot cudc doi em su6t ba nam qua. Ro6i khi em lam diéu gi d6 n6 khong wa,
né phat ro.” Bronwyn hi hody ghi Jake la ké wa kiém soat 1én mot tam gidy
nhd véi anh mat xin 16i hwdng sang Addy.

“Chi la dit kién thoi,” Bronwyn noi. “Gio thi gia thir...”

Ctra treée bat md va cau ta do burng mat. “That la trung hop.” Toi theo
hwéng mat cau ta va thdy mot thanh nién cé mai téc bu xu va bo rau quai
non bom xom buwdc vao quan. Anh ta trong quen quen, nhung téi khong nho
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ra. Anh ta nhan ra Bronwyn v&i vé chan nan roi chuyén thanh canh giac khi
thay ca t6i va Addy.

Anh ta dua tay ra chan truéc mat. “T6i khong thdy mdy ngudi. Khéng
thay ai hét.” R6i anh ta thoang thdy Ashton va sttng sot ngoai lai ng6 chi cai
nita, xém thi trwgt chan té. “O xin chdo. C6 han la chi gai ciia Addy.”

Ashton chép mat, boi roi, nhin hét anh ta véi Bronwyn. “T6i biét anh
sao?”

“Pay la Eli Kleinfelter,” Bronwyn néi. “Anh ay bén Trwéc Liuc Chitng
Minh. Van phong ho ngay trén lau. Anh ay la, m, luat su ctia Nate.”

“La nguoi khéng thé néi chuyén véi em,” Eli n6i, nhw thé vira nhé ra.
Anh ta ndn na anh mat noi Ashton, nhung r6i quay di va tién lai quay tinh
tién. Ashton nhin vai va théi tach ca phé. T6i chac chi da quen véi viéc
minh khién ddm dan 6ng xay xam nhu vay.

Addy tron mat trong lic nhin Eli quay di. “Chua oi, Bronwyn. T6i khong
tin n6i 1a cau lai di bAm dudi luat sw ctia Nate.”

Bronwyn c6 vé xdu ho, ma cling dung thoi. Cau ta 1ay cai phong bi t6i
dwa ra khéi ba 16. “T'6i muon xem liéu Sam Barron c6 gap anh ta chwa, va
chuyén thong tin nay cho anh ta néu chwa. T6i nghi néu vo6 tinh gap Eli, anh
ta sé noi chuyén véi minh. Coi bo 1a khong roi.” Cau ta ném cho Ashton anh
mat day hy vong. “Nhung em nghi anh ta sé néi chuyén vdi chj.”

Addy chong tay 1én hong va gian di hat cam. “Cau khoéng thé nao ban
ding chi gai t6i thé dugc!”

Ashton cudi gugng va chia tay nhan cai phong bi. “Mién la vi dai nghia.
Chi biét néi gi day?”

“Bao anh ta rang anh ta da dung - vu tai nan & Bayview hom Simon chét
la dan dyng. Phong bi c6 théng tin cia thang ma Simon trd tién lam viéc
do.”

Ashton tién ra quay, chung t6i nhap nuwdc trong im lang. Khi chi trd vé
mot phit sau d6, phong bi van con trén tay. “Sam c6 goi anh ta,” chi xac
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nhan. “Anh ta bdo minh dang tim hiéu vu viéc, cdm on thong tin ctia em, va
em dung c6 chd miii vao viéc cua nguoi khac nita. Trich nguyén van.”

Bronwyn c6 vé nhe nhom, khong mot chut ty ai. “Cam on chi. Qua la tin
tot. Vay, chiing ta néi dén dau ro6i?”

“Simon va Jake,” Maeve no6i, mot tay chong cam, mat doi theo hai tap ho
s0. “Ho 6 lién quan. Nhung kiéu gi?”

“Cho t6i ndi chat,” Kris 6n ton noéi, va tat ca nhin cau nhw thé da quén mat
cau c6 mat. Ma c6 1é thé that. Cau im lang sudt ti dau.

Maeve c6 bu dap cho thai d6 d6 bang cach mim cudi khich 1€ véi cau.
“Vang?”

“T6i tw hoi,” Kris néi. Tiéng Anh cta cau khong pha khau am va gan nhw
hoan hdo, v&i mot chit trang trong goi v cau khong phdi ngwdi ban xit. “Rat
nhiéu sy chu y dwgc don vao viéc ai ¢ trong phong. D6 1a 1y do canh sat ban
dau nham vao boén nguoi. Vi kha nang dé ngudi nao khac khong & trong
phong ma giét dwgc Simon la gan nhw khong c6. Bung chi?”

“Pung,” t6i nai.

“Vay.” Kris g& hai tdm gidy nhd tr trén mot tap ho so xudng. “Néu ké sat
nhan khong phai Cooper, hay Bronwyn, hay Addy, hay Nate - va khong ai
nghi 6ng thay & do c6 lién quan gi - thi chiing ta con lai ai?” Cau déan hai
tam gidy nhd dé 1én nhau 1én bitc vach canh budng cta ching t6i, r6i ngo6i
xuong va nhin ching t6i vdi vé cham chu lich thiép.

Simon bj ha doc trong gio phat

Simon bi tram cam

Chtng t6i chim vao im lang hoi 1au, cho t6i khi Bronwyn thé hat ra mot
hoi. “T6i la ngwoi ké chuyén toan tri,” cau ta noi.

“Gi?” Addy hoi.

“P6 la diéu Simon néi trwde khi chét. Toi nédi trong may bd phim teen lam
gi c6 vai do, va n6 bao ngoai doi thue thi c6. Roi né mot hoi uéng can coc
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nwdc.” Bronwyn quay lai va goi “Eli!” nhung canh ctra da dong lai sau lung
luat s cua Nate.

“Vay y cau la...” Ashton nhin khap ban r6i ngirng lai ¢ Kris. “Cau nghi
Simon tw sdt?” Kris gat dau. “Nhung tai sao? Sao lai tu sat theo kiéu d6?”

“Quay lai v6i nhitng gi chung ta biét nao,” Bronwyn noi. Giong cau ta
diém tinh, nhwng mat thi do 1. “Simon la kiéu ngudi cho rang ban than nén
0 trung tam moi thit, nhung lai khong dugc vay. Va n6 am anh véi viéc gay
ra mot vu bao lyc that 16n & truong. N6 twéng twgng vé chuyén dé luon
trong nhitng cha dé trén 4chan. Néu nhu day la phién ban cia n6 cho mét vu
xa sung & truvong thi sao? Ty sat va 16i theo mot dam hoc sinh khac cung
minh, nhung bdi mot cach khong ai ngd t6i. Nhw 1a dé tdi sat nhan cho ho
chang han.” Cau ta quay sang em minh. “Simon néi gi trén 4chan Maeve
nhi? Nghi ra gi doc ddo hon di chit. Cho t6i dugc bat ngo khi cdc vi xtt mét
dam chudt bo nao.”

Maeve gat dau. “Hinh nhw nguyén van la vay.”

T6i nghi vé lic Simon chét - nghet thé, hoang loan, hép 1ay hép dé khong
khi. Néu no6 that sy tw lam diéu dé vdi ban than, thi hon bao gio hét toi wéc
la chiing t6i da tim ra cay but Epi khon kiép kia. “Toi nghi n6 da hoi han vao
phtt cudi,” t6i noi, tirng chi* mot lam tim t6i triu xuéng. “N6 trong nhuw rat
muon dugce citu. Néu né c6 dugc thudc kip lic, cé thé mot lan hit chét nhw
vay sé bién n6 thanh mot ngwdi khac.”

Kris siét tay to6i dwdi gam ban. Bronwyn va Addy trong nhv tré lai can
phong Simon chét, kinh hoang va choang vang. Ho biét t6i ding. Im lang
trum xuong va toi twéng ching t6i da xong viéc cho tdi khi Maeve nhin 1én
bttc vach dan gidy nhé va bam ma.

“Nhung Jake thi lién quan gi ¢ day?” con bé hoi.

Kris ngap ngirng va hang giong, nhw thé chd dwgc phép 1én tiéng. Khi
khong ai phan doi, cau mdéi néi, “Néu Jake khong phai la ngudi giét Simon,
cau ta at la dong mwu. Phai c6 nguoi tiép tuc moi chuyén sau khi Simon
chét.”
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Mat cau gap mat Bronwyn, va gitta hai nguoi ho xuat hién mot sw thau
hiéu. Ho la bd ndo cua chién dich nay. Ca dam ching t6i chi c6 gang theo
kip. Tay cua Kris rit lai trong Itic cau noi, t6i cling rut tay ve.

“Simon phat hién chuyén Addy va TJ,” Bronwyn néi. “Cé thé dé la cach
né tiép can Jake tir dau dé cé6 dugc sy giip do ctia Jake, Jake sé muon tra
thu, vi cau ta...”

Tiéng ghé co lén san ken két canh t6i khi Addy lui lai khéi ban. “Ngting
lai,” nhé noéi giong nghen ngao, lon t6c highlight tim ra xuéng mat. “Jake sé
khong... Anh ay khong thé...”

“Chi nghi dém nay thé la da r6i,” Ashton nghiém giong noi, ding day.
“May em ct¥ tiép tuc, nhung bon chi can vé nha.”

“Xin 16i nhé, Addy,” Bronwyn néi v6i vé chan nan. “T6i bi cu6n di mat.”

Addy phay tay. “Khong sao,” nhé yéu 6t n6i. “T6i chi... khong thé lic
nay.” Ashton khodac tay nho ra dén ctta; r6i chi mé ctta va dé Addy buéc ra
ngoai trudc.

Maeve trong theo ho, tay chong cam. “Chi ay néi c6 ly. Toan bo chuyén
nay nghe that bat kha thi, phai khong? Va du cho minh c6 ding thi ciing
khong chitng minh dwoc gi.” N6 khap khai nhin Kris, nhu thé trong chd cau
trd tai phu thuy v6i dam gidy nhé lan nita.

Kris nhim vai va go 1én miéng gidy mau hinh vudéng gan minh nhat. “C6
1&é con mét ngwoi biét gi do co ich day.”

Janae co vé tram cam

Bronwyn va Maeve vé tam chin gio, Kris va t6i cling khong & lai 1au hon.
Chung t6i gom nhitng gi con lai trén ban va quang vo thung rac canh ctra ra
vao. Ca hai déu im lang, budc ra khoi cudc hen ho ky la nhat nhi trong lich
su.

“Cha,” Kris ndi, day ctra budc ra va ditng trén 1é dwong cho toi. “Tha vi
nhi.” Trwdc khi cau kip noi gi khac toéi tém 1ay cau va ép cau 1én twong quan
ca phe, lua tay vao toc cau va dung luGi tach rang cau ra trong mot nu hon
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sau, nong chay. Cau phat ra mot am thanh tram duc ngac nhién roi kéo toi
sat vao nguc. Khi mot cap doi khac buwdce ra va chung t6i roi nhau ra, cau co
vé choang vang.

Cau chinh lai 4o va vudt téc. “Twdng anh quén cach lam thé r6i.”

“Anh xin 16i.” Giong t6i khan dac vi khao khat hon cau lan nita. “Khong
phai anh khéng muon. Chi la...”

“Em biét.” Kris 16ng tay minh vao tay toi va gio tay ca hai 1én nhuw mot
cau hoi. “Puwgc chi?”

“Pugc,” toi dap, va chung toi budc di bén nhau.

Nate
Thit Tu ngay 7 thang Muei mot, 11:30 dém

DPay la cach dé ta song sét khi bi giam.

Ta cam miéng. Khong ké chuyén doi hay 1y do vi sao minh & d6. Khong
ai quan tam dau trit phi ho mudn dung né chong lai ta.

Ta khong nhin thang nao hét. Khong bao gio. Trai cai tao hién nhién
khong phai xt Oz, nhung ching né van sé kiém chuyén véi ta néu ching
nghi ta yéu 6t.

Ta két ban. Khong phaéi theo nghia den. Ta xac dinh nhitng dita d& mat
day nhat trong dam va lam quen véi chiing né. Di theo bay thi van cé lgi
hon.

Khong pham luat, nhwng nhin di cho khac néu cé nguai lam thé.

Tap thé duc va xem ti vi. That nhiéu.

Tranh dé linh canh cht y cang nhiéu cang t6t. Ké ca nguwoi phu nit than
thién qua mitc cit c6 gang moi ta goi dién trong van phong co ta.

