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Otto Burke, phu thuy thwong thuyét, nang tam cudc dau lén mot bac.

“Di ma, Myron,” han thac giuc v6i vé hang hai theo cung cach mo dao
kiéu méi. “T6i chac chan ching ta cé thé thau hiéu nhau. Anh nhwong mot it.
T6i nhwong mot it. Titans 1a m6t doi. Hiéu theo nghia rong hon thi t6i mudn
tat ca ching ta la mot doi. Bao gom ca anh nita. Hay lam mot doi dich thuye di
Myron. Anh thdy sao?”

Myron Bolitar chum dau ngén tay vao nhau. Anh doc dugc & dau do rang
hanh dong dé lam ta tréng c6 vé tram tw. Nhuwng ban than anh thi lai thay diéu
do6 qua la ngé ngan.

“Otto a, t6i nao muodn gi hon,” anh nhac lai cai cau vd nghia ma su6t tr
ndy da dwgc nhai di nhai lai khong biét bao nhiéu lan. “That ddy. Nhung
chuing t6i da nhuong hét mic réi. Gio dén lwgt anh.”

Otto gat dau lia lia, nhw thé han vira nghe thdy mét quan diém triét hoc ky
quai khién ngay ca Socrates ciing phdi ho then. Han nghiéng dau, huvéng nu
cuoi thé 1g vé phia huan luyén vién doi béong. “Larry, anh thdy sao?”

Bat 14y tin hiéu goi y, Larry Hanson v0i g6 nam tay 1ong 1a to nhu con
chuot nhdy 1én chiéc ban hoi nghi. “Quy tha ma bat cau di, Bolitar!” ga hét
1én. “Nghe thdy khong, Bolitar? Cau c6 hiéu t6i dang néi gi v4i cau khong?
Quy tha ma bat cau di.”

“Quy tha ma bat,” Myron gat dau nhac lai. “Hiéu r6i.”

“Cau gid tro lau céa véi toi ddy hir? Tra 10i t6i xem nao, bd khi! Lau tom
lau ca hu?”

Myron nhin g3, “Rang anh giat hat anh tic kia.”

“Me kiép do lau ca.”

Larry Hanson tron mat. Ga liéc mat vé phia sép roi quay lai nhin Myron.
“Viéc nay khong hgp vGi cau dau, Bolitar. Ma cau biét me né réi con gi.”

Myron lam thinh. Thyc chéat, Larry Hanson ciing c6 phan ding. Myron
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khong thich hgp. Anh méi lam dai dién thé thao hai nam nay. Phan 16n khach
hang ctia anh la nhitng truong hgp con non - nhitng ké may man dat du tiéu
chuan va cham mitc t6i thiéu cua lién doan. Va béng bau duc chwa bao gio la
mon td cta anh. Anh chi cé ba cau tha choi ¢ gidi béng bau duc nha nghé M¥
NPL, trong dé chi c6 mot cau thu chinh thitc. Gio Myron ng6i doi dién bac
tudi tré tai cao - Otto Burke, ba mét tu6i, ngwoi tré nhat sé hitu mét doi bong
thuoc NFL, va Larry Hanson, mot huyén thoai bong bau duc nay da la giam
doc diéu hanh, dam phan mot hgp dong ma du chi do mot tay non nét nhw
anh dam nhan nhuwng lai 1a ban hgp dong khéi nghiép by nhat lich st NFL.

Phai, anh - Myron Bolitar - da gianh dugc ‘Hang nong’, Christian Steele.
Tién vé hai lan gianh ctip Heisman*. Ba lan lot vao thang bang xép hang cua
hang tin AP va UPI vGi tw cach quan quan. Néu thé chwa du thi cau nhoc nay
con la chang trai trong mong cua cac co gai. Mot sinh vién wu td, sang sua, an
néi lvu loat, lich sy va la nguwoi da trang (hay, néu diéu nay quan trong).

Trén hét, cau ta thudc vé Myron.

“Pé nghi duwgc dua ra roi day, thuwa cac quy 6ng,” Myron néi tiép. “Chiing
toi nghi thé 1a qua cong bang ro6i.”

Otto Burke lac dau.

“That vai ca phan!” Larry Hanson hét 1én. “Cau ngu bo me, Bolitar a. Cau
sé lam sy nghiép cta thang nhoc di tong mat.”

Myron dang tay ra. “Sao moi nguwoi khong cung 6m nhau mot cai cho no
tinh cam nhi?”

Larry dinh buéng thém mét cau chwti thé, nhung Otto da gio tay 1én ngan
lai. HOi Larry con thi dau, nhitng ci don chan cta Dick Butkus va Ray
Nitzchke khong thé can budc ga. Gio chi mot cai khoat tay cling c6 thé lam
ké tot nghiép Harvard nang ngét bdy muoi can nay ngdm miéng.

Otto Burke nhoai nguoi ra. Han van chwa tat nu cwoi, chwa thoi khua
khoang tay, chwa thoi trao déi anh mat - nhw mot bo phim quang cao song
dong vé Nang Iyc Cd nhan cua dién gia Anthony Robbins vay. Lam nguwoi
khac boi réi phat dién. Otto nhé tho, mot gd dan ong hom hem véGi nhitng
ngon tay bé nhat ma Myron ting thdy. Han c6 mai t6c dai sam mau kiéu dan
Rock x0a xudng vai. Mat han trong non to vGi chom rdu dé ngé ngan nom
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nhu duge phac hoa bang but chi. Han hiat mét diéu thudc dai ngoang, hay c6
1€ nam trén may ngon tay bé xiu ctia han nén n6 thanh ra vay.

“Nao, Myron,” Otto noi, “ta hdy néi chuyén co ly co tinh, dugc chid?”

“C6 ly c6 tinh. Moi.”

“Tuyét, Myron, thé sé cé ich day. Sy that Christian Steele la ké vo danh,
mot tay at o chwa dugc kiém chitng. Cau ta con chwa tirng duge khoac dong
phuc chuyén nghiép. Biét dau cau ta lai la qua bom xit ctia thé ky cling nén.”

Larry khit mii. “Cau nén biét chut it vé diéu nay, Bolitar a, vé nhitng cau
tha chang lam duogc tro trong gi. Nhitng ké that bai.”

Myron 16 ga di. Loi si nhuc nay tredc day anh da tirng nghe roi. Nhitng 16i
ay khong con lam anh ban tdm nita. Cha xi nhé gi. “Chiing ta dang néi vé
nguoi co6 tiém nang trd thanh tién vé vi dai nhat trong lich si,” anh dan tiéng
dap lai. “Cac anh da thyc hién ba vu chuyén nhwong va tir bé sau cau thu dé
c6 duge quyén sd hitu cau ta. Con lau cac anh mdéi lam thé néu khong tin cau
ta xttng dang.”

“Nhung 101 dé nghi nay,” Otto khyng lai, ngwdc 1én nhw dé béi trong dong
gach lat tran ra ti can néi, “khéng hop 1y.”

“Tao lao thi dung hon,” Larry chua them.

“Pa quyét roi,” Myron néi.

Otto lac dau, cwoi diém nhién. “Néi lai cho ro nhé? Xem xét van dé tir moi
goc do co thé, Anh la linh mdi trong linh viec nay, Myron a - mot citu van
dong vién co gianh 1ay co hoi béo bd. Toi tran trong diéu dé. Anh la chang
trai c6 chi tién tha. Bo khi, t6i ngwong mo diéu do. That long day.”

Myron bam moi. Anh da c6 thé néi thang ra rang anh va Otto bang tubi
nhau, nhung anh lai khoai choi tro bi nguwoi khac len mat kia. La ghé nhi?

“Néu anh pham sai lam,” Otto tiép tuc lai nhai, “sw nghiép ctia anh cé
nguy co di tong day. Anh hiéu y t6i khong? Nhiéu ngwoi cam thdy anh chua
da tam dé lam viéc nay - dé ddm nhan mot khach hang dang cap nhu thé. Tat
nhién t6i khong nghi vay. T6i thay anh rat xuat sac. Me kiép. Nhung cach anh
hanh dong...” Ga lac dau nhw mot gido vién that vong véi cau hoc tro cung.

Larry ding ddy, gwom guwdm nhin xuéng Myron. “Sao cau khong cho
thang nhéc ay vai 16i khuyén bd ich nhi?” ga néi. “Bdo né tim mot dai dién
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dich thyc ay.”

Myron da doan tredc la sé cé tro ké dam ngudi xoa nay ma. Thuc ra anh
twong tinh hinh con té hon nita kia: Larry Hanson chwa chwi tanh banh Ién.
Tuy vay, Myron van thich tro ‘ké ddm’ hon ‘ngudi xoa’. Larry 1a ké phoi bo
rudt ngwa, dé dang nhan ra va téom du6i. Otto Burke thi nhw bui cé cao tiém
an toan ran vdi min.

“Thé thi c6 1é ta chang con gi dé no6i vGi nhau nita,” Myron chot lai.

“T6i tin rang tir choi khong phai quyét dinh sang suét dau, Myron,” Otto
néi. “Né c6 thé lam vay ban hinh anh sach bong ctia Christian day. Khién cau
ta mat di sy tng hd. Lam céd hai nguwdi mat mot khoan 16n day. Anh khong
muon mat tién ma, Myron.”

Myron nhin han. “T6i khong mudn sao?”

“Khong, anh khong muén dau.”

“T6i ngody vai chit duwgc ch??” Anh cam but chi 1én nguéch ngoac.
‘Khong... muon... mat... tién.” Anh cwdi nhan nhé véi ca hai. “Hom nay toi
dwoc len 16p hay gi day?”

Larry lam bam, “Me kiép do6 lau ca.”

Nu cuwoi cua Otto van dinh chat trén moi theo quén tinh. “Néi khi khong
phai,” han néi tiép, “t6i nghi Christian muén nhanh chéng tran tinh lai day.”

“«0y?”

“Co nhitng ké nghi ngd nghiém tic vé twong lai cua Christian Steele. C6
nhitng ké,” Otto rit sdu mét hoi thudc, “tin rang cau ta c6 thé dinh dang dén
sw mat tich ctia o gai ay.”

“A,” Myron néi, “thé thi diing hon roi day.”

“Cai gi ding hon?”

“Anh bat dau gié tro b6i nho. Thé ma t6i con tuwdng vira nay toi khong doi
héi du co day.”

Larry Hanson chia ngoén tay cai vé phia Myron. “Anh c6 tin néi cai tén troi
danh thanh vat ngoi canh chiing ta khong? Anh khoi ra mét dé tai chinh dang
vé O a tirng la con hang cua Christian, cai dé tai sé danh thang vao ban chat
gia tri cia cau ta nhu mot thit hang héa dé PR...”

“Pon thoi vd van,” Myron ngat 16i. “Cha ai tin cd. Néu c6 thi né da khién

https://thuviensach.vn



dw luan thong cdm hon véi bi kich cia Christian r6i. Ma dirng cé goi Kathy
Culver la con hang.”

Larry nhuéng may. “Um, trm, khong phai chiing ta déu dé dong long,” gi
noi, “vdi nhirng phan doi bé mon sao.”

Nét mat Myron khong thay doi. Anh da gap Kathy Culver nam nam truéc
khi ¢6 hoc 16p mudi, khi &y da la mot nhan sac e dp. Giong nhw c6 chi
Jessica. Muoi tdm thang trwedc Kathy da bién mat bi an khoi khuon vién
treong Dai hoc Reston. Bén gio van chua ai biét c6 & dau hay da gap chuyén
gi. Vu nay c6 da moi yéu td thu hit sy chi y cda gidi truyén thong - mot ni
sinh xinh dep, hon thé ctia ngoi sao bong bau duc Christian Steele, em gai ctia
tiéu thuyét gia Jessica Culver. Canh bao chi khong thé dirng duwgc. Ho lao vao
xau xé nhw nhitng nguwdi ho hang déi ngau quanh chiéc ban buffet.

Nhuwng méi gan day, bi kich thit hai da 4p xuong nha Culver. Ba dém
tredc, Adam Culver, b6 cta Kathy, da bi giét trong mot hoan canh ma canh
sat goi la “vu cudp vung vé’. Myron rat muén lién lac vdi gia dinh ho, mudn
lam nhiéu hon so vGi chi bay té nhitng 10i chia buon gidn di, nhwng anh da
quyét dinh tranh mat, khong biét minh cé dwgc chao don hay khéng, va kha
chac rang cau tra 10i la khong.

“Gio liéu...”

Co tiéng go ctira. Cira hé md, roi Esperanza tho dau vao. “Myron a, anh c6
dién thoai,” c6 noi.

“Ghi lai 101 nhan di.”

“Em nghi la anh mu6n nhan cudc goi day.”

Esperanza van nan na ¢ ngudng ctta. Cap mat den khong biéu 16 gi, nhung
anh hiéu ca.

“Anh ra nghe lién ddy,” anh dap.

Co lui khéi ctra.

Larry Hanson huyt sdo nguong md. “Co6 nang ngon day, Bolitar.”

“Khi a, cdm on Larry. Anh ma néi thé thi quy héa qua.” Anh ditng lén.
“Toi quay lai ngay.”

“Chung to6i khong phi ca mot ngay dé ngoi day quay tay dau day.”

“T6i chac la cac anh khong thé ma.”
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Anh roi phong hoi nghi, gdp Esperanza bén ban lam viéc cua co.

“Phiéu An goi nay,” cd bao anh. “Cau ta néi c6 chuyén gap.”

Christian Steele.

Nhin dang nguwdi nhé nhan ctia Esperanza, chang ai doan cd tirng la dé vat
chuyén nghiép. Trong ba nam, c6 da ndi tiéng trén vo dai vGi biét danh Tiéu
Pocahontas*. Viéc Esperanza Diaz la nguwdi My Latinh, khong hé cé ti goc
gac Anh Diéng nao, c6 vé khong lam t6 chitc FLOW?* ban tam. Mot chi tiét
vat vanh, ho noi thé. Nguwdi My Latinh v6i nguwdi Anh Diéng thi cé gi khac
nhau ch?

Khi co & thoi ky dinh cao cta su nghiép do vat chuyen nghiép, mot kich
ban quen thudc c* dién ra hang tuan trén cac vii dai khap nuwéc My.
Esperanza (Pocahontas) bwdc 1én san dau trong doi giay moé-ca, vay da 16n
tua rua, va deo mot dai bang dé ngan mai toc den dai khoi rii xuéng khuon
mat ram nang. Chiéc vay da 16n dugc trat bo truede tran dau, thay vao dé la bo
trang phuc mong manh va it mang nét Anh Diéng truyén thong hon.

Ban chat cia nghé do vat chuyén nghiép kha don gidn chang mdy bién
dong. D0 vat tot xau cé da ca. Pocahontas la co gai ti t€, mot nguwdi dwoc
dam dong yéu thich. C6 dé thwong, nhé nhan, nhanh nhen, co thé thon tha,
san chac. Ai cling yéu quy co. Co ludén gianh chién thang nho ky nang trong
khi doi tha cta minh choi ban - ném cat vao mat co, dung nhitng vat la dang
s ma ai trong thé gidi tw do cling thay, trit trong tai - dé ddo ngugc tinh thé.
Do vat choi xdu con kéo thém hai dong bon, ba choi mot danh hoi dong
Pocahontas t0i nghiép, nén ngudi dep diing cam khong ti€c tay trudc sy
choang vang va that vong khong dé dau cho hét ctia thong bao vién, nhitng
nguwoi da chitng kién canh tuwgng twong ty xdy ra tit tuan trwedc va ca tuan
tredc nira.

Khi dwong nhue chang con hy vong nao bau viu thi Mama Chi Hai cao to
lyc lwdng xong ra khoi phong thay doé 16i bon quai vat khoi Pocahontas vo
phuwong ti vé. R6i Mama Chi Hai va Tiéu Pocahontas cting hgp sttc danh bai
phe ac.

That vo cung giai tri.

“N6i may vao phong anh di,” Myron ndi.
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Khi buéc vao, dap vao mat anh la tdm bang tén trén ban, mén qua cta bo
me anh.

MYRON BOLITAR
DAI DIEN THE THAO

Anh lac dau. Myron Bolitar. Anh van khong tin lai c6 ngudi dat tén con la
Myron. Khi gia dinh anh lan dau chuyén dén New York, anh da néi véi cac
ban @ trwong cdp ba mdi rang tén minh la Mike. Khéng, con 1au méi néi that
nhé. Roi anh 6 ti dit biét danh 1a Mickey. O 6. Moi ngudi lai quay lai goi 1a
anh Myron - cdi tén giong nhw con quai vat bat tir trong phim kinh di vay.

Dé trd 10i cho cau héi hién nhién: Khong, anh khong doi nao tha thit cho
b6 me minh.

Anh nhac may. “Christian a?”

“Ong Bolitar a? Phai 6ng khong?”

“Vang. Cir goi toi la... Myron di.” Cai gi da khong tranh duoc thi chi bang
chap nhan, dy la dau hiéu ctia nguwdi khon ngoan.

“Xin 16i vi lam phién 6ng. Toi biét la 6ng ban lam.”

“To6i ban dam phan hgp dong cta cdu day. Otto Burke va Larry Hanson
dang ng6i ¢ phong bén.”

“Ong Bolitar a, toi rdt cdm kich, nhung chuyén ndy quan trong 1dm.”
Giong cau ta run ray. “T6i phai gap ong ngay lap tic.”

Anh doi tay. “C6 chuyén khong 6n a, Christian?” Ngai Thau hiéu.

“T6i... to6i khong muon noi qua dién thoai. Ong tat qua ky tuc xa dugc
khong?”

“Pugc, khong van dé gi. May gio?”

“Ngay bay gio, xin ong. Toi... toi khong biét gidi quyét thé nao. Té6i mudn
ong xem cai nay.”

Myron thd sau. “Khong van dé gi. Toi sé tong tién Otto va Larry. Nhu thé
sé c6 1gi cho viéc dam phan. Ntra tiéng nita la t6i c6 mat.”
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Té ra lai 1au hon thé.

Myron buéc vao ga-ra Kinney trén pho 46, khong xa van phong nam trén
dai 160 Cong Vién cua anh lam. Anh gat dau chao anh nhén vién trong xe
Mario, di qua tdm bang gia c6 dong chi* nho xiu phia dwdi, ‘khong bao gom
97% thué’, va hwéng tGi cho dé xe ctia minh noi tang dwdi. Mot con Ford
Taurus. Co ban la mot cuc nam cham hut gai.

Anh dinh m@& ctra xe thi nghe thay tiéng rin rit. Nhw ran vay. Hay ding
hon 1a tiéng 16p xe xi hoi. Am thanh phét ra tir 16p phai phia sau. Xem qua la
Myron biét c6 ngwoi da choc thing 16p xe.

“Chao Myron.”

Anh quay phat lai. Hai ga cwdi nhan nhé v6i anh. Mot ga to nhw hd phap.
Myron von vam v& - cao hon mét chin va nang gan mot ta - nhung anh doan
gad nay han phai cao xap xi hai mét va nang ngét nghét ta ruwdi. Mot van dong
vién ctr ta hang nang, ca co thé phong cang nhw mac do phao cttu ho bén dudi
16p 4o quan. Ga thi¢ hai tam voc trung binh. Ga nay doi mii phét.

Ho phap I I tién lai phia xe Myron. Tay ga vung vay cing nhac bén
hong. Ga van nghiéng dau, van rang rac mot b phan ma & co thé binh
thuwong thi chac 1a co.

“Xe héng hi?” ga tac lwdi hoi.

“Xit 16p,” Myron dap. “C6 16p dv trit trong cop day. Thay hé cai di.”

“Tao khong nghi thé dau, Bolitar. Chi la dan mat nhe nhang thoi.”

“«0y?”

Ga ho phap tum lay ve 4o khoadc cia Myron. “Tranh xa Chaz Landreaux
ra. Anh ta méi ky hgp dong r6i.”

“Thay 16p xe cho tao truwéc cai da.”

Nu cwdi cang cang ra. Mot nu cwdi nhan nhé, tan déc va ngd ngan. “Lan
sau tao khong nha nhan nhw thé nita dau.” Ga tam chat hon, b com-1€ va ca-
vat rum r6 vao nhau. “Hiéu chuwa?”

“May thtra biét 1a steroid khién bi ctia may top lai ma.”

Mat ga do tia tai. “Ht, cai gi? Chac tao phai bam nat mat may ra, thay sao
h? Chac tao phai nghién may thanh chao théi.”

“Chéo a?”
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“Phai.”

“Cling giau hinh anh day.”

“Me may.”

Myron thd dai. Cung lic, cd co thé anh dwong nhw vao cudc. Anh khéi
dong bang mot cu hic dau thang vao miii tén ho phap. Ga rit 1én nhw con bo
canh citng bi nghién nat. Mau mii tda ra.

“Thang ché.”

Myron tom ldy gdy ctia HO phap lam don bay roi thic cui ché vao ding
yét hau cua ga, xém chut nita lam ga tac khi quan. Tiéng nghet dau dén, dung
duc. R6i im lang. Myron tiép tuc chat tay vao gay ga, ngay bén dudi phan so.

Ga ho phap trugt xudng dat nhw cat am.

“Puogc roi, da roi day!”

Ga doi md phdt tién lai gan hon, rit sting ra gi vao ngwc Myron.

“Lui lai khéi n6. Ngay!”

Myron nheo mat nhin y. “Cai nay c6 that 1a mii phét khong?”

“Tao noi, lui lai!”

“Pugc roi, duge roi. Lui thi 1ui.”

“May khong can phdi lam thé,” ga nho con hon noéi, vé hon gian nhu tré
ranh. “N6 chi lam viéc ctia minh tho6i.”

“Tudi tré bong bot,” Myron chua thém. “Gi0 tao thay té roi day.”

“Chi, can tranh xa Chaz Landreaux ra thoi, dugc cha?”

“Khong dugc. Bao vai O’Connor la tao bao khong dugce.”

“Nay, nguoi ta khong thué tao dé nhan 16i tiv choi, Tao chi dwa tin thé
thoi.”

Khong néi thém 16i nao, ga doi mi phét do dong nghiép nga chong kénh
ding day. Ho phéap loang choang di t&i cho dé xe, mot tay bung miii, tay kia
x0a xoa khi quan. Miii ga bi v& nhung c6 hong con thdm hon, nhat 1a khi
nuot.

Chung 1én xe phong vot di. Ching khong dirng lai thay 16p xe cho Myron.
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Myron dung dién thoai trén xe goi cho Chaz Landreaux.

Khong c6 nang khiéu vé co khi, Myron mat ntra tiéng mdi thay 16p xong.
May cdy s6 dau anh 1ai cham cham, sg rang cong trinh ctia minh chi t6 khién
10p xe l16ng ra ma vang di mat. Khi cam thay ty tin hon, anh nhan ga, bat dau
lai 16 trinh dén cho6 Christian.

Khi Chaz nhdc mdy, Myron giéi thich van tat chuyén vira xdy ra.

“Chung mdi ¢ day xong,” Chaz no6i v6i anh. Trong dién thoai c6 dua thw
tiéng on. Tiéng tré so sinh khoc. Tiéng d6 vo. Tiéng tré con cudi. Chaz hét
lén bdo trat tu.

“Khi nao?” Myron hoi.

“MOot tiéng trudc. Ba thang.”

“Chung c6 lam cau bi thvong khong?”

“Khong. Chi dé t6i xuéng de doa vai cau thoi. Bao la ching sé bé gay
chan to6i néu t6i khong ton trong hop dong.”

Bé gay chan, Myron nghi. Kinh dién lam sao.

Chaz Landreaux la cau thu béng r6 ky cyu ctia Pai hoc bang Georgia va
nhiéu kha nang sé la lwa chon dau tién trong ki tuyén quan NBA. Cau ta la
dita tré ngheéo kho dén tr nhitng con pho Philadelphia. Cau c6 sdu em trai, hai
em gai, khong cha. Mudi nguwoi ho song ¢ mot khu - néu nguwdi ta dam cdi tao
- thi c6 thé mot ngay nao dé sé dwgc do lwong ma gan cho céi tén ‘khu 6
chuot da mau’.

Trong su6t nam nhat dai hoc, thudc ha ctia mot dai dién tai to mat 16n co
tén O’Connor da tiép can Chaz, bon nam trudc khi Chaz du tw cach dam phan
v&i mot dai dién. Tay dé dé nghi dwa treéc cho Chaz mot khoan tri gia nam
ngan do, moi thang dwgc tra hai tram nam muwoi do, néu cau ky vao ban hgp
dong chap nhan dé O’Connor tré thanh dai dién khi cau bwéc vao con duong
chuyén nghiép.

https://thuviensach.vn



Chaz cam thay boi roi. Cau biét luat caa Hiép hoi van dong vién sinh vién
quoc gia (NCAA) cam ky hop dong trong khi cau van la tuyén tha sinh vién.
Ban hgp dong nay dwoc xem la khong c6 gia tri phap ly. Nhung ngudi cua
Roy dam béo vdi cau rang sé chang cé van dé gi dau. Ho don gian sé dé lui
ngay ky hgp dong dé ra vé Chaz da ky sau nam cu6i lam tuyén thu sinh vién.
Ho sé gilt ban hgp dong trong hop ky thac an toan cho dén thdi diém thich
hgp. Chang ai c6 thé tinh toan khon ngoan hon thé.

Chaz khong chac lam. Cau biét thé la bat hgp phap, nhung dong thoi ciing
hiéu rang so tién nhuw vay c6 y nghia thé nao v&i me va tdm nguwdi em song
trong cai 6 chudt von ven hai phong.

Roy O’Connor sau d6 da vao cudc va tung ra chiéu du do cudi cung: Néu
sau nay Chaz do6i y thi cau ta cé thé tra lai tién va xé nat ban hgp dong.

Bon nam sau, Chaz d6i y. Cdu hita sé trd lai ting cac. Con lau, Roy
O’Connor néi. ‘Cau c6 hgp dong véi ching t6i. Cau sé phai tuan tha né.’

Chiéu nay chd mdéi mé gi. Bao nhiéu dai dién da 4p dung ro6i. Norby
Walters va Lloyd Bloom, hai trong s6 nhitng dai dién 16n nhat nwdc, da bi bat
vi chuyén nay. Pe doa ciing chang phai tro0 méi mé. Nhung sy viéc ludon két
theo cach do: kem nhitng 161 de doa. Khong dai dién nao mudn mao hiém bi
vach mat.

Va néu troi khong chiu dat thi tdt nhién dat phai chiu trdi thoi.

Nhung vdi Roy O’Connor thi khong. Roy O’Connor st dung co bap.
Myron thay ngac nhién.

“T6i muodn cau lanh khoi thanh phé mot thoi gian ngan,” Myron noi tiép.
“Cau c6 cho nao nwong nau chwa?”

“Co, t0i sé ¢ nho nha mot nguwoi ban @ Washington. Nhung chung ta dinh
lam gi day?”

“Toi sé lo vu nay. Cit lanh mat di cai da.”

“Vang, dugc roi, toi nghe anh.” Roi: “O, Myron, con mét chuyén nita.”

“Chuyén gi?”

“Mot tay dé toi xudng néi c6 biét anh. Quai vat, gidi a. Y tdi 1a to dung
nga ngtra ay. Mot thang ch6 dé chinh hiéu.”