Khong phan nan chuyén thdi gian tréi qua cham chap thé nao. Khi ta bi
bat vi mot toi pham nghiém trong va con bon thang nita la ta qua tu6i muoi
tam, tirng ngay bo qua la ban cua ta.
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Ta nghi ra nhitng cach méi dé trd 10i cau héi bat tan cua luat sw. Phdi, em
doi khi khong khoa tu. Khong, Simon chua tirng toi nha em. Phdi, bon em co
gdp nhau mdy lan ngodai truong. Lan cudi w? C6 Ié la lan em bdn c6 cho cdu
ta. Xi quén, chuing ta khong dugc néi dén chuyén do, phdi khong?

Ta khong nghi dén nhitng chuyén bén ngoai. Hay mot ai d6. Nhat 1a khi
quén di sy ton tai cua ta thi sé t6t cho cau dy hon.
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CHUONG HAI MUOI CHIN

Addy
Thit Nam ngay 8 thang Muéi mot, 7:00 toi

T6i ct doc di doc lai cai Tumblr Nghe Bay nhw thé no6 sé khac di. Nhung
khong hé. Loi cia Ashton vang vong trong dau toi: Jake la mét thdng thich
kiém sodt. Chi khong sai. Nhung liéu thé ciing c6 nghia toan bo phan con lai
déu dung? Co6 1€ Jake da ké cho ai d6 nghe chuyén t6i néi, va ngudi do viét.
Hodc tat ca chi la tinh co.

C6 diéu. Mot ky trc vao budi sang hom Simon chét troi 1én, that vun vat
dén noi n6 khong hé xuat hién trong dau t6i mai dén ldc nay: Jake kéo ba 16
tir trén vai t6i xudng cung nu cwoi dé chiu trong lic ching t6i séng budc
cung nhau trén hanh lang. Ba 16 em ndng qud. Pé anh mang ho cho. Anh
chua tirng lam thé tredc day, nhung t6i khong thac mac. Sao téi phai thac
mac chi?

Va mot cai dién thoai khong phdi cta toi dugc 16i ra tiw ba 16 cua toi chi
vai gio sau do.

T6i khong chac diéu gi té hon - viéc Jake c6 thé dy phan vao mot chuyén
kinh khing nhw thé, viéc t6i da day anh dén nwéc do, hay viéc anh da dong
kich su6t may tuan qua.

“Luwa chon cua nd, Addy,” Ashton nhac t6i. “Rat nhiéu ngwoi bi lira doi
ma khong mat tri nhw vay. Dién hinh la chi nay. Chi ném cai binh vao
Charlie va song tiép thoi. D6 mdi 1a phan &ng binh thwong. Bat cit chuyén gi
dang xay ra lic nay déu khong phai 16i ctia em.”

Co thé ding thé. Nhuwng cdm gidc lai khong hé nhu thé.

Vay la t6i c6 nhiém vu néi chuyén véi Janae, ngudi da vang mat & treong
ca tuan lién. Toi tim cach nhan cau ta vai lan sau khi tan hoc va tiép tuc sau
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btta t6i, nhung cau ta khong hé h6i am. Cudi cung, toi quyét dinh tim dia chi
cau ta trong danh ba treong va c thé xuat hién. Khi t6i ké véi Bronwyn, cau
ta dé nghi di cung, nhung t6i nghi sé t6t hon néu chi minh tdi dén. Janae
chwa bao gio than thién véi Bronwyn dén mic do.

Cooper khang khang doi chg toi du toi bao cau sé phai dgi ngoai xe. Sé
khong c6 chuyén Janae chiu m@& long néu c6 cau bén canh. “Khong sao,” cau
noéi lic do lai phia doi dién can nha nhéi phong cach kién tric Tudor cta
Janae. “Nhan minh néu tinh hinh c6 gi bat thuong nhé.”

“OK,” toi néi, dwa tay chao cau kiéu nha binh r6i sap ctra xe va bang qua
dwong. Truedc nha Janae khong c6 chiéc xe nao, nhwng cé can nha déu sang
den. Nhan chudng bon lan ma khéng co6 ai dap, t6i liéc vé phia Cooper va
nhtn vai sau hoi chudéng cudi cung. Toi dinh bo cudc thi cita hé mé va mot
con mat vién den cta Janae ngo ra toi. “Cau dang lam gi ¢ day?” cau ta héi.

“Tham cau thoi. Cau khong di hoc va cling khong tra 10i tin nhan. Cau 6n
khong?”

“On.” Janae c6 déng ctta, nhung toi lén chan vao chin lai.

“Toi vao dugc khong?” toi hoi.

Cau ta do dy nhung tha ctra ra va lui lai, dé t6i day ctra budc vao. Khi
thdy ca nguoi cdu ta, toi suyt nita ha héc. Cau ta gay hon bao gio hét, va
nhitng mang mé day do ruc xuat hién trén mat va co cau ta. Cau ta nguwong
nghiu gai. “Sao? T6i khong khée. Nhin 1a biét ma.”

Toi ngd nghiéng hanh lang. “Co ai ¢ nha nita khong?”

“Khong. B6 me t6i di an roi. Nghe nay, trm, t6i khong c6 y gi dau, nhung
cau dén day lam gi vay?”

Bronwyn da chi t6i can néi gi. To6i can bat dau vdi nhitng cau héi nhd, té
nhi vé chuyén ca tuan qua Janae ¢ dau va cam thdy thé nao. Tiép theo dé la
chu dé vé chitng tram cam cua Simon roi khuyén khich cau ta ké thém. Con
phwong an sau cung, téi cé thé noi dén nhitng gi Nate dang phai doi mat
trong lic van phong cong t6 tim cach chuyén cau ta vao mot nha tu thye sy.
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T6i khong lam theo bat ky diéu gi ké trén. Thay vao dé tdi budc tdi va om
cau ta, lac lw co thé gay go cua cau ta nhw thé mot dia tré can duge vo ve.
Cau ta ciing giong mot dita tré, toan xwong nhe bang véi tay chan yéu 6t.
Cau ta cing lai, roi guc vao nguoi toi 0a khoc.

“Chua 0i,” cau ta néi véi giong khan dac. “That kinh khing. Moi chuyén
that kinh khting.”

“Nao.” Toi dan cau ta dén sofa phong khach, hai ching t6i ng6i xuéng va
cau ta khoc thém ti nita. Pau cdu guc vao vai t6i trong mot tw thé ky quac
trong lic toi vuot téc cau. Téc cau cing do vi keo xit, chan t6c mau nau
16ng chudt chuyén dan sang mau xanh den ctia thu6c nhuém.

“Simon tw lam chuyén do, phai khong?” t6i than trong hoi.

Cau ta ngo6i day va bung 14y mat, ngat ngu tdi lui.

“Sao cau biét?” cau ta nitc nd.

Chtia oi. Bung la thé that. Phai dén ltc nay t6i méi that sy tin.

T6i khong nén noi véi cau ta moi chuyén. Toi 1€ ra khong dwoc noi bat cir
diéu gi, nhung t6i van noéi. Toi khong nghi ra dwgc cach nao khac dé noi
chuyén véi cau ta. Khi toi néi xong cau ta dirng day va 1én lau ma khong néi
mot 10i. Toi cho vai phut, mot tay co lai ddt trong long con tay kia van vé cai
khuyén tai. Cau ta dang goi ai sao? Hay lay sung dé ban v& dau t6i? Hay cat
cO tay dé cung chét véi Simon?

Vra khi t6i dinh di tim cau ta, Janae chay xudng cau thang mang theo mot
thép gidy roi chia ra cho t6i. “Tuyén ngon ctia Simon,” cau ta néi, méi nhéch
1én day cay dang. “Cai nay Ié ra sé dugc giti cho canh sat mot nam sau, sau
khi toan bo cudc doi cia cac cau da tan nat hét. D€ moi ngwdi biét chinh cau
ay la nguwoi lam viéc nay.”

Xap gidy run ray trong tay t6i khi t6i doc:

Diéu dau tién cdc nguoi can biét: Toi ghét cuéc doi minh va moi thi?
trong do.

Nén t6i quyét dinh viet né di. Nhung khong phdi virt di mét cdch Idng Ié.
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T6i dd nghi rdat nhiéu vé cdch thirc. Téi co thé mua sung, nhuw moi tén
khén khdc trén dat My nay. R6i mot sang no chdn cira va diung hét s6 dan
minh c6 tiéu diét bon chudt bo & Bayview cang nhiéu cang tét, trudc khi
danh vién cudi cung cho ban than.

Va toi sé mua that nhiéu dan.

Nhung chuyén nhu vdy da duogc thuc hién vo s6 lan réi. Chang con gdy
s6c nhw ngay xwa duoc nira.

T6i muén sdng tao hon. Poc ddo hon. T6i mubn vu ty sdt ciua minh sé
dugc ban tan hang nhiéu ndm sau. T6i muén nhitng ké hoc doi phdi bat
chudc t6i. Va thdt bai, vi 1én dugc mot ké hoach nhu thé nay vugt qud khd
ndng cta bon trdm cdm tam thuwong mong dugc chét cdc nguoi.

Gio cdc nguoi da chitng kién sy viéc dién ra nhu thé nao dugc mét nam.
Néu né di theo diung hudng toi hy vong, thi cdc nguoi hoan toan khong biét
chuyén gi da thuc sy xdy ra.

Toi ngang 1én khoi xap gidy. “Tai sao?” t6i hoi, miéng dang ngat. “Lam
sao Simon lai dén nuwéc nay?”

“Cau ay bi tram cam mot thoi gian r6i,” Janae ndi, tay vo vo chiéc vay
den madc trén ngudi. May chiéc vong kim loai deo trén hai tay kéu leng keng
theo chuyén dong cua cau ta. “Simon ltGc nao ciing cdm thdy minh dang
duwgc tén trong va chu y hon nhitng gi cau dy that sy nhan dugc, cau biét
ddy? Nhung nam nay cau ay tré nén cay cu véi chuyén dé hon han. Cau ay
bat dau & trén mang nhiéu hon va choi v4i mdy thang bién thai, twéng twgng
ra chuyén trd thu nhitng nguwdi khién cau ay khon khé. Bén do t6i khong
nghi cau dy con biét dau la that nita. Khi c6 gi t6i té xay ra thi cau dy phan
ung qua mac.”

Loi 1€ gio troi tudt ra khoi cau ta. “Cau dy bat dau noi vé viéc ty sat va
kéo ngudi khac theo cung, nhung theo kiéu sdng tgo. Cau ay am anh véi y
nghi diung cai ng dung d6 dé do t6i cho tat ca nhitng nguwoi cau dy ghét.
Cau ay biét Bronwyn gian lan va diéu do khién cau ay tic gian. Bronwyn
cam chac suat dai dién phat biéu trong 1é t6t nghiép r6i, nhung van can

https://thuviensach.vn



khong cho Simon c¢6 co hoi dudi kip. Cau ay nghi Bronwyn ham hai khong
cho minh tham dvy chung két Gia 1ap Lién Hiép Quoc. Va cau dy khong chiu
noi Nate vi chuyén xdy ra v6i Keely. Simon da twéng minh c6 co hoi véi
Keely cho tGi khi Nate cuép Keely ma tham chi con khéng hé c6 gang hay
may may quan tam.”

Tim t6i that lai. Chua oi, toi nghiép Nate. Vao tu vi mot ly do v6 nghia,
ngu ngoc nhuv thé. “Con Cooper? Cé phdi Simon 16i cdu dy vao ciing vi
Keely khong?”

Janae bat ra mot tiéng cuwoi cay dang. “Cau Tot Tinh ay ha? Cooper khién
Simon bi vao danh sach den khong duwgc dw budi tiéc sau vii hdi cta
Vanessa. Du Simon nam trong danh sach anh hwéng nay kia. Cau dy vo cuing
mat mat vi khong chi khéng dwgc mdi, ma con khong duwgc phép dén. Moi
nguoi déu dugc du, cdu ay noi.”

“Cooper lam u?” T6i chdp mat. Tin d6 mdi. Cooper da khong nhac gi tdi
chuyén do, va t6i cling chang hé dé y thay Simon c6 mat hay khong.

Ma cé 1é dé la mét phan cta van deé.

Janae ltic 14c dau. “U. T6i khong hiéu vi sao, nhung ciu ta da lam thé.
Vay nén ba ngudi d6 la muc tiéu cta Simon, va cau ay ciing da sap san cac
tin don. Du vay, t6i chi nghi l1a cau ay néi thé thoi. Mot cach xa gian. Co thé
sé nhu thé, néu toi thuyét phuc dugc cdu ay thoi 1én mang va ngiing sy am
anh kia lai. Nhung roi Jake phat hién mét diéu Simon khong muén ai biét va
dé chinh... do6 la giot nwéc lam tran ly.”

Oi khong. Tig giay troi qua khong nhic dén Jake da khién toi hy vong 1a
rot cudc anh ciing khong lién can. “Y cau la sao?” Tbi kéo khuyén tai minh
manh dén noi co co rach dai tai.

Janae cay cay 16p son mong tay bi troc cua minh, lam rung nhitng vun
xam xudng vay. “Simon can thiép vao phiéu bau dé vao dwgc danh sach anh
huwéng.” Tay t6i dong citng con mat thi trd ra. Janae bat ra mot tiéng cudi
kho khoc. “Toi biét. Ngu ngdc qua, ding khong? Simon la lung thé ddy. Cau
ay ché nhao nguoi khac la chudt bo gam nham, nhwng van mudn nhitng diéu
nguwoi khac muén. Va muén ngudi ta ngwdc nhin minh. Vay la cau dy lam
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viéc do, roi khoe v6i toi & ho boi mua hé roi, cau khoe la moi thit don gian
nhw dn banh va ciu ciing sé can thiép vao dip hoi truong sap t6i. Va Jake
nghe dugc.”

T6i c6 thé hinh dung ra ngay phéan tng ctia Jake, nén nhitng 10i tié€p theo
cta Janae khong khién t6i ngac nhién. “Cau ta cudi ngat nghéo. Simon phat
hodng. Khong thé chiu n6i y nghi Jake sé ké chuyén dé cho nguoi khac, va
tat ca hoc sinh sé biét cau ay da lam mat viéc tham hai thé nao. Kiéu, cau ay
hang bao nam troi di tiét 16 bi mat ngudi khac, va gid sé bi si nhuc vi bi mat
cua chinh minh.” Janae rung minh. “Cau twéng twgng dugc khong? Nha
sang lap Nghe Don bi vach tran 1a mot ké gia mao? biéu d6 day cau ay vuot
qua ranh gigi.”

“Ranh gigi?” t6i nhac lai.

“U. Simon quyét dinh khong néi vé ké hoach dién r6 cia minh nita ma
thuc hién luén. Cau dy da biét chuyén cau va TJ, nhung an binh bat dong
dén khi vao hoc lai. Va dung diéu d6 dé bit miéng va 16i kéo Jake. Vi Simon
can nguwoi tiép tuc thwe hién moi th sau khi minh chét, ma t6i thi khong
chiu lam thé.”

Toi khong biét ¢ nén tin cau ta hay khong. “Cau khong chiu?”

“Toi khong chiu.” Janae khong nhin t6i. “Khong phai vi cdc cdu. Toi
khong quan tam bat ky nguwdi nao cac cau. Ma vi Simon. Nhung cau ay
khong nghe t6i, va roi bat thinh linh cau ay khong con can toi nita. Cau ay
biét Jake nhu thé nao, biét cau ta sé phat ro khi nghe chuyén cdu va TJ.
Simon noi véi Jake 1a cau ta c6 thé trut hét moi chitng ¢t vao cau dé cau
phadi chiu t6i va vao tu. Va Jake hoan toan déng y. Cau ta con nghi ra y
twdng nho cau dén phong y té€ hom ay dé 1ay Tylenol cho cau thém phan
dang nghi.”

Pau toi ong ong. “Sy tra thu hoan hdo cho viéc ltra déi nguwdi ban trai
hoan hdo.” T6i khéng nghi minh da thyc sy néi ra thanh tiéng cho t6i khi
thay Janae gt dau.

“Phdi, va sé khong ai doan ra vi Simon va Jake con khong phai ban be.
V@i Simon, con mot céi lgi nita dé 1a cau ay khéng quan tam néu Jake lam
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héng viéc va bi bat. Cau ay gan nhw con mong nhu thé. Cau ay da ghét Jake
nhiéu nam r6i.”

Janae 1én giong nhu thé dang khdi dong cho mot trong nhitng man néi
xau ma c6 1é trwdc day cau ta v4i Simon da qua quen. “Cai cach Jake ctt thé
bé roi Simon nam 16p chin. R6i chuyén qua choi v6i Cooper nhw thé ca hai
la ban chi cot tir doi nao, nhw thé Simon khong con ton tai nita. Nhw thé cau
ay chang ddng ké.”

Co6 hong t6i & nwdc bot. Toi sap ndon. Khong, ngat di. C6 thé ca hai. Cai gi
cling d& hon la ngoi day nghe chuyén nay. Su6t thdi gian ay tir sau cai chét
cta Simon, khi Jake vo vé t0i, bat t6i ngoi chung xe v6i TJ di duy tiéc nhw
thé khong c6 gi xay ra, ngt vdi toi - anh biét hét. Anh ta biét t6i da ltra d6i
va dang cho co hoi. Cho dip tring phat toi.

Co6 khi d6 méi la phan kinh khung nhat. Anh ta da cu x@ binh thwong dén
thé nao sudt thoi gian ay.

Bang cach nao day, t6i c6 thé ndi ti€p. “Nhung cau... Nhwng Nate bi gai.
Jake doi y u?”

T6i dau d6n nhan ra minh mu6n diéu do la s that dén thé nao.

Janae khong tra 10i ngay. Can phong im lang triv tiéng thd doc cua cau ta.
“Khong,” cudi cting cdu ta ndi. “Chuyén la... moi thit dién ra gan nhu ding y
hét nhitng gi Simon da tru tinh. Cau dy va Jake cho may cai dién thoai vao
ba 16 cac cau sang hém do, roi thay Avery phat hién ra va phat cac cau, y hét
nhw Simon dy doan. Cau ay khién cho cudc diéu tra cia canh sat dé dang
hon bang cach dé ngo trang quéan ly ctia Nghe Bon. Cau dy viét dan y cho
cac bai Tumblr va bdo Jake dang cap nhat tr may tinh cong cong kem theo
chi tiét vé nhitng gi dang thyc sy dién ra. Cam giac nhv dang xem mot
chwong trinh truyén hinh thye té viegt ngoai tam kiém soat, va cau c doi tdi
lic nha san xuat budc ra va noéi, Pu réi. Nhung khong ai lam thé. Toi phat
om. Toi c¢ bdo Jake la hay dirng lai di tredc khi qua mudn.”

Ruot gan t6i that lai. “Jake khéng chiu?”

Janae khit miii. “Khong. Cau ta toan tdm toan y vd&i ké hoach sau khi
Simon chét. Cam thdy minh day quyén uy khi chitng kién cac ciu bi duva 1én
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don, thdy ca truong x6n xao va moi ngwoi phat cuéng vi cai trang Tumblr.
Cau ta thich tht quyén lyc d6.” Cau ta nglrng mot gidy va liéc t6i. “Toi doan
cau da biét cai do roi.”

U, c6 18 thé. Nhung lic nay toi khong can cau nhic. “Cdu da c6 thé ngin
lai, Janae,” t6i ndi, giong moi lic mét 16n trong lic con soc dan chuyén
thanh noi tirc gian. “Dang 1€ cau nén ké ai d6 nghe chuyén gi dang xay ra.”

“T6i khong thé,” Janae noi, rut ngwoi lai. “Co lan khi hop vGi Simon,
Jake ghi am lai toan b0 trén dién thoai. T6i dang c6 gang thuyét phuc Simon,
nhung céi cach Jake chinh stta doan ghi am khién moi thit nghe nhw 1a cha y
cta toi vay. Cau ta néi sé dwa doan bang cho canh sat va do hét lén dau toi
néu toi khong giup.”

Cau ta run ray hit sdu mot hoi. “T6i 18 ra phéi gai bang chitng vao trong
phong cau. Cau con nhé cai ngay toi t6i nha cau cht? Toi c6 mang cai may
tinh theo. Nhung t6i khong lam dwge. Sau vu do, Jake cit quay rdi sudt va
toi sg. T6i ci thé dé hét moi thit cho Nate.” Cau ta bat ra mot tiéng nic.
“Chang khé khan gi. Nate chang khoa cai gi. Va to6i goi to6 cdu ta thay vi

»

cau.

“Tai sao?” Giong t6i nho xiu, va tay t6i run téi noéi ban tuyén ngoén cta
Simon kéu sot soat. “Sao cau khong theo ké hoach?”

Janae lai dung dwa tGi lui. “Cau tot vGi t6i. Hang tram ngudi trong cai
treong ngu si dé6 ma khong ai, triv cau, hai toi c6 nhd Simon khong. T6i nhd
chit. Gio van nhg. T6i rat hiéu cau dy dién ro thé nao, nhung... cau ay la
ngwoi ban duy nhat ctia t6i.” Cau ta bat dau khéc nitc nd, doi vai gay run
ray. “Chi t&i khi cau dén. T6i biét ching ta khong thuc sy la ban be va gio
chdc ciu ghét téi 1am, nhwng... t6i khong thé lam diéu do6 vdi cau.”

Toi khong biét tra 10i thé nao. Va néu ctt tiép tuc nghi vé Jake thi t6i sé
dién mat. Tam tri to6i bau vao mot mau nhé xiu con chwa ré rang trong cai bo
x€p hinh bénh hoan nay. “Con bai dang vé Cooper? Tai sao Simon viét sy
that xong lai thay bang mot 161 d6i tra?”

“La Jake day,” Janae néi, quét mat. “Cau ta bat Simon déi. Cau ta noi
minh dang ban cho Cooper mot an hué, nhuwng... téi khong biét. T6i nghi cha
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yéu la vi ciu ta khong muon ai biét ban than minh la gay. Va cau ta c6 vé
kha ghen ti truée tat ca sy chu y Cooper cé dugc nho choi béng chay.”

Pau 6c t6i quay cuong. T6i nén hoi thém nhiéu nita, nhung chi nghi dugc
mot cau. “Gid sao? Cau c6... Y toi 13, cau khong thé dé Nate bi két an,
Janae. Cau phai n6i vdi ai dé chit? Cau phai noi.”

Janae 14y tay lau mat. “T6i biét. T6i phat 6m vi y nghi d6 ca tuan qua.
Nhung véan dé 1a, t6i khong c6 gi triv ban in nay. Jake c6é ban video trén 6
clirng ctia Simon, cung toan b cac tap tin dw phong cho thay cau ta da 1én
toan bo ké hoach nay su6t may thang.”

T6i huo xdp tuyén ngon ctia Simon nhu cai khién. “Thé nay cling du roi.
Cai nay, cung 10i n6i caa cau, la rdt nhiéu ro6i.”

“Chuyén gi sé xdy dén vdi to6i?” Janae ling bing khong ra tiéng. “Toi
giong nhuw, dong pham, phai khong? Hay can tré cong ly? Toi c6 thé vao tu.
Con Jake lai c6 doan ghi am kia nita. Cau ta da buc toi roi. T6i sg cau ta nén
khong dam dén trwong. Cau ta c* ghé qua va...” Chudng ctra vang lén va
Janae cting nguwoi khi dién thoai t6i danh chuéng bao tin nhan. “Chua oi,
Addy, chdc la cau ta day. Cau ta chi ghé qua khi thdy xe bo me t6i khong cé
0 ngoai.”

Dién thoai toi sang 1én vai tin nhan tir Cooper. Jake tdi réi. Co chuyén gi
vdy? Toi chup canh tay Janae. “Nghe nay. Hay gai han ta hét nhw han da gai
cau. No6i vGi han ta vé toan bo vu nay, va ching ta sé ghi am lai. Cau c6 san
dién thoai day khong?”

Janae 14y dién thoai ra khéi tii va chuong reo lan nita. “Khéng ich gi dau.
Cau ta luc nao ciling thu dién thoai toi trudc khi néi chuyén.”

“OK. Toi sé dung dién thoai ciia minh.” T6i ng6 vao phong an téi om phia
bén kia. “T6i sé tron trong do trong lic cau néi chuyén véi han.”

“T6i khong biét minh lam dwgc khong,” Janae thi thao, va t6i lac tay cau
ta that manh.

“Cau phai lam. Cau can stta chita moi thi, Janae. Chuyén da di qua xa
r6i.” Tay toi run rdy, nhung tdi c6 gang hoi am ngan gon cho Cooper -
Khéng sao, cti cho di - roi ditng day, kéo theo Janae va day cau ta ra ctra.
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“M@ ctta di.” To6i lubng cuéng nhao vao phong an va sup ngudi xudng, md
tng dung ghi am trén dién thoai va bAm Bat dau. T6i dé dién thoai ra gan 16i
vao gitta phong khach va phong an hét mitc ma t6i dam, va ndp sau twong
canh ta do st.

Ban dau, mau don Ién tai lam t6i khong nghe dwgc gi, nhung khi bét di
r6i thi t6i nghe giong Jake: “... khong di hoc?”

“Toi khong khoe,” Janae noi.

“That sao.” Giong Jake nhuém mui khinh bi. “T6i ciing thé, nhung van di
hoc day. Cau cling can nhw thé. Sinh hoat nhw binh thuwong, cau biét ma?”