“NO c0 noi ten khong?”
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“Aaron. N6 chuyén 10i t6i anh 1a ‘Aaron gwi 10i chao.’”

Myron thong vai xudng. Aaron. Mot céi tén tir qua khit. Cling chang phai
cai tén tot dep gi. Pang sau Roy O’Connor khong chi ¢6 co bap - ma con la
co bap khing nita kia.

Ba tiéng sau khi roi van phong, Myron da rii b6 moi suy nghi vé chuyén xay
ra & ga-ra va go ctta phong Christian. Du da tot nghiép hai thang treéc nhung
Christian van song trong ky tiic xa ma cau da ¢ sudt nam cu6i dai hoc, lam co
van cho trai hé béng bau duc Pai hoc Reston. Tuy nhién, trai huan luyén
ngan han cda Titans hai ngay nita la bat dau, va Christian sé & d6. Myron
khong co6 y dinh ngan can cau.

Christian m& ctra ngay lap titc. Myron chwa kip c6 co hoi giai thich ly do
dén tré thi Christian da 1én tiéng, “Cam on vi 6ng dén nhanh thé nay.”

“U, dugc roi. Khong co gi.”

Khuon mat Christian mat hét than sac moi khi. Khong con bau ma héng
han sau lim dong tién moi khi Christian cwoi. Khong con nu cudi twoi bén
1én khién cac nit sinh thon thitc. Ngay ca ban tay noi tiéng vitng chai cling
run lay bay.

“Moi vao,” cau noi.

“Cam on.”

Phong cta Christian nom giong canh trong mot by phim sitcom hoi thap
nién nam muoi hon la mot can phong ky tic hién dai. Trudc hét, noi nay that
ngan nap. Givong chiéu gon gang, giay xép thanh hang bén duwéi. Khong co
tat vieong vai trén san nha, khong do 16t, khéng d6 16t bao vé cua van dong
vién. Trén twong toan la cd dudi nheo. Co dudi nheo chinh hiéu. Myron
khong tin n6i. Khong c6 4p phich hay lich in hinh Claudia Schiffer hay Cindy
Crawford hay Barbi sinh d6i. Chi la cd du6i nheo c6 16. Myron c6 cam giac
nhu thé vira buéc vao ky tic xa ctia Wally Cleaver* vay.

Ban dau Christian khong n6i gi. Ca hai ditng do6 ling tiing, nhw hai nguoi
la mac ket bén nhau & mot bita tiéc cocktail ma trong tay khong c6 do uong.
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Christian ¢ cup mat xuéng san nha nhw dia tré bi mang mé. Cau khong binh
luan gi vé vét mau trén 4o Myron. Cé 1é cau chuwa nhan ra.

Myron quyét dinh thtt mot trong nhitng chiéu pha bang bang tai an noi cta
minh. “C6 chuyén gi vay?”

Christian bat dau di di lai lai - chang thanh cong nao dat dugc tir mét can
phong chi to hon cai ti quan 4o trung binh chut xiu thé nay la dé dang ca.
Myron thdy mat Christian dé hoe. Cau ta vira khoc xong, ma van con dong lai
nhitng vét nwdc mat nho nhé.

“Ong Burke c6 cau vi cudc hop bi hodn khéng?” Christian héi.

Myron nhin vai. “Anh ta néi con tam banh lén, nhung réi sé 6n thoi.
Chang sao dau, dirng lo chuyén dé.”

“Thit Nam la bat dau trai hé ngan han a?”

Myron gat dau “Cau lo a?”

“Chac ciing c6 chut chat.”

“Thé nén cau mudn gap t6i?”

Christian lac dau. Cau ta ngap ngiing roi cat tiéng, “T6i... toi khong hiéu,
ong Bolitar a.”

Ct moi lan cau ta goi minh la ‘ong’, Myron lai nghi dén b6 minh.

“Khong hiéu gi co ha Christian? Chuyén la thé nao day?”

Cau lai ngdp ngirng. “La...” Cau dung lai, thd sau, roi lai bat dau. “La vé
Kathy.”

Myron twdng minh nghe nham. “Kathy Culver?”

“Ong biét co dy,” Christian n6i. Myron khong biét liéu d6 1a 15i khing
dinh hay cau hoi.

“Lau roi,” Myron dap.

“Khi ong con ¢ béen Jessica.”

“Phai.”

“Theé thi chac 6ng hiéu. T6i nhé Kathy. Khong ai biét t6i nhG co ay dén thé
nao dau. Co ay rat dac biét.”

Myron gat dau, khuyén khich. Theo kiéu rat Phil Donahue.*

Christian lui lai mot buwéc, suyt chit nita va dau vao gia sach. “Ai cling
kich dong vé chuyén xdy ra vdi co ay,” cau bat dau. “Ho tung 1én bao 1a cai,
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viét hang loat bai vé vu mat tich trén tap chi Vdn dé duong dai+. Vi tat ca
bon ho thi d6 nhw mét tro choi vay. Mot chwong trinh truyén hinh. Ho ¢t goi
ching t6i bang nhitng tir ‘ly twéng’, ‘cap doi ly twéng’.” Cau dua tay 1én lam
ddu ngodc kép. “C& nhu thé ly twdng thi tic la khong thwe vay. Khong ¢
cam giac. Ho c l1ai nhai mai rdng t6i con tré, roi toi sé vugt qua cu séc do
nhanh théi. Kathy chi la mgt ¢6 nang téc vang xinh xan, cé hang triéu c6 nhw
thé danh cho mdt chang trai nhw t6i. Ngwdi ta hy vong t6i sé vui vé ma song.
Co 4y di roi. Chuyén qua r6i.”

Nét tré con ¢ Christian - dac difm ma Myron cho rang sé giip cau ta sau
nay trd thanh mot vi vua duwgc bao chirng thuwong hiéu dang hoang - dot nhién
hé 16 mot khia canh méi mé. Thay vi mot cau bé Kansas bén 1én, ngo ngac,
nhiin nhan, Myron lai nhin thdy hién thyc: mot diva tré sg hai ric trong x6,
mot difa tré mo6 coi khong cé gia dinh thuc sw, cé 1€ khong ca ban bé dich
thue, bén canh chi cé nhitng ké sung bai anh huing va nhitng ngudi muén xo
mui chut gi tr cau ta (nhu chinh ban than Myron?).

Myron lac dau. Khong doi nao. Cac dai dién khac thi c6, nhung anh thi
khong. Myron khong giong vay. Song thit cam giac giong nhuw toi 16i d6 van
lan cdn trong long anh, choc ngdn tay sac nhon vao swon anh.

“T6i chwa bao gio thye sy tin la Kathy da chét,” Christian néi tiép. “Dé la
mot phan van dé, toi doan vay. Sau mot thoi gian ta bong cam thay mit mu.
Mot phan trong toi - m6t phan trong toi gan nhw hy vong ngudi ta tim thay
X4c cla co dy, bat ¢t tht gi dé cham ditt chuyén nay. N6i vay kinh khing lam
phai khong, ong Bolitar?”

“Toi khong nght vay, khong dau.”

Christian nghiém nghi nhin anh. “T6i c nghi mai vé may céai quan 16t.
Ong c6 biét chuyén dé khong?”

Myron gat dau. Manh moi duy nhét trong bi an nay la may cai quan 16t ta
toi cua Kathy, dugc tim thay trén néc ky tic Dumpster. Ngudoi ta don rang
dong quan dé6 dam mau va tinh trung. Pa s6 cho rang dé la bang chitng khang
dinh diéu nghi ngo bay lau: Kathy Culver da chét. Mot cau chuyén budn
nhung khong phai hiém gdp. C6 da bi mot ké tdm than 1én con cudng hiép roi
giét chét. Co thé sé chang bao gio tim thdy xac cd - hodc mot ngay nao do,
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may nguwoi tho san sé vap phai nhitng manh xwong con sot lai trong ring,
ném cho canh bao chi mét mau tin quang cao s6t déo lic mwoi mot gio, dé
roi ong kinh may anh sé dwgc huwéng trd lai vu nay véi niém hy vong khong
bao gio ngubi la chop dwgc hinh mot ngwdi ho hang dau kho.

“Ho ct 1am nhw dé la th¢ ban thiu lam khéng bang,” Christian tiép tuc.
“‘Hoéng’, ho ndi thé, réi ‘Lua’. Ho khong bao gio goi do 1a noi y, do chip hay
tham chi chi 1a quan 16t théi. Lic nao ciing la quan 16t lua hong. Ci¢ nhw quan
trong lam vay. M6t kénh truyén hinh con phéng van nguwdi mau cua Victoria’s
Secret, mgi c6 ta binh ludn vé may cai quan. Quan 16t lua hong. C¥ nhu c6 ay
yéu cau lam thé vay. Cha dap Kathy theo cach dé...”

Giong cau tat dan. Myron lang thinh. Christian dang dan cham t6i nguong
nao do. Myron chi hy vong do khong phai la suy sup.

“Co 1@ t6i nén vao thang van dé,” cudi cung Christian 1én tiéng.

“Ctt tw tir. Toi khong dinh di dau ca.”

“H6m nay t6i nhin thdy mot thit. T6i...” Christian nging lai, li€c mat vé
phia Myron. Cap mat d6 nhin anh van vi. “Khong chirng Kathy con song.”

Nhitng 16i d6 d6i vao anh nh mot gao nwdc lanh. Du Myron c6 chuan bi
tinh than doi mat vGi diéu gi chang nita, du anh cé twdng twgng Christian sé
dan dat van dé tdi dau, thi tin Kathy Culver c6 1€ con song khong hé nam
trong dy doan cuta anh.

“Cai gi?”

Christian dén ch6 anh, m& ngan kéo ban ra. Chiéc ban nom nhw bwdc ra ti
b6 phim Leave It to Beaver. Ngan nap tinh twom. Hai chiéc lon, mot dung bt
bi, mot dwng but chi nét dam vét nhon. Dén c6 ngong. Lot ban ¢o lich. Tw
dién, tir dién dong nghia, va cudén Cdc thanh té cua phong cdch+ nam thanh
hang gitta hai qua cau chan sach.

“Buu pham hom nay c6 céi nay.”

Cau dwa cho Myron mot to tap chi. Trang bia la mot phu nit khoa than.
Goi a la phong nhii phi don thi cling ngang véi viéc goi Thé chién II 1a cudc
giao tranh nhd. Phan 16n dan 6ng bi &m anh véGi kiéu nguc to mong nay.
Myron chang ngai gi ma néi minh cling cung gu, nhung kiéu nay thi ding la
khiép dam. Khu6n mat cia & con lau méi duwgc goi la xinh dep, tréng kha tho
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lau. A nhin vao 6ng kinh v6i vé mit c6 t6 ra ggi tinh nhung trong giong
nguwdi mic chitng tdo bén hon. A thé ludi 1iém méi, giang chan, vay ngén tay
moi goi doc gia tdi gan hon.

Hiéu tt’ng m& nhat qua, Myron tham ngh.

Tén tap chi la Nhii hoa. Tin chinh, theo m@& ti* ng uén lwgn quanh nguc
phai & 1a ‘Lam thé nao dé bat nang cao long cai do’.

Myron vut nguéc 1én. “Chuyén nay la thé nao?”

“Kep giay.”

“Cai gi?”

Nhung trong Christian ué odi dén noi cha buon nhdc lai. Cau chi tay.
Myron thdy anh bac lap lanh trén dau to tap chi. M6t cai kep gidy dugc dung
lam thé danh dau sach.

“NO6 dugc guri kem to tap chi,” Christian giai thich.

Myron lwét ngdn tay qua nhitng trang bao, lia mat qua nhitng hinh dnh xac
thit, cho t&i trang duwgc danh dau bang kep gidy. Anh nheo mat boi réi. Do la
mot trang quang cao, du no ciling ngén ngon anh khiéu dam nhw nhitng trang
khac. Phia dau trang la dong chi:

Pién thoai Ao mong Truc tiép
Chon mot em di cac anh!

Co6 ba hang, moéi hang bon c6 4, kéo dai cho dén cudi trang. Myron luét
mat xuéng dwdi. Anh khong thé tin vao mat minh. ‘Gai phuwong PBong dang
doi!” ‘O moi w6t 4t!” ‘Phat mong em di!’ ‘Gai di néng béng!” ‘Nguc chiim
cau!” (danh cho nhitng ai khong thich anh bia, r6 rang la thé) ‘Xoi em di!’
‘Pha trinh em di!” ‘Lam em van vi thém nita nao!” ‘Them khat: Duwong vat
gid.” ‘Ngudi tinh Savannah yéu cau anh goi dién ngay bay gio!” ‘Ba noi trg
hing tinh!” ‘Can giai phop phap.” Bi kém moi dong quang cdo la nhitng birc
hinh véi da tw thé khiéu goi cting s6 dién thoai.

Co thtt con dam duc hon nhiéu. Nhitng ké gia nam gid n&¥. Phu ni*t mang
phu tung dan 6ng. Cé thit Myron tham chi khong tai nao hiéu noi. Nhw nhitng
thi nghiém khoa hoc khong thé hiéu noi. S6 dién thoai thi ding nhu ta dw
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doan. 1-800-888-Pi. 1-900-46-DIEM. 1-800-KHOAN-EM-PI. 1-900-GAI-
HU.

Myron nhan mdt. Anh mudn rtta tay.

Ro6i anh trong thay no.

N6 nam & hang duwédi cung, thit hai tiv phai sang, véi 16i moi goi, “Gi em
cling choi!” S6 dién thoai la 1-900-344-DAM. 3,99 d6 mét phut. Thanh toan
kin dao qua dién thoai hodc thé. Chap nhéan thé Visa/MC.

Co gai trong anh la Kathy Culver.

Myron thdy én lanh. Anh lat lai trang bia kiém tra ngay thang. D6 la so
hién hanh.

“Cau nhan dugc cai nay khi nao?”

“Trong buu pham hém nay,” Christian néi, nhidc chiéc phong bi 1én.
“Trong cai nay.”

Pau 6c Myron choang vang. Anh c6 xua con hoa mat chéng mat va gang
diéng virng, nhung hinh anh Kathy Culver c khién anh chao ddo. Chiéc
phong bi lam bang sgi chuoi théng thuwong. Khong cé dia chi ngudi givi - qua
dé hiéu. Khong c6 dau buu dién, cling chang c6 tem, chi c6 dong chir:

CHRISTIAN STEELE
HOP THU

Khong tén thanh pho lan tén bang. Titc la n6 dwgce gwti trong pham vi ky
tic. Dia chi dugc viét tay.

“Cau nhan duogc rat nhiéu thw cia ngwdi ham mo phai khong?” Myron hai.

Christian gat dau. “Nhung thw thi dwgc giti dén cho khac. Cai nay nam
trong hop thu riéng cua to6i. S6 nay khong duwgc cong bo.”

Myron than trong cam chiéc phong bi, c6 khong lam nhoeé bat ct ddu van
tay tifm an nao. “Khong chirng chi la anh ghép,” Myron néi thém. “Cé thé ké
nao do ghép dau co ay vai...”

Christian lac dau chdn ditng anh lai. Mat cdu lai dan xuéng san nha. “Po6
khong chi 1a mat c6 ay dau, 6ng Bolitar a,” cau boi roi noi.

“0,” Myron dap, 1ap tic hiéu ra van dé. “Ra vay.”
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“Ong c6 nghi ching ta nén giao thit ndy cho canh sat khong?”

“Chac vay!”

“T6i muon lam diéu ding dan,” Christian néi, tay siét lai thanh nam dam.
“Nhung toi s& khong dé ho kéo Kathy xudng bun 1an nita dau. Ong da thay
ho lam gi vGi c6 ay khi c6 dy 1a nan nhan r6i day. Ho ma nhin thay cai nay thi
sé lam gi nira day?”

“Ho sé 1én con tha tinh,” Myron dong tinh.

Christian gat dau.

“Nhung c6 thé chi la tro dua ac y,” Myron tiép tuc. “T6i phdi kiém tra da
roi lam gi thi lam.”

“Bang cach nao?”

“Chuyén nay ci dé t6i lo.”

“Con mot thit nita,” Christian néi. “Chit viét trén phong bi.”

Myron liéc lai 1an nita. “Thi sao?”

“To6i khong dam chac, nhung trong giong chit cua Kathy lam.”
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Myron dirng khung lai khi trong thay co.

Mgi trede do, anh loang choang buwdc vao quan bar trong con mo mang,
tam tri anh nhw chiéc may quay phim khéng thé giit nguyén tiéu cy. Anh c6
xem xét lai nhitng gi minh nhin thay va hoc tap Christian, gang tinh toan cac
dit kién va dwa ra két luan virng chac, hop ly.

Anh chang lam dugc gi.

To tap chi nhét trong tdi phdi ao mang t6 cua anh. Tap chi khiéu dam va
ao mang t6, Myron nghi. ‘Gigi a.” Van cau héi d6 vang vong mot cach quai
g@ trong dau anh. ‘Liéu Kathy Culver con song khong? Néu c6 thi chuyén gi
da xay ra véi c6? Cai gi da dua Kathy tiv can phong ky tic trong sang dén
trang sau tap chi Nhii hoa?’ Pung lic ay anh trong thdy ngwoi phu nit dep
nhat ma minh tirng gap.

CO ngoi trén ghé dau, cdp chan dai bat tréo, nhe nhang nham nhap do
uéng. C6 mdc so-mi trang m@ nit ¢ co, vdy xam ngan, di tat den. Moi thi
déu phu hgp hoan hédo. Trong thoang lat, Myron twéng minh mo mang ma
trong ga hoa cudc, rang co chi 1a mot do dnh 14p 16a dé nhit cac giac quan cua
anh. Nhung cam gidc quan that ¢ bung khién anh bac b6 ngay gia thiét d6. Co
anh kho6 khoc. Xtic cam sau sac am i troi day trong anh nhw con séng bién bat
ngo trao dang.

Anh c6 nu6t khan va bat minh nhac chan 1én. Co ding la dep hép hon.
Moi thit trong quan bar déu nhoa di thanh hau canh, nhw thé chiing chi la dao
cu san khau dung 1én cho c6.

Myron lai gan. “Hay t&i day khong?” anh hai.

Co nhin anh nhu nhin mot 6ng 1ao chay bg trén may tap Speedo. “bung y
nhv lan dau,” co dap. “Sang tao that ddy.”

“Chac la khong, nhung cach noéi thi hay.” Anh mim cuoi.

Quaé quyén rii, anh tham nghi.
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“Murng la anh nghi vay.” C6 quay lai véi mén do uong. “Xin di di cho.”

“Lam b0 lam tich ha?”

“Bién di.”

Myron cudi toét miéng. “Thdi di nao. Em dang ty lam minh khé xi ddy.”

“Xin nguoi.”

“Ai trong quan cling thdy rdo mon mot ma.”

“0,” 6 binh luan. “Néi 16 ra xem nao.”

“Em muon anh. R4t muén.”

Co6 gan nhv mim cuwdi. “RO thé co a?”

“Purng trach minh. Anh hap dan khé cudng ma.”

“O 6. Néu em ngat thi d& nhé.” ¢

“Anh & ngay day ma cung.”

Co thé dai thwon thwgt. Co van dep nhw thud nao, dep nhw cai ngay c6
bong roi bo anh. Bon nam r6i anh chwa gap co, nhung c& nghi dén ¢6 1a tim
anh lai dau nhoi. Nhin ¢6 con dau hon bdi phan. Ky tc vé ky nghi cudi tuan &
nha Win tai vieon nho Martha tia vé trong anh. Anh van nh@ gié bién thoi bay
toc co nhu thé nao, c6 nghiéng dau noi ra sao, cach co vira nhin vira s@ vao
chiéc 4o ni cili cia anh. Hanh phic mong manh gian di. Bung anh lai quan
that hon.

“Chao Myron,” c0 noi.

“Chao Jessica. Trong em khoe day.”

“Anh lam gi ¢ day?” co hoi.

“Van phong ctia anh & tang trén. Anh gan nhu song ¢ day luon.”

C6 mim cudi, “O, phadi r6i. Gio anh la dai dién cho cdc van dong vién
dang khong?”

«(7.»

“T6t hon lam may viéc bi mat phai khéng?”

Myron khéng buo6n tréd 10i. Co6 liéc anh nhwng khong nhin 1au.

“Em dang dpi mot nguoi,” Jessica chgt noi.

“Pan ong a?”?.

“Myron a...”

“Xin 16i. Phan xa cii.” Anh nhin ban tay trdi cta c6. Tim anh dap ndy tr@
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lai khi khong thdy chiéc nhan nao. “Em chwa bao gig két hon véi cai tay tén-
la-gi ay nhi?”

“Doug.”

“Pung r6i. Doug. Hay Dougie* nhi?”

“Luc nao anh ciing 1ay tén nguwoi khac ra dua a?”

Myron nhiin vai. Co n6i diung. “Thé chuyén gi xay ra véi anh ta?”

Co sam soi cai mé& nut chai trén quay bar. “Khong lién quan dén anh ta,”
co noi. “Anh biét ma.”

Anh toan ndi roi lai thoi. Khoi lai qua khit cay dang cha mang lai 1gi 10c
gi, “Thé céi gi dva em trd lai thanh pho nay vay?”

“Em chuan bi day mét hoc ky ¢ Pai hoc New York.”

Tim anh lai dap dén. “Em chuyén vé Manhattan r6i a?”

“Thang trude.”

“Anh rat tiéc vé chuyén b6 em...”

“Gia dinh em nhan dugc hoa cia anh ro6i,” c6 ngat 10i. “Anh da mu6n lam
nhiéu hon nita.”

“To6t hon la dirng.” Co uéng can ly. “Em phdi di thoi. That vui dugc gap
lai anh.” -

“Anh twdng em dang doi ai co ma.”

“Em nham.”

“Anh van yéu em, em biét ma.”

Co ditng day, gat dau.

“Tht lai 1an nita nhé,” anh noi.

“Khong.”

Co budc di.

“Jess a?”

“Vang?”

Anh can nhac xem c6 nén ké cho c6 nghe vé birc dnh ctia em gai c6 trong
tap chi khong. “Liic nao cung di an trea nhé?” anh dé nghi. “Chi néi chuyén
thoi, dugce khong?”

“Khong.”

Jessica quay budc roi anh. Lai m6t lan nita.
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Windsor Home Lockwood III chum cac dau ngén tay lai nghe chuyén cua
Myron. Hanh dong nay rat hgp véi ga, hon han Myron. Khi Myron n6i xong,
mat mot lic Win khong noéi gi, chi cang chum ngoén tay vé tap trung hon.
Cudi cung, ga dat tay 1én ban.

“Cha, cha, khong phai ching ta c6 mot ngay ddc biét sao?”

Myron thué ché nay tir ngudi ban cing phong thoi dai hoc, Windsor Home
Lockwood III. Ngwoi ta thuwdng néi rang ngoai hinh ctia Myron* chang cé nét
gi twong dong vdi tén anh - mdt sw quan sat ma Myron danh gia kha cao; tuy
nhién, Windsor Home Lockwood III* thi qua la tén sao ngudi vay. Toc vang,
d6 dai hoan héo, ré 1éch sang phai. Buwong nét cia g mang vé quy téc co
dién, gan nhw qua dién trai, nhw hoa tiét khac trén d6 gom st vay.

Trang phuc ctia ga lic nao cling banh bao, nao la so-mi hong, 4o phong c6
c0, so-mi théu chir 16ng, quan ka ki, quan danh golf (cai nay thi xdu), di giay
trang (t* Ngay Twdéng Niém dén ngay lé Lao dong) hodc giay miii xé (twr
ngay lé Lao dong dén Ngay Tudng Niém). Win tham chi con s@ hitu thit
giong dang sg do, thit giong khong bat nguon tw bat ¢t khu vuce dia ly cu thé
nao ma chu yéu tir mot vai treong du bi dai hoc nhw Andover va Exeter. (Win
tirng dén Exeter). Ga choi golf rat ctr. Biém chap cua ga la ba, ga la thanh
vién thé hé thit nam ctia cau lac bo golf Merion hung hau & Philadelphia dong
thoi la thanh vién thé hé th ba ctia cau lac bd Pine Valley hung hau khong
kém & mién Nam New Jersey. Da Win c¢6 mau rdm nang lau ngay cua dan
choi golf, chi c6 thé nhin thdy mau da nay trén canh tay ga (lic mdc so-mi
ngan tay) va phan co chit V (4o so-mi cé sdu hé cd), du véi lan da trang nhw
hoa, ga chua tirng tam nang. D6 hoan toan la chay nang ty nhién.

Win la chang trai My dién hinh da du 16ng da canh. Ga khién tién vé ngoi
sao Christian Steele trong chang khac mot cau bé vung Bia Trung Hai ¢ ru
ru trong nha.

Trudc day, Myron rat ngira mat khi nhin thdy Windsor. Hau hét moi nguoi
déu thé. Win da quen véi viéc d6. Ngudi ta thich dinh hinh cling nhw lwu git
an tuwong ngay lap tic. O truong hop ctia Win thi d6 1a ngudi thira ké giau co,
dan thwgng lwu, ké huénh hoang - néi mot cach van vé thi la cai loai khong
choi dugc. Win bo tay vdi chuyén nay. Ga chang may dé tam dén nhitng ké
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chi dwa vao an tuwgng ban dau ma danh gia ngudi khac.

Win chi cudn tap chi trén ban. “Cau chon cach khéng noi cho Jessica biét
chuyén nay a?”

Myron diéng day, di di lai lai, roi lai ng6i xuéng. “Thé t6i phdi noi gi day?
‘Chao, anh yéu em, quay lai v6i anh nhé, day la anh cua c6 em gai dugc cho
la da chét ctia em trong muc quang cao dién thoai khiéu dam trén tap chi con
heo a?’”

Win nghi mot 1at. “T6i sé trau chu6t lai ngon tr mot ti,” ga noi.

Ga lat qua to tap chi khiéu dam, may cong 1én ham y n6i m. Myron quan
sat. Anh van chuwa quyét dinh ké cho Win vé Chaz Landreaux va chuyén xay
ra trong ga-ra. Du sao ciling chwa phdi ltic nay. Win c6 cach phan @ng rat kho
lwong khi cé ké c6 tinh lam ton thwong Myron. Khong phai lic nao cling hay
ho. T6t hon la dé sau hang ké, khi Myron biét chinh xac anh mu6n giai quyét
Roy O’Connor nhu thé nao. Ca Aaron nita.

Win quang t0 tap chi Ién ban. “Ta bat dau ch?”

“Bat dau cai gi?”

“biéu tra. Do la ké hoach cau lén cho ching ta, ding chi?”

“Cau mudn gidp a?”

Win mim cuoi. “Chi con gi nita.” Ga xoay dién thoai ra treéc mat Myron.
“Quay so0 di.”

“So trong tap chi a?”

“Um, gidi a, Myron, tdi twéng ching ta dinh goi cho Nha Tring,” Win kho
khan noi. “Xem liéu ching ta c6 du dugc Hillary néi chuyén bay ba khong?”

Myron nhéc dién thoai 1én. “Cau da bao gio goi dén mot trong nhitng
duong day nay chwa?”

“Toi a?” Win vo choang vang. “Tinh nhan cta tiéu thv méi vao doi? Giai
ngon thich dan dim. Chéac chan la cau dua toi r6i.”