T6i phai cang tai ra m&i nghe dwgc Janae. “Cau khong nghi chuyén nay di
xa qué 10i sao Jake? Y t6i 13, Nate vdo tu roi. Toi biét ké hoach 1a nhw thé,
nhung gid khi xdy ra chuyén thi kinh khtiing qua.” T6i khong biét dién thoai
c6 bat duwgc tiéng cau ta khong, nhung t6i khong lam dwge gi hon. Toi
khong thé bat cu ta vao phong an dugc.

“T6i biét cau dang hoang.” Giong Jake c6 vé binh than. “Khong, ta kh6ng
thé ding, Janae. Nhu thé ca hai ta sé gdap nguy hiém. Du sao thi, cho Nate
vao tu la lya chon cua cdu, phai khong? Lé ra phai la Addy, nhan tién, do la
ly do t6i téi day. Cau lam héng vu do va gio cau phai chiu trach nhiém thoi.
T6i c6 vai y.”

Giong Janae 16n hon mdt chit. “Simon bi bénh, Jake. Ty sat va do cho
nguwoi khac giét minh la rat dién ro6. Toi muén ra khéi vu nay. T6i sé khong
ké ai biét cau c6 lién quan, nhwng t6i muon chung ta... t6i khong biét... dwa
ra 10i nhan nac danh rang moi chuyén chi la mot tro lira gat hay gi do.
Chung ta phai ngung lai.”

Jake khit miii. “Cau khéng cé quyén quyét dinh, Janae. Birng quén to6i
dang cé6 gi trong tay. Toi c6 thé dé hét moi thit trwdc ctra nha cau va bo di.
Chang c6 gi lién hé toi vdi toan bo chuyén nay hét.”

Sai roi, do khon, t6i nghi. Roi thoi gian nhw dirng lai khi tin nhan cda
Cooper hién lén trén man hinh cung tiéng nhac “Only Girl” cta Rihanna
lanh lanh. Cdu OK chur?
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T6i quén mat budc quan trong nhat la tat chuéng dién thoai trde khi
dung né lam thiét bi theo doi.

“Cai quai gi thé? Addy?” Jake gam lén. T6i khong kip nghi, chi lao ra
khoi phong an va bang qua nha bép ctia Janae, ta on Chda cau ta c6 ctra sau
dé toi lao qua. Tiéng chan thinh thich vang lén sau t6i, nén thay vi chay ra xe
Cooper t06i dam thang vao canh ritng ram rap sau nha Janae. T6i hodng loan
lao qua nhitng cay bui dwdi chan, né tranh cac bui cay thap va ré cay qua
kho cho t6i khi chan t6i mac vao thi gi do6 va to6i nhao xudng dat. Lai hét
nhw Iic chay bo trong gio thé chat - dau goi rach toac, khong thé noi, l1ong
ban tay dau nhoi - cé diéu lan nay mat ca toi cling bi trat.

T6i nghe tiéng canh cay gay sau luwng, xa hon toi twdng nhung cling dang
tién thang tGi t6i. Toi ditng day, nhan nho, va can nhac céac lya chon. Mot
diéu chac chan la sau nhitng gi t6i nghe dugc trong phong khach - Jake sé
khong roi canh rirng nay cho t6i khi nao tim thay t6i. T6i khong biét minh
c6 tron dugce khong, chit chay thi chac chan khéng thé roi. Toi hit sau mot
hoi r6i hét “Ciru!” bang hét sitc binh sinh, roi toi lai nhac chan, c6 tién theo
duwong zigzag ra xa khoi noi toi nghi la vi tri cta Jake trong khi cang luc
cang tdi gan nha Janae hon.

Nhung Chia oi, mat ca td6i dau qua. T6i gan nhw 1ét tGi trudc, va tiéng
dong sau lwng thi moi ldc mot 16n cho téi khi mot ban tay chup 1dy tay t6i va
giat t6i lai. Toi hét thém dugc mot ti€éng nira thi Jake 1ay ban tay con lai bum
miéng toi.

“Con di nay,” giong han khan khan. “May ty tim dén ddy nhé, may biét
cht?” T6i can ngadp rang vao tay Jake va han ra 1én mot tiéng dau dén, tha
tay ra va ciing trong chép mat ay vung tay 1én lai va vao mat toi.

T6i choang vang, mat dau nhirc, nhung van rweén nguai 1én duge va van
minh c6 hic dau g6i vao ha bo han con moéng tay cao 1én mat han. Jake kéu
1én 1an nita khi t6i tdn cong, khuyu xudng dua 1au dé téi vung ra va thao chay.
Mat cé toi oan xudng va tay han lai khéa citng canh tay t6i nhw gong kim.
Han kéo t6i vé phia han va tim chat vai t6i. Trong mot gidy quai g, toi con
twong han dinh hoén t6i kia.
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Nhwng han x6 t6i xudng dat, quy xuéng va dong dau t6i 1én mdt tdng da.
So t6i no tung vi dau va thi lwe t6i chuyén doé 1e, réi den kit. Co gi dé vong
qua c0 toi va t6i ngat thd. T6i khong thay gi ca, nhwng van nghe duwgc. “May
dang 1é phai vao tu thay Nate, Addy,” Jake gam ghe trong Itc t6i cau vao tay
han. “Nhwng thé nay cling dugc.”

Mot giong con gai dang hodng loan xuyén qua con dau trong dau toi.
“Jake, ngtrng lai! Tha cau ay ra!”

Ap lyc kinh khiing kia bién mat va t6i hép 14y hép dé khong khi. T6i nghe
tiéng Jake gam gir va gian dit, roi c6 nguwoi ra 1én va mot tiéng thich. Toi nén
ding day, ngay bdy gio. T6i véi tay ra, cdm nhan cé va dat bén dudi ngon
tay trong lic t6i mo mam tim chd chong. T6i chi can dyng ngwoi day. Xua
tan dong dom dom dang n6 twng birng tredc mat. Ting viéc mot.

Ban tay lai vong qua c0 t6i, siét manh. T6i vung chan dap, van y chi bat
ching van dong nhu khi dap xe, nhung ching mém nhiin nhw mi 6ng. T6i
chép chdp mat thém may lan nita, cho tGi khi cé thé thay lai. Cé diéu gio toi
wdc gi minh mu. Mat ctia Jake 16e anh bac dudi trang, day ap sy cuéng nd
lanh nhw bang. Tai sao t6i khong thdy trudc diéu nay chir?

T6i khong thé cay tay han ra du c6 c6 thé nao di nita.

R6i t6i thd lai dugc trong luc Jake chdi téi trwdc, va téi 10 mo ty hoi lam
thé nao va tai sao hin 1am vay. Am thanh lai tran ngdp khong gian khi t6i lan
sang bén va hon hén hit day khong khi vao hai buéng phéi trong rong. Vai
gidy hay ca may phut tr6i qua, khong thé doan ndi, cho t6i khi mot ban tay
an 1én vai toi va to6i chép chdp nhin vao mot déi mat khac. Tot bung, quan
tam. Va cling sg hai nhu toi vay.

“Cooper,” toi thi thao. Cau kéo t6i ngoi day va t6i tira dau vao ngue cau,
cam nhan nhip tim cau dap manh trén ma minh trong Idc tiéng coi hu xa xa
moi liic mot gan.
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CHUONG BA MUOI

Nate
Thit Sau ngay 9 thang Mudi mot, 3:40 chiéu

Toi biét c6 gi dé khac qua céach linh canh nhin t6i khi 6ng goi tén toi.
Khéng con nhv mét dong dat ong muon 1ay chan di qua di lai nhw moi lan
nita. “Don do6 di,” 6ng no6i. T6i khong c6 may do, nhung toi tir ton gom moi
thit vao mot cai tii nhya roi theo 6ng di doc hanh lang dai xam xit xuong
van phong quan ly.

Eli lvon qua lwgn lai trwdc ctra, tay dit tai, nhin to6i bang anh mat cham
cham dir d6i cta anh ta lan thit mot tram. “Chao mirng dén véi phan doi con
lai cua cau, Nate.” Khi t6i khong phan ng, anh ta n6i thém, “Cau ty do r6i.
Cau dugc tha. Toan bo vu nay la mot tro Itta dao va da bi phanh phui. Nén
cau hay cadi bo do lién than d6 ma trong do thuong 1én di, réi phan khoi day
thoi.”

Dbén ldc nay t6i da quen vdi viéc lam theo chi dan roi, nén toi nghe theo.
Khéng con gi chui dugc vao dau t6i nita, ngay ca luc Eli cho t6i xem tin tic
vé vu bat Jake, cho tGi khi anh ta ké Addy dang & trong bénh vién vi bi
choang va niit so. “Tin tot la, vét nitt rat nho va khong co6 tén thuwong nao
bén dwdi. Co dy sé hoan toan binh phuc.”

Addy, c6 cong chua hoi trieong ndo rong bong héa thanh thanh tra ninja
ba dao, nhap vién vdi cai so nitt vi da tim cach giup t6i. Co6 1€ chi con song
la nho Janae, ngwdi bi v& quai ham vi da c6 can thiép, va Cooper, nguoi
bong trd thanh mat siéu anh hung dugc truyén thong xun xoe. T6i sé mirng
cho cau ta néu toan bo chuyén nay khong khién t6i phat om.

Vo0 s0 gidy to phai thu xép khi ban ra ti vi mot to6i ma ban khéng lam.
Law & Order chuwa bao gio chiéu canh ban phai dién bao nhiéu thit don
trede khi tai hoa nhap véi thé gigi. Biéu dau tién t6i thdy khi chép mat budc
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ra anh sang choi chang la hang chuc may quay rung rung song day. Phai roi.
Toan bo vu nay la mot bé phim khong bao gid két, va toi da tir ké xau
chuyén thanh ngudi tét trong vong vai gio, du téi chang lam mot viéc gi
giup tao nén sy khac biét ay ké tr khi vao day.

Me t6i & ngoai, mot ngac nhién thud vi, c6 thé néi thé. T6i chwa bao gio
khong chuan bi cho tinh huéng me lai bién mat. Va Bronwyn, du t6i da dac
biét dan la khong mudén cau xuat hién & day. Co 1€ chang ai nghi la t6i hoan
toan nghiem tuc. Trwdc khi toi kip phan tng thi tay cau da vong qua nguoi
t0i va mat toi vui trong mui tao xanh ttr toc cau.

Chua oi. Co gai nay. Trong vai giay toi hit vao mui hwong cua cau va moi
chuyén déu o6n ca.

Co6 diéu khong phai thé.

“Nate, cam giac tv do thé nao? Cau c6 binh ludn nao vé Jake khong?
Buéce tiép theo 1a gi?” Eli ban mot loat nhitng cau tra 10i ngan gon vao dam
micro chia tredc madt t6i trén duong ra xe anh ta. Anh ta gio la ngudi quan
trong nhat ldc nay, nhung t6i khong biét anh ta da lam gi dé duwgc nhuw thé.
Céo budc bi bai bé vi Bronwyn lién tuc gd ra nhitng dau moéi méi va lung ra
dwgce nhan chitng. Vi ban trai Cooper két noi cac chi tiét chang ai nhan ra.
Vi Addy liéu minh lao vao hang cop. Va vi Cooper dén cttu kip lic treée khi
Jake cé thé bit miéng cau ta.

T6i la dia duy nhét trong hoi sat nhan khéng déng gop cai khi me gi. Toi
chi lam dwgc mot viéc, dy la lam mot thang dé bi do toi.

Eli nhich xe trng chit mot ra khoi dam xe tin tiéc cho t6i khi ching toi ra
cao toc va trung tam cai tao m@ dan thanh c4i cham nhé dang xa. Anh ta
dang huyén thuyén qua nhiéu thi¢ t6i khong theo kip: anh ta dang lam viéc
v6i s quan Lopez dé bé hét moi cdo budc budn thude cia t6i; néu t6i muodn
néi gi véi truyén thong thi hay 1én Mikhail Powers; t6i can mot ké hoach dé
trd lai treong. To6i nhin ra cita s6, tay nam chat tay Bronwyn. Khi cu6i ciing
cling nghe thay Eli hoi minh cé thac mac gi khong, t6i méi nhan ra anh ta da
1ap di lap lai cau héi may lan.

“Co ai cham Stan khong?” t6i hoi. B6 t6i chac chan la khong roi.
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“Minh,” Bronwyn néi. Khi t6i khong dap, cau siét tay toi va néi thém,
“Nate, cau c6 sao khong?”

Cau c6 nhin vao mat t6i, nhung t6i thi khong thé. Cau muon t6i hanh phic
va toi cling khong thé. Sy khong thé tredc Bronywn nhw mot cd thui vao
bung t6i: moi diéu cau muodn déu tot, déu ding dan, déu hgp ly, va déu la
nhitng thit t6i khong thé lam dwgc. Cau luc nao ciing sé 1a c6 gai di truwdc toi
trong cudc san kho bau, mai toc 14p lanh hit 1ay t6i dén mitc td6i gan nhw
quén mat rang minh 1€o déo theo sau cau mot cach vé dung thé nao.

“Minh chi muén vé nga.” T6i van khong nhin Bronwyn, nhung qua khoe
mat, t6i thdy mat cau xi xuéng, va khéng hiéu vi sao ma diéu d6 dem lai mot
cam giac thoa man xau xa. Toi da lam cau that vong rat dang lic. Cudi cung
thi cling c6 gi do hop ly.

Cooper
Thit Bdy ngay 17 thang Muoi mot, 9:30 sang

That ky khoi khi budc xuéng nha an sang vao thit Bay va thay ndi t6i doc
t0 People vGi madt toi trén bia.

Pay khong phai anh chup studio. Ma la anh t6i va Kris rdi don canh sat
sau khi cho 10i khai. Kris trong tuyét hdo, con tdi ctt nhv vira tinh day sau
mot dém xin quac can cau. Thay ro ludn ai trong hai difa t6i la ngudi mau.

Cai cach ma sy ndi tiéng tinh cd nay van hanh that la lung. Pau tién nguoi
ta ting ho t6i du toi bi t6 la gian 1an va giét nguwoi. R6i ho ghét t6i vi con
nguoi that cua toi. Gio ho lai yéu quy t6i vi toi da c6 mat ding noi ding luc
va ha guc Jake bang mot ci ddm chuan xac.

Va co 1€ cling vi hiéu tng lan toéa khi ¢ bén Kris. Eli danh moi cong trang
cho cau vi da phat hién ra sy that, vay nén cau la ngoi sao sang madi vut lén
tir dong hon don nay. Viéc cau tim cach né tranh truyén thong cang khién ho
san lung cau hon.

Lucas ng6i doi dién ndi, xtic ngli coc vé6 miéng trong khi lwét iPad.
“Trang ham mo Facebook ctia anh gio c6 ca tram ngan lwgt thich r6i,” no
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bao cdo, hat mot lon téc ra khéi mat nhw xua mét con bo kho chiu. Pay la
tin tot v&i Lucas, n6 da ty 4i dung dung khi gan hét nhitng ké goi la fan cta
toi bo roi trang ham mo sau khi toi bi canh sat cong khai la gay.

No6i khit miii va lang t& tap chi qua ban. “Kinh khung. Mgt thang nhé
chét, mot thang khac hai doi né va xém nira hai doi bay, vay ma ngudi ta
van coi day nhw mot cai show truyén hinh vay. Ta on Chda vi thién ha mau
quén. Sé c6 chuyén khac xuat hién va bay cé thé trd lai cudc doi cii.”

Chuyén quai nao ciing dugc.

Tt khi Jake bi bat t6i gio da gan mot tuan. Hién tai né dang bi cdo budc
toi hanh hung, can tr@ cong ly, chinh stta bang chitng, va mot dong thi khac
ma t6i khong nhé noi. N6 da co luat sw riéng, va cling ¢ cung trai cai tao ma
Nate tirng &. T6i thay cling dang lam, nhwng cam giac khong hé 6n. T6i van
khong thé chap nhan viéc cai tén t6i kéo khoi nguwdi Addy véi cai thang ma
toi choi chung tr 16p chin la mot. Ludt su ctia nd néi vé sitc anh hwdng qua
16n tir Simon, va cé thé la thé that. Hodc c6 1€ Ashton da ding va Jake ngay
t dau da 1a mot thang thich kiém soat.

Janae hop tac v@i canh sat va c6 vé cau ta sé doi 10i khai dé c6 dugc thoa
thudn vGi bén céng t6. Cau ta va Addy gio gan bo keo son. Toi thi khong
biét nén cam thay sao vé Janae bdi cau ta da dé moi chuyén di t6i nwdc nay.
Nhung t6i cling khong v6 t6i nhw minh twdng. Trong khi Addy ngdy ngat
v6i thuée gidm dau ctia bénh vién, nho da khai hét véi toi, ca vé lan giat
minh ngu ngoc hoéi vii hoi 16p mwdi mot khién Simon ghét t6i t6i mic do
cho toi t6i giét nguwoi.

T6i phéi tim cach song vai diéu do, va chac chan téi phai hoc cach bé qua
cho ngwoi khac 1am 16i cta ho.

“Lat bay gap Kris a?” noi hoi.

“Da,” t6i dap. Lucas tiép tuc an ma khong chép mat. Hoéa ra n6 cha quan
tam chuyén anh no c6 ban trai. Du n6 c6 vé nhd Keely.

Va dé cling la ngudi t6i sé gdp hom nay, tredc khi dén véi Kris. Mot phan
vi t6i ng em mot 161 xin 16i, phan vi em ciing bi cuén vao m@ bong bong nay,
du canh sat da c6 xéa tén em khdi ban tha t6i ctia Simon. Tén em khong
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nam trong ho so dwa ra cho cong ching, nhwng ngwoi & truong chac chan da
ranh dé doan ra. T6i nhan cho em hoi dau tuan hoi tham xem em thé nao, va
em nhan lai la em xin 16i vi da khong té ra ting ho hon khi chuyén Kris va
t6i vO' 16. Mot ¢ chi cao thugng vé phan em, nhat 1a sau moi 16i doi tra t6i
da noi.

Sau dé ching t6i trao doi qua lai. Em kha dau long vé vai tro ctia minh
trong chuyén nay, du em khong hé biét chuyén gi dang xdy ra. To6i la mot
trong so it nhitng nguwdi ¢ day hiéu cam giac do.

Khong chirng sau tat ca ching t6i lai c6 thé l1a ban ctia nhau. T6i thich thé.

Ba buéc vé bép mang theo laptop, lac lac né nhw thé c6 qua bén trong.
“Con coi email chwa?”

“Sang nay thi chwa ba.”

“Josh Langley hoi tham. Mudn biét con nghi sao giita dai hoc va tuyén
quan. Va dé nghi cia UCLA ciing t6i. Nhwng LSU thi van chwa c6 gi.” Ba
sé khong hai long cho t6i khi tat ca cac doi bong chay dai hoc trong top nam
dé nghi cho t6i hoc bong. Louisiana State la bén duy nhat chwa déng tinh,
diéu nay khién ba dién tiét vi d6i ho ditng dau. “Du sao thi, Josh tuan sau
muon noi chuyén. Con chiu khong?”

“Da,” t0i dap, du toi da quyét la sé khong tham gia tuyén quan luén. Cang
nghi nhiéu vé twong lai bong chay, t6i cang muon budc tiép theo la dai hoc.
T6i con ca doi dé choi bong chay, nhung chi c6 may nam hoc dai hoc.

Lwa chon dau tién cua t6i la Cal State. Vi ho la trwong duy nhat khong
quay lung khi toi nga nguwa.

Nhung ba sé vui khi t6i n6éi chuyén v6i Josh Langley. Chung toi da ting
buwdc xay dung lai mdi quan hé cha-con tw khi tin t6t vé bong chay bat dau
do vé. Ba van khong noéi gi vai téi vé Kris, va chi ngoi im thin thit khi ai
nhac tGi cau. Du vay ba khong con lao ra khéi phong nita. Va ba da lai nhin
vao mat toi.

D6 1a mot khéi dau.
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Addy
Thit Bay ngay 17 thang Muoi mot, 2:15 chiéu

Toi khong dap xe duwgc vi bi niit so va trat cd chan, nén Ashton chd t6i tdi
buo6i kham tiép theo. Moi thit dang lanh lai ding trinh tw, du t6i van bi
nhitng con dau dau tic thi néu xoay dau qua nhanh.

Con cam xtc thi sé mat lau hon dé lanh. Phan ntta thdi gian t6i cam thay
nhw Jake da chét, con nita kia t6i mudn giét han. Bay gio, toi c6 thé thira
nhan la Ashton véi TJ khong sai khi n6i vé m6i quan hé gitta Jake va t6i.
Han diéu khién moi thit, va t6i dé nhu thé. Nhung t6i khong doi nao tin
dwgc rang han c6 thé lam nhitng viéc han da lam trong ritng. Tim t6i cdm
giac nhw so t6i lic Jake tan cong vay - nhu thé bi bé lam d6i bang mot cai
riu cun.

To6i cling khong biét phai cam thdy sao vé Simon. Do6i khi toi thay buon
cai chuyén cau ta lén ké hoach dé hiy hoai cuéc doi bon nguoi vi twéng ho
da twéc di khéi cau ta nhitng diéu ai cling mudn: thanh cong, cé ban be,
dugc yéu mén. Bugc cong nhan.

Nhuwng chi yéu t6i van wdc la minh khong bao gic gap cau ta.

Nate tham t6i trong bénh vién va t6i cling gap cau ta vai lan sau khi ra
vién. T6i lo cho cau ta. Nate khong phai loai dé mé long minh ra, nhung cau
ta noi dua dé t6i doan dugc la viéc bi bat khién cau ta thay minh v6 dung. Toi
da c6 thuyét phuc cau diéu ngugc lai, nhung khong nghi 1a c6 két qua. Udc
gi cau ta chiu nghe, vi néu c6 ai biét ta c6 thé pha hong cuéc doi minh thé
nao khi ty cho rang ban than chwa du tét, thi do 1a toi.

TJ nhan t6i vai lan tr khi téi roi vién may ngay trede. Cau ta ¢t tham do
chuyén hen ho véi t6i, nén t6i cu6i cung phdi noéi thang la sé khong cé
chuyén do. T6i khong bao gio c6 thé ¢ bén nguoi da gop phan cung toi kich
hoat toan bo chu6i phan ng nay. Tiéc thay, vi toi va cau ta c6 thé c6 twong
lai néu ching t6i da thye hién mot s6 viéc khac di. Nhung t6i dan nhan ra cé
nhitng diéu ban khong thé hoan lai, du y dinh cta ban c6 t6t ra sao.

Du sao thi cling 6n théi. Toi khong dong y véi me rang TJ 1a hy vong tot
nhat va cudi cung dé khong bi €. Me khong phai chuyén gia vé tinh yéu nhw
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me twong.

T6i tha nghe 16i khuyén cta Ashton, chi dang thich thu tridc sy si mé bat
ngo cua Eli. Anh ta tim chi sau khi chuyén 6n théa v6i Nate va ra chi di
choi. Chi bado chi chwa san sang hen ho trd lai, nén anh ta c lién tuc tam
ngung khoi cong viéc khong 16 ciia minh dé dwa chi di nhitng buo6i khong-
phai-hen-ho céng phu, dwoc 1én ké hoach k¥ luwdng. M6t chuyén, ma chi
thtra nhan, la minh kha thich.

“Chi khong chac la c6 coi anh ta nghiém tic duwgc khong,” chi n6i véi toi
khi t6i ca nhic ra xe trén doi nang sau tai kham. “Y chi 13, riéng qua dau théi
cling da ro6i.”

“Em thich qua dau dy. C6 ca tinh. Vi lai, trong n6 mém, nhw may vay.”

Ashton cuoi toe va vén mot lon toc ru triwedc tran toi. “Chi thich téc em co.
Dé no dai thém ti nita di thi chiing ta thanh sinh doi.”

Ké hoach bi mat cua t6i day. Lau nay toi da rat muon c6 mai téc nhw cua
Ashton.

“Chi c6 thit nay mudn cho em xem,” chi néi khi cho xe ra khéi bénh vién.
“Tin tot.”

“That a? Cai gi thé chi?” Dai khi t6i kho ma nhé cam giac c6 tin tot la thé
nao nita.

Ashton lac dau va mim cwoi. “Phéi xem chit khong néi duoc.”

Chi ngirng xe treédc mot toa can hd trong mot khu cé thé goi la thoi
thuvong ctia Bayview. Ashton di bang vdi toc do6 cham chap cua t6i tGi mot
khodng san trudc sang sua, roi dua tdéi dén mot bang ghé trong sanh. “Chd
ti,” chi noi, gac nang cua t6i sang bén canh. Chi bién mat noi khic quanh va
khi tré lai mwoi phit sau chi dwa téi dén mot thang may va ching t6i di 1én
tang ba.

Ashton tra chia vao ctta danh s6 302 va diy mé& ctra vao mot can ho 16n
v6i tran nha cao thiét ké nhw mai xép. Can ho c6 nhiéu ctra s6 va twdng gach
tran cung san go bong loang, va toi mé n6 ngay lap titc. “Em nghi sao?” chi
hoi.
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T6i gac nang lén twong va ca nhac vao can bép rong, than phuc gach
kham birc twong bép. Ai ma biét Bayview lai c6 nhitng thit thé nay chii?
“Pep qua. Chi cé, rm, tinh thué n6 khong?” Té6i c6 lam giong nong nhiét
chtt khong phai kinh hadi trudc canh Ashton bo toi lai mot minh v&i me.
Ashton ¢ nha cling chwa lau, nhwng t6i da hoi quen v@i viéc chi ¢ do.