“Toi cling chua tung.”

“Thé thi chac cau thich & mot minh,” Win néi, “Nd&i long that lwng, tut
quan, dai loai thé.”

“Hai day.”

Myron quay s6 900 dwéi birc anh ctia Kathy. Anh da thyc hién hang nghin
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cudc goi diéu tra, ca trong nhitng nam lam viéc tai FBI lan thoi gian lam
riéng cho nhitng ngudi s& hitu va ¢6 van doi bong. Nhung day 1a 1an dau tién
anh cam thay boi roi nhw thé nay.

Mot tiéng bip kho chiu dap vao tai anh, theo sau do6 la tiéng tong dai.
“Chung toi rat tiéc. Cudc goi cta quy khach hién dang bi chan.”

Myron nguwdc len, “Khong goi dugc.”

Win gat dau. “T6i quén mat. Chung t6i da chan moi dau s6 900. Nhan vién
sudt ngay goi sO nay lam ton bao nhiéu tién dién thoai - khéng chi goi dé noi
chuyén bay ba ma con c6 ca duwong day chiém tinh hoc, thé thao, tam 1y, cong
thitc ndu an, ké ca quay so dé cau nguyén nita.” Ga tién dén sau lwng anh, rit
chiéc dién thoai khac ra. “Pung céi nay di. Pay la duwong day riéng cua t6i.
Khong bi chan dau.”

Myron quay so6 lan nita. Dién thoai reo hai lan md&i c6 tin hiéu tra 1oi. Mot
giong nit ghi am khan khan vang lén, “Xin chao. Quy khach da goi dén
dwong day dién thoai 40 mdong. Néu quy khach dudi mudi tam tudi va khong
muon tra tién cho cu dién thoai nay, xin hay gac mdy.” Chwa day mot gidy
sau c6 ta da tiép tuc. “Chao mirng dén véi duwong day dién thoai 4o mong, &
day quy khach c6 thé néi chuyén vdi nhitng ¢6 nang goi cam nhat, chiu choi
nhat, xinh dep nhat, khao khat nhat thé gigi.”

Myron dé y thdy giong ghi am dang néi cham ré ré, nhw thé c6 ta dang doc
bai cho 16p mau gido vay. Moi tir dai bang ca mét cau.

“Chao. Mirng. Pén. Véi. Puong, Day. Ao...”

“MGt lat nita quy khach sé duge néi chuyén true tiép v6i mot trong nhitng
cd nang ndi bat, quyén rii, khéu goi, néng bong cua chung t6i, cdc em & day
dé day khoai cdm cta quy khach dén gigi han hung phan mdi. M6t cudc tam
su rieng tw mot - mot. Thanh toan kin ddo bang cuwdc dién thoai. Quy khach
sé noi chuyén tryc tiép v4i ¢d6 nang do cuda riéng quy khach.” Giong noi c
déu déu theo nhip tho ngli ngon. Cudi cuing doan ghi am dwa ra chi dan: “Néu
quy khach cé dién thoai bdm s6, hdy an phim mot néu muén néi chuyén vé
nhitng 10i ty thu bi mat ctia mot giao vien huw hong. An phim hai néu...”

Myron nguéc 1én nhin Win. “T6i phai nghe bao lau day?”

“Sau phut.”
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“Hai tw d6 r6i,” Myron néi. “Thuat ngitt ‘dich thi ltra ddo’ c6 y nghia gi vé6i
cau khong day?”

Win gat dau. “Thi ¢ di ma ty swéng.”

Myron an btra mot nut dé thoat khéi doan bang ghi am quay di quay lai
nay. Pién thoai reo mwdi lan - gidi a, bon ho ding la biét cach cau gio - maéi
nghe thdy mot giong nit khac, “Chao cung. Hom nay cung thé nao?”

DPay chinh la giong ma Myron mong dgi. Tram khan.

“U, chao em.” Myron liing tiing. “Nghe ndy, anh muén...”

“Tén cung la gi?” a hoi.

“Myron.” Anh v6 tran kim tiéng chti thé. Anh thyc sw ngd ngan dén noi
dung tén that u?

“Ummmm, Myron,” & néi nhu dé kiém tra thi. “Em thich tén d6. Ggi cam
qua.”

“U, itm, cam on...”

“Tén em la Tawny.”

Tawny. R0 roi.

“Sao cung c6 s6 ctia em, Myron?”

“Anh thay trong tap chi.”

“Tap chi nao ha Myron?”

Viéc & lién tuc goi tén anh bat dau khién anh lo lang. “Nhii hoa.”

“0600. Em thich tap chi d6. N6 1am em rat 1a... cung biét ma.’

Van gém. “Nghe nay, &, Tawny, anh mudn héi mot chit vé quang céo cta
em.”

“Myron?”

«(7.»

“Em mé giong cung. Nghe that néng bong. Cung c6 mudn biét trong em
thé nao khong?”

“Khong, khong han...”

“Mat em mau nau. Téc nau dai, hoi lwgn séng. Em cao mét bay. S6 do ba
vong 90-60-90. Nguc cup C. Cé lucla D.”

“Han em phai ty hao lam nhi, nhung ma...”

“Cung mudn em lam gi ha Myron?”
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“Lam u?”

“Pé vui vé ay ma.”

“Nghe nay, Tawny, em c6 vé rat dé thwong, that day, nhwng anh c6 thé néi
chuyén vadi co gai trong quang cao khong?”

“Em chinh la c6 gai trong quang cao,” a noi.

“Khong, y anh 13, c6 gai cé anh trén s6 dién thoai nay trong tap chi ay.”

“Do chinh la em, Myron a. Em chinh la c6 gai dé.”

“Co gai trong anh t6c vang mat xanh,” Myron néi. “Em néi em téc nau,
mat ndu ma.”

Win gio ngon cdi 1én, cho Myron Bolitar mdt diém vi cdp mat tinh doi cta
anh, mot diéu tra vién xudt sac.

“Em da noi vay a?” Tawny hoi. em la téc vang mat xanh day chit.”

“Anh can noéi chuyén véi co gai trong quang cdo. Quan trong lam.”

Giong & tram xu6ng mot quang tdm. “Em ngon hon ma, Myron. Em la
ngon nhat.”

“Anh khong nghi ngo chit nao, Tawny a. Em nghe c6 vé rat chuyén
nghiép. Nhung anh can n6i chuyén véi co6 gai trong quang cao ngay bay gio.”

“Co0 dy khong cé ¢ day, Myron a.”

“Khi nao c6 ay quay lai?”

“Em khong r6, Myron a. Nhung ct ngbi xuéng thue gian da. Ching ta sé
vui vé...”

“Anh khéng muon tho 16 dau, nhung anh khong c6 hitng ti nao. Anh néi
chuyén vdi sép ctia em duwgc khong?”

“Sép cta em?”

“Phai.”

Giong a gio khac han. Tho o hon. “Cung dua ha?”

“Khong. Anh nghiém tic ddy. Bao sép em nghe may.”

“Pugc roi,” & noi. “Gitt may mot lat”

Mot phit tréi qua. Réi hai. Win néi, “A khéng quay lai dau. A chi xem tén
ngoc sé gitt may bao lau cho bon do la chui vao quan a.”

“Toi khong nghi thé,” Myron néi. “A thich giong t6i, bao 1a nghe c6 vé
nong bong ma.”
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“0, thé ma toi khong nhan ra day. Chic la lan dau tién a néi vay.”

“Suy nghi cuia t6i chinh xac 1am. ” Vai phit sau Myron gac may. “Toi goi
mat bao nhiéu phut?”

Win nhin dong ho. “Hai ba phiat.” Ga chdp lay mady tinh. “Hai ba phut
nhan véi ba d6 chin chin xu moi phiat.” Ga bam s6. “Cudc goi nay dot cta
cau chin mot do bay bay xu.”

“Hiém khi méi hoi thé,” Myron néi. “Co diéu nay la 1am, & chwa n6i gi tuc
tiu ca.”

“Gi cg?”

“Co a nghe dién dy. A chwa noéi gi tuc tiu ca.”

“Thé la cau that vong.”

“Cau khong thay hoi la sao?”

Win nhin vai, lwét qua to tap chi. “Cau xem hét chwa?”

“Chua.”

“Phan ntra so0 trang la quang cdo dich vu dién thoai khiéu dam. Puing la
mot nganh kinh doanh khong 16.”

“Tinh duc an toan,” Myron néi. “An toan nhat luon.”

Co tiéng go ctra.

“Vao di,” Win ndi vong ra.

Esperanza ma ctra. “Anh c6 dién thoai. “Otto Burke.”

“Bao anh ta la anh ra nghe ngay.”

Co gat dau roi di.

“To6i c6 thoi gian,” Win noi. “T6i sé co tim ra ké dang quang céo nay.
Chung ta ciling can mau chir viét tay cta Kathy Culver dé doi chiéu nita.”

“Pé xem t06i c6 xoay dugc khong.”

Win chum ngén tay, khé dap dau ngéon vao nhau. “Ro rang ciau nhan ra,”
ga bat dau, “la c6 thé bitc anh nay chang c6 y nghia gi. Cé khi 10i giai thich
cho tat ca chuyén nay lai hét sitc don gian.”

“Biét dau day,” Myron dong tinh, ditng 1én khoi ghé. Anh ciing tw nha nhw
vay trong hai tiéng qua. Anh khong con tin twéng nita.

“Myron nay?”

‘Gi?”
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“Cau khong cho rang dé chi la tinh cd day ch - y t6i la viéc Jessica xuat
hién & quay bar tang duéi ay.”

“Khong,” Myron dap. “T6i khong nghi vay.”

Win gat dau. “Can than ddy,” ga noi. “Nguwoi khon néi it hiéu nhiéu.”
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Y

Quy tha ma bat anh 4y di.

Jessica Culver ng6i trong bép nha co, trén chinh chiéc ghé ma thud nhé co
da ngoi khong biét bao nhiéu lan.

L& ra co phai biét ro hon. Lé ra c6 phdi suy nghi kj hon, 1€ ra c6 phai
chuan bi cho bat ky tinh huéng nao. Thé nhung c6 da lam gi? Cé da lo lang.
Co0 ngap ngung. Co da ghé qua lam mot ly @ quan bar bén dudi van phong
cua anh.

Ngdc, ngoc that.

Nhung thé chwa hét. Anh da lam c6 ngac nhién, con co6 thi s¢ hai.

Tai sao chi?

L& ra c6 nén noi that véi Myron. Lé ra c6 nén noi thang vGi anh bang cai
giong tho o vé ly do thuc sw ma ¢6 ¢ do. Nhung cd lai khong. Lic cd dang
ubng say tuy luy thi anh bong xuat hién, trong dep trai ngdi ngoi, van qua dau
don va...

Oi chét tiét, Jessie a, may la con dan ba chdp cheng...

Co tw gat dau v6i minh. Phdi. Chap cheng. Ty huy hoai minh. Va vai tw
nita ma nhat thdi c6 khong nghi ra. Nha xuat ban va dai dién cda c6 tat nhién
khong nghi vay. Ho yéu ‘chét dién’ ay (thuat ngi cta ho - Jessica thi thich tw
‘chap cheng’ hon), tham chi con khuyén khich c6 phat huy. Chinh ho da bién
Jessica thanh mot nha van xuat sac nhwvong nay. Chinh ho da mang lai ‘diém
nhan’ nhat dinh cho van phong cua Jessica (lai la thuat ngit cta ho).

Co lé thé that. Jessica khong biét chac. Nhung chac chan mot diéu la: Sy
chap cheng dién loan da day doi c6 xuoéng bun.

Oi, nguoi nghé si dau khé ddng thuong! Trdi tim mi nhé mdu vi néi dau
khon cung nay.

Co0 lac dau gat bo giong diéu mia mai ay. H6m nay co6 ti van ban than mot
cach bat thuwong, nhung diéu nay c6 thé hiéu dugc. Co da gap Myron, va viéc
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do6 dan t6i hang loat ménh dé ‘gia nhuw’ - ménh dé ‘gia nhu’ vo dung 6 at do
xuong tir moi cao do va moi géc do.

Gia nhw. C6 lai can nhac diéu do.

V6i phong cach dién hinh coi minh la trung tam, c6 da thdy ménh dé ‘gia
nhu’ chi &ng véi ban than chit khéng phai Myron. Gid c6 ban khoan vé anh,
rang thuc sy anh séng thé nao ké tir khi bat hanh dp xudng dau anh - khong
phai mot lic ma la tirng chit dau kho mot. Bon nam. Bon nam r6i c6 chwa
gdap anh. C6 da day Myron vao goc sau tam tri va khéa chat ctra lai. Co
nhitng twéng (hay hy vong?) rang thé la hét, rang canh ctta c6 thé chiu dung
chut &p lyc ma khong can mé ra. Nhung hém nay gap anh, nhin thdy guong
mat dién trai, dwong hoang, cach xa bo vai rong, bat gdp van anh mat dam
dubi sao-lai-la-anh - thi cdnh ctra d6 lai bat tung ban 1é nhu trong mét vu no
ga.

Jessica da bi cam xuc lan at. Co khao khat ¢ bén anh dén noi biét minh can
phai roi di ngay lap tirc.

Dé hiéu théi, co nghi, néu may hoan toan la dé chdp cheng.

Jessica li€c ra ngoai ctta s6. Co dang dgi Paul dén. Trung ty hat Bergen
Paul Duncan - tir nhé c6 da coi 6ng la chi Paul - con hai nam nita la vé huu.
Ong tirng 1a ban than nhat cta cha c6, ngwdi thi hanh di chiic cia Adam
Culver. Ca hai tng cung lam viéc trong nganh hanh phap - Paul lam canh
sat, con Adam lam bac si phap y cua hat - trong hon hai lam nam.

Paul sdap dén dé thong qua lan cudi chi tiét cho 1é twéng niém cha co.
Khong c6 dam tang cho Adam Culver. Ong sé& khéng dong y. Nhung Jessica
muon noéi chuyén vdi Paul vé van dé khac. C6 khong thich chuyén dang dién
ra.

“Chao con yeu.”

Co0 quay vé phia giong néi. “Chao me.”

Me c0 tr tang ham di 1én. Ba deo tap dé, tay man mé cay thanh gia 16n
bang go deo quanh c6. “Me cit ghé ctia bé vao kho r6i,” ba giai thich véi
giong diéu co té ra than nhién. “Chi chat cho théi.”

Lan dau tién Jessica nhan ra ghé cua bo - chiéc ghé chac han me vira nhac
tGi - da bién mat khoi ban bép. Chiéc ghé bon chan gian di khong 16t dém ma
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bo tirng ngoi tir xtra ti* xwa, chiéc gan ta lanh nhat, gan dén mc 6ng c6 thé
quay lai, m@ ctra ta, vGi tay 1ay binh sita & ngan trén cung ma khong can phai
ding 1én, da bi dva di mat, cat trong x6 xinh tang ham day mang nhén.

Nhung ghé cta Kathy thi khong.

Jessie liéc mat xuong chiéc ghé nam ngay bén tay phai c6. Ghé cua Kathy.
N6 van ndm day. Me ¢6 chwa cham vao né. Um, bd c¢6 di mat. Nhung con
Kathy - ai ma biét dwgc? Trén ly thuyét, Kathy cé thé di qua cita sau ngay
chinh gidy phit nay, sdp manh ctta vao twdng nhw con bé van lam, mim cuwoi
rang rd roi cung ngoi an toi v4i ca nha. Chét la hét. Khi song vi mot bac si
phap y, ta hiéu rang ngudi chét vo dung dén chirng nao. Chét va bi chén. Tam
hon lai 1a van dé khac. Me c6 la mot tin do Cong gido sung dao, sang nao
cling tham dy Thanh 1€, va trong nhitng cudc khiing hodng nhw thé nay, su
sung tin cua ba lai phat huy tdc dung - nhw ngwdi bé thoi gian tap thé thao ma
cudi cung ciling tim ra cach st dung vung co bap mdi ctia minh. Ba hoan toan
tin vao cudc song thiéng liéng, hanh phiic noi mién cyc lac. That khuay khéa.
Jessica wdc gi minh cling c6 thé lam vay, nhung qua nam thang, long m6 dao
cta cd da trd nén lwdi chay thay roi.

Ngoai trtr mot diéu, tat nhién roi, la c6 thé Kathy chwa chét. Vi thé ma
chiéc ghé van nam d6 - nhu ngon dén cia me cit thap sang dé dan duong cho
co con gdi tt trd vé nha.

Hau nhw sang nao Jessica ciing tinh day, ngoi thang do trén giwong, nghi
Vvé em gai co - khong, 1a vé ra cac kha nang mdi thi ding hon. Liéu Kathy c6
nam chét trong mot cai ho ¢ dau do khong? Bi chon dwédi nhitng bui cay trong
rirng? Mot bo xwong bi dong vat gam nhdm va doi bo lam 6? Xac con bé c6
bi vui duéi day song nhw nguoi tho 1an nhé bé trong bé ca phong khach? N6
c6 ra di nhe nhang khong? N6 c6 bi tra tan khong? Thi thé ctia né c6 bi chat
thanh tt'ng manh nho, bi thiéu chay, mun ra vi a-xit khong...

Hay n6 van con song?

Hy vong bat diét do.

Co6 1& nao con bé da bi bat coc? N6 dang lam né 1€ da trang dudi sy kiém
soat hoan toan ctia mdt lanh tu Hoi gido Trung Pong? Hay né dang bi xich
vao 10 sudi ¢ mot trang trai tai Wisconsn nhv trong chwong trinh Geraldo?.
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Liéu n6 cé bi danh vao dau, quén mat minh la ai, va gio song lang thang trén
pho nhuw ké mat tri nhd? Hodc gia n6 chi don gian chay tron t6i mot thé gisi
khac?

Vo6 s6 kha nang. Ké ca nhitng ngudi thiéu tinh sang tao cling c6 thé nghi ra
hang triéu noi sg hai khac nhau khi ngwoi than yéu cta ho bong dung mat
tich - hay dau don hon, hang trieu hy vong khac nhau.

Nhitng suy nghi cta Jessica bi tiéng dong co 6 t6 1 ach xua tan. Mot con
Chevy Caprice quen thudc phu day vét 16m nhoé xiu do lai. Trong né nhu
chiéc xe golf & san tap vay. Co ditng 1én buwdc voi va ra ctta chinh.

Paul Duncan c6 voc nguwdi vam vd, chac nich, véi mai toc mudi tiéu gio
da bat tudn ma chuyén hin sang mau mudi. Ong buéc di day chu dich, theo
cung cach canh sat. @ng Cuoi rang rd va hon len ma co tai bac cwa tredce thay
cho 10i chao. “Chao chau xinh dep! Khoe khong?”

C0 6m 6ng. “Con 6n, chu Paul a,” c6 dap.

“Tréng than sac con kha day.”

“Cam on chu!”

Paul nheo mat tranh nang. “Nao, vao trong di. Ngoai nay nong nhu thiéu
ay.”

“Mot phut thoi a,” c6 ndi, dat tay 1én cang tay 6ng. “Con mudn no6i chuyén
v@i chu trude.”

“Chuyén gi?”

“Vu cua bo con.”

“Chu khéng thu ly vu d6, con a. Cha khéng nhan cac vu giét nguwdi nita,
con biét ma. V§i ca, do con la chuyén xung dot quyeén lgi - gitta cha véi tw
cach ban cia Adam va tit ca nhitng yéu t6 con lai.”

“Nhung chu phai biét dién bién chit?”

Paul Duncan cham chap gat dau. “Chu biét.”

“Me con noi canh sat cho rang bd con bi cuwdp cta giét nguoi.”

“Phai.”

“Chu khong tin chuyén dé chu?”

“Bo con bi cuép,” ong noi. “Vi cua 6ng dy da bién mat. BPong hé. Tham
chi ca nhan. Ké d6 da 16t sach ong ay.”
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“Pé ra vé nhu do la mot vu cudp.”

Paul mim cuoi, that nhe nhang - c6 nhd ong cling tir'ng mim cuwoi nhuw vay
& 1é kién tin, tiéc sinh nhat muwoi sau tudi, va 1é t6t nghiép trung hoc cda co.
“Con dang am chi gi vay, Jess?”

“Chu khong thiy toan bo chuyén nay ky cuc lam sao?” ¢6 héi van. “Chang
1& chi khong thdy ma6i lién hé nao gitta vu nay vdi vu Kathy?”

Ong lao dao lui lai mdt budc, nhu thé 15i noi ctia cd da khé day 6ng. “Méi
lién hé nao? Em gai con bién mat khoi ky tic xa dai hoc. Mot nam rudi sau
b6 con bi cudp cia giét nguwdi. Con thay lién hé & cho nao chi?”

“Chu tin chac rang hai vu nay khong lién quan gi sao?” ¢6 héi. “Chu thuc
s tin vao chuyén tai hoa dén hai lan u?”

Ong dut tay vao tdi. “Néu con muén néi chi ¢ nghi nha con 1a nan nhan
cua hai tham kich riéng ré khong, thi cau tra 10i la c6. Chuyén do xay ra
thudng xuyén, Jess a. Doi hiém khi cong bang 1dm. Ong troi khong di khip
noi ma chia déu van rai cho moi ngwoi dau. Coé nhitng nha séng hét doi ma
khong hé trdi qua bién c6 nao. Cé nha lai phai hithg chiu qua nhiéu. Nhw nha
con vay.”

“Ra do6 la so phan,” c6 néi. “D06 la cau tra 16i cia chi. S6 phan.”

Ong gio tay 1én. “S6 phan, tai hoa dén hai 1an, d6 1a cach néi ctia con. O
day con la nha van, khong phai chu. Chu chi goi do la bi kich. Chu chi goi do
la tham kich, mot sy triung hgp cé phan ky quai. Chd gap nhiéu chuyén quai
la 1am roi. B6 con cling vay.”

Ctra tredc mé ra. Me ditng noi ngudng cia, “Co chuyén gi thé?”

“Khong c6 gi dau Carol. Chu chau toi chi ndi chuyén thoi.”

Carol nhin con gai. “Jessica?”

Co6 van nhin 6ng tham do. “Chi n6i chuyén th6i ma me.”

Jessica quay buéc vao trong. Paul Duncan nhin cd, khe khé thé ra. Ong da
nghi ngo co sé gay rac roi - Jessica khong bao gid chap nhan nhitng dap an dé
dai cho bat ky van dé nao trong cudc song, ké ca khi cau tra 1oi kha don gian.
Phdi, 6ng da hy vong chuyén do6 sé khong xdy ra, nhung ong chac chan da
thdy trwdc kha nang nay.

Ong chi khéng chdc minh nén 1am gi véi né day.
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Nwra dém.

Muoi gio t6i, Christian Steele da vui minh dwéi chan, doc sach bao muoi
phtt ro6i tat dén. K€ ti lic dy, cau c¥ nam ngtra trong bong tdi, cham cham
nhin tran nha, khong dong day, khong buon lira phinh ban than hy vong rang
con bu6n ngu sap dén.

“Kathy,” cdu noi to.

Tam tri cau bong bénh v6 dinh, ngung nghi nhw canh bwém dau lai trong
phit gidy ngan ngui r6i lai phiéu diéu. Bong t6i bua vay cdu, nhung thinh
ling thi khéng. O trai béng bau duc thi khong c6 gi 1a yén tinh ca. Christian
nghe thay tiéng chai bia bi ném, tiéng nhac 6n ao, tiéng cuwdi, tiéng hat, tiéng
chwri thé. Cau con nghe 1o tiéng hai hdu vé tdn cong, Charles va Eddie, &
phong ké bén. Ho ltic nao ciling 6ng 6ng, nhw chiéc dai van to trwdc khi nit
bam bij hong. Christian cling khoai tiéc tung, thich vui vé bang cach néc rugu
cho dén khi n6n thoc non thdo. Nhung khong phai tdi nay.

Troi a, khong phai t6i nay.

“Kathy,” cau nhac lai.

Co lé nao? Sau tat ca quang thoi gian doé...

Qua nhiéu th xdy ra cung lic. Két thic nam hoc. Trai hé ngan han cda
doi Titans ngay kia bat dau. Bado chi ngay cang sam soi tgn hon bao gio hét.
Cau thich sy quan tdm do, thich dwgc xuat hién trén trang bia cta to Dién
hinh thé thao, thich vé mat ton sung cua moi ngwdi khi néi chuyén véi cau.
‘Cau bé ngoan,’ lic nao ho cling ndi thé. Rat ngoan. Nhu thé ho mong cau cw
xtt tho 16 chi bai cau c6 thé ném tring phoc qua bong bau duc vay. Nhu thé vi
1y do nao dd, cau nén cam thdy nhw thé minh thudc vé mét giong loai cao cap
hon, vugt troi ho, vi cau tinh co trd thanh mot van dong vien cu.

Christian thdy phan khich. Cau thay s¢ hai. Cu biét minh phai suy tinh
cho twong lai. Myron da néi véi cau vé nhitng nguy hiém va rang sy noi tiéng
ngan ngui dén chirng nao. Myron, xét cho cung, chinh 1a vi du tiéu biéu.
Myron da bao véi Christian vé tam quan trong cda viéc tan dung co hdi hién
tai, rang sy nghiép dinh cao ctia cau chi kéo dai gioi lam la muwdi nam. Cé
qua nhiéu nguy co. Qua nhiéu. Gid day cau noi tiéng, nhung su noi tiéng cap
trrong khac xa vdi noi tiéng chuyén nghiép. Cau sé chong c6 tat ca thoi. Sy
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canh tranh. N6i tiéng. Tién twoi théc that - chit khong chi la nhitng t& thong
tin bi mat vé cyu sinh vién...

Nhung thé thi sao chi?

“Kathy...”

bién thoai reo.

Christian bat day, tim dap nhu tim tho. Phan xa nhanh. Boi khi kha nang
nay lai phan lai ban. Chi la dién thoai th6éi ma. Cé 1€ Charles hoac Eddie sap
bdo cdu rang, nay, dén lic tiéc tung roi day. Ca hai déu da dwoc tuyén chon.
Charles dwoc Dallas chon @ lwgt chon ngwdi thit hai. Eddie thi dwgc tuyén &
lrot thtt nam boi Rams.

Cau nhac may. “A 16.” Khong 10i dap.

“A 16?” cau nhac lai.

Khong c6 gi, Nhung van khong gac mdy. Cé nguoi ¢ do, khé gilr ong nghe
sat tai.

“Ai day?”

Khong c6 gi.

Christian cup mdy. Cau vira nam xuong thi dién thoai lai reo. Cau nhac
may.

“A16?”

Lai la im lang. Christian c6 nghe k§ hon. Khong c6 gi. Hay... hay la hoi
thé d6. Noi sg hai vay 1ay cau. Cau khong giai thich n6i. Co khi chi la tén ba
que x6 14 nao dé6 ma cau khong luu s6 goi dén. Tham chi Charles hodc Eddie
bay tro tréu cau ciling nén. Khong c6 gi phdi lo lang ca.

Chi c6 diéu cau lo lang that.

Cau hang giong. “Mubn gi?”

Van khéng cé gi.

“Néu con goi lai nita la toi bdo canh sat day.”

Cau dap may. Tay cau run lay bay. Cau dinh c6 nghi ngoi thi nhd ra vai
diéu.

Sao. Sau. Chin.

Cong ty dién thoai da gwi thong tin gi dé trong thw tr hom nay. C6 may
mau quang cao trén ti vi - mot phu nit mang thai c6 t6i cho dién thoai reo, 16
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bwdc qua phong dén bén dién thoai, nhung khi c6 dy dén noi thi ngwoi goi
ciip mdy. Roi sao? C6 nhac may va lic d6 10i thuyét minh vang 1én - giong
cta Cliff Robertson hay ai day - dai loai nhw ‘Ban vira nh& dién thoai. Cudc
goi d6 c6 quan trong khong? Co phai nguwdi ban muén néi chuyén khong?
Chi c6 mot cach duy nhat dé tim ra. Hay an sao, sau, chin.” Ho minh hoa trén
man hinh, phong tredng hgp cé ngudi khong rd cach st dung dién thoai. Roi
giong thuyét minh tiép tuc. ‘Ban sé dwgc két néi v6i nguoi goi trude do, ké
ca khi s6 ban. Chiing t6i sé lién tuc quay s6 cho ban, gitt cho duwong day cta
ban dwoc thong sudt dé goi di hay nhan nhitng cudc goi khac.’

Nguoi phu nit mang thai lang nghe dién thoai d6 chudng r6i néi chuyén
v6i ong chong thd phao nhe nhom dang lam viéc bén ban vé & co quan.

Christian nhac dién thoai. R6i cau an sao, sau, chin.

Dién thoai do chudng.

Cau xoa cam. Giay lat sau, giong tong dai nhu r6-bot vang 1én. “S6 nay
hién dang ban. Chung t6i sé goi lai sau khi dwong day thong su6t. Cam on.”

Christian doéi ong nghe tir tay no sang tay kia. Cau ngo6i day dgi. Bira tiéc
van dang tiép dién. Cau c6 thé nghe thay tiéng ba hodc bon khu vure tiéc ting
riéng biét. Ai d6 hét, “Yahoo!” Tiéng ctta s6 v0. Moi ngudi reo ho. May tay
ban cung phong to xac hon dang choi ném thung, mot tro twong ty ném lao
nhung ¢ day la ném thung bia.

bién thoai reo.

Cau vo ldy ong nghe nhu thé n6 la qua béng chwa dirng lan trén mat co.
Dién thoai thoai dang quay lai so - giong nhw ngwdi phu ni* mang thai trén ti
vi. Sau h6i chu6ng thit tw thi c6 tiéng nhac may.

May tra 1oi tw dong.

Giong ndi vang lén. “Xin chao, ching t6i hién khong cé nha. Hay dé lai
tin nhan sau tiéng bip, ching t6i chac chan sé goi lai. Cam on.”

Dién thoai trwgt khéi nam tay Christian. Mot ban tay lanh bu6t swgt qua
gay cau. Mot am thanh nghe nhuv hoi thé bi nghet thoat ra khoi moi cau.
Christian c6 ndi thanh 16i nhung bat lyc.

May tré 1oi tw dong. Gigng noi.

bo la Kathy.
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Myron ldo ddo buwdc vao van phong, mu mi vi thiéu ngd. Pém qua anh con
chang bu6n leo 1én givong. Anh c6 doc, nhung t¥ ng c* bong bénh trudc
mat anh trong nhitng lan séng vo nghia. Anh bat ti vi 1én. Téi véi Nick, mot
chwong trinh 6 tinh chat van hoa twong ty nhw pho mat dang phun. May tap
Linh F chiéu noi tiép trong ba tiéng. Khac hoa nhan vat Argan ctia nam dién
vién Larry Storch, van vé ma noéi thi 1a ‘thién tai’ vé dién xuat. Ai ma biét
duwgce hanh dong 1y cai mii to twéng dap ngwoi ta lién tiép lai hai hudc dén
thé?

Nhung thdm chi chwong trinh gidi tri tri thitc dén nhwong ay cling khong
thé ngan tam tri anh quay vé véi y nghi: Jess da tr¢ lai. Va nhw Win da ndi,
d6 khong phai tinh co.

Ntra dém, me anh khoéc 4o choang di xudng.

“Cung a, con 6n chi?”

“Con 0n, me a.”

“Tréng con nhu phan tam ca dém ay.”

“Khong c6 gi dau me. Chi la nhiéu viéc qua thoi.”

Me nhin anh bang dnh mat khong tin kiéu me-cé-than-giao-cach-cam-va-
biét-tong-roi. “Con ndi thé thi biét thé.”

O tudi ba mét, Myron van séng & nha. Ditng, anh c6 khong gian riéng,
phong ngu va phong tam riéng & tang ham. Nhuwng khong cé gi phu nhan diéu
nay. Myron van séng cung bo me.

Nam phut sau khi me quay vé giwong, Christian Steele goi cho Myron vao
duwong day riéng, chi reo khé trong tang ham dé tranh danh thitc bé me, ca hai
déu ngu kha néng, Myron chac chan kiép tredc ho la linh gac trai Do Thai.
Cau ké ti mi cho Myron vé nhitng ct dién thoai ky quac.

Myron cha la gi sao-sau-chin, dugc biét dén véGi tén goi dich vu Goi lai.
Cong ty dién thoai tinh phi trén co s& ‘dung bao nhiéu trd bay nhiéu’ 8
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khoang bay lam xu cho mai lan st dung.

Van deé 1a, dich vu Goi lai khong 1an ra s6. N6 chi tw dong quay lai so cta
cudc goi dén tredec dé ma né nhan duge chit khéng cho ta biét s6. Sao-nam-
bdy - dich vu Tra s6 Cudc goi - s€ gidi quyét van dé nay, du sb dién thoai chi
duwoc thong bao cho cong ty dién thoai dia phuwong, nhung né chi dugc cung
cap cho co quan chitc nang ma thoi.

Tuy nhién Myron van sé goi cho mot s6 nguon tin cii @ cong ty dién thoai
dé xem co tim ra gi khong. Anh biét sao-sau-chin chi hoat dong ¢ mot so dia
phuong. Tic 1a cudc goi do6 khong phai dién thoai dwong dai. Mot diém khoi
dau. Méo mo6 c6 hon khong. Anh cling cai dat dich vu ‘Danh tinh Nguoi goi’
hay lan theo manh moi trén dién thoai ctia Christian. Viéc lan so6 dién thoai
khong con giéng nhu ta thdy trén ti vi nita, nguwdi hung ¢6 gang cat lyc niu
chan nguwoi goi gitt may cho t6i khi hoan thanh cong viéc. Gio thi tw dong
héa hét. ‘Danh tinh Nguwdi goi’ thyc sw cho ta thdy s6 goi dén trwde khi ta
nhac may.

Nhung tat nhién, khong c6 cach nao trd 16i cho nhitng cau héi 16n hon
nay: Giong ma Christian nghe thay liéu c6 ding la giong Kathy khéng? Va
néu vay, thi diéu d6 cé y nghia gi?

Co6 qua nhiéu cau hoi*. Chang cé may dap an.

Anh t6i bén ban ctia Esperanza. “Tinh hinh thé nao?”

Co tritng mat sam soi anh, lac dau kho chiu, r6i lai nhin xuéng ban.

“Quay lai uéng ca phé tach cafein a?” anh hai.

MGt cai tri'ng mat nita. Myron nhtn vai. “Co tin nhan gi khong?”

Lac dau. Esperanza lam bam gi d6. Myron nghi la anh nghe dugc mot twe
Tay Ban Nha twong ty nhw ‘khon nan’.

“Cho anh biét sao em lai buon byc thé dugc khéng?”

“Phai,” c6 day nghién. “Ctt lam nhw anh khong biét ay.”

“Anh khong biét ma.”

Lai tritng mat. Phu nit ding la c6 nang khiéu tritng mat. Esperanza c6 tai
nang thién phu that.

“Thoi bo di,” anh noéi. “Giap anh goi cho Otto Burke di.”

“Bay gio a?” Esperanza héi, giong day vé mia mai. “Khong phdi anh sap
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ban sao?”

“Ctr lam di, xin em day, dugc chwa? Em bat dau lam anh cau réi day.”

“Qiiii. So qua di mat.”

Myron lac dau. Gio anh cé thoi gian dé chiéu long c6. Anh bang qua
phong m& civa phong lam viéc. Roi ditng khung lai.

“Chao anh.”

Anh hang giong, khép ctra lai sau lung. “Chao Jessica.”

DPo6i vai da s6 van dong vién, Jessica nghi, anh hao quang phai nhat dan.
Nhwng ¢ mot vai bi kich, né lai tat ngium nhw mat dién dot ngot, twdi dam
van dong vién do trong bong t6i choang ngop.

Do chinh la trvong hop caa Myron.

Vi hau hét van dong vién, tro choi ky vong gép phan lam m& dan anh
hao quang. Mot ngdi sao trung hoc 1én dai hoc tré thanh cau tha dy bi. Anh
hao quang phai nhat. Mot tuyén thu sinh vién ndm dau nhan ra rang minh sé
khong tré thanh cay ghi ban xuét sic ctia doi tuyén. Anh hdo quang phai nhat.
Mot tuyén tha sinh vién siéu sao nhan ra rang minh sé khong bao gio trd
thanh van dong vién chuyén nghiép. Anh hio quang phai nhat. Va roi c6 rat it
nhitng nguoi, triu ngwoi co mot, nhitng nguwoi gap thoi ma trg thanh van
dong vien chuyén nghiép.

Vi ho, anh hao quang that choéi 10a, vinh vién huy hoai thi lyc caa nhitng
ngwoi cham cham nhin thang vao d6. Chinh vi vay ma viéc phai nhat hét sttc
quan trong. Mot van dong vién cé thé quen vdi viéc dan danh mat anh hao
quang. Sv nghiép cua anh ta sé dat dén dinh vinh quang réi xuéng doc ti tu.
Anh ta sé toa sang tir mot van dong vién non nét mdi vao nghé cho dén mét
cau tha & dinh cao phong do, va roi anh hao quang sé bat dau phai nhat khi
anh ta qua ngwdng cyu binh.

V6i Myron chuyén dé khong xay ra.

Anh tirng la mot trong so it nhitng tuyén tht ngap tran trong anh den ruc
rd nhat ma ta c6 thé twong twgng dwoc, nhw thé anh hao quang chiéu roi 1én
anh va toa rang tir bén trong anh. Tai nang béng r6 ctia anh lan dau tién tr@
nén ro rét tr nam 16p sau. Anh da pha v& moi ky luc ghi diém va bat bong bat
bang & hat Essex, New Jersey, mot phao dai bong r6 bat diét. Myron hoi thap
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cho vi tri tién dao, cho tinh hudng 6 choi 6 (thyc ra la ca véi 6 choi 4), nhung
anh lai khoe nhv vam, mot con bo tot, co kha nang nhdy cao kinh khung so
véi mot ngwoi da trang. Anh duwgc san don nhiét tinh, cudi cung chon Duke
va gianh dugc hai danh hiéu NCAA trong vong bon nam.

Boston Celtics da chon anh ngay ttr lwgt chon dau, lwgt lwva chon cia anh
xép thit 8 chung cudc. Anh hdo quang ctia Myron ngdy cang rang r& dén khé
tin.

Va r6i cau chi n6é bum.

Mot chan thvong ky quai, ho néi thé. P6 la mot tran dau tredc mua giai
v&i Washington Bullets. Hai cau thi ndang tong cong ba tram can kep chat cha
linh m6i Myron Bolitar. Bac si ném du loai thuat ngit vao cau bé ntra tré con
ntta nguwoi 16n trede do chuwa titng dinh chan thuwong, ké ca trat mat ca. Gay
xwong nhiéu cho, ho noéi thé. Ran xwong banh ché. B6 bot. Xe lan. Nang. Ba
toong.

Hang nam.

Mudi sau thang sau, Myron da c6 thé di lai, du chan van con tap ténh mat
hai nam nita. Anh khéng bao gi¢ tr¢ lai. Sy nghiép ctia anh da cham dut.
Cudc song duy nhat anh tirng biét da tudt khéi tay anh. Bao chi da viét mot
hai bai gi d6, nhung Myron nhanh chong bi lang quén.

T6i den nhuw hii nut.

Jessica nhwéng may. Anh hao quang. An du kém céi. Qua sén va thiéu
chinh xac. Co6 lac dau nguwéc nhin anh.

“Théo nao,” Myron noi.

“Thao nao gi?”

“Tam trang cua Esperanza.”

“0.” C6 mim cudi v6i anh. “Em bao c6 dy chiing ta 6 hen. Gip em cb ay
c6 vé khong vui lam.”

“Pung that.”

“Co ay sé van giét em chi vi mot dong xu 1é phai khong?”

“Chuan lu6n.”

Anh nhac dién thoai. “Cho anh mé&t ca phé den nhé? Cam on em.” Anh dat
ong nghe lai cho cii, doan ngwdc 1én nhin co.
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“Win thé nao?” c6 hoi.

“On.”

“Nha anh dy s& hitu tdoa nha nay a?”

“Phai.”

“Em hiéu Win da c6 mot ci nhdy vot vé mat tai chinh - du anh ay thuyc ra
chang thich thu gi.”

Myron gat dau, chd doi.

“Vay la anh van danh ban v&i Win,” ¢0 tiép tuc. “Anh van c6 Esperanza.
Khong thay doi nhiéu lam.”

“Thay d6i nhiéu ddy chit,” anh néi.

Esperanza xuat hién noi ngudng ctra, mat van nhan nhé. “Otto Burke dang
hop.”

“Thw goi cho Larry Hanson xem.”

CO dwua tach ca phé cho Jessica, né nu cuwoi ky di, roi roi di. Jessica sam
soi chiéc tach. “Anh cé nghi c6 4y nhé nuwéc bot vao khong?”

“Biét dau dugc,” Myron dap.

Co dat tach xudng. “Du sao em ciing can giam bt ca phé.”

Myron di vong qua ban, ngoi xuéng. Bitc twong sau lwng anh phu day ap
phich rap phim. Toan la phim ca nhac. Ngon tay anh go go trén mat ban.

“Em xin 16i chuyén hom qua,” c6 néi. “Em muoén lam anh ngac nhién,
khién anh bat ngd. Khong c6 y khac dau.”

“Van dang tim cach kiém soat ha?”

“Um, em doén vay. Théi quen cii.”

Anh nhun vai khong néi gi.

“Em can anh gitip,” c0 noi.

Anh cho doi.

Co6 thd ra mot hoi r6i néi liéu. “Canh sat néi bé em bi cudp cua giét nguoi.
Em khong tin chuyén do.”

“Vay em tin gi?”

“Em nghi chuyén bo em bi giét c6 lién quan véi vu Kathy.”

Myron khong ngac nhién. Anh nhoai ngudi ra trwdc, mat anh khong hé
nhin c6 qua lau. “Sao em lai noi vay?”
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“Canh sat bac bo vi coi dé la tinh c0,” c6 noi don gian. “Em khong tin vao
chuyén tinh c¢ lam.”

“Vé nguoi ban cung nganh vdi bo em 4y, tén 6ng ta la gi nhi?”

“Paul Duncan.”

“Phai, 6ng ta day. Em da n6i chuyén véi ong ta chwa?”

“Roi.”

“Var?”

Co bat dau nhip chan, mot thoi quen voé thie cii day kho chiu. C6 tu bat
minh dirng lai. “Chd Paul cling n6i d6 1a mot vu cwép. Chu ay tudn ra da loai
dit kién vé hién truong t6i ac, cai vi bi mat, trang sitc bi mat, may thi kiéu
dé. Chu dy cuc ky ly tri va khach quan, diéu nay khéng giong chit ay ti nao.”

“Y em la gi?”

“Paul Duncan la ngwdi nong nhiét. Mot cai dau néng. Ngudi ban than nhat
cta chu ay bi giét, ma chu dy lai cé vé tho 0. Khong giong chua dy gi ca.” Co
ding lai, xé dich trén ghé. “Cé gi d6 khong hop ly & day, em khong biét giai
thich thé nao.”

Myron xoa cam nhwng van yén lang.

“Nghe nay, anh biét em chwa bao gio qua gan giii vdi bo,” cb tiép tuc. “Bo
em khong phai kidu dé& gan dé nguoi ta yéu quy. Ong ay déi t6t v6i cac ti thi
con hon hén véi ngudi song. Ong ay thich mé hinh gia dinh 1y twéng, tat
nhién chi la vé mat khai niém théi - con viéc thue hién n6 thi lai khién ong dy
moi mét. Nhwng em van phai tim ra s that. Vi Kathy.”

“Bo em vdi Kathy c6 hgp nhau khong?” Myron héi.

Co nghi mot 1at. “Dao dé thi kha hon. Khi bon em con nhé thi né véi bo
khong gan giii lam. Kathy la con gai chay ran cia me, mudn giong me, tat tat.
Nhung khi con bé mat tich thi em mao mudi doan la n6 than vGi bo hon me.
B6 em da suy sup khi né6 mat tich. Ong dy tré nén 4m anh. Khong, tir ‘4m
anh’ chra di manh. Ca nha em déu bi &m anh, tat nhién. Nhung khong giong
bd. Chuyén do6 lam b6 em tiéu tuy han di. Moi thi & 6ng ay déu thay doi.
Trudc day ong dy luon la mot bac si phap y hat tram tinh, kiéu nguoi khong
biét ban loan la gi. Thé ma lic d6 ong ay lai dung vi tri cia minh dé gay ap
lre hai tw trén hai tw. Ong dy tré nén hoang twdng, cho ring canh sat chuwa
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lam hét sttc minh dé tim kiém con bé. 6ng dy tham chi con bat dau tién hanh
diéu tra riéng.”

“Bac dy c6 tim ra gi khong?”

“Khong. Theo em biét thi khong.”

Myron quay di. vé bitc twong phia xa. Mot bitc anh trong phim ctia anh em
nha Marx. Bém ¢ nha hat opera. Groucho nhin lai nhvng khong dwa ra cau
tra 101 nao.

“Gl vay?” co hoi.

“Khong c6 gi. Tiép di.”

“Chang c6 thém gi nhiéu. Em chi c6 thé n6i v4i anh rang may tuan qua bd
em hanh xt rat la. Ong ay lién tuc goi cho em trong khi truéc kia b6 con em
gidi 1am chi n6i chuyén mot nam dam ba lan, giong nghe cé vé hoi suét
mu6t. C& nhe 6ng dy dang dién vai 6ng bo hoan hao vdi sitc manh méi hoi
phuc vay. Em khong biét liéu do la thay doi nghiém tic hay chi la nhat thoi
ma théi.”

Myron gat dau, lai quay di. Anh lang thinh. Jessica suyt nita twédng anh da
hoan toan lo dang thi cudi cuing anh lai cat tiéng, giong khé dén noi gan nhw
khong thé nghe ra. “Em nghi chuyén gi da xdy ra vdi Kathy?”

“Em khong biét.”

“Em c6 nghi con bé chét r6i khong?”

“Em...” Co dung lai. “Em nhé né. La... Em khong mudn nghi né da
chét.”

Anbh lai gat dau. “Vay em muén anh lam gi?”

“Nghién ctu van dé. Tim xem chuyén gi dang xay ra.”

“Gia st c6 chuyén dang xdy ra.”

“Phai.”

“Sao lai la anh?”

CO nghi mot lat. “Em khong chac 1am,” c6 néi. “Em nghi anh sé tin em,
Em nghi anh sé giup em.”

“Anh sé gitp,” anh dap. “Nhung hay hiéu mot diéu: anh c6 quyén lgi kinh
doanh quan trong trong viéc gidi quyét toan b van dé nay.”

“Christian a?”
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“Anh la dai dién cua cau ta,” anh tiép tuc. “Anh chiu trach nhiém cho
thanh cong cua cau ta.”

“Thang bé van nhd em gai em,” ¢6 nai.

“Phai.”

“Cau ta c6 6n khéng?”

Nét mat Myron van nghiém nghi. “Cau ta 6n.”

“Thang bé ngoan lam. Em quy cdu ta.” Myron gat dau.

Jessica ditng 1én budc vé phia ctta s6. Myron ngodnh di. Anh khong muén
nhin c6 qua lau nhw tredce kia nita. Co hiéu. Viéc dy ciling lam c6 dau long. Co
nhin xudng dai 16 Coéng Vién, duwdi mudi hai tang nha. Mot tai x€ taxi quan
khan dang vung vay nam dam vao mot ba gia chong nang. Ba gia nén cho ga
mot phat r6i chay di. Tay tai xé ngd xudng. Chiéc khan thdm chi con khong
x0 1éch.

“Che gidu cam xuc ctia minh treéc em chwa bao gio la sé trudng ctia anh
cd,” c6 noi, van dam dam nhin ra ct¥a s6. “Anh khéng mudn néi gi véi em
sao?” Anh khong dap.

“Myron a...” Esperanza cttu anh mot vo, x6c vao phong khong buén go
ctra. “Larry Hanson rdi van phong roi,” c6 néi.

Win buéc vao sau lung c6. “Toi c6 vai thit cho ching ta trong cudn tap chi
nay day.” Gigng Win nhat dan khi ga nhin thay Jessica.

“Chao Win,” co noi.

“Chao Jessica Culver.” Hpo om nhau. “Troi oi, trong em tuyét cd meo.
Hom trwéc anh c6 doc mdt bai bdo vé em, goi em la biéu twgng goi cam
trong van chuong.”

“Anh khong nén doc mdy thi rac rudi nhu vay.”

“N6 @ trong phong doi cia nha si. That day.”

Theo sau do la mot khoang lang ngugng ngung. Esperanza pha vd khong
khi bang cach chi vao Jessica, ra vé non ge vGi dong tac nhét ngén tay vao
miéng r6i rit manh ra.

“Pung la phu thiy,” Jessica lam bam.

Myron diéng 1én. “Gio em ¢ dau?”

“Nha me em.”
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“Van so cii ha?”

“Vang.”

“Anh sé goi em sau. Gio anh phai di v&i Win.”

Jessica nhin sang Win. Ga toét miéng cuoi voi co. Nhu thuong 1€, nét mat
gd van kin bung. “Chiéu nay em c6 cudc hop vdi bién tap vién,” c6 noi.
“Nhung em sé & nha ca t6i.”

“Pugc roi. Anh sé goi cho em.”

Phit bé tac lung ting. Khong ai biét chinh xac phai néi 10i tam biét thé
nao. Vay tay? Bat tay? Hon?

“Ta phai di thoi,” Myron n6i. Anh lwét nhanh qua c6, khong hé di qua gan.
Win nhtn vai v6i ¢ theo kiéu em-co-thé-lam-gi-duwgce-day roi theo sau. Co
nhin ho bién mat sau khiic quanh. Ngudi doi va Robin 1én dwong hanh hiép.

RO6i €6 cling roi di. C6 da gap Myron hai lan, ma ho van chwa cham vao
nhau - tham chi swgt qua nhau cling khong.

Mot diéu ky qudc dang dé ban khoan.
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“Cau tim ra gi thé?” Myron hai.

Win déanh v6 lang sang bén phai. Chiéc Jag XJR phén ¢ng lai khong mot
tiéng rit. Ho ¢ 1ai xe ma khong néi véi nhau 16i nao trong mudi phit qua,
dau CD cua Win chi phat tiéng. Win thich nhac hiéu chwong trinh. Gio dia
dang choi Chang hiép si xir Mancha+. Don Quixote dao khiic nhac chiéu cho
nang Dulcinea yéu quy.

“Tap chi Nhii hoa do HDP xuat ban,” Win dap.

“HDP?”

“Hot Desire Press+.” Lai m6t ci ngoat theo kiéu Nguwoi Doi nita. Chiéc
Jag tang toc qua mot tram ba muoi cay.

“Giédi han toc d,” Myron nhac. “Pa tirng nghe néi chwa ha?”

Win 10 anh di. “Phong bién tdp nam & Fort Lee, New Jersey.”

“Phong bien tap a?”

“Sao cling dugc. Ta co cugc hen vai tay Fred Nickler, thuw ky toa soan.”

“Me tay ay han phai ty hao lam.””

“Day doi,” Win dam chiéu. “Hay day.”

“Cau da noi gi vai Nickler?” Myron hoi.

“Khong gi ca. Toi goi hoi xem cé thé gap han dugc khong théi. Han bao
c6. C6 vé giong mat tay chién hitu hét sitc dé chiu.”

“T6i chac han la cau am day.” Myron nhin ra ngoai ctta s6. Cac toa nha
mo nhoa. Ho lai roi vao im lang. “Chac cau dang tu héi Jessica lam gi & van
phong t0i.”

Win tho o nhun vai. Ga khong thich toc mach.

“La vu bd co dy bi giét. Canh sat n6i do la mot vu cuwdp. Co dy thi nghi
khac.”

“Co ay nghi gi?”

“Co ay cho rang c6 moi lién hé gitta chuyén nay vdi vu Kathy.”
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“Phitc tap r6i day. Cau c6 dinh giip co dy khong?”

“Co.”

“Tuyét. Vay la ching ta nghi c6 moi lién hé?”

“Phai.”

“Phai,” Win dong tinh.

Ho do6 bén 16i di cia mot toa nha trong giong nhw mot nha xwéng xinh xan
hodc mot khu van phong cho thué gia thap. Khong c6 thang may, nhung bu
lai chi c6 ba tang. Tap doan HDP nam & tang hai. Khi ho budc vao khong
gian bén ngoai van phong, Myron hoi ngac nhién. Anh khéng chac minh
mong doi diéu gi, nhung anh nghi sao huyét cia mot tay kinh doanh do ban
sé khong thé thiéu ban sac dén thé. Nhitng bitc twong trang treo mady tam anh
nghé thuat binh dan nhung duwgc dong khung trang nha - McKnight, Fanch,
Behrens. Hau hét la anh phong canh vdi bai bién va hoang hon. Khong cé gi
lién quan dén nguc tran. Ngac nhién thit nhat. Ngac nhién th hai 1a ¢6 nhan
vién 1é tan binh thvong. Co ta dat tiéu chuan nghiém ngat, khong phai mat
ngoi sao khiéu dam/qua bom sex/gai vé viron gia nua, toc tdy vang vai diéu
cudi khic khich nhw hoi thé va cai nhay mat quyén rd.

Myron gan nhw that vong.

“T6i c6 thé gitp gi cho cac anh?” ¢6 1é tan hoi.

Win déap, “Ching t6i dén gap ong Nickler.”

“Xin cho biét tén?”

“Windsor Lockwood va Myron Bolitar.”

Co ta nhac may, nhan nut goi roi lat sau tra 10i, “Ngay phong kia a.”

Nickler chao don ho bang mot cai bat tay that chat. Lao mac bd vest mau
xanh dwong, ca-vat dd, so-mi trang - thu cyu nhw mot &ng ci vién thugng
nghi si ddng Cong hoa. Ngac nhién thit ba. Myron twdng sé dugc thdy day
chuyén vang hay khuyén tai kiéu Joey Buttafuoco hay it nhat la mét cai nhan
deo ngon ut. Nhung Fred Nickler khong deo mén trang st'c nao ca, chi deo
doc chiéc nhan cwéi tron. Téc 1o nga mudi tiéu, da hoi tai.

Win thi tham, “Trong 1do giong chu Sid nhi.”