“Chi thué ro6i,” chi néi va cudi, xoay mot vong trén 16p go san. “Cé nguoi
ngd y vdi Charlie va chi mua can nha trong ltic em & vién, van chwa chét,
nhung khi chét xong thi bon chi cling 101 duwgc kha kha. Anh ta dong y nhan
hét phan ng dai hoc ctia minh nhw m6t phan trong théa thuan ly di. Cong
viéc thiét ké ctia chi van cham, nhung chi c6 mot it tién dé danh nén sé
khong qua khé khan. Va Bayview thi d& ton kém hon San Diego. Can hd
nay trong trung tam sé dat gap ba.”

“Tuyét qua!” T6i mong la minh dién vai hao hitng dat. TG6i that sy hao
hitng cho chi. Chi la toi sé nhé chi. “Chi nén c6 phong du cho em ghé
tham.”

“Chi c6 phong du,” Ashton n6i. “Chi khéng muén em ghé tham.”

To6i tré mat nhin chi. Khong thé nao. T6i twdng chiing t6i da than thiét vGi
nhau hon trong mdy thang qua.

Chi cuoi tredc vé mat cia toi. “Chi mudn em song ¢ ddy, ngoc a. Em can
ra khoi nha nhiéu nhu chi. Me néi thé cling dugc. Me dang & trong giai doan
tut doc vdi Justin va me nghi la danh nhiéu thoi gian riéng tw bén nhau hon
sé stta chita moi van dé. Va lai, em may thang nita la mwdi tdm réi va co thé
song & bat cit dau em muon.”

T6i 6m cham 1ay chi tredc khi chi néi hét, va chi chiu dung mot vai giay
triedc khi lach minh ra. Ching t6i van chwa quen thé hién tinh cam chi em
géi sao cho khong guong gao. “Bi di. Coi phong em kia. O ding kia.”

T6i ca nhac vao can phong ngdp anh nang véi canh ctta so to twéng nhin
ra con duwong xe dap dang sau toa nha. Ké sach am twong doc theo twdng, va
xa nha 16 thién trén tran tao thanh mot dan den tuyét dep v&i muwdi hai béng
den Edison nhiéu kich c& va kiéu dang. T6i yéu moi thit noi nay. Ashton tia
nguoi vao clra va mim cuwoi voi toi.
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“Khdi dau mdi cho ca hai ta, nhi?”

Cudi cung cling c6 cam giac la thé that.

Bronwyn
Chu nhat ngay 18 thang Muoi mot, 10:45 sang

Cai hoém sau ngay Nate dugc tha, t6i thywe hién cudc phéng van dau tién
va duy nhat vdi truyén thong. Toi khong muon thé. Nhung Mikhail Powers
tap kich toi ngay trwdc nha, va nhw da doan khi 1an dau tién to6i thay dugc
tron ven sitc hdp dan cua 6ng ta don vao vu an cua chung toi, t6i khong thé
choi twr.

“Bronwyn Rojas. C6 gai tai nang.” Ong ta midc mot bd com 1é mau navy
phang phiu va ca vat hoa van chim, ghim cai vang lée sang khi ong ta chia
tay ra cung nu cwoi am ap. Toi gan nhu khong nhan thdy mdy quay sau lung
ong ta. “To6i da mong dugc n6i chuyén véi cd nhiéu tuan roi. Co khong bao
gio tr bo ban bé minh phai khong? T6i ngwdng mo diéu dé. T6i ngudng mdo
cd sudt vu an nay.”

“Cam on,” toi yéu 6t dap. D6 la mot co gang 16 lieu mudn lam than véi
toi va no co tac dung.

“T6i muodn nghe y kién ctia c6. C6 c6 thé nao danh ra vai phut dé cho
ching t6i biét toan bd bién c6 nay véi c6 nhu thé nao, va khi chuyén két
thuc thi co6 thay ra sao?”

T6i khong nén. Robin va nha t6i da c6 cudc gap cudi cung sang hom do,
va 10i khuyén khi chia tay cta c6 la tdi khong nén gdy chu y. C6 néi ding,
nhv thwong 1€. Nhung c6 mét diéu td6i muon trat khoi 1ong minh ma trueéc
day toi khong dugc noi ra.

“Chi mot diéu thoi.” T6i nhin vao mdy quay trong khi Mikhail mim cuoi
khich 1. “T6i c6 gian 1an m6n Héa, va t6i xin 16i. Khong chi bdi chuyén dé
kéo t6i vao m@ bong bong nay, con bdi d6 1a mot chuyén sai trdi. B6 me
nuoi day t6i dé tré thanh mot ngwoi trung thywe va cham chi, nhw ho, va t6i
da dé ho that vong. Nhu thé khong cong bang véi ho, hay gido vién cta t6i,

https://thuviensach.vn



hay véi cac trvong dai hoc t6i mudn dang ky. Va cling khong cong bang véi
Simon.” Gigng t0i bat dau run, va to6i khong thé nudt ngwgc nwdc mat vao
nita. “Néu toi biét truwdc... Néu toi da suy nghi... Toi sé chang bao gid thoi
héi han vé viéc minh da lam. T6i sé khong bao gi® tai pham. T6i chi muon
noéi bay nhiéu.”

T6i khong nghi do 1a thit Mikhail muon, nhung ong ta da dung no trong
sO cudi cung vé loat phong sy Bayview. Co tin rang 6ng ta dwa phan nay di
dé ct Emmy.

B6 me t6i lién tuc nhac rang t6i khong thé ty trach minh vi nhitng gi
Simon lam. Ciing nhv t6i nhac Cooper va Addy diéu tuwong tw. Va toi cling
sé noi voi Nate, néu cau cho phép t6i, nhuwng téi gan nhw khong nghe gi vé
cau ké ttr khi cau ra trai. Cau néi chuyén v6i Addy con nhiéu hon t6i bay
gio. Y t6i 13, cu nén néi véi Addy, cau ta rd rang 1a ngdi sao. Nhung sao
cling dugc.

Cudi cung cau cling dé toi ghé qua va tro chuyén, nhung to6i khong con
cam thdy noi non nao hao hitc khi nhan chuéng nha cau. Cé gi dé da thay
doi tir khi cau bi bat. Toi gan nhw nghi cau sé khong c6 nha, nhung cau mo
canh ctra cot két va budc sang beén.

Nha Nate trong kha hon hoi toi phai cham sé6c Stan. Me cau dang & day va
c6 trang hoang moi thit nhw man ctra, dém ghé va khung tranh. Lan duy nhat
Nate noéi vai toi 1au 1au chut l1a khi cau vé nha, cau néi me da thuyét phuc bo
cau th di cai nghién & trung tam. Nate khong may hy vong, nhung toi chac
khong c6 bd ¢ nha mot thoi gian 1a mét diéu nhe nhom.

Nate tha minh xuéng ghé banh trong phong khach con t6i budc dén cho
Stan va ngé vao chuéng no, vui vi c6 thit lam xao nhang. N6 nhac mot chan
trdc vé phia toi, va toi bat cudi ngac nhién. “Co phai Stan vira vay minh
khong?”

“U. N6 1am vay, kiéu, mot nim mot 1an. N6 chi biét lam méi trd d6.” Nate
mim cuwdi nhin vao mat toi, va trong mot gidy moi chuyén gitta ching toi
van on. R6i nu cwdi cia cdu ma di va cau cii mat xuong. “Vay. Minh khong
c6 nhiéu thoi gian. ST quan Lopez mudn gidi thiéu cho minh mot cong viéc
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cudi tuan & mot cong ty xay dung nao dé bén Eastland. Minh phai t&i dé
trong hai muwoi phut.”

“Tuyét qua.” T6i nudt khan. Tai sao lai khé khan dé néi chuyén véi cau
nhu vay? Mdi vai tuan treée do con la viéc dé dang nhat trén doi. “Minh
chi... c6 1€ minh mu6n néi, 'm, minh biét cau da trai qua m6t chuyén kinh
khting va minh hiéu néu cau khéng mu6n nhac lai, nhung néu cau muon thi
minh van ¢ ddy. Va minh van... quan tam t6i cau. Khong hé thay doi. Vay
day. Thé thoi. Chac thé.”

Mot khai dau ky cuc, va té hon khi cau khong hé nhin t6i sudt bai noi
chuyén buon tham kia. Cudi cung khi cau nhin 1én, mat cau lanh 1€o.

“Minh ciling dinh néi véi cau vé chuyén dé. Trudc hét la cam on cau vé
nhitng gi cau da lam. That ddy, minh ng cau. Co6 1€ sé khong bao gid tra noi.
Nhuwng da dén lic tré vé nhw binh thwong r6i, phai khong? Va ching ta
khong phai la binh thudng cua nhau.” Mat cau lang di, va diéu do khién toi
dau dén. Néu cau nhin t6i hon mudi gidy téi chac chan cau sé khong noi thé
nay.

“Khong, chiing ta khong phdi.” Toi ngac nhién khi thdy giong minh vitng
vang thé. “Nhung chuyén d6 khong thanh van dé v6i minh, va minh nghi
v6i cau cling thé. Cam giac ctia minh khong do6i, Nate. Minh van muén &
bén cau.”

T6i chuwa tirng noi diéu gi quan trong nhu thé theo cach thang thirng nhw
thé, va méi dau t6i mirng vi minh da khong nhat nhat bo cudc. Nhung Nate
c6 vé khong hé quan tdm. Va trong khi t6i khong hé nao ning trudc nhitng
chuwéng ngai bén ngoai ném vé phia minh - B6 me khéng bdng long? Khong
sao! O tu? Minh sé dua cdu ra! - thi sy hd hitng ctia cau 1am t6i chiin budc.

“Minh thay khong dé lam gi ca. Chung ta c6 hai cudc doi riéng, va gio
chang con gi chung sau khi cugc diéu tra két thic. Cau can san sang cho Ivy
League, con minh...” Cau bat ra mot tiéng cwdi nhat. “Minh thi chac sé la
thi? trai ngwoc bat ké la gi.”

T6i muodn vong tay quanh cau va hon cau cho tdi khi cau thoi néi chuyén
kiéu day. Nhung gwong mat cau lanh 1€o, nhw thé tam tri cadu da & cach xa
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hang ngan dam, chod co thé cau theo kip. Nhu thé cau chi dé téi dén day vi
cam thay bat budc. Va t6i khong chiu noi diéu do.

“Néu cau thiy thé.”

Cau gat dau nhanh t6i mirc bat ct hy vong nho nhoi nao t6i dang vun vén
cling tit ngém. “U’. Chic may mén v&i moi thit, Bronwyn. Cam on lan nita.”

Cau dirng day nhuw thé sé tién toi ra cira, nhing t6i khong nhan cai s lich
s gida vo lic nay dwgc. “Thoi khoi,” toi noi, dan mat xuéng dat budc qua
cau. Toi ra ngoai va khé nhoc buéc ra xe, bat ban than khong duwgc chay, réi
ling ting luc tti xach bang ban tay run ray cho t6i khi thiy chia khoa.

To6i 1ai xe vé nha véi doi mat rao hoanh, khéng chép va 1én phong truée
khi that sy guc ngd. Maeve go nhe ctra va buéc vao ma khong cho cho phép,
co nguwoi nam canh t6i va vuot téc toi trong khi to6i nitc nd vao goi nhu thé
tim t0i vira tan v0. Ma c6 thé la thé that.

“Em rat tiéc,” né no6i. No biét toi di dau, va téi khong can ké né nghe két
thic thé nao. “Anh ta lam thé khon qua.”

N6 khong néi gi cho t6i khi toi kiét strc va ngoi day, lau mat. T6i da quén
mat viéc khoc 16c nitc nd c6 thé kiét sitc dén mitc nao. “Xin 16i em khong
giip gi dugc chi,” Maeve néi, cho tay vao tdi va ldy dién thoai ra. “Nhung
em muon cho chi xem thi¥ nay, chac sé khién chi vui lén. Rat nhiéu phan tng
trén Twitter v6&i phat biéu ctaa chi trén Mikhail Powers diéu tra. Tat ca déu
tich cue.”

“Maeve, chi khong quan tam t&i Twitter,” t6i mét moi néi. Toi da khong
1én do ké twr khi dong hon don nay xdy ra. Tham chi khi da dé ché do riéng
tw cho tai khodn cia minh, t6i cling khong chiu n6i con bao dw luan.