That vay. Cha but td Nhii hoa trong giong nhu Sidney Griffin, bac si chinh
nha ndi tiéng ving ngoai 0.
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“M0i ngoi,” Nickler néi, vong ra sau ban. Lao mim cuwdi véi Myron. “T6i
da xem vong ban két khi cac chu danh bai Kansas. Thang cudc va ghi hai bay
diém. Mot man biéu dién mau lta. Qua dinh.”

“Cam on ong,” Myron noi.

“Chura bao gio dwge xem mot tran nao nhw thé ca. Cai cach ci ném cudi
cung cham bang ay.”

“Cam on.”

“Qua dinh.” Nickler lai mim cwdoi, lac dau kinh phuc khi nhé lai ky niém
dé. Roi 1do nga ngwoi ra sau. “Vay t6i cé thé lam gi cho cac quy anh day?”

Myron néi, “Chung t6i c6 vai cau hdi vé muc quang cido & mot trong
nhitng, ¢, an ban cta 6ng.”

“Cai nao?”

“Nhil hoa.” No6i t d6 ra ma cam thay nhdp nhtia. Myron c6 khéng nhan
mat.

“Tha vi day,” Nickler dap.

““Sao ong noi vay?”

“Nhii hoa la mot an ban twong déi mdi, va ban khong chay lam - 1a t@ ban
té nhat nhat trong s6 cac nguyét san cia HDP. T6i dinh ra thém mot hai s6
nita r6i chac dep luon.”

“Ong xuat ban bao nhiéu tap chi?”

“Sau.”

“T0 nao cling giong Nhil hoa a?”

Nickler khé tac lwdi. “Phai, déu la tap chi khiéu dam ca. Va tat ca déu
hoan toan hop phap.”

Myron trao cho 13o t0 tap chi ma Christian da dwa anh. “Cai nay dwgc in
khi nao?”

Fred Nickler gan nhw khong buon li€c nivta con mat. “Bon ngay trwdc.”

“Con gl ntta khong?”

“DP6 la dn ban gan day nhat cua ching toi - khong phai sap bao nao cling
c6. Toi ngac nhién la chd c6 mot to day.”

Myron mé trang bao lién quan ra. “Ching t6i mudn biét ai trd tién cho
quang cao nay.”
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Nickler deo cap kinh ban nguyét 1én. “Cai nao?”

“Hang dué6i cung. Buong day ‘néng’ ay.”

“0,” 130 thét 1én. “Pién thoai khiéu dam.”

“Co van dé gi khong?”

“Khong. Nhung quang cdo nay khong mat phi.”

“Y 6ng la sao?”

“DP6 1a ban chat kinh doanh,” Nickler giai thich. “C6 ngudi goi cho téi xin
dang quang cdo dién thoai khiéu dam. T6i bdo vd&i anh ta la né ton mot khoan
tién X. Anh ta noi, 0, toi chi mdi bat dau thoi, t6i khong chi tra dwgc. Vay
nén néu y twéng do coé vé hay ho thi tdi sé choi nam muoi - ndm muoi vGi
anh ta. N6i cach khéc, t6i lo phan tiép thi, chi thit nghi ma xem, con doi tac
lo phan ky thuat - dién thoai, cap, nhitng c6 gai lam viéc trén dién thoai, bat
ky tht nao khac. R6i chiing t6i chia d6i. Nhu thé han ché rii ro cho cé hai.”

“Ong c6 thwong 1am thé khong?”

Lao gat dau. “Chin mwoi phan tram quang cédo cua toi la tit cac duong day
do. Toi tham gia khodng ba phan tu trong s6 do6.”

“Ong c6 thé cho tdi biét tén ddi tac cta 6ng trong phi vu cu thé ndy duogc
khong?”

Nickler sam soi bttc anh trong tap chi. “Céac chi khong dinh dang dén
canh sat day cha?”

“Khong.”

“Piéu tra riéng a?”

“Khong.”

Lao bo kinh ra. “Toi kha binh thwong,” 1do noi. “Toi c6 goc nho cua riéng
minh. T6i thich nhw vay. Khong ai lam phién t6i, ma t6i cling chang lam
phién ai. T6i khong mudn thién ha dom ng6 chiit nao.”

Myron liéc Win. Nickler c6 gia dinh, c6 1€ la m6t ng6i nha xinh xan &
Tenaily, bdo v&i hang x6m la 1ao lam trong nganh xuat ban. Cé thé gay ap luc
day. “Néi that v6i 6ng,” Myron no6i. “Néu ong khong gitp ching t6i thi to
chuyén ddy. Béo chi, ti vi, cong viéc...”

“Doa a?”

“Khong hé.” Myron tho tay vao vi rit t& nam muoi do ra. “Chung t6i chi
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muon biét ai dang quang cdo nay.”

Nickler day to tién lai vé phia Myron, nét mat bong nhién gian dit. “Tro gi
ddy, phim ha? T6i khong can tién cong. Néu ga do lam gi bat chinh thi to6i
khong mudn dinh déng gi ca. Viéc kinh doanh nay da gap du phién phtc roi.
Toi lam an dang hoang. Khong c6 gai vi thanh nién, khong pham phap duéi
moi hinh thirc nao.”

Myron nhin Win. “Pa bado ong day la cdu am r6i ma.”

“Cac chu muén nghi gi thi nghi,” Nickler néi véi giong cho thay lao da xu
ly tinh huéng twong tw nhiéu lan tredc day roi. “Viéc kinh doanh nay ciing
giong nhu bat ctt nganh nghé nao khac. Téi chi la mot con ngwoi chan chinh
c6 gang kiém nhitng dong tién chan chinh ma théi.”

“Ong thuan M§ qua.”

Ldo nhun vai. “Nghe nay, t6i khong bién hd cho tat cd moi thit & doanh
nghiép nay. Nhung c6 nhiéu céi con té hon. IBM, Exxon, Union - d6 mdi
dich thi la ddm quai vat, nhitng ké boc 16t thye sw. Toi khong an cap. Toi
khong doi trd. Toi dap ng nhu cau cta xa hoi.”

Myron dinh phan don chép nhoang, nhung Win lac dau ngan anh lai. Ga
c6 ly. Gay hiém khich véi tay nay thi 1gi 10c gi?”

“Ong l1am on cho chiing t6i biét tén va dia chi ctia ngudi ta di,” Myron nai.

Nickler m@ ngan kéo sau lung, rit ra mét tap hoé so. “Tay dé gap rac roi gi
a?”

“Chung t6i chi can n6i chuyén véi anh ta thoi.”

“Cho t6i biét ly do dugc khéng?”

Win 1an dau mé& miéng néi véi ldo. “Ong khong mudn biét dau.”

Fred Nickler lwong ly, nhin vao anh mat cham cham caa Win, r6i gat dau.
“Cong ty do tén la ABC. Ho c6 dia chi hom thw & Hoboken, s6 785. Tay do
tén la Jerry. T6i chang biét thém gi vé anh ta ca.”

“Cam on,” Myron ditng day néi. “Thém mot cau héi nita néu ong khong
ngai: Ong da bao gi® gip c6 gdi trong quang céo chuwa?”

“Chua.”

“Ong chéc chit?”

“Chac.”
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“Néu ong c6 gap hodc nghi ra thi gi khac thi goi cho t6i nhé?” Myron dua
cho lao tam danh thiép.

Trong Nickler nhw thé muon héi gi do, lao lai tiép tuc nhin cham cham vao
anh Kathy nhung van cwong quyét néi, “DPwoc thoi.”

Ra dén ngoai, Win héi. “Cau nghi sao?”

“Lao ta n6i d6i,” Myron dap.

Trd lai xe, Myron hoi, “Cho toi goi dién thoai nhé?”

Win gt dau, khong néi léng chan ga. Bong ho tdéc do chi khodng mot
tram hai mwoi cdy. Myron sam soi né nhu thé do6 la dong ho taxi trén duong
trvong, huwdng cai nhin khoi con phdé mo nhoa.

Myron quay s6 van phong. Esperanza nghe may ngay sau hoi chuéng dau
tien.

“Pai dién Thé thao MB xin nghe.” Pai dién Thé thao MB. Chit M dai dién
cho Myron, B cho Bolitar. Chinh Myron da nghi ra céi tén dé, du anh hiém
khi khoe khoang vé n6. “Otto Burke hay Larry Hanson c6 goi dién khong?”

“Khong. Nhung anh c6 ca dong tin nhan.”

“Khong c6 tin tirc gi ctia Burke hay Hanson a?”

“Anh diéc a?”

“Lat nita anh vé.”

Myron ctip may. Gid nay dang ra Otto hay Larry phai goi dién r6i chi¢ nhi.
Ho dang tranh mat anh. Cau hoi la, tai sao?

“Rac roi ha?” Win hoi.

“Chac thé.”

“T6i nghi ching ta can 1én day c6t day.”

Myron ngwdc 1én. Anh nhéan ra con phd nay ngay lap tic. “Khdéng phai
bay gio, Win.”

“Bay gio luon.”

“Toi phai quay lai van phong.”

“Cit dé do. Cau can nang lwgng bén trong. Cau can tap trung. Cau can lay
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lai sy thang bang.”

“T6i ghét cau noi vay thé khong biét.”

Win mim cuwoi, tap vao bai do xe. “Di thoi. To6i ghét phai da dit cau ngay
trong cai xe nay day.”

T4am bién d&¢ VO PUONG TAEKWONDO CUA THAY KWAN. Kwan da
gan bady muoi tudi va gio hiém khi ding 16p, thay vao d6 6ng chon thué
nhitng d6 dé xuat sac dé dam trach cong viéc. Thay Kwan @ trong van phong
cong nghé cao, bao quanh la bén man hinh ti vi dé theo doi 16p hoc. Thi
thodng 6ng nga ngwoi vé phia trede la 6 gi d6 vao micro, quat nat nhitng hoc
vién t0i nghiép phai tap trung. Nhuw canh trong Phu thily xir Oz vay. Néu tiéng
Anh cua thay Kwan tién bo hon chut thi 6ng c6 thé dat dén trinh do tiéng
Anh bo6i. Muoi bon nam trwde, khi méi mudi bay tudi, Win da dwa ong tw
Han Qudc dén. Myron thay ké tit dao d6 dén nay hinh nhw thady Kwan da noéi
sOi hon.

Win va Myron thay bo v6 phuc trang goi la dobok. Ca hai that dai den
quanh bung. Win deo dai den luc dang, cap do cao khong kém bat ky ai &
My¥. Ga hoc Taekwondo tit nam bdy tudi, con Myron bat dau tap hoéi dai hoc,
tap dugc muoi hai ndam va gianh dugc dai den tam dang.

Ho tién dén ctra phong thay Kwan, ngirng lai noi nguwdng ctta cho dén khi
ong nhan ra sy c6 mat cda ho, réi cti gap nguoi. “Chao thay Kwan.”

Kwan mim cudi mém mém. “Cac cau dén s6m.”

“Vang, thwa thay,” Win dap.

“Can giap gi khong?”

“Da khong, thua thay.”

Kwan mdc ho, quay lai véi man hinh ti vi. Myron va Win cui chao thém
mot lan nita r6i bwdc vao dojanga* danh riéng cho nhitng vo si dai den cap
cao. Ho bat dau bang cach ngoi thién, phwong phap ma Myron chuwa bao gio
nam bat hét. Win thi lai rat thich. Ga thién it nhat mot tiéng moi ngay. Win
gap chan theo tu thé hoa sen. Myron ngbi theo kiéu An Po. Ca hai déu nhim
mat, dat ngon cai trén long ban tay ngay dwdi ngén tut, nghiéng long ban tay
vé phia tran nha. Tay dat trén dau g6i. Nhitng 16i chi dan vang vong trong
tam tri Myron nhu cau than chi. Lung thang. Cudng lu6i cong 1én cham vao
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chan rang ham trén. Anh hit vao bang duwong miii trong sdu gidy, tap trung
day khong khi xuong dan dién, ddm bao ngwc khong phap phong, chi c6 bung
cang ra. R6i anh nén hoi that sau, nham dém dé khoi suy nghi linh tinh. Sau
vai gidy, anh cham cham th& ra hét bang miéng trong lic dém tr mot dén
muoi, ddm bado rit sach hoi khéi 16ng bung co that. R6i anh dgi bon giady
treée khi hit vao tre lai.

Win thién nhe nhang nhu khong. Ga khong dém. Tam tri ga trong rong.
Myron ltic nao ciing dém dé khéi nghi van vo vé nhitng van dé trong ngay -
nhat 1a mét ngay nhw hom nay. Nhung dau khong chi dinh, anh bat dau thw
gian, bat dau cam thdy sy cang thang rii bo khoi co thé theo tirng nhip hit dai.
Cam giac gan nhv la ngi¥a ram ran vay.

Ho ng6i thién khodng mudi phit roi Win mé mat ra néi, ‘Barro’ theo tiéng
Han c6 nghia la dung lai.

Hai muoi phut tiép theo ho tap cang co sau. Win c6 sy mém déo ctia mot
vii cong ba 18, xoac cang ma khong ton giot m6 hoi nao. Tw khi tap
Taekwondo, co thé Myron da mém déo hon nhiéu. Anh tin rang bai tap nay
da gitp anh nhdy cao thém mudi lam phan hoi con dai hoc. Anh gan nhu c6
thé xoac cang, nhung khong gitt dugc lau.

Tém lai, Myron mém déo, con Win déo nhw ngudi cao su vay.

Tiép do6 ho tdp poomse* mot loat dong tac lién hoan phitc tap khong khac
nhitng budc nhdy manh mé la may. Biéu ma nhiéu con nghién thé duc chua
bao gio nhan ra la vo thuat chinh la mot bai tap aerobic cwong do manh. Ta
thire hién cac dong tac lién hoan - nhay, xoay, quay tron - ca tay lan chan hoat
dong khong ngirng nira tiéng moi lan. Bon do thap va da tong trwdc, don do
cao va dam, do ngang va da vong cau. D& trong, d& ngoai, do canh ban tay,
dam, danh bang long ban tay, Ién goi, thic khuyu tay. Mot bai tap mét nhoai
va phan khich.

Win thuc hién bai tap quen thudoc mot cach hoan hao - twong ty nhu sy
mau thuan va che dau trong con nguwdi ga. Nhin thay Win trén dvong, nguai
ta cho rang cau am st voi huénh hoang nay c6 dam hét sitc binh sinh cling
chang thé lam tham tim mot qua dao. Nhin thdy ga trong dojanga, nguoi ta
phai s¢ hadi va kinh phuc. Taekwondo dvgc xem la vo thuat. Chit thuat trong
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Nghé thudt. Tt nay roé rang khong phai dugc dung mot cach ngau nhién. Win
la nghé si, nghé si dinh nhat ma Myron tirng gap.

Myron nh¢ lai lan dau tién chitng kién Win pho dién tai nang cia minh.
Khi dy ho déu la sinh vién nam nhat dai hoc. Mot nhém cau tha béng bau duc
vai u thit bap quyét dinh cao troc mé t6c vang cia Win vi ngita mat v6i vé
ngoai cua ga. Nam ké 1én vao phong Win lic dém hom, bon ké giit chan tay
con mot ké cam dao cao va kem cao rau.

No6i cho dé hiéu thi d6i bong bau duc nam dé da c6 mot mua giai toi té.
Qua nhiéu cau tha bi chan thwong.

Myron va Win két thic bang mot bai tap doi khang tw do hang nhe. R6i ho
nam xuodng chiéu, chong day bang nam dam mot tram cai - Win dém to bang
tiéng Han Quéc. Xong, ho lai ngo6i thién, 1an nay kéo dai mwoi lam phut.

“Barro,” Win noi.

Ca hai m@ mat.

“Thay tap trung hon chwa?” Win hoi. “Cam thay dong nang lugng chwa?
Su can bang?”

“Ro6i, Chau chdu a. Mu6n toi cu'ép vién séi khoi tay cdu khéng+?”

Win chuyén tr tw thé hoa sen ditng thang ddy mot cach nhe nhang, thanh
thoat. “Vay,” ga noi, “cau quyét dinh dwgc gi chwa?”

“Roi.” Myron chat vat ding day chi bang mét dong tac, nga nghiéng sang
bén. “To6i sé ké v6i Jessica moi chuyén.”
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e

Nhitng mau gidy nhé vang ghi tin nhan chi chit trén dién thoai nhuw chau chau
bau xac dong vat. Myron boc hét ra ro6i nhin lwét qua. Khong cé tin nhan nao
cta Otto Burke hay Larry Hanson hodc bét ky ai & t6 chitc Titans.

Khong hay chut nao.

Anh deo tai nghe dién thoai 1én. Su6t mot thoi gian dai anh khong chiu
dung moén nay, cho rang n6 hop vdi dan kiém soat khong Iwu hon 1a cac vi dai
dién, nhwng anh nhanh chéng hoc dwgc rang dai dién chi nhw mot bao thai,
van phong anh la t¥ cung, dién thoai chinh la day ron. Véi tai nghe thi dé hon
nhiéu. Anh c6 thé di lai; tay khong vueéng ban; anh c6 thé tranh dugc con dau
co do kep dién thoai vao vai.

Cudc goi dau tién cua anh la téi giam doc quang cao cta BurgerCity,
chuoi ctra hang thitc an nhanh méi mé. Ho mudn ky hgp dong véi Christian
va dwa ra mic gia kha hau, nhuwng Myron chwa chac chan 1am. BurgerCity chi
la doanh nghiép dia phwong. Mot chudi ctra hang toan quoc cé thé xuat hién
v6i mitc gia hap dan hon. D6i khi phan khé nhat cia cong viéc nay la néi 16i
tir choi. Anh sé ban bac nhitng wu nhwgc diém vGi Christian, dé cau ra quyét
dinh cudi ciing. Xét cho ciing d6 la tén tudi ctia cau. Tién bac ctda cau.

Myron mdi ky cho Christian may hop dong quang cdo béo bé. Wheaties
sé duge Christian bay té niém khoai khau véi nhitng hop ngii coc vao thang
Muoi. Pepsi cho ngudi an kiéng sap ra mot quang cao v@i canh Christian ném
cai chai hai lit bang mot cti vong cung hoan hdo cho mdy c6 nang ggi cam.
Nike dang phat trién mot dong trang phuc thé thao dong bd va miéng chong
trirgt mang tén Bay Steele.

Christian kiém duwgc hang triéu do nho quang cdo, hon han sé tién cau lam
ra t viéc choi cho Titans, cho du Otto Burke mu6n to ra biét diéu dén mic
nao. Diéu nay c6 phan ky la. Nguwdi ham mo tré nén khé chiu trudc viéc mot
cau thu tim cach khai thac t6i da ban hgp dong thi dau ctia minh. Ho goi cau
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la ké tho 10, ich ky, qua dé cao cai to6i khi cau doi hoi mot khoan tién 16n tir
chi mot doi béng giau cé - nhung lai thdy khong c6 van dé gi khi cau hai
dwgc ca dong tién tir Pepsi, Nike hay Wheaties nhd quang cdo nhitng san
pham ma cé khi cdu chang bao gi¢ xai hay tham chi l1a thich. That kho hiéu.
B6 ra ba ngay quay mot quang cao dao dirc gia dai ba muoi giay la Christian
da kiém dugc nhiéu tién hon ca ti viéc danh cd mua bi nhitng ga dai dét long
thong véi tuyén yén hoat dong qua mirc tdn cong tir goc khuat - va do la kiéu
ngwoi ham mo muon.

Chang dai dién nao quan tdm dén chuyén do6. Phan 16n cac dai dién hudng
t* ba dén nam phan tram téng so lwong thoa thuan (Myron 14y bon phan
tram), so v6i hai muwoi hodc hai lam phan trdm tong sO tién quang cdo.
(Myron lay mudi lam phan tram - hay, anh la linh m&i ma). Noéi cach khac,
ky mot hogp dong tri gia mot triéu do véi mot doi bong, thi dai dién dugc
hwéng khodng bon mwoi ngan do. Ky mot hgp dong quang cdo mot triéu do,
thi dai dién c6 thé nhanh gon bd tui t6i hai tram nam muwoi ngan do.

Cudc goi tht hai cia Myron la cho Ricky Lane, trung phong doi New
York Jets dong thoi 1a cyru dong doi cta Christian. Ricky la mot trong nhitng
khach hang quan trong nhat cia anh, va Myron kha chac chan rang chinh
Ricky la nguoi da thuyét phuc Christian thué anh truegc nhat.

“T6i c6 viéc cho cau day, xuat hién & mot hoi trai thi€u nhi,” Myron mé
10i. “Nguoi ta trda nam ngan do.”

“Nghe ngon ddy,” Ricky n6i. “T6i phéi & d6 bao lau?”

“Hai tiéng. N6i chuyén dam cau, ky vai chi¥, dai loai thé.”

“HOom nao?”

“Th Sau tuan sau.”

“Thé con viéc xudt hién & trung tam thwong mai?”

“Chu nhat,” Myron dap, “Trung tam thwong mai Livingston. Gian hang
thé thao Morley.” Bo ra hai tiéng ng6i bén ban ky cot la Ricky da duogc tra
thém nam ngan do nita.

“Tuyét.”

“Cau muon toi diéu xe limo t6i dén cau khong?”

“Khong, toi sé ty 14i. Anh 6 tin gi vé hgp déong nam t6i chwa?”
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“Chung toi sap xong roi, Ricky a. Cung lam la mot tuan nita. Nghe nay, toi
muon cau téi gap Win som sém, dugc chii?”

“Vang, dugc.”

“Phong do cau 6n chit?”

“Pinh nhat trong doi,” Ricky néi. “T6i mudn c6 vi tri xudt phat.”

“Tiép tuc luyén tap nhé. Va dirng quén sap xép cudc hen vGi Win day.”

“Pugc r6i. Gap sau nhé, Myron.”

“U, gap sau.”

Nhitng cudc goi lai ti€p tuc, cudc no nhoa vao cudc kia. Anh goi lai tra 16i
canh nha béo. Tat ca bon ho déu mudn biét vé hgp dong dang treo gitra Titans
va Christian. Myron lich sy khéng binh luan gi hét. Thi thodng dung truyén
thong lam don bay trong thwong thao ciling la cai hay, nhung véi Otto Burke
thi khong, van dang tiép tuc dam phéan, anh bao ho. Bat cit ltic nao cling c6
thé trong dgi mot ban hgp dong.

Tiép dén anh goi cho Joe Norris, crru cau thu Yankee va hién xuat hién gan
nhw déu dan moi cubi tuan tai budi trién 1am thé bong chay. Gio day so tién
Joe lam ra mot thang con nhiéu hon tién anh ta kiém dwoc trong ca mot mua
giai vao thoi hoang kim.

Ké dé la Linda Regal, mot van dong vién tennis chuyén nghiép mdi lot top
mu0oi. Linda dang lo lang vé chuyén lao hda, cdm thay néng mat vi bi mdt
phat thanh vién vi 1a mot ‘cyu binh quen thudc’. Linda md&i sap tron hai muoi
tudi.

Eric Kramer, sinh vién nam cu6i dai hoc California va c6 tiém nang dugc
chon & vong hai trong cudc tuyén trach vao NFL, dang & thi trdn. Myron c6
gang thu xép an toi v4i cau ta. Diéu nay c6 nghia Myron la nguwdi duwgce chon
- anh gitta ca rirng dai dién. Cudc canh tranh that khoc liét. Vi du: Co 1200
dai dién dwgc NFL uy quyeén thuyét phuc hai tram cau tht sinh vién sap tham
gia cudc tuyén mo vao thang Tu. Co gi do phai bi gat sang mdt bén. Thong
thuong do la dao duc.

Myron goi cho tong giam doc doi New York Jets, Sam Logan, dé ban bac
vé hgp dong cta Ricky Lane.

“Cau chang dang & giai doan chin mu6i nhat cta sy nghiép,” Myron hao
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hitng. Anh ditng 1én di di lai lai. Myron c6 mot van phong rong rai kha bat
mat tai dai 10 Cong Vién nam & doan giao giita phé 46 va 47. Diéu nay khién
nguwoi ta chodng nggp, va bé ngoai rat quan trong trong mot nganh kinh
doanh bi nhitng ké dé tién thao tung. “D0i toi chwa ting gap chuyén nao nhv
thé. T6i cho anh biét, Sam a, anh chang nay la phién ban tré tu6i cta trung
phong huyén thoai Gayle Sayers. Cuc dinh luon.”

“Thang nhéc nhé con qua,” Logan néi.

“Anh dang noi gi vay? Barry Sanders* c6 nho con khong? Emmitt Smith*
c6 nho con khong? Ricky to con hon ca hai bon hgo. Phong do ngay cang
vitng. T6i cho anh biét, r6i day cau ta sé trd nén vi dai cho ma xem.”

“A ha. Nghe nay, Myron, thing nhé ngon ddy. N6 lam viéc chidm chi.
Nhung t6i khong thé ra gia cao hon...”

Con s6 van con thap té. Nhung ciing ¢6 kha hon.

Nhitng cudc goi lai ti€p tuc khong ngirng nghi. Xen ké trong ngay,
Esperanza mang dén cho anh 6 sandwich ma anh phai an voi.

Vao tam gio, Myron goi cudc goi van phong cudi cung trong ngay.

Jessica nghe may. “A 16.”

“MGt tiéng nita anh sé c6 mat & nha em,” Myron néi. “Minh can néi
chuyén.”

Myron quan sat khuoén mat Jessica xem c6 phan &ng thé nao. C6 van dan mat
vao cudn tap chi nhw thé d6 la mot 4n ban khac ctia to Tudn bdo, nét mat tho
o dén dang sg. Thi thodng c6 gat dau, nhin khap phan con lai cua trang tap
chi, va liéc bia trirdc bia sau, nhwng dau thé nao van quay trd lai bitc anh ctia
Kathy. Co that qua dirng dung. Myron suyt da mong c6 huyt sao.

Chi c6 dot ngén tay td cdo chi nhan cia né. Chung trang béch khéng con
h6t mau, nhitng trang tap chi nhan nheo trong nam tay chat citng cua co.

“Em khong sao chi?” anh hoi.

“Em khong sao,” c6 dap, giong binh tinh, gan nhw diu dang. “Anh noi la
Christian nhan dwgc cai nay trong hom thw a.”
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«(7.»

“Va anh v6i Win néi chuyén vdi ga xudt ban céi...” c6 ngap ngirng, nét
madt cudi cung cling toat 1én vé ghé tom... “cai thit nay?”

«(7.»

Co gat dau. “Ga ta c6 cho anh dia chi caa ké dang quang céo nay khong?”

“Chi lIa mot hom thuw & buu dién thoi. Mai anh dinh di theo doi, xem ké
nao lay thw.”

Lan dau tién c6 ngudc 1én. “Em di véi anh.”

Anh suyt phan d6i nhung da kim lai. Anh khong c6 co héi. “Pugc théi.”

“Christian dwa cai nay cho anh hom nao?”

“Hom qua.”

biéu nay khién c6 chd y. “Anh biét chuyén nay tr hdm qua a?”

Anh gat dau.

“Ma anh khong ké v&i em?” c6 gat. “Em da doc hét rudt gan v6i anh, cam
giac nhw mot ké tam than phan liét vay, trong khi anh da biét ca r6i.”

“Anh khong chac phéi ké v&i em thé nao.”

“Con gi nita anh chwa ké véi em khong?”

“T6i qua Christian nhan dwgc dién thoai. Cau ta nghi la Kathy goi.”

“Gi cg?”

Anh ké nhanh cho c¢6 nghe. Khi dén doan Christian nghe thdy giong
Kathy, mét c6 that sac hoan toan.

“Ban anh & cong ty dién thoai c6 biét dugc gi khong?” co hoi.

“Khong. Nhung bon anh biét rang dich vu ‘Goi lai’ chi hoat dong & nhitng
thi tran nhat dinh trong ma vung 201 thoi.”

“C6 bao nhiéu thi tran?”

“Khoédng ba phan tw s6 d6.”

“Vay la anh dang néi vé ba phan tw khu virc mién Bac New Jersey, bang
dong dan nhat nwdc M§? Gidi han giam xudng con bao nhiéu nhi, ba triéu
nguoi a?”

“Chang gitp ich dugc gi nhiéu,” anh thtra nhan, “nhung ciing cé tac dung
gi d6.”

Co nhin lai to tap chi. “Em khong co y chi trich anh. Chi la...”
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“Thoi bé di.”

“Anh la ngwoi giéi nhat em tirng biét,” 6 noi. “Em that 1ong day.”

“Con em la c6 nang phién nhiéu nhat qua dat.”

“Cai dé thi kho noi day,” c6 néi, nhung thap thoang nu cudi sau dé.

“Em c6 muon cho canh sat biét chuyén nay khong?” anh hoi. “Hodc la
Paul Duncan?”

Co6 nghi mot 1at. “Em khong chac nita.”

“Canh nha bao sé ngau nghién tin d6,” anh noéi. “Ho sé béu xau Kathy.”

“Em cOc quan tam canh nha bao lam gi.”

“Anh chi bao thé tho6i,” Myron ndi.

“Ho c6 thé goi con bé 1a di diém theo mot triéu cach khac nhau. Em khong
quan tam.”

“Thé con me em?”

“Em cling c6éc quan tdm me em mudn gi dau. Em chi muén Kathy dugc
tim thay th6i.”

“Vay la em mudn cho ho biét,” Myron noi.

“Khong.”

Anh nhin c6, kho hiéu. “Néi rd hon dugc khéng?”

Co thong tha, tr ton noi, nghi dén dau 10i ra dén day. “Kathy da bién mat
hon mot nam nay,” c6 bat dau. “Trong su6t thoi gian dé canh sat va nha bao
chdng c6 dugc chat tin titc gi. Khong mot ti gi. Con bé bdoc hoi khong dau
Vét.”

“Roi sao?”

“Nhung gio minh da cé cuén tap chi nay. Cé nguoi da giti cho Christian,
tirc 1a ai do - c6 thé 1a Kathy, cling c6 thé khong - dang c6 gang lién lac. Nghi
ma xem. Lan dau tién trong hon m6t nam troi maGi bat dau c6 chut lién lac.
Em khong mu6n n6 bi lang di. Em khong mudn qua nhiéu sy chu y sé khién
ai d6 sg qua ma tron mat. Nh& Kathy lai biét mat thi sao. Cai nay...” co gio
cuon tap chi 1én, “cai nay that kinh tdm, nhung cling la mét sy khich 1é. Ping
hiéu 1am em. Em chodng lam ch. Nhung no6 la sgi chi cé that - mot sgi chi
mu mo kinh khung, nhuwng ciing van la mét tia hy vong. Néu nho dén canh
sat va bao chi, bat ky ai lam chuyén nay ciling sé hodng so ma bién mat lan
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nita. Lan nay la vinh vién. Em khong thé mao hiém duwgc. Minh phai giir bi
mat.”

Myron gat dau. “Hiéu ro6i.”

“Thé tiép theo la gi?” co hoi.

“Minh t6i buru dién & Hoboken. Anh sé dén em sém. Sau gio nhé.”
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Jessica c6 mui rat thom.

Ho dang ¢ Uptown Station tai Hoboken. Co dirng sat anh. Toc c6 toa mui
hwong méi goi twoi mat ma sudt bon nam qua anh da dan long quén. Hit ha
mui hvong ay khién anh ngay ngat.

“Ra day la choi tro tham t,” c6 noi.

“Tha vi chit ha?”

Trong hon ntta tiéng qua, dén bwu dién ti lic sdu rwdi sang, ho da co
khoac vé kin dao - chdang dé dang gi véi mot ngudi dan 6ng cao hon mét chin
va mot phu nit dep xiéu long. Chua c6 ai dong vao hop thu 785.

Con bu6n chan nhanh chong kéo dén. Jessica xem qua gid ca cua nhitng
hép thu tin khac nhau. Chang thu vi chiit nao. C6 doc nhitng mau tin truy na,
doc hét, thay thu vi hon chit. Nhitng ap phich truy nd & buu dién. Nhw kiéu
nguoi ta mudn ban viét thw cho tay dy vay.

“Anh ding la biét cach mang lai niém vui cho mot c6 gai day,” c6 noi.

“Thé nén ngudi ta mGi goi anh la Boi tredng Hai hwdc.”

Co6 pha 1én cudi. Am thanh uyén chuyén &y lam bung anh thét lai.

“Anh thich lam dai dién lam ha, Do6i treéng Hai hwdc?”

“Thich 1am.”

“Em ludn coi dai dién la mot dam deé tién.”

“Cam on em.”

“Anh hiéu y em ma. Bon boc 10t. Lii trdo trd. Tham lam, khat tién, dong
vat ky sinh bang cach htit mau, lira ddo dam dan thé thao ngo nghéch, an trwa
¢ Le Cirque, pha héng moi thit tot dep & thé thao...”

“Nhitng van dé & Trung Dong nita,” anh cat ngang.

“Ciing la 16i cua ching t6i not. Va ca su tham hut ngan sach nira.”

“Phai. Nhung anh dau c6 nhw thé.”

“Khong phai ké boc 10t, trao trg, hay dong vat ky sinh. That dang khen.”
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“Anh hiéu y em ma.”

Anh nhtin vai. “C6 hang dong dai dién dé tién. Cling c6 ca 16 bac si, luat
s dé tién...” Anh ngting lai, nhitng 16i nay nghe c6 vé quen quen. Chang
phai Fred Nickler da dung luan diém twong ty dé bao chira cho tap chi cua
minh hay sao? “Pai dién la thit khong thé tranh khéi,” anh noi tiép. “Khong
c0 ho, cac van dong vién sé bi lgi dung.”

“Boi ai?”

“Cha sé hitu, mang tinh chat quan ly ay. Pai dién c6 nhitng 1gi ich nhat
dinh v6i van dong viéen. Gitp ho tang lwong, dam bao hoat dong ty do, mang
lai cho ho tién quang cdo.”

“Vay van dé la gi?”

Myron nghi mot 14t. “Hai diéu,” anh noi. “Thit nhat, cé nhitng dai dién Iira
ddo. R0 rang la nhw vay. Ho thdy mot cau nhoc tré trung, giau co, va thé 1a ho
lgi dung. Nhung khi cac van dong vién trd nén tinh y hon, khi c6 thém nhiéu
cau chuyén nhu nhitng gi da xdy ra véi Kareem Abdul-Jabar dwgc nhiéu
nguoi biét dén, phan 16n dam ltra ddo do sé bi thai loai.”

“Con diéu thit hai?”

“Cac dai dién phai kiém qua nhiéu vai tro,” anh no6i. “Bon anh vira la
nguoi thwong thao, ké toan, hoach dinh vién tai chinh, vira lam hau phuong,
dai 1y du lich, tw van gia dinh, tw van hén nhan, réi cd chan loong toong, sai
vat... bat c thit gi dé dugc viéc.”

“Vay anh ganh tat ca nhitng viéc dé nhw thé nao?”

“Anh dé hai trong s6 nhitng viéc 16n nhat cho Win - ké toan kiém hoach
dinh tai chinh. Anh la luat sw. Cau 4y la thac si quan trj kinh doanh. Ngoai ra
bon anh con c6 Esperanza nita, c6 ay cé thé dam trach hau hét moi thit. Cong
viéc troi chay. Bon anh kiém tra va can doi lan nhau.”

“Giong nhu cac nhanh trong chinh phu lién bang.”

Anh gat dau. “Jefferson va Madison* chac sé ty hao day.”

Mot ban tay vuon t6i ma@ hop thu 785.

“DPén gio dién roi,” Myron ndi.

Jessica quay ngoat dau nhin. Ga dan 6ng gay nhw 6ng sdy. Moi thit & han
déu dai qua kho, ctt bi kéo dai mot cach ky di, nhw thé han tirng phai chiu
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nhuc hinh trén mot cai giwong tra tan thoi Trung c6 vay. Ngay ca bd mat han
nom cting bi kéo dai nhw hinh hoat hinh tréen mon nhya déo Silly Putty.

“Nhan ra han khong?” Myron héi.

Co ngdp ngrng. “Han cé nét gi db... nhung chac 1a khéng phai.”

“Di nao, ra khoi day thoi.”

Ho ao xudng bac thang, vao xe. Myron da do xe trai phép trudc tda nha,
dat mot bién bao khan cdp cua canh sat treée kinh chan gié trwde. Mot mon
qua cua nguwoi ban trong nganh. Bién bao khan cap rit hitu dung - nhat la
trong nhitng dip trung tam thwong mai giam gia.

Hai phit sau ga ong sdy buwéc ra. Han chui vao chiéc Oldsmobile vang.
Bién New Jersey. Myron né may bam theo. Ong sdy di dwong 3, xudi vé phia
Bac dai 10 Garden State.

“Minh di dugc gan hai muoi phat roi,” Jessica néi. “Sao han lai dén cho
thung thw xa nha thé nhi?”

“C6 1é han khong vé nha. Dinh dén cho lam chang?”

“Van phong tiép thi dién thoai khiéu dam?”

“Chac thé,” Myron néi. “Hodc han di cd mot quang duong dai dé khong bi
bat gap.”

Han ra khoi L6i ra 160, lao vao dwong 208 huwéng vé phia Bac, roi tién vao
dai 10 Lincohn, Ridgewood.

Jessica ngoi thang day. “Tw 16i ra nay la vé nha em ma,” co noi.

“Anh biét.”

“Chuyén khi gi6 gi dang dién ra thé nay?”

Chiéc Oldsmobile vang ré trai ¢ cudi doc. Gio ho chi con cach nha Jessica
gan nam cay s6. Néu han di hét ca dai 16 Lincohn t6i dwong Godwin, ho sé...

Khong.

Ong sdy ré vao duong Kenmore, cach bién giéi Ridgewood chirng tam
tram mét. Ho van & trung tam ngoai 6 - ving ngoai 6 dang no6i dén la Glen
Rock, New Jersey. S& di Glen Rock duwgc ddt tén nhu vay la bdi tang da suing
strng trén duong Rock. Tw khoa ¢ day la da.

Chiéc xé hop vang ré vao duwong xe chay. S6 78 dwong Kenmore.

“Ctr t0 ra ty nhién,” anh noéi. “btrng c6 nhin cham cham.”

https://thuviensach.vn



“Gi cg?”

Anh khong dap. Anh ci thé 1ai qua ngoi nhd, ré vao pho ké tiép, roi dirng
xe sau may bui cady. Anh bat dién thoai trong xe, quay s6 van phong. Hoi
chudng dau méi reo dwgc nira chitng da c6 nguoi bat may.

“Pai dién thé thao MB xin nghe,” Esperanza noi.

“Tim hét cach xoay cho anh moi thong tin vé s6 78 duwong Kenmore,
GlenRock, New Jersey. Tén cha s& hitu, chi phiéu tin dung, céng viéc cac
th.”

“R0.” Lach cach.

Anh quay s6 khac. “Ban anh & cong ty dién thoai,” anh giai thich véi
Jessica. Roi: “Lisa a? Myron day. Nghe nay, anh can em gitp. S6 78 duwong
Kenmore, Glen Rock, New Jersey. Anh khong biét tay nay c6 bao nhiéu
dwong day dién thoai, nhung anh can em kiém tra hét. Anh mudn biét tirng so
anh ta goi trong hai tiéng tGi. Phai r6i. Nay, em tim ra gi vé s6 900 r6i? Gi
co? O, dugc r6i, anh hidu. Cam on nhé.”

Anh cup may.

“Co ay noi gi?”

“S6 900 khong do cong ty dién thoai diéu hanh. Ma do mot co s& ngoai
Nam Carolina quan ly. C6 dy khong thé 1dy dugc thong tin gi ca.”

“Thé gio minh lam gi?” c6 hoi. “Ci¢ theo doi nha han a.”

“Khong. Anh vao trong. Em dogi ¢ day.”

Co cong cong doi may. “Gi co?”

“Em chinh la ngwdi khong muén doa ai chay mat dép ma,” anh noi tiép.
“Néu tay do da lam gi em gai em, thi em nghi han sé phan (ng thé nao néu
nhin thady em?”

Co khoanh tay truéc nguc, thd phi phi. Co biét anh néi ding, nhung thé
khong c6 nghia la c6 vui vé vGi quyét dinh nay. “Bi di,” c6 ndi.

Anh ra khoi xe. Pay la mot khu dan cu tram nha nhv mot, moi ngdi nha
déu nhw dic tr mot khuon - kiéu nha 1éch tang nam trén hon ba ngan mét
vuong. Thi thodng thdy c6 nha thut ra sau, bép ndm bén phai thay vi bén tri.
Pa s6 déu c6 thanh nhom 6p twong. Con phé dam mui tang 16p trung lwu.

Myron gd cta. Ong sy md cira.
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“Jerry a?”

Mit Ong sdy 16 rd vé boi r6i. Nhin gan trong hin kha hon, mit c6 vé tram
tw chit khong han 1a ky di. Cho han mét diéu thudc va mot chiéc 4o len c6 lo
mau den la han cé thé doc tho & mot quan ca phé trong lang kia. “T6i gitp
dugc gi cho anh?”

“Jerry a, toi...”

“Chac anh nham nha roi. Tén to6i khong phai 1a Jerry.”

“Tréng anh giong Jerry lam.”

Mat han thodng sa sam. “Toi rat tiéc,” han noi, toan dong ctra lai. “Gio toi
thyc s khong co thoi gian.”

“Chac khong Jer?”

“Toi da bao anh la...”

“Anh c6 biét Kathy Culver khong?”

M6t man danh udp, khién d6i phuong mat kiém soat. “Anh dang noi
chuyén... gi vay?” han gat lén.

“T6i nghi la anh biét day.”

“Anh la ai?”

“Toi la Myron Bolitar.”

“T6i phai biét anh a?”

“Um, néu anh 1a fan by ctia mon béng r6... Thyc ra thi khong nhi. Nhung
toi mudn hoéi anh vai cau.”

“T6i chang c6 gi dé ndi ca.”

Thai khac chién lwge. Myron 16i to tap chi ra. “Chac khong, Jerry?”

Long trang trong mat Jerry nhgt di ca chuc lan, trong c nhw men st trén
khuon mat bi kéo ra dai ngoang. “Anh nham t6i vdi ai ro6i. Chao anh.”

Han dong sap ctra.

Myron nhun vai, quay trd lai xe.

“Thé nao?” Jessica hoi.

“Chung ta lam han vai té r6i,” Myron néi. “Dé xem chuyén gi sé v& 16 ra.”
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Quay bdo trong khu dan cu.

Win nhé ¢6 lic cum ti nay khoi goi niém hoai c6 va nhitng hinh anh trong
tranh cia Rockwell vé mot nwdc My dich thwe. Gio thi khong. Bat ¢ con
pho nao, bat ct géc phd nao, bat cir chon qué nao ciing nhw nhau. Keo, béo,
thiép chiic mirng - va ca tap chi khiéu dam. Tré con cé thé chon mua mot
thanh Snicker va dugc mot dip bé mat, tat ca trong mét. Khiéu dam da trg
thanh mo6n an cha dao trong doi song My. Khiéu dam hang nang. Thé loai
khiéu dam khién loai tap chi con heo nhw Gdc mdi tréng nhu tap chi Diém
nhdn vay.

Win tién dén cho ngudi dan 6ng phia sau may ban xo6 so.

“Xin 16i,” Win lén tiéng.

“Vang?”

“Cho t6i hoi, anh c6 4n ban m&i nhat caa tap chi Lén dinh, Sita chua, Cuc
khodi ngay nay, Liém ldp, Nudc vdi ca Nhil hoa khong?”

Mot phu nit 16n tudi hon ha h6c mom nhin ga lanh te. Win mim cudi vé6i
ba. “Dé t6i doan xem nhé,” ga néi. “Co dao cta thang, an ban Playboy thang
Sau nam 1926 ha?”

Ba ta dang hang quay di.

“Xem dang kia kia,” nguwoi dan 6ng néi. “Gitta dong truyén tranh va video
Disney ay.”

“Cam on.”

Win tim thay ba trong s6 do6 - Lén dinh, Cuc khodi ngay nay, va Nudc. Ga
thir ba quay bdo khac va tim dwgc Liém Idp nhung khong thady bong dang Sira
chua hay Nhii hoa dau ca. Cubi cung ga cling tim thay nhitng 4n ban dé tai
mot ctta hang khiéu dam hang ndang mang tén Cung dién Dam 6 cua Vua
David trén pho 42. Trudc ctra hang treo mot tam bién 16n thong bao ‘M& cira
24/24’. Tién dung lam sao. Win von coi minh la ké trdi doi lam ro6i, nhung
nhitng moén do va anh trong ‘cung dién’ cho thdy ca kinh nghiém cudc song
lan tri twéng twgng cha ga cung lam cung chi thudc hang ga mo ma thoi.

Khi ga roi khéi cung dién thi da gan treva. Mot budi sang hiéu qua va gan
nhw mang tinh gido duc.

Vi ca thdy tam to tap chi kep dugi nach, Win bat taxi t6i trung tam. Ga
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xem lwdt qua vai to ltic ngoi & ghé sau.

“Cang xem cang hay,” ga noi to.

Tai xé liéc nhin ga qua guwong chiéu hau, nhin vai, roi trd lai nhin duong.

Khi Win dén van phong, ga trai tap chi ra khap ban. Ga xem xét ky, so
sanh ching véi nhau. Khong thé tin n6i. Sy nghi ngo ctia ga da 1én tiéng.
bung nhv nhitng gi ga nghi.

Nam phtt sau, Win nhét dong tap chi vao trong ngan kéo. R6i ga goi
Esperanza.

“Vui long bdo Myron dén phong t6i ngay sau khi cau ta dén nhé.”
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“Em phai tha nhan,” Jessica noi.

Ho dang ra khoi ga-ra Kinney trén phé 52, mui khéi xe va nudc tiéu tan di
khi ho ra dén via he hit thd thit khong khi kha trong lanh. Ho ré xu6i theo dai
16 5. Hang ngudi xin cap ho chiéu trdi dai qua twgng Atlas. Mot nguwoi dan
ong da mau, téc bén tirng lon hat hoi lién tuc, té6c vung vay nhu ca ta con ran
trén dau. Mot ba dirng sau anh ta chép miéng phan nan. Bao ngudi dang chau
chyc huéng vé Thanh Patrick bén kia dwong nhuw cau xin than thanh ra tay
can thiép, khuén mat ho nhan nhim khé ndo. Mot nhém du khach Nhat chup
anh ca bitc tgng lan hang nguai.

“Anh nghe day,” Myron noi.

Ho van budc di. Jessica khong nhin thang vao anh ma dan chat mat vao
mot diém vo dinh phia trwéc. “Bon em khéng con than thiét nita. Thuc ra
Kathy va em hau nhuw khéng né6i chuyén véi nhau nita.”

Myron ngac nhién. “Tw bao gio?”

“Khodng ba nam trudce.”

“Co chuyen gi vay?”

Co lac dau, nhung van khong nhin anh. “Em khong ré. Con bé thay doi.
Hodc c6 1€ chi la no6 16n 1én va em khong theo kip diéu d6. Bon em cit thé xa
nhau. Khi bon em nhin nhau thi ci nhw thé con bé khong chiu noi viéc &
cung mot phong vdi em vay.”

“Anh rat tiéc khi biét chuyén dé.”

“A, ciing khong c6 gi to tat dau. Chi c6 diu Kathy da goi em vao cai dém
né bién mat. Chang biét l1a bao 1au r6i né méi lam thé.”

“Con bé mudn gi?”

“Em khong biét. Lic d6 em dang ra ctta. Em da v6i va ngat may.”

Ho lai roi vao im lang trong su6t quang duwong con lai t6i van phong cta
Myron.
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Khi ho ra khoi thang mdy, Esperanza dwa cho anh mot to gidy doan néi,
“Win muén gap anh ngay.” C6 gwom guom nhin Jessica nhw mot hju vé
guwom guwom nhin mat tién vé tap ténh triedc khi thye hién cudc tan cong tir
goc khuat.

“Otto Burke hay Larry Hanson c6 goi khong?” Myron hoi.

Co roi anh mat g@odm guwom vé phia Myron. “Khéng. Win mudn gdp anh
ngay day.”

“Anh nghe thay tir dau r6i. Bdo cdu ta nam phit nita anh cé mat.”

Ho vao phong lam viéc cua Myron. Anh dong ctra lai xem w6t qua to
gidy. Jessica ngbi trudc mat anh. Co vat tréo chan theo kiéu ma khong may
phu nit lam dwgc, bién mot sy kién binh thwdng thanh khodnh khac an chita
am muu tinh duc. Myron c6 khong nhin chdm cham. Anh ciing c6 khong nhé
dén cam giac khéu ggi ctia doi chan do trén giwvong. Ca hai no lyc dé déu bat
thanh.

“Viét gi vay?” co hoi.

“Anh ban 6ng sy & dwong Kenmore, Glen Rock ctia chiing ta tén la Gary
Grady,” anh dap nhanh.

Jessica nheo mat. “Tén nghe quen quen.” Co lac dau. “Nhung em khong
nhé ra.”

“Han két hon cach day bay nam, vg la Allison. Khéng c6 con céi. Thé
chap nha 110.000 do, tra gép dinh ky. Khong con gi khac nita. Chac chit nita
ta sé biét thém thoi.” Anh dat to gidy 1én ban. “Theo anh, ta nén trién khai tan
cong trén vai mat tran khac nhau.”

“Nhu thé nao?”

“Ta phdi quay tré lai cai dém em gai em bién mat. Bat dau tir d6, roi tién
tGi. Toan bo vu nay can dugc diéu tra lai. Vu giét bé em cling vay. Anh khong
c6 y noi canh sat chwa lam sau sat. C6 1€ ho ciing lam r6i ddy. Nhung gio
ching ta da biét mé6t s6 diéu ma ho khong biét.”

“T0o tap chi,” co noi.

“Chinh xac.”

“Em giup dugc gi day?” co hoi.

“Bat tay vao tim hiéu moi thit cé thé vé nhitng gi em gai em dinh lam hom
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né bién mat. N6i chuyén vGi ban bé con bé, ban cung phong, hoi nit sinh, cac
ban trong doi c6 vii - bat ky ai.”

“Vang.”

“Ldy ca hoc ba cta con bé nita. Xem c6 tim thay gi khong. Anh muon biét
n6é dang ky nhitng khoa hoc nao, tham gia nhitng hoat dong nao, bat cit cai
gl.”

Esperanza md tung cta. “Phiéu An. Day 2.”
Myron xem dong ho. Gid nay 1é ra Christian dang tap mdi phai. Anh nhéc
may. “Christian a?”

“Ong Bolitar, t6i khong hiéu chuyén gi dang xay ra nita.”

Myron hau nhu khéng nghe thdy cau. Nghe ¢t nhw cau dang ditng trong
dwong 6ng gié vay. “Cau dang & dau?”

“Bot dién thoai cong cong ngoai san van dong Titans.”

“Co chuyen gi vay?”

“Ho khong cho tdi vao.”

Jessica @ lai van phong goi vai cudc dién thoai. Myron hoi had ra ngoai.
Quang dwong tv phd 57 t6i duong cao toc West Side thong thodng bat
thwong. Trén xe anh goi cho Otto Burke va Larry Hanson. Khong ai bat may.
Myron ciing chang ngac nhién lam.

R6i anh quay mot s6 khong nam trong danh ba & Washington. Chi may
nguoi c6 so dién thoai dac biét nay.

“A 16?” mot giong nha nhan vang lén.

“Chao P.T.”

“B0 khi, Myron a, cau muodn cai cho gi day?”

“Chéau can giup do.”

“Tuyét. Nay toi con dinh noéi véi ai dé, gidi a, wdc gi Bolitar goi cho toi dé
t0i c6 thé ra tay gitip do. Cha mdy thi khién t6i vui dugc nhw vay dau.”

P.T. lam viéc cho FBI. Cac sép FBI dén roi di. P.T. thi cam ré & d6. Canh
bao chi khong biét vé 6ng, nhung tong thong nao ti thoi Nixon trd di cling c6
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sO Ong trong muc goi nhanh.

“Vu Kathy Culver,” Myron néi. “No6i chuyén v@Gi ai vé vu nay thi thich
hgp nhat?”

“Canh séat dia phwong,” P.T. dap ngay tap lw. “Tay dé la canh sét truéng
duwgc bau. Mot tay rat dugc, ban tot caa téi. Ma toi quén tén anh ta mat r6i.”

“Chu sap x€ép cho chau mot cudc hen duwgce khong?” Myron héi.

“Sao khong? Phuc vu nhu cau ctia cdu mang lai muc dich séng cho t6i
day.”

“Chau ng chua.”

“Cau da ng toi r6i. Vugt qua stre chi tra r6i. Co tin toi bao sau nha.”

Myron tat mdy. Giao thong van thong thoang. Tuyét. Anh bang qua cau
Washington dén Meadowlands trong thoi gian ky luc.

Khu thé thao Meadowlands dwoc xay dung trén mot dam lay vo dung cach
xa duwong cao toc thu phi New Jersey tai mot noi c6 tén la Pong Rutherford.
Tw Tay sang Pong la truong dua Meadowlands, san van dong Titans va san
thé thao Brendan Byrne, dugc dat theo tén vi nguyén la thong doc dugc
nguwoi dan yéu mén cha khac gi yéu mén mot cai mun dau trang moc ding
hém khiéu vii cu6i cdp. Nhitng cudc biéu tinh gidn di* ngang ngtta Cach
mang Phap da n6 ra nham phan doi cai tén nay nhung khong dat duwgc két qua
gi. Nhitng cudc cach mang dai dang hau nhw khong phai 1a doi tha dang trong
v0i cai toi cia mot chinh tri gia.

“Qi givi 0i.”

Xe cua Christian - hodc anh cho day la xe caa Christian - gan nhw bi dam
phong vién lic nhiic che mat dang, Myron da doan trwdc diéu nay. Anh da
ddn Christian khoa minh trong xe va khong néi mot 10i nao. Co phéng xe di
cling chang thoat dwgc. Canh bao chi sé bAm dudi, ma Myron lai khong muén
c6 mot cudc dudi bat bon banh ti nao.

Anh d6 xe gan d6. Bam phong vién quay sang phia anh nhu bay su t
danh hoi thdy mot con ctru bi thuong.

“Chuyén gi vay, Myron?”

“Sao Christian khong tap luyén?”