“Em biét. Nhwng chi xem nay.” N6 chia dién thoai cho t6i va chi vao mot
bai trén dong thoi gian cua toi t* Yale University:

Nhan vo thdp toan @BronwynRojas. Chung téi mong nhdn duoc don
ddng ky ctua em.
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VI THANH
BA THANG SAU

Bronwyn
Thi¥ Sau ngay 16 thang Hai, 6:50 chiéu

Toi gio dai khai 1a dang quen Evan Neiman. C& ty nhién nhu thé thoi.
DPau tién chiing t6i di chung véi nhau trong nhitng nhém dong, r6i nhém nhé
hon, va vai tuan tredc cau chéd t6i vé sau khi dam ching t6i vira xem vira
chtti chwong trinh Anh chang déc thdn ¢ nha Yumiko. Khi tGi truée 16i vao
nha t0i, cau nghiéng qua va hon toi.

Ciing... khong té. Cau hon gidi. T6i thady minh lanh lung phéan tich nu hén
tirng chi tiét khi né dién ra, trong dau tham chic mirng cau vi ky thuat diéu
luyén dong thoi nhan thay sy thi€u vang nong nhiét va quyén ri gitta hai
ching t6i. Tim toi khong dap manh khi t6i hon lai cau, tay toi cling khong
run ray. D6 la mot nu hon dep v6i mot chang trai t6t. Nu hon t6i hang ao
woC.

Gio moi chuyén gan nhw giong hét nhitng gi t6i da nghi khi lan dau twdng
twong canh hen ho véi Evan. Chung t6i tao thanh mot cdp xing doi. Toi tw
dong c6 ban hen cho budi khiéu vii vao ky nghi xuan, cling la cai hay.
Nhung t6i dang 1én ké hoach cho cudc séng hau Bayview theo mét con
dwong song song khong dinh liu gi t6i cau. Ching t6i 1a mot cap kha 1am chi
kéo dai dugc tGi tot nghiép.

To6i da nop don vao Yale, nhung khong phdi trong dgt nop sém. Vao
thang tdi, toi sé biét dugc cung ldc nhitng nguwdi khac xem minh c6 vao
duwgc hay khong. Du vay d6 khong con la diéu quan trong nhat cho twong lai
cta t6i nita. Toi hién lam thye tdp cho Eli vao cudi tuan, va t6i bat dau thay
hitng thd véi chuyén & lai day va tiép tuc véi Truwde Liuc Chitng Minh.
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Moi chuyén khé su6n sé, va t6i dang c6 vui vi diéu do. T6i nghi nhiéu vé
Simon va vé cai ma truyén thong goi la “do twdng quyeén 1gi bi twdc doat”
clia cdu ta - cai niém tin cau ta s@ hitu diéu gi d6 minh khong hé c6, va moi
ngwoi phai trd gia cho diéu d6. Gan nhu khong thé hiéu noi, nhung mot géc
nho trong dau toi thi hiéu, n6 da ép t6i gian lan dé c6 dwgc sy thira nhan ma
toi khong dang c6. Toi khong mudn lam mot con nguwdi nhw thé nita.

To6i chi thady Nate ¢ truong. Cau di hoc nhiéu hon trudc, va t6i doan la cau
dang 6n. T6i khong biét chac, vi ching tdi khdng con néi chuyén vGi nhau.
Khong ti nao. Cau khong hé dua vdi viéc quay lai song cudc doi riéng caa
moi ngwoi.

Daéi khi t6i gan nhw bat gap cau nhin minh, nhwng c6 1€ dé chi la suy nghi
hdo huyén.

Cau van thwong tryc trong suy nghi cua t6i, va diéu do that té. Toi da
mong viéc bat dau vdi Evan sé kiém lai nhitng suy nghi luan quan vé Nate
trong dau toi, nhung hoa ra lai khién tinh hinh té hon. Nén t6i c6 khong nghi
t6i Evan trtr phi & bén cau 4y, tic 1a téi doi khi bd qua nhitng diéu t6i khong
nén bé qua khi la ban gai Evan. Nhu t6i nay.

T6i c6 phan doc tau piano vGi Dan nhac giao hudng San Diego. Day la
mot phan trong loat chwong trinh hda nhac Biém sang Trung hoc, ma toi da
dang ky tt* nam 16p mudi nhung chwa bao gio duwgec moi. Thang roi toi cudi
cung ciing dugc. C6 1€ la nhd chit tai tiéng dw am, du t6i muén nghi la
video dy tuyén ban “Variations on the Canon” ma t6i nop ciing c6 mot phan
cong. T6i da tién bo rat nhiéu tir mua thu.

“Chi c6 hoi hop khong?” Maeve héi khi ching t6i xuéng nha. Bo do di
coi nhac n6 ban la mot chiéc dam nhung dé tia mang hoi hwém Phuc hung,
toc no that bim budng véi nhitng ghim cai c6 gan da quy. N6 vira dugc vai
Hoang hau Guinevere trong v& Vua Arthur sap téi cta cau lac bo kich, va n6
hoi qua 16 véi viéc chuan bi cho vai dién. Du vay trong rat hgp véi né. Toi
an mac kha kin dao v&i dam c6 lo vai dét Jacquard that lai & eo va xoe ra
phia trén goi, v&i hoa van chdm bi chim mau xam va den.
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“Mot chut,” toi dap, nhung n6 khong dé y lam. Ngon tay né dang bam
dién thoai, c6 thé dang thu xép mot budi tap cudi tuan véi thang nhéc dong
vai Lancelot trong Vua Arthur. Nguwoi ma no khang khang chi la ban. Phdi
roi.

T6i cling 1dy dién thoai ra, nhan chi dan phut chét cho Kate, Yumiko va
Addy. Cooper dan theo Kris, mdc du ho sé an t6i cung bé me ciu ta trwdc,
nén co thé ho sé dén mudn. Véi bo me Kris. B6 Cooper dang dan chap nhan,
nhuwng chwa dén mitc d6. Yumiko nhan lai Bon té c6 nén tim Evan khong?
va dén ldac doé t6i mdi nhd ra t6i chwa hé moi cau.

Du sao ciing thé thoi. Khong phai chuyén gi to tat. Bao c6 dang vé
chwong trinh, va t6i chac cau da nhac dén n6 néu cau doc duwgc va muon di.

Chung t6i & Nha hat Giao huwéng Copley, trvt6c mot thinh phong chat
cirng. Khi dén lwgt minh biéu dién, t6i budc ra san khau 1én dén mic khién
cdi piano & trung tam trong nhé xiu. Khan gia lang thinh triv vai tiéng ho
hing hang, va got giay tdi go vang vang trén mat san bong 16n. Toi vuot
phang vay bén dudi tridc khi ng6i xuoéng cai ghé go mun. T6i chwa ting
biéu dién trudc tirng nay nguwdi, nhung khong héi hop nhw da twéng twong.

T6i dudi ngoén tay va cho tin hiéu tiv canh ga. Khi bat dau, t6i cam thdy
duwgc ngay day sé la lan biéu dién tuyét nhat cia minh. Tirng nét nhac ngan
1én, nhung khong chi thé. Khi t6i 1én t6i cao trao cung véi nhitng not nhe
theo sau, t6i don hét moi cadm xtic su6t may thang qua vao nhitng phim dan
bén dwdi ngon tay minh. Toi cam thay tirng nét nhac nhw nhip tim. Va t6i
biét khan gia cling thé.

Tiéng vo tay vang khap phong khi t6i két thiic. T6i ditng day va cti dau,
don nhan sy tan thuwdng ctia khan gia cho dén khi giam doc san khau vay tay
va t6i vao canh ga. O sau san khau t6i nhan hoa b6 me dé lai, 4p vao long va
nghe nhitng man biéu dién khac.

Sau dé toi gdp ban bé minh ngoai tién sanh. Kate va Yumiko tdng t6i mot
b6 hoa bé hon, va t6i gop chung chung vai bo hoa trén tay. Addy mim cuoi
tum tim, chi€c 4o khoac cta déi dién kinh khoac bén ngoai bo dam den
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khién cau ta trong nhu van dong vién la thwong nhat thé gigi. Cau dé toc
ngan trén vai, hoi udn 1én, trong y hét chi gai chi khac moéi mau. Cau quyét
dinh nhuém tim han thay vi tré vé mau vang, va trong rat hop.

“Cau choi hay qua!” cau ta hao hitng noi, kéo t6i lai 6m. “Ho nén dé cau
biéu dién hét tir dau tdi cudi.”

Toi ngac nhién thdy Ashton va Eli xuat hién sau cdu ta. Ashton c6 noéi la
sé dén, nhung t6i khong nghi Eli lai chiu rdi van phong sém thé. Lé ra toi
phai doan ra. Gi¢ ho la mot doi chinh thitc r6i, va Eli bang cach nao do da
danh dwgc thoi gian cho bat ¢t viéc gi Ashton mudén. Anh ta nd nu cwdi mo
mang thwong tri'c moi khi & bén chi, va t6i nghi chac chang nghe t6i biéu
dién ti gi dau. “Khong té, Bronwyn,” anh ta noi.

“Toi c6 quay lai ne,” Cooper noéi, huo huo dién thoai. “Chirng nao chinh
stta xong toi gwi cho.”

Kris, mac 4o khoac thé thao va quan jean den trong that banh, ddo mat.
“Cooper cudi cung ciling hoc duwgc cach dung iMovie, va gio khong gi ngan
cau ay dugc. Tin t6i di. T6i thi r6i.” Cooper nhan nhé cuwdi tinh bo va cat
dién thoai di, 16ng tay vao tay Kris.

Addy c® rwén c6 nhin xung quanh tién sanh dong dic, nhiéu lan téi mic
toi phai ty héi cau ta c6 dat ban theo khong. “Chao ai a?” t6i héi.

“Ha? Dau c6,” cau ta dap va phay tay. “Chi ngé nghiéng thoi. Toa nha
dep qua.”

Addy dién mat phdét tinh dd nhat thé gigi. T6i ngé theo mat cau ta nhung
khong thay bong dang bat ct ai c6 thé la chang trai bi an. Du vay, cau ta
khong c6 vé gi that vong.

Ngudi ta cit ghé lai néi chuyén, nén phai mat nira tiéng sau Maeve, bé me
toi va t6i mdi ra dén bén ngoai. B t6i nheo mat nhin nhitng ng6i sao lap
lanh trén cao. “B6 phai dau xe kha xa. Ba me con khong nén di giay cao gét
dén dé. Cho & day dé bo lai dén.”

“Pwogc,” me tdi dap, hon 1én ma bé. T6i 6m bé hoa chat hon va nhin
nhitng con nguwdi an mac dep dé xung quanh, cwdi ndi va thi tham trong ltc
tran ra via hé. Mot hang xe bong bay lan lwot do lai, va to6i cham cha déi
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theo ching du biét 1a bo sé chang thé cho xe dén nhanh thé. Mot chiéc
Lexus. Mot Range Rover. Mot Jaguar.

Mot chiéc mo to.

Tim t6i dap manh khi dén xe tat va ngudi ngoi trén xe c¢di mii bao hiém
ra. Nate xuéng xe, men qua mot doi 16n tudi va tién lai cho t6i véi doi mat
dan chat vao toi.

To6i khong thé noi.

Maeve kéo tay me. “Minh nén lai gan bai xe hon dé bo dé thdy minh.”
Mat t6i dan vao Nate, nén toi chi nghe thdy me thé dai. Nhwng me van di
vGi Maeve, va to6i @ mot minh trén via he khi Nate dén bén canh.

“Chao.” Cau nhin t6i bang d6i mat mo mong v6i hang mi den dai, va cam
giac gian dit lan ra khap huyét quan. T6i khong muon thdy déi mat ngu
ngoc, cai miéng ngu ngbc va bat c phan nao trén gwong mat ngu ngoc da
khién t6i kho s@ suot ba thang qua kia. Toi cudi cung cling c6 mot dém ma
toi dugc nhan chim ban than trong mot thit khong dinh liu gi dén céi doi
song tinh cam khon khé ctia minh. Gig thi cau lam héng no roi.

Nhung t6i sé khong dé cau khoai chi vi biét diéu do6 dau. “Chao Nate.”
T6i ngac nhién khi nghe giong minh binh than, lanh dam. Ban khong biét
tim t6i dang gao thét tuyét vong doi thoat ra khdi 16ng nguc t6i thé nao dau.
“Cau sao roi?”

“OK,” cau dap, dut tay vao tui. Cau c6 vé gan nhu - nguwgng? T6i chua
thdy cdu thé nay bao gid. “B6 minh trd lai trung tam roi. Nhung ho noi la
kha quan. {t ra 6ng ciing chiu thir 1an nita.”