“Anh dang tri hoan hgp dong hay gi day?”
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“Chuyén gi xdy ra véi hgp dong cda cau ay?”

Myron khong binh luén gi, chi boi qua bién micro, may anh va da thit,
lach ngudi vao xe ma khong dé ti bun nho nao lot vao cung.

“Lai di,” Myron bao.

Christian né mdy cho xe chay. Canh phéng vién ham huc tach ra. “Téi xin
16i, 6ng Bolitar.”

“Co chuyén gi vay?”

“Bao vé khong cho toi vao. Anh ta bao dvgc lénh gitr toi ¢ ngoai.”

“Khon nan,” Myron lam bam. Otto Burke va chién thuat chét tiét cua han.
Lau ca. Lé ra Myron nén tim kiém cach thitc twong tw m@i phai. Nhung dong
bang hgp dong dé gay ap luc thi sao? Lam thé c6 vé haoi cuc doan, ké ca vdi
chuan cua Otto Burke. Du c6 ra vé thé nao thi ho cfing sap ky hgp dong dén
noi réi. Burke t6 ra cuwc ky quan tam dén viéc dwa Christian dén trai huan
luyén ngan han cang sém cang t6t, nham chuan bi cho ciu tredc mua giai
moi.

Thé tai sao ho lai nhot Christian & ngoai?

Myron khong thich chut nao.

“Cau co dién thoai trén xe khong?” anh hoi.

“Khong a.”

Khong sao. “Quay lai,” Myron noéi. “D6 bén cong C.”

“Ong dinh lam gi?”

“Ctr di véi t6i.”

Bao vé c6 ngan ho lai, nhung Myron da day Christian qua anh ta. “Nay,
cac nguoi khong duwgc phép vao trong!” Anh ta goi véi theo. “Nay, dung lai.”

“Co gidi thi ban di,” Myron néi ma khong dirng lai.

Ho sdi budc 1én san co. Cac cau thu dang tan cong dit doi cac hinh nom
muc tiéu. Cyc ky di doi. Khong ai chun budc. Pay la nhitng man sat hach tai
nang. Pa sb cac anh chang nay chién ddu dé gianh mot suat trong doi. Pa s6
tirng 1a siéu sao trung hoc va dai hoc, von da quen véi vai tro toi quan trong
trén san. Pa sb sé bi loai. Pa s6 sé khong dé gidc mo ctia minh chdm dit tai
day ma xin vao danh sach doi khac hong tim kiém mot co hoi tifm nang, dgi
cho, r6i tregt mai, chét dan chét mon sudt thoi gian dé.
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M6t nghé mdéi hao nhoang lam sao.

Céac huan luyén vién tuyt coi. Cac trung vé tap chay nudc rat. Cac chan st
nham cot golf phia xa phat bong. Bong tir chan cac cau thu phat béng vé nén
nhitng duong cau lén khong trung. Vai cau tht quay lai nhan ra Christian.
Tiéng ram ran noéi 1én. Myron bo di. Anh da phat hién ra muc tiéu cia minh,
ngo6i hang dau vach nam muoi yard=.

Otto Burke ngoi nhw Caesar ¢ dau treong Colosseum, nu cwoi rém doi
van dan trén mat, tay dang ra hai bén ghé. Ng6i sau han la Larry Hanson va
vai nhan vién khac nita. Vién nguyeén lao ctuia Caesar. Thi thoang Otto nga ra
sau thudng cho dam tuy tung mdt 10i binh ludn lam day 1én trang cuwdi dién
loan.

“Myron,” Otto vui vé goi, vay ban tay nhé xiu. “Lai day. Ngoi di.”

“Doi ¢ day,” Myron bao Christian. Anh treo 1én bac thang. Bam tuy tung,
dan dau la Larry Hanson, nhat loat ditng 1én ra chd khac.

Myron gio tay chao theo kiéu quan doi. “Mot hai ba bon. Quay phai.”
Khong ai cuoi ca. Ngac nhién ghe chuva.

“Ngoi di, Myron,” Otto twoi cwdi néi. “Noi chuyén ti.”

“Anh chwua goi lai cho toi,” Myron noi.

“Anh c6 goi a?” Han lac dau. “T6i phai chan chinh thw ky vé chuyén nay
md&i duge.”

Myron thé ra dai thuwgt doan ngo6i xudng. “Sao Christian lai bi nhot &
ngoai?”

“Um, Myron a, that ra chuyén ndy ciing kha don gian thdi. Christian chwa
ky hgp dong. Titans khong cé thdi gian dau tw vao ké ma cé 1é khong phai la
mot phan trong twong lai cia chiing t6i.” Han hat dau vé phia san cé. “Anh c6
thdy ai dang thi sat hach & day khong? Neil Decker ti¥ Cincinati. Tién vé citng
day.”

“Phai, cau ta thi ctr r6i. Cau ta suyt ném dwgc mot ci vong cung co ma.”

Otto cwoi khung khuc. “Hai day, Myron. Anh vui tinh that.”

“T6i rat vui vi anh nghi vay. Noi t6i nghe chuyén gi dang dién ra dwgc
khong?”

Otto Burke gat dau. “Nghe ciing lot tai ddy, Myron. Vay ta néi toac mong
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heo ra nhé?”

“Co ly c0 18, toac mong heo, sao cling dugc.”

“Pugc. Ching t6i mudn thwong lwgng lai hgp dong khach hang ctaa anh,”
han néi. “Xudng gia.”

“T6i hiéu r6i.”

“Chung t6i cam thay gia tri khach hang ctia anh da suy giam.”

“U hit.”

Burke sam soi anh. “Xem ra anh khong ngac nhién nhi, Myron.”

“Vay lan nay la gi?” Myron hoi.

“Lan nay la gi la y lam sao?”

“Um, bit dau v6i Benny Kehler nhé. Anh mdi cau ta dén nha, chudc cho
cau ta xin quac can cau, réi bao canh sat bat cau ta trén dwong vé nha vi toi
lai xe trong trang thai say rugu.”

Otto trong soc ra mat. “To6i cha dinh dang gi dén chuyén dé ca.”

“La thay la hom sau cau ta lién ky hgp dong. Tiép dén la Eddie Smith.
Anh thué tai mat chup nhitng bitrc anh nhay cdm cta cau ta réi doa gtri cho co6
vQ.”

“Lai noi lao nira roi.”

“Phai, néi ldo. Vay di thang vao van dé nhé. Sao lai c6 chuyén xudng gia
dot ngot nay?”

Otto nga ra sau. Han rat mot diéu thudce khéi chiéc hop vang trén nap cé
biéu twgng Titans. “La do thit to6i nhin thidy trong mot tap chi kha ban,” han
néi. “Mot thi lam t6i thye sy rau long.” Trong han chang c6 vé gi 1a rau long
ca. Ma la kha thoa man.

“Buwa ky luc roi day,” Myron néi. “Anh nén ty hao di.”

“Gl co?”

“Anh dan dyng vu dé con gi. TG tap chi ay.”

Otto mim cuwdi. “A, ra 1a anh biét roi.”

“Sao anh lai c6 btrc anh d6?”

“Anh nao?”

“Anh trong mau quang cao 4y.”

“T6i cha dinh dang gi dén chuyén d6 ca.”
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“Chac chan r6i. Toi doan anh chi la nguwdi dang ky mua dai han Nhii hoa
thoi nhi.”

“Toi cha dinh dang gi dén mau quang cao dé ca, Myron. That day.”

“Thé sao anh lai c6 to tap chi?”

“Co nguoi chi cho t6i.”

“Ai?”

“To6i khong duwgc phép dam luan van dé nay.”

“Tién that day.”

“To6i khong wa giong diéu cta anh lam dau, Myron a. Ma dé t6i cho anh
biét mét diéu khac nhé: Vu nay chinh anh la ké da lam sai. Néu anh biét vé to
tap chi, anh phai c6 trach nhiém dao dirc noi vdi toi.”

Myron ngwdc nhin troi. “Anh vira dung tr dao ditc co day. Cha thay chop
16e gi ca. Co6 khi Chua khong ton tai nita roi.”

Nu cuoi thoang dao dong nhung van dong lai d6. “Myron a, du ching toi
c6 muon thi ciling khong thé nao chi cau Chuaa cho chuyén nay qua di duoc.
To tap chi dé 6 ton tai, va can phai dugc gidi quyét. Vay dé toi néi anh nghe
y t0i vira ndy ra nhé.”

“Toi dang dong tai day.”

“Anh sé chap nhan dé nghi hién tai ctta ching t6i va giam 1/3 gia. Néu
khong, birc anh ctia c¢6 Culver sé bi cong khai. Tinh di. Anh c6 ba ngay dé
quyét dinh...”

Otto quan sat Neil Decker chuyén béng. Qua bong nom ci¥ nhv mot con
vit gdy canh, 1ap cap roi xuéng ngay tredc nguwdi nhan. Han cau may, xoa
chom rau dé. “Ma hai ngay thoi.”
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Trwong phong Quan ly Sinh vién Harrison Gordon kiém tra chac chan ctra
van phong da dugc dong kin. That ra da khoa hai vong. Anh ta khong co y
dinh mao hiém. Vi chuyén nay thi khong.

Anh ta nga lung ra ghé, cham cham nhin ra ngoai ctta van phong. Pai hoc
Reston danh gia trong dang vé ryc rd huy hoang. Khung canh trudc mat la
mot mang lwgi nhitng tham c6 xanh muwdt va nhitng toa nha gach. Khong co
dai day trweong xuadn nao té6 diém cho cac toa thap tri thitc nay, dang Ié ra thi
nén co. Sinh vién da nghi he, nhung nguwdi dan van rai rac trén nhitng khu dat
cong - trai vién ti nhitng trai béng bau duc va tennis, dan dia phuwong dung
khuon vién truong lam cong vién, dan hippy hoai c6 hanh hwong tGi nhitng
vién nghé thuat tw do nhw nguwoi Hoi gido dén thanh dia Mecca. Bao nhiéu
khan vudng do, ao poncho va du thé loai lap di. Mot 6ng rau ria ném chiéc
dia bay Frisbee. Mot chi nhdc bat dwoc no.

Harrison Gordon chang nhin thay gi trong s6 d6. Anh ta khong quay ghé
dé thuwéng canh. Anh ta lam vay dé doi mat khoi... thit trén ban. Anh ta chi
muon huy cai thit chét tiét &y va quén sach né di. Nhung anh ta khong thé. Co
gi do niu anh ta lai. Va c6 gi d6 c& hit anh ta vé phia d6, vé phia trang bao
gan cuoi...

Huy né di, thdng ngu. Nh@ ai phtt hién ra thi...

Gl co?

Anh ta khong biét. Anh ta quay ghé lai, van roi mat khoi to tap chi. HO so
sinh vién mang tén CULVER, KATHERINE nam bén tay phai. Anh ta nuot
khan. Tay run lay bay, anh ta xem qua chong hoc ba va thw gigi thiéu. Pay la
mot ho so rat an twgng, nhung gio Harrison khong c6 thoi gian cho viéc dé.

Dién thoai ndi bo reo - thit am thanh rit tai - lam anh ta giat ban minh.

“Trwdng phong Gordon a?”

“Vang,” anh ta dap, gan nhw hét Ién. Tim anh ta dap tya tim tho.
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“Anh c6 nguwoi can gap. Chi ay khong hen truedc, nhuwng to6i nghi c6 thé anh
muon gap chi ay.”

Edith ha thap giong, mét 10i thi tham trong nha tho.

“Ai vay?” anh ta hoi.

“Jessica Culver. Chi gai cua Kathy.”

No6i hodng hot xuyén thau tim anh ta nhw mot c6t bang.

“Trueeng phong Gordon?”

Anh ta an chat tay 1én miéng, sg minh hét 1én mat.

“Trueng phong Gordon? Anh c6 nghe t6i n6i khong?”

Khong con cach nao. Anh ta phai gap xem c6 mudn gi. Hanh xtt khac di
chi t6 phat sinh nghi ngo.

Anh ta m& ngan kéo cudi cung ra cdt may thi¢ trén ban vao. R6i dong lai,
rat chia ra, khoa ngan kéo lai. Can tac v6 wu. Sau cung, anh ta m& cita.

“M0i co Culver vao di,” anh ta noi.

Jessica it nhat cling xinh dep ngang ngtra em géi, titc 1a kha néi bat. Anh ta
tinh xem nén chao c6 thé nao réi danh khoac phong cach gidam doéc nha tang
16, v&i long thong cam xa giao, tac phong chuyén nghiép am ap.

Anh ta bat tay c6 chat ma nhe nhang. “C6 Culver, rat tiéc phai gap co
trong hoan canh nhu thé nay. Ching t6i cau nguyén cho gia dinh c6 trong
thoi gian kho khan nay.”

“Cam on anh da gap toi du khong c6 hen trude.”

Anh ta phdy tay ra vé c6 gi dau. “Moai c6 ngoi. Co dung gi? Ca phé nhé,
hay soda?”

“Thoi khoi, cdm on anh.”

Anh ta vé lai cho ng6i. Anh ta ng6i do, hai tay dan lai dé trén ban. “T6i
giup gi duwgc cho co?”

“T6i can ho so cua em gai t6i,” Jessica dap.

Harrison cam thay ngon tay minh siét lai, nhwng van gii vé mat diém tinh.
“Hoc ba ctia em gai c6 a?”

“Vang.”

“Xin cho t6i biét Iy do dwgc khong?”

“N6 lién quan dén vu mat tich ctia em gai t6i.”
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“T6i hiéu,” anh ta cham rai no6i. Gigng anh ta, dén chinh ban than anh ta
cling ngd ngang, van binh tinh. “T6i tin la canh sat da xem xét h6 so nay ky
lam r6i. Ho da ph6-t6 moi thi trong d6.”

“T6i hiéu. T6i mudn ti minh kiém chitng thoi.”

“To6i hiéu,” anh ta nhac lai.

Vai gidy troi qua. Jessica nhic nhac trén ghé. “Co van dé gi khéng?” co
héi.

“Khong, khong. A ma c6 thé c6. Toi e 1a khong thé dwa ho so cho cd
duogc.”

“Gl co?”

“Y 16i 13, t6i khong chic 1a ¢6 c6 quyén hgp phép vé van dé nay. Cha me
thi chac chan la dwoc r6i. Nhung td6i khéng chac la anh chi em c6 dugc
khong. To6i sé kiém tra lai véi ludt sw treong xem sao.”

“To6i sé dogi,” Jessica noi.

“Vang, dugc. Phién c6 dgi trong phong khac nhé.”

Co ditng 1én quay di r6i bong dirng lai. C6 ngoai nhin anh ta qua vai. “Anh
biét em gai t6i phai khong, trwdng phong Gordon?”

Anh ta guong cuwoi. “Vang, toi cé biét. Mot thiéu nit tuyét voi.”

“Kathy lam viéc cho anh.”

“Sap xép tai liéu, trd 16i dién thoai, dai loai vay,” anh ta néi nhanh. “Em &y
rat dugc viéc. Chung t6i nhé em dy lam.”

“Con bé c6 cu xt binh thwong vdi anh khong?”

“Binh thuong?”

“Truwdc khi n6 bién mat ay,” Jessica noi tiép, mat xody vao anh ta. “Né c6
cu xu ky la khong?”

Mo hoi rin ra trén tran anh ta, nhung anh ta khong dam lau di. “Khoéng,
theo toi thay thi khong. Em dy trong hoan toan 6n. Sao c6 lai hoi vay?”

“Cho biét thoi ma. Toi dgi ngoai kia nhé.”

“Céam on cd.”

Co dong cua lai.

Harrison thé dai danh thwgt. Gio thi sao day? Anh ta phai dwa ho so cho
co, néu khong sé chi didy thém nghi ngd ma th6i. Nhung tat nhién anh ta
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khong thé cit thé md& cai ngan kéo cudi cung ma lay ho so ra dwa cho Jessica
duwgce. Khong, anh ta sé dgi vai phit nita, roi dén phong lwu trit, kin ddo x@ ly
ca nay roi trd lai véi bo ho so.

Tai sao, anh ta ban khoan, Jessica Culver lai can ho so? Minh da bo 16 thi
gi u?

Khong. Vé diém nay thi anh ta chac chan.

Harrison dd mat ca nam ngodi ma cau Chaa cho chuyén nay két thic.
Nhung 1é ra anh ta nén biét rd hon m@gi phai. Nhitng van dé thé nay khong
bao gio cham diit triét dé. Ching an nau, bam ré, moc 1én manh mé, chuan bi
cho mét cudce tan cong mai.

Kathy Culver chwa chét va ciing chang bi chon. Nhv mot bong ma gothic,
6 troi day, am anh anh ta, gao ru tir noi xa x6i nao do.

DPoi tra thu.

Myron tr¢ lai van phong.

“Win goi hai lan ddy,” Esperanza thong bao. “Anh ay mudn gdp anh.
Ngay.”

“bi day.”

“Myron a?”

Do6i mat sam dang yéu cta Esperanza trong that nghiém nghi. “Co6 dy c6
quay lai khong? Y em 1a Jessica dy.”

“Khong, co ay chi ghé qua th6i.”

Mat c6 van duwgm vé nghi ngd. Myron khong xua tan né di. Anh khong
con biét ban than phai nghi gi nita roi.

Anh chay lén cau thang hai bac mét. Win & cach anh hai tang, nhung
khong gian thi khac. Ngay khi anh m& canh civa thép to ban ra, tiéng 6n nhitc
nhoi don tu butia vay anh. Khong gian rong 16n dang van hanh khong ngirng
nghi. Hai, c6 khi la ba tram cai ban phu kin san phong ménh méng nhw
nhitng tam tham. Trén moi ban c6 it nhat hai man hinh may tinh. Khong c6
vach ngan nao. Hang tram ngwoi dan 6ng ditng ng6i moi goc, ai ndy déu van
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so-mi trang c6 cuc, that ca-vat va dung day deo quan, 4o vest vat trén lung
ghé. SO phu nit it dén dau long. Pan 6ng déu dang nghe dién thoai, phan 16n
gi sat miéng vao ong no6i dé thét 1én véi ai do. Trong ai cling giong nhau.
Nghe ai cling giong nhau. Tat ca ct nhv mot vay.

Chao mtrng dén cong ty Pdu tuw va Chitng khodn Lock-Home.

Ca sau tang nom y si dic. Thyc ra Myron con hay nghi ngd Lock-Home
chi c6 duy nhat mot tang va rang thang mday dugc cai dat dé dirng tai cung
mot tang du ta bam s6 nao tr tang mwdi bon 1én mwoi chin chang nita, khién
ta 6 do gidc rang cong ty nay to rong hon.

Van phong ndi ti€p van phong, tao thanh mét vanh dai ctia khu phttc hop.
Ching dwgc danh cho cac sép, nhitng ngwoi ditng miii chiu sao, nhitng dau
tau, hay noi theo ngdn ngir chitng khoan, 1a cac nha Pai San xuat. Cac nha
PSX nay déu c6 ctra s6 va duwge hwdng anh nang, khong giong nhw dam nhan
vién quen bén trong, nhitng ké 6m yéu va c6m nang.

Win c6 mét van phong trong goc trong ra ca pho 47 lan dai 16 Cong Vién -
mot goc nhin toat lén sy xa hoa. Van phong cua ga dugc trang tri theo phong
cach Wasp thai ky dau. Nhitng birc twong 6p van sam mau. Nhitng tam tham
mau xanh luc tham. Nhitng chiéc ghé c6 tay vin cao. Nhitng bitc tranh san
cdo trén twong. Nhu thé Win da tirng nhin thay cao vay.

Win ngudc 1én khoi chiéc ban gb so6i d6 s6 khi Myron bwdc vao. Chiéc
ban nhe hon cai may tron xi-mang chut xiu. Ga dang cham chu soi mét ban in
tlr may tinh, gitta cd dong ban in soc xanh trang dai bat tan. Bam gidy phu kin
mat ban. Trong cling kha hgp vGi tam tham.

“Cudc hen budi sang ctra cau vdi Jerry Dién Thoai* thé nao?”

“Pién Thoai 4?”

Win mim cudi. “T6i mat cd sang méi nghi ra mon nay day.”

“Pang day,” Myron noi.

Anh ké can ké cho Will nghe vé cuoc cham tran v6i Gary ‘Jerry’ Grady.
Win ngd lung ra sau, chum dau ngoén tay vao nhau. Myron lai ké tiép vé cudc
dung do vai Otto Burke. Win nhoai nguoi ra tredce bo tay ra.

“Otto Burke,” Win no6i giong than trong, “la thang vo lai. C6 1€ t6i nén t6i
tham riéng han m&t chuyén nhi.” Ga nguwdc nhin Myron day hy vong.
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“Khong. Chwa phdi lic. Xin ciu day.”

“Cau chac khong?”

“Chac. Htta vdi t6i di Win. Khong tham nom gi ca.”

Ga that vong ra mat. “DPugc réi,” Win ham hyc néi.

“Thé cau mudn gap toi vi chuyén gi?”

“A.” Mt Win lai twai tinh trd lai. “Nhin cai nay di.”

Ga nhac tp ban in t* may tinh 1én viit xuéng san khong thuwong tiéc. Bén
dwéi 1a mot chong tap chi. To trén cung la Lén dinh. Tit phu la Néng gdp doi
- Thoa mdn gap doi. Cong nghé ban hang tinh vi. Win rdi ching ra nhuw thé
xoe bai.

“Sau t0 tap chi,” ga noéi. Win doc may cdi tén. Lén dinh, Liém ldp, Sita
chua, Nudc, Cuc khodi ngay nay, va tat nhién, Nhii hoa.

“Toan an ban ctia Nickler?”

“Gioi dat oi, cau gioi that,” Win noi.

“Bao nam ren luyén ddy. Thé may t& ddy thi sao?”

“Ng6 xem mdy trang ma t6i danh ddu di.”

Myron bat dau véi to Lén dinh. Trang bia la mot ¢6 & phong nhii phi don
ky di khac, 1an nay ty liém ndm vu cua chinh minh. Tién that. Win da dung
kep sach bang da dé danh dau trang bao. Kep sach da trong tap chi khiéu
dam, giéng nhw thudc 14 trong 16p hoc aerobic vay.

Trang bado duwgc danh dau qua quen thudc. Myron lai cam thdy rudt gan
minh nhon nhao.

Pién thoai Ao mong Truc tiép
Chon mot em di cac anh

Van c6 ba hang, moéi hang bon a. Mat anh nhanh chéng w6t xuéng hang
cudi cung, thit hai tir phai sang. Van la dong chit, “Gi em ciing choi!” S6 dién
thoai van 1a 1-900-344-DAM. van 3,99 d6 mdi phit, van thanh toan kin dao
qua dién thoai hodc thé. Chap nhan Visa va MasterCard.

Nhung co gai trong anh khong phai la Kathy Culver.

Anh lia mat qua phan con lai cda trang bdo. Khong c6 gi doi khac. Co a
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phuong Bong dé van dang chg dgi, van cap mong d6 thém mot cai vo. ‘Nguc
chiim cau’ van chwa nhi thém.

“Ca sau t0 tap chi déu chung mot trang quang cdo,” Win giai thich.
“Nhung chi Nhi hoa c6 anh cua Kathy Culver.”

“Hay ddy.” Myron nghi mot 1at. “Cé 1é Nickler giao dich tron g6i v6i may
tay dang quang cdo - mua cho cho sau tap chi véi gia ré mot mra, dai loai
thé.”

“Chinh x4c. T6i ddm noi ca sau tap chi déu chung mau quang cao do.”

“Nhung c6 nguoi gai anh Kathy vao Nhii hoa.” Myron da quen néi tén to
tap chi. Cam giac nhép nhtia khong con trén moi anh nita, chinh diéu nay lai
lam anh cdm thdy nhdp nhtia hon.

Win noi, “Cau c6 nhd Nickler da noi v6i chung ta la Nhii hoa dang lam an
that bat khong?”

Myron gat dau.

“Um, toi phai mwét moé hdi méi tim ra day. Phan 16n nhitng t& béo rac
rdi khac, ct ra may sap bao géc pho la tim thay dé khong. Nhung toi phai
t¢i mot cung dién khiéu dam hang nang trén pho 42 méi mua dwoc Nhii hoa
day.”

“Ay thé ma,” Myron thém vao, “Otto Burke ciing c6 dugc mot t5.”

“Chinh x4c. T6i chac chan cau dang tinh dén kha nang tay Burke ditng sau
vu nay.”

“Y nay t6i cling méi nghi dén.”

Co tiéng go ctra. Esperanza buéc vao.

“Chuyén gia chir viét tay vira goi dién,” c6 thong bdo. “Em n6i may vao
phong Win r6i.”

Win nhdc 6ng nghe dwa cho Myron.

“Alo.”

“Myron a, Swindler day. T6i kiém tra hai mau anh dwa t6i roi.”

Myron da dwa cho Swindler chiéc phong bi dwng to Nhii hoa kém mot 1a
thw viét tay cta Kathy.

“Vang?”

“Chuing khdp nhau. Chinh 1a nét chit cta c6 ay hodc 1a chit gia mao cyc ky
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chuyén nghiép.”
Myron cdm thdy bung da chung xudng. “Anh chac chi?”
“Chac.”
“Cam on da goi dien.”
“U, c6 gi dau.”
Myron trad 6ng nghe lai cho Win.
“Khdp a?” Win hoi.
«(7.»
Win nghiéng dau trén ghé, mim cudi. “O 6, hay day.”
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1.

Myron dung Ricky Lane trong hanh lang. Ba thang nay anh chwa gdp cau.
Ricky trong vam v& hon nhiéu. Ddi Jets han sé wng lam.

“Cau lam gi & day thé?” Myron hai.

“Em cO hen vGi Win,” Ricky tuwoi cuoi noi. “Theo 10i khuyén ctua dai
dién.”

“That tuyét khi thay cau nghe 16i dai dién.”

“Luc nao cha nghe. Vi dé ctr [am.”

“Va khong bao gio to tiéng vdi khach hang.”

Ricky bat cudi. “A ma em nghe néi Christian khéng dwgc cho vao trai.”

Tin tirc lan nhanh that. “Cau nghe tin do tw dau vay?”

“Tw FAN.”

WFAN la dai phat thanh chuyén vé thé thao ctia New York. “Gan day cau
€6 noi chuyén vai cau ta khong?”

Ricky nhan madt. “Christian a?”

«(y »

“Tw tran bong sinh vién cudi cung tGi gio thi chwa, xem nao, nam ruwdi
16i.”

“Toi twong hai nguwdoi la ban.” Myron twdng thé that, cho la Ricky da gigi
thiéu dich vu caa anh v&i Christian.

“Bon em la dong do6i,” Ricky kién dinh dap. “Bon em chwa bao gio 1a ban
cua nhau ca.”

“Cau khong thich cau ta a?”

Ricky nhtn vai. “Khong han, Khong ai trong bon em thich cau ay ca.”

“‘Bon em’ la ai?”

“Nhitng nguoi trong doi.”

“Cau ta c6 van de gi a?”

“Dai dong lam 6ng anh a. Khong dang ké dau.”
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“T6i san long nghe ma.”

“Hinh dung thé nay nhé,” Ricky néi. “Christian hoi qua hoan hao so vGi
bon em, hiéu chit?”

“Mot ké ngao man?”