“Tuyét qua. Mong la sé tot dep.” Nghe giong toi ci¥ gia tao, du tdi néi that
long. Cau cang ditng day lau bao nhiéu thi cang khé dé t6i dién tw nhién bay
nhiéu. “Me cau thé nao?”

“Tot. Van di lam. Me minh chuyén d6 tir Oregon vé, nén... co Ié sé & day
mot thoi gian day. Du sao thi ciing dinh thé.” Cau dwa tay vudt téc va lai
nhin toi vGi cai kiéu hoi cup mat xuong dy. Kiéu nhin trwdc khi cau dinh hon
toi. “Minh c6 xem cau dién. Minh da lam cai dém lan dau nghe cau dan &
nha cau ay. T6i nay dé mdi la thit tuyét nhat minh tirng nghe.”

https://thuviensach.vn



Toi siét chat dam canh hoa trén tay tGi noi gai hoa hong dam vao t6i. “Tai
sao?”

“Tai sao gi?”

“Tai sao cAu dén? Y minh 1a...” T6i hat cim vé phia dam dong. “Day
khong phai s@ thich ctia cau ma?”

“Khong,” Nate thtra nhan. “Nhung day la mot dip trong dai vGi cau, phai
khong? Minh mu6n dén xem.”

“V1i sao?” t6i lap lai. T6i mudn hoi thém, nhung khong thé. Co hong toi
that lai va toi kinh hai khi thdy mat minh cay cay va ngan nwéc. Toi tap
trung hit thd va an tay minh vao may cai gai, dé con dau lam t6i phan tam.
OK. Puogc roi. Nwdc mat xuoéng roi. Ba tranh dwgce tham hoa.

Trong vai gidy ma t6i tim cach binh tam lai, Nate da tién tGi gan hon. T6i
khong biét nhin vao dau vi trén ngudi cau khong cho nao khong khién toi
run ray.

“Bronwyn.” Nate vuot gay va nudt khan, va t6i nhan ra cau cting hoi hop
nhw t6i vay. “Minh da ngu ngoc. Viéc bi bat khién minh suy nghi lung tung.
Minh nghi cau sé 6n hon néu khong c6 minh trong doi nén minh ci thé...
khién cho viéc d6 xay ra. Minh xin 16i.”

T6i nhin xudng doi giay thé thao cua cau, cé vé nhu la diém an toan nhat.
T6i khéng du tin twdng dé cho ban than 1én tiéng.

“Chuyén la... minh chwa titng c6 ai bén canh, cau biét khong? Minh
khong noi thé dé cau thdy thwong hai minh. Minh chi muon gidi thich thoi.
Minh khong - minh da khong... hiéu lam sao nhitng diéu nhw thé nay dién ra.
Khong hiéu rang minh khong thé gia vo la khong quan tam va thé la xong.”
Nate chuyén chan try, to6i nhan thay vi mat t6i dan xudng dat. “Minh da néi
chuyén vGi Addy vé chuyén nay, vi” - cau khé cwoi - “cau ta khong chiu dé
yén. Minh héi néu minh tim cach n6i chuyén vé6i cau thi cau c6 gian minh
khong va cau ta dap khong sao ca. Rang minh ng cau mot 10i gidi thich. Cau
ta dung. Nhu moi khi.”

Addy. D6 nhiéu chuyén. Thdo nao cau ta c ngé ngang ng6é doc khap
sanh.
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T6i dang hang dé c6 day cuc nghen trong c6 xuéng, nhwng vo ich. T6i
danh mdc ké n6 ma noi. “Cau khong chi la ban trai minh, Nate. Cau la ban
minh. Hoac minh da nghi cau la ban minh. Va réi cau ngitng néi chuyén véi
minh nhw thé chiing ta khong 1a gi cd.” T6i phdi bam chdt ma trong dé ngan
minh khong ngan nudc.

“Cau biét do. Giong nhw.. Chada o0i, minh khong gidi thich dugc,
Bronwyn. Cau la diéu tuyét voi nhat titng xdy dén vGi minh, va n6 khién
minh hodng. Minh nghi minh sé huy hoai cau. Hoac cau huy hoai minh.
Trong nha Macauley moi chuyén thwong dién ra nhw vay ddy. Nhung cau
khong giong thé.” Cau thd hat ra va ha giong. “Cau khong giong bat ctt ai.
Minh da biét thé tir h6i ching ta con bé, va minh ci... minh lam héng
chuyén. Cubi cung minh cling c6 co hdi v6i cau va minh lam héng hét.”

Cau cho mot gidy dé toi noi gi do, nhung t6i van chwa thé 1én tiéng.
“Minh xin 16i,” cau ndi, lai chuyén chan. “Minh khong nén dén. Ty dung lai
dem trut cd dong chuyén nay 1én cdu. Minh khong cé y lam hong buoi t6i
trong dai cua cau.”

Pam doéng dang gian ra, dém mat hon. B6 t6i sé dén day sém. Cudi cung
toi cling nhin lén, va cdm xuc trao dang dung nhw t6i van lo sg. “Cau lam
minh ton thwong, Nate. Cau khong thé ct thé cudi mo to dén day vdi... cai
vé mat do” - toi chi mat cau - “va mong moi chuyén déu sé 6n. Khong dau.”

“Minh biét.” Nate tim 4nh mat t6i. “Nhung minh mong... y minh I3,
chuyén cau n6i ban ndy ay. Chuyén ching ta la ban ctia nhau. Minh muon
héi cau - ¢6 1é 1a hoi ngu ngoc, sau tat ca nhitng chuyén nay, nhwng cau biét
Rap Porter, trén Clarendon chit? Cai rap chiéu may b6 phim cii ay? Bon ho
dang chiéu phan hai loat phim Divergent & d6. Minh, ttm, khéng biét cau cé
muon di xem khong.”

Mot khoang ldang dai. Suy nghi cta t6i roi tinh, nhung t6i chac mét diéu -
néu toi n6i khong, thi dé sé la vi long kiéu hanh va ty trong ctia ban than.
Khéng phai vi t6i muén. “Nhu ban be?”

“Nhv gi cling dwgc. Y minh 13, phai. Ban bé ciing dwoc.”

“Cau ghét loat phim d6,” t6i nhac cau.
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“Ghét that.” Cau cé vé héi han, va t6i suyt mim cwoi. “Nhung minh thich
cau hon. Minh nhé cau dén phat dién.” T6i chau may véi cau va cau nhanh
nhau noi thém. “Nhu mot ngwdi ban.” Ching t6i nhin nhau cham cham vai
giay ntta cho t6i khi ham cau khé giat. “OK. Minh dang thanh that, vay nén,
nh@ con hon ca ban bé ay. Nhwng minh biét Itic nay cau khong nghi tdi diéu
d6. Minh van mu6n di xem mot bo phim dé 6i vGi cau va di chai véi cau vai
gi0. Néu cau cho phép.”

Ma t6i néng birng, va khée miéng t6i ctt tim cach nhéch 1én. Mat t6i ding
la quan phéan bdi. Nate nhan thay va rang r& han, nhwng khi t6i khong noi gi
cau kéo ¢6 4o thun va guc dau xudng nhu thé toi da tir chdi vay. “A. Cit nghi
vé chuyén dé di nhé?”

T6i hit sdu mo6t hoi. Bi Nate da da dau long r6i, va y nghi m@ long minh
ra tréc nhitng dau dén nhw thé mot 1an nita that dang so. Nhuwng toi da lieu
minh vi cau mot 1an, khi t6i néi cho cau biét tinh cdm cia minh. Va mot lan
nita, khi toi giup duwa cau ra khoi tu. Cau xitng dang dwgc co hoi thw ba.
“Néu cau thira nhan Insurgent 1la mét tuyét tac dién anh va hao hitc muoén
xem no, minh sé can nhac.”

Nate ngang phat dau day va cuwdi hén hé. “Insurgent 1a mot tuyét tac dién
anh va minh rat hao hitc muén xem no.”

Hanh phtic bat dau dang lén trong t6i, lam t6i kho ma gitt mat lanh.
Nhung t6i van gilr dugc, vi toi sé khong dé cho cau dwgce dé dang nhu thé.
Nate sé phai cay ca loat phim treée khi ching toi ra khoi vung-ban-be.
“Nhanh nhi,” t6i néi. “Minh nghi sé c6 chong cy co.”

“Minh da phi pham qua nhiéu thoi gian r6i.”

Toi khé gat dau. “Vay duge. Minh sé goi cau.”

Nu cudi cia Nate hoi xiu di. “Chung ta chwa bao gio trao doi s6 dién
thoai nhi?”

“Van con giit cai dién thoai dung mot lan kia chit?” t6i héi. Cai cna t6i
van dwoc sac dé trong td su6t ba thang qua. Dé phong thoi.

Mat cau lai sang lén. “Con. Minh con gitt.”
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Tiéng coi xe diu dang ma kién quyét xuyén qua ndo to6i. Chiec BMW cua
bd ngirng lai ngay sau ching t6i, va me ha kinh xe xudng ng6 ra. Néu toi
phai dung mot tir dé ta vé mat cia me thi do6 la cam chju. “Xe minh dén roi,”
toi bao Nate.

Cau véi tdi siét tay t6i that nhanh r6i tha ra, va toi thé, da toi ram ran.
“Cam on vi da khong bdo minh cut di. Minh cho nghe tin tir cau nhé? Khi
nao cau san sang ciing dugc.”

“OK.” T6i di vong qua cau vé phia xe b6 me va cam thdy cau quay lai
nhin theo t6i. Cudi cung t6i cling cho phép minh mim cwdi, va khi da bat
dau, t6i khong ngirng duwgc nita. Nhung khong sao. T6i thay anh phan chiéu
cta cdu trén kinh ctra s6 cua ghé sau, va cdu cling dang mim cuoi.
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' Model United Nations: chuwong trinh gia 1ap cac ky hop Lién Hiép
Qudc, trong do cac hoc sinh, sinh vién dugc déng vai cac nha ngoai giao cta
cac nudc trong LHQ dé thao luan, dwa ra gidi phap cho cac van dé toan cau.
M6 hinh nay gitip cac ban tré hiéu thém vé chinh tri, ngoai giao, dong thoi
phat trién cac k¥ nang hung bién va lam viéc nhém.

@ vy League thuwong dugc dung dé chi nhom tdm truong dai hoc hang
dau nwéc My, bao gom: Brown University, Columbia University, Cornell
University, Dartmouth College, Havard University, University of
Pennsylvania, Princeton University, Yale University.

@ Major League Baseball la lién doan bong chay chuyén nghiép cua My.
MLB moi nam t6 chitc hai cudc tuyén quan (draft) vao thang Sau va thang
Mudi hai. Dot thang Sau la pho bién nhat, con goi la Entry Draft, nhitng cau
tha tham gia tuyén quan cé thé da t6t nghiép trung hoc va chon khong hoc
1én dai hoc. Bgt thang Mwdi hai ngan hon, con goi 1a Rule 5 Draft, mot cau
tht néu da thi dau ¢ cac gidi ban chuyén cho mot doi trong vai nam c6 thé
duwgc cac doi khac tuyén veé, doi tuyén vé sé phdi dwa cau thu do vao danh
sach cho cac giai ddu chuyén nghiép.

“ Phong cach Gothic, mot 16i an mac vdi trang phuc mau den u am, buon
ba.

@ Tiéng Tay Ban Nha, tam dich la “C6 cai miéng xinh ghé”.

“ Trong béng chay, muc tiéu co ban cua batter (nguwoi dap bong) la dap
trung béng do pitcher (nguwdi ném béng) bén doi phuong giao va gianh
quyeéen chiém cac gon. Full count 1a thé ma batter da c6 3 ball (pitcher giao
bong hong va batter khong vung gay) va 2 strike (batter vung gay dap hong)
trong mot lwgt dau. Dinh 3 strike thi batter do bi strikeout (loai). Bugc 4 ball
thi batter c6 quyén walk (chiém gon mot). Do lan ném béng tiép theo c6 thé
quyét dinh batter do6 sé walk, hodc strikeout, hodc hit (dap tring bong va
chay chiém go6n), nén full count dugc coi la s6 ball va strike t6i da mot
batter c6 thé dat t6i. Tuy vay, batter c6 thé duy tri mitc 2 strike néu thyc hién
dap bong 16i (béng bi dap bay vao vung 16i) vi khi batter da co6 2 strike roi,
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thi moi cu dap 16i sé khong con dwoc tinh la 1 strike nita. Trong trieong hgp
dé, luot dau sé tiép tuc.

@ Family liaison officer: si quan canh sat diwgc dao tao chuyén biét dé ho
trg cac gia dinh gap kho khan trong khu virc.
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