Ricky ngap ngitng vé can nhic. “Khéng hin. Y em 13, thanh that ma néi
thi cht yéu la do ghen ti. Christian khéng chi gioi thoi dau. Khi that, ciu ta
tham chi khong chi siéu théi dau. Cau ta ding la than sau. Ké dinh nhat em
tung gap.”

“Thé 1a?”

“Thé la cau ta trong cho ngwoi khac cling nhw vay.”

“Cau ta chi trich khi ho pham 16i a?”

Ricky lai ngdp ngirng, lac dau. “Khong, cling khong phai.”

“Cau hoi long vong day, Ricky.”

Ricky Lane ngwdc 1én, nhin xudng, quay trai, quay phdi, diéu bo rat khong
thodi mai. “Em khong biét giai thich thé nao,” cu néi. “Nghe c6 vé cay day,
nhung moi nguwoi khong thich thu gi voi moi sy chi y ma cau ta nhan dugc, y
em 1a, bon em gianh dwgc hai cip quoéc gia, thé ma ngwdi ta chi ndi chuyén
v6i moi Christian.”

“T6i nghe mdy cudc phéng van do6 roi. Cau ta luén noi la déu nho cong
strc dong doi ca.”

“Phai, mot quy ong dich thuc,” Ricky dap, giong dwgm vé mia mai. “Cai
diép khiic ‘no lwc cta cd doi’ vé van ay chi lam bao chi yéu thich cau ta hon.
Moi ngudi trong doi xem cau ta la con nghién quang cédo, anh biét chit? Cong
ty PR t6t nhat cda riéng cau ta. Ho do 16i cho cau ta vi qua noi tiéng.”

“Cau co6 thé khong?”

“Em khong biét nita. C6 thé. That ra em chi khong wa cau ta lam. Bon em
khong c6 diém chung nao ngoai bong bau duc. Cau ta la anh chang da trang
mién Trung Tdy thuan chung. Em la ga da mau quen 16i song thanh thi. D6
khong phai sy két hop hay ho gi.”

“Chi c6 vay thoi a?”

Cau lap ltrng nhin vai. “Co 1€ vay. Nhung 6ng anh nay, dé toan la chuyén
cli cd r6i. Cha hiéu sao em lai bdi 1én, Gio chang con quan trong ntta.
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Christian khong hgp v6i doi, thé thoéi. Em nghi la cau ta cling dang mén. Lic
nao ciing lich sy. Nhung diéu dé chang cé nghia gi trong phong thay do, anh
biét ma?”

Myron biét. Chuyén phiém vi thanh nién, phan biét ching t6c, ky thi dong
tinh - d6 la nhitng chta dé quen thudc trong phong thay do.

“Em phdi di day, 6ng anh. Win sé thac mac em dang & dau mat.”

“U, gip sau.”

Vtra lic Ricky dgm quay di thi Myron nghi ra y khac. “Cau biét gi vé
Kathy Culver?”

Mat Ricky tai nhgt. “Co ay thi sao?”

“Cau biét co dy khong?”

“Qua loa thoi. Thi c6 dy la doi tredng doi co vii kiém ban gai cta tay tién
vé do. Nhung bon em chwa bao gio di choi cung nhau hay gi ca.” Gio trong
cau rat khong vui. “Sao anh lai héi thé?”

“Co ay c6 noi tiéng khong? Hay 1a co6 bi ghét khong?”

Mat Ricky ddo lia lia nhw con chim c6 tim ch6 ha canh an toan. “Nghe
nay, Myron, anh luén thang than vGi em, em ciling luon thang than véi anh,
phai khong?”

“Phai.

“Em khong muon néi thém gi nita. C6 ay chét r6i. Tot hon ¢t dé c6 ay yén
di.”

“Thé tiéc la sao?”

“Chang sao ca. Em chi khong muon néi vé co ay, thé thoi. Ghé ghé thé
nao dy. Thoi gap anh sau.”

Ricky v6i vang rdo budc doc hanh lang nhw thé dang bi Reggie Whitex
bam du6i. Myron nhin cdu. Anh tinh xem c6 nén dudi theo cau khong nhung
r6i théi. Hom nay Ricky sé khong noi thém gi nita.
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12.

Esperanza tho dau qua ctra. “Cé nguoi, hodc thi gi d6, mudn gdp anh.”

Myron gioc mot tay len ra hiéu yéen lang. Tw Iic quay ve van phong anh
deo tai nghe suét. “Thé thoi nhé,” anh ndi. “Xem xem anh c6 nang tam cau ta
1én hang nhat dwoc khéng. Cau ta to con lam day. Cam on nhé.” Anh bé tai
nghe ra. “Ai day?”

Co0 nhan madt. “Aaron. Anh ta khong noi ho.”

Chang can thiét. “Cho anh ta vao.”

Gap lai Aaron giong nhu xem lai mot thuwéc phim cli. Y do6 s6 nhw Myron
van nhd, to nhw mét g vai u thit bap trong ga-ra. Y ban b com-1é trang méi
la phang phiu, nhung khong kém so-mi, pho ca khodng nguc cuon cudn ram
nang. Y ciling chang di tat. Toc cat ding mot, vudt ngwoc ra sau kiéu Pat
Riley. Mot cudc dao bo. Kinh mat hang thwa. Nudc hoa thta ngo ngg nhw
mui thudc trir sdu. Aaron la dinh nghia hoan hdo ctia tir ‘siéu mwot’ - c hoi y
di, y sé cho ban biét.

Y twoi cwdi. “Rat vui dugce gap ong, Myron.”

Ho béat tay nhau. Myron khong siét chat. Anh qua trwedng thanh réi. Thém
vao d6, Aaron con c6 thé siét chat hon thé nita. “Mai ngoi.”

“Tuyét.” Aaron lam qua len, dang rong tay nhw dang mac ao choang. Y bo
kinh mat ra v6i mot tiéng tach danh gon. “T6i thich van phong cta ong day.
Qua ngon.”

“Cam on.”

“Pia chi tuyét voi. Tam nhin tuyét voi.”

Mat khau 1a tuyét voi. “Ong dinh thué chd 4?”

Aaron bat cwdi nhw thé cau héi dé nghe hay ho lam vay. “Khéng,” y dap.
“Toi khong thich bi cam chan trong van phong. Pay khong phai kiéu cta toi.
Toi thich ty do. Toi thich mot minh ra ngoai, trén dwong. Toi ma dinh chadt
lay cai ban thi chang lam gi ra hon ca.”
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“Oa, thud vi qua, Aaron. That day.”

Y lai bat cudi. “A, Myron nay, 6ng khong thay doi ti nao. T6i rat vui khi
thdy thé day.”

Twr hoi trung hoc t6i gid, ho chwa gap nhau. Myron hoc treong trung hoc
Livingston & New Jersey. Aaron hoc treong doi dich, West Orange. Hai doi
dau v&i nhau mot nam hai 1an, va dé 1a cudc dung do hiém khi dé chiu.

Hoi dé, ban than cia Myron la mot tay bo mong tén Todd Midron. Todd
c6 tat noéi ngong, to xac nhung tot bung va chat phac. Cau choi béng nhw
Lenny bén canh George la Myron vay. Cau ciing la gd ctv kh6éi nhat ma
Myron ting gap.

Todd danh nhau chwa bao gid thua. Chwa bao gio. Khong ai c6 thé xap lai
gan cau. Pon gian l1a cdu qua manh. Trong mot tran dau hoi cudi cap, Aaron
doi nguoi va suyt lam Myron bi thwong. Todd phan nd. Cau tan cong Aaron.
Aaron da hay diét cau. Myron c6 giip ban, nhung Aaron da gat anh ra nhw
phay mot cai vay gau. Y tiép tuc nghién nat Todd, déu tay, bai ban, vira ra tay
vlra tritng mat nhin Myron, khong thém li€c nan nhan mém nhiin cia minh
ntta cai. Tran danh that tan bao. DBén khi chiu trdn xong, khuon mat Todd chi
con la mot dong bay nhay khéng thé nhan ra. Todd nam vién mat bon thang.
Cau phai niéng ham gan mot nam troji.

“Nay,” Aaron n6i. Y chi vao tdm poster phim trén twong. “Kia 1a Woody
Allen vdi céi c6 tén gi ay nhi?”

“Diane Keaton.”

“A phai roi, Diane Keaton.”

“Toi giup gi duge ong?” Myron hoi.

Aaron quay han ngudi vé phia Myron. Sac lang bong ctia bo nguc duoc
cao nhan nhui gan nhw 16a mat. “T6i nghi la c6 day, Myron. That ra, t6i nghi
chiing ta c6 thé gitp lan nhau.”

«0)?”

“To6i dai dién cho d6i tha cua 6ng. Gitra hai ngwoi c6 ndy sinh mdot vai
tranh chdp. Khach hang cta t6i mong mudn gidi quyét moi viéc that ém
thadm.”

“Gio ong la luat su a, Aaron?”
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Y mim cuwoi. “Lam gi c6 chuyén.”

«).”

“To6i dang n6i dén mot anh chang tén la Chaz Landreaux. Cau ta méi ky
hgp dong vdi cong ty ctia anh, Pai dién Thé thao MB.”

“Toi tw nghi ra cai tén dé day.”

“Gl co?”

“Pai dién Thé thao MB. T6i ty nghi ra céi tén do day.”

Nu cwoi cua Aaron trd lai trén khuon mat. Mot nu cuoi toe toét. Khoe ca
dong rang. “C6 mot van dé véi hgp dong.”

“Ct néi di.”

“Ong thay day, cau Landreaux cting ky hgp dong véi Roy O’Connor tai
cong ty trach nhiém hitu han TruPro. Hgp dong d6 dwoc ky trudc hgp dong
cta 6ng. Thé nén 6ng thay van dé roi day: Hop dong cia ong khong cé hiéu
lwe.”

“Sao chung ta khong dé toa quyét dinh nhi?”

Y thé dai swon swot. “Khach hang cua téi cdm thay cach tot nhat cho tat ca
moi nguoi la tranh kién tung.”

“Cha, ngac nhién that. Vay khach hang ctia 6ng cé dé nghi gi?”

“Ong O’Cormor sin 10ng tra tién cho thoi gian dng da bé ra.”

“Ong ta rong rai qua.”

“Pung thé.”

“Thé néu toi tir choi thi sao?”

“Chung t6i hy vong chuyén khong dén nuwdc ay.”

“Nhung néu dén nwdc dy thi sao?”

Aaron thg dai, ditng day twa vao ban Myron. “T6i sé bi budc phai lam 6ng
bién mat.”

“Kiéu nhu trong tro o thuat ha?”

“Kiéu nhw chét ay.”

Myron dit tay 1én nguc. “Khé thé qua. Oi. Khé thé qua.”

Aaron lai bat cwdi, lan nay khong cé vé gi la hai huwdc. “Toi biét tat vé
man trinh dién Taekwondo cta 6ng trong ga-ra ddy. Nhwng thang d6 chi la
mot tay co bap ngu dot. Toi thi khéng. T6i 1a dan dam boc chuyén nghiép.
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T6i c6 dai den Nhu thudt va la cao thu Aikido. T6i tirng giét ngwdi roi day.”
“T6i ca la cai do gay an twong tot trén 1y lich ctia 6ng day,” Myron néi.
“Pé tdi néi don gian cho dng hiéu nhé, Myron. Ong ma choi trd méo véi

chuing t0i, t6i sé giét ong.”

“Run quéa. Rung hét cd minh.” Myron khong duwgc ty tin nhw thai d6 mia
mai anh thé hién, nhung anh biét t6t hon 1a khong nén t6 ra s¢ hai. Nhitng ké
nhuw Aaron giong nhu ché vay. Panh hoi thdy mui s¢g hai la ching x0 1én
ngay.

Aaron lai cudi. Hom nay y cwdi khong biét bao nhiéu lan. Hodc 1a y thay
qua buon cuoi, hodc 1a y hit phdi khi gas. Y quay lung buwéc ra ctra. “Canh
cdo lan cu6i,” y néi. “Landreaux phdi ton trong hgp dong véi ong O’Connor,
néu khong két cuc cda ca hai sé la thitc an cho giun day.”

Thitc an cho giun. Pau tién la chdo. Gid l1a thiec an cho giun.

“T6i quy ong, Myron a. Toi rat ghét phai thdy chuyén xau xdy ra. Nhung
ong hiéu ma.”

“Kinh doanh la kinh doanh.”

“Chinh xac.”

Esperanza xuat hién bén ngutng ctra.

Aaron nd nu cwdi cd map véi co. “Cha, cha,” y noi. Tiép do l1a cai nhay
mat kiéu anh chang co bap dinh nhat ctia y. Esperanza c6 gilt nguyén quan ao
trén ngwoi. Kiém ché ghé chua.

“Nhac may duong day so hai di,” ¢ noi.

“Nghe cho k¥ cudc goi nay di, Myron,” Aaron thém vao vGi nu cudi nhan
nhd cudi cung. “Péanh gia cho ding mic do nghiém trong cua tinh huéng nay.
Va hay nhd. Thirc an cho giun.”

“Thuc an cho giun. Toi sé nhg.”

Aaron lai nhdy mat vGi Esperanza, hon gié c6, roi roi di.

“Quyén ri qua,” co thot 1én.

“Ai goi day?”

“Chaz Landreaux.”

Myron deo tai nghe vao. “A 16.”

“May thang cho6 da dén choé me t6i!” Chaz rong lén. “Chung bao sé cat bi
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t0i roi nhét vao hop gtti cho ba ay! Me kiép! Chiing néi thé vdi me toi day!”
Myron cdm thay ngén tay minh siét lai thanh nam dam. “Tdi s€ lo chuyén
nay,” anh ti ton néi. “Chuing sé khéng lam phién ba ay nita dau.”
Choi tro thé 1a da roi. Gio dén lic hanh dong.
Pén lic cho Win biét vé Roy O’Cormor roi.

Win cuwoi nhw dita tré trong mot ngay tuyét roi nghe dai bao nghi hoc. “Roy
O’Connor,” ga noi.

“To6i khong mudn lam né bi thwong. Hiva di.”

Mat Win ddo nhe mo mang. Ga c6 1é da gat dau dong y, nhung Myron
khong thé noi chac.
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13.

Nha hang Baumgart & dai 10 Palisades. Chon quen mot thdi ctaa ho.

Peter Chin chao dén ho & cita, mat md to vi vui mirng xen lan ngac nhién
khi trong thay Jessica. “Co Culver! Gap lai c6 vui qua.”

“Rat vui dugc gap 6ng, Peter.”

“Trong c6 van dang yéu nhu hoi nao. C6 lam cho ca nha hang cta t6i dep
1én day.”

Myron lén tiéng, “Chao Peter.”

“0, sao ciing duwoc.” Ong phdy tay xua Myron di. Ong don hét moi sy chi
y vao Jessica, mOt con ca sau c6 gam chan 6ng ta ciing chang thé thay doi
dwgc diéu nay. “Tréng co gay qua, co Culver a.”

“P6 an ¢ Washington khéng ngon bang.”

“Hai that,” Myron néi. “To6i dang nghi la c6 ay trong hoi day da co.”

Jessica Iwdm anh. “Anh chét chac r6i.”

Baumgart la mot khu & Englewood, New Jersey. Trong ndam muoi nam,
noi day la mot quan an Do Thai cli c6 may ban soda ty dong, lirng danh v&i
mon kem va trang miéng tuyét hao. Khi Peter Chin mua lai n6 tam nam
trrdc, 6ng da gitt lai tat ca nhitng nét truyén thong dong thoi thém vao phong
cach am thyc Trung Hoa tan thoi. Sy két hgp nay rat thanh cong. Mot bita
thong thwong cé thé bao gom vit quay Bac Kinh, mi virng, so c0 la sita lac,
khoai tay chién va trang miéng bang kem s6 c6 la ngon tuyét ci méo. Hoi
Myron va Jessica con song chung, ho an & Baumgart it nhat mot tuan mot
lan.

Mo6i tuan mét lan, Myron van dén day. Thwong la v6i Win hodc
Esperanza. Poi khi la mot minh. Anh chwa bao gio dwa co ban gai nao khac
tGi day.

Peter dan ho di qua m&t may ban soda tir dong va sap xép cho ho mét chd
ngoi dudi birc tranh 16n. Nghé thuat hién dai. B6 1a chan dung cta Cher hodc
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Barbara Bush. C6 1€ 1a cd hai. R4t khé hiéu.

Myron va Jessica ngoi d6i dién hai bén ban, im ldng. Khodnh khac nay
dwong nhu chung xudng, 1an 4t tat cad. Lai & day bén nhau - ho da trong doi
diéu do sé khai day n6i niém hoai c6 nhe nhang. Nhung diéu do lai chi khién
ca hai kho xu.

“Em nhg noi nay,” co noi.

«(y »

CoO vuon tay qua ban nam lay tay anh. “Em nh¢ anh.”

Khuon mat c6 rang ngoi, nhw trede kia khi ¢6 nhin anh nhw thé anh la
nguwoi duy nhat trén doi. Myron cam thdy c6 gi d6 bép nghet trai tim anh,
khién né hau nhw khong thé néi. Phan con lai cta thé gidi v& tan, md nhoa.
Chi con lai hai ngwai bon ho.

“Anh khong chac phai noéi gi nita.”

CO mim cwoi. “Gi co? Myron Bolitar ma lai khong biét néi gi u?”

“Kho tin nhi?”

Peter dén cho ho. Khong rao trirdc don sau, ong noéi ngay, “Hai vi sé khai
vi bang moén vit quay va bo cau ra rang nhéi hat thong. Mén chinh cé cua mai
mém ngam nuwédc xot dac biét va tdm hum cung tom nhé Baumgart.”

“Chung toi chon moén trang miéng dwoc khong?” Myron hoi.

“Khong. Myron a, anh sé dung banh ho dao pecan pht kem. Con cd
Jessica Culver...” Ong dirng lai tao khong khi hdi hop nhw mét vi cha tri
game-show.

C6 mim cuoi hy vong. “Y 6ng khong phai la...”

Peter gat dau. “Banh pudding chu6i v6i banh x6p vani. Chi con lai moi
mot miéng, nhung toi sé dé danh cho ¢o.”

“Chua phu ho cho 6ng, Peter.”

“Cai gl lam dugc thi lam thoi ma. Hai ngudi khong mang rugu a?”
Baumgart la kiéu quan ma khach cé thé ty mang theo ruou.

“Chuing t6i quén mat.” Jessica mim cwdi. Nu cwoi cia c6 lam Peter choéi
loa. Khong hay r6i. Vé ngoai ctia Jessica tira nhu cay sting laser trong phim
Star Trek. Nu cudi cta c6 ding la giét nguoi.

“Toi sé bao nguoi sang béen kia dwong mua mot chai. Kendall-Jackson
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Chardonnay nhi?”

“Ong nhd t6t that ddy,” c6 tdm tic.

“Khong, t6i chi nhd nhitng thit quan trong thoi.” Myron ddo mat. Peter
khé cdi ngwoi roi roi di.

Nu cwoi cua c6 hwéng trd lai phia Myron. Anh cdm thay vira sg hai, bat
Iy, vira hanh phtic ngét ngay.

“Em xin 10i,” c0 noi.

Anh lac dau. Anh e dé khong dam mé& miéng.

“Em chwa bao gid c6 y...” Co khong chac phaéi néi tiép thé nao. “Em da
pham nhiéu sai 1am trong doi,” ¢6 néi. “Em that ngu ngdc. Em c tw htly hoai
minh.”

“Khong,” Myron noi. “Em hoan hao ma.”

Giong c6 tr@ nén nghen ngao, tay c6 4p lén nguc. “Anh hdy vén tdm rém
khoi mat ma nhin con nguwoi that ctia em di.”

Anh nghi trong thoang lat. “P¢ la cau Dulcinea n6i v6i Don Quixote trong
Hiép s x&* Mancha. Va la ‘vén may mo’ chit khong phai ‘tdm rém’.”

“Hét sitc an twong.”

“Tredc Win choi tro nay trong xe suot.” D6 la mot tro choi cii cua ho.
DPoan nhitng cau trich dan.

Co nghich nghich ly nwéc, vé nhitng vong tron nho nho roi lai cham cha
quan sat hinh dnh né tao ra. Cud6i cung c6 vé logo Olympics dudi nuéc.
“Chang ro em dang c6 néi gi v6i anh,” rét cudc co néi. “Chang rdo em muodn
chuyén gi xdy ra & day nita.” Co ngudc 1én. “Loi thi nhan cudi cung nhé?”

Anh gat dau.

“Em tim dén anh vi em nghi anh sé gitip ich. D¢ la sy thyc. Nhung day
khong phéi 1y do duy nhat.”

“Anh biét,” anh néi. “Anh c6 khong nghi qua nhiéu dén chuyén dé. N6
lam anh sg.”

“Thé gio minh lam gi?”

Co hoi cta anh day. Anh hy vong con c6 nhitng co hoi khac nita. “Em 14y
ho6 so ctia em géi em chwa?”

“Roi.”
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“Em xem hét chua?”

“Chuwa. Em méi cam théi.”

“Thé minh gid ra xem luén di.”

CO gat dau. Vit quay va b6 cau ra rang nhoi hat théng dwgc mang 1én.
Jessica 1dy chiéc phong bi ho so ra, boc niém phong. “Sao anh khong xem
tredae di?”

“Pugc r6i,” anh néi. “Nhuwng dé phan thitc an cho anh day.”

“Co thé.”

Anh bat dau xem qua tap giay t0. Trang dau tién la bang diém cap ba cua
Kathy. Sau nam 16p muwdi mdt, con bé xép thit muwdi hai trén téng s6 ba tram
hoc sinh. Khéng té. Nhung dén cudi nam 16p mudi hai, thit hang ctia n6 tut
manh - xép thit nam tam.

“L&p muoi hai con bé hoc sut,” Myron nai.

“L6&p muoi hai ai chang hoc sit,” Jessica phan phao. “Chac n6 chi lo la
th6i.”

“Co thé,” Myron néi. Nhung ding ra mot hoc sinh thwong dat diém A cé
sut cling chi tut xuéng B, C thoi, dang nay Kathy c6 mét diém A, ba diém D
va mot diém F trong ky hoc cu6i. Hoc ba sach sé ctia con bé cling bi vdy ban
bé&i vai lan bi phat - tat cad déu trong nam cudi cap. La that. Nhung c6 1€ cha
cO y nghia gl.

“Ké em nghe hom nay cé chuyén gi di,” Jessica vira an vira hoi.

Trong c6 van xinh dep ngay ca khi an nhém nhoam. Tuyét that. Anh md&
dau bang cach ké cho c6 nghe vé kham pha ctia Win trong sau to tap chi.

“Vay,” cb hoi, “bttc anh con bé chi xudt hién trong tap chi con heo dé thi
c6 y nghia gi?”

“Anh khong chac 1am.”

“Nhung anh da nghi ra gi d6?”

Anh c6. Nhung con qua s6m dé néi bat ct diéu gi. “Gio thi chwa.”

“Anh c6 nghe ngong dugc gi tiw ban anh ¢ cong ty dién thoai khong?”

Anh gat dau. “Gary Grady goi hai cudc sau khi ching ta rgi di. Mot dén
van phong cua Fred Nickler & Hot Desire Press. Mot dén noi nao do trong
thanh phd. Khi bon anh goi dén thi khéng c6 ai nhac may. Ching ta biét
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thong tin qua muodn.”

“Thé con chuyén gia phan tich chir viét?”

Tot nhat la n6i thang. “Chit viét khdp nhau. D6 1a chit caa Kathy hodc la
mot ké gia mao bac thay.”

Dbiéu nay lam c6 khua diia cham lai. “Troi 0i.”

“Um.”

“Thé con bé con song khong?”

“Van chi la kha nang. Khong hon. Cé thé chir trén phong bi dugc viét
treéc khi con bé chét. Hodc nhw anh da néi, dé c6 thé la tro gid mao tinh vi.”

“Nhuw thé 1a anh van dang doan.”

“Anh khong chac lam,” anh noéi. “Néu con bé con song thi né dang & dau?
Tai sao no lai lam tat cd nhitng chuyén nay?”

“Co thé no bi bat céc. Co thé no bi ép phai lam vay.”

“Bi ép phai dé dia chi 1én phong bi v? Gid ai dang v0 doan day.”

“Thé anh c6 cach giai thich nao lot tai hon khong?”

“Gio thi chwa. Nhung anh dang nghi.” Anh bat dau xem lai ho so. “Em da
bao gid nghe dén cai tén Otto Burke chwa?”

“Dan c6 mau madt trong gidi kinh doanh thé thao, ké s& hitu Titans phai
khong?”

“Phéi. Han cling biét vé t0 tap chi.” Myron nhanh chéng thuat lai van tat
chuyén di tdi san van dong Titans.

“Vay anh nghi Otto Burke cé thé ditng sau vu nay a?” c6 hai.

“Otto c6 dong co: giam gid chao ban ctia Christian. Han chac chan cé
nguon lyc: cwe nhiéu tién. Va diéu do cling gidi thich tai sao Christian lai c6
mot ban trong thu.”

“Han dang gtti cho Christian mét thong diép,” c6 thém vao.

‘Chinh xac.’

“Nhung lam thé nao Burke gid mao chit viét tay cia em gai em dwoc?”

“Co thé han da thué chuyén gia.”

“Hén lay mau chit & dau?”

“Ai biét dugc? Viéc do chac khong dén néi kho qua.”

Mat c6 10 do. “Ra day chi 1a tro ltra. Tat ca chi 1a am muwu nham gianh lay
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lgi thé trong cudc thuong lwgng?”

“Co thé. Nhung anh khong nghi vay.”

“Sao khong?”

“Co gi d6 khong khdp. Burke dinh vao mé rac rdi nay lam gi? Han c6 thé
gti thw nac danh cho ching ta kém theo tdm anh thoi cling dwgc. Han khong
can phai dang lén tap chi. Tam anh thoi la da r6i.”

Co bam lay hy vong ctia anh nhu thé n6 1a phao cttu sinh. “Chuan,” c6 noi.

“Cau hoi gio trd thanh,” anh tiép tuc, “lam thé nao Burke cé dugc to tap
chi?”

“Co 1€ ai trong t6 chitc ciia han mua mot td ¢ sap bao chang han.”

“Khong thé nao. Nhii hoa,” tir d6 lai goi 1én cam giac nhép nhia, cling tot,
“cé lwgng phat hanh cuce thdp. Co hdi dé ngudi & té6 chite Titans mua dugc
ding to tap chi d6, cé thoi gian doc k¥, roi khong hiéu thé nao phat hién ra
anh Kathy & hang cudi trang quang cdo cudi td bao - bat qua ma néi, thi la
kha mong manh day.”

Jessica bat ngén tay danh tach. “Han cting nhan dugc thuw.”

Anh gat dau. “Co6 ly do gi dé Christian la nguoi duy nhat chi¥? Theo cho
chuing ta biét, hang ta ngwoi da nhan dugc to tap chi ay.”

“Lam thé nao tim ra?”

“Anh dang nghi.”

Anh ¢0 v6t vat mot miéng vit quay trede khi né bi hiat vao 16 den. Ngon
tuyét. Anh chd tdm tré lai vao tdp ho so. Diém ctia con bé tiép tuc sa stt
trong suot ky mot & Reston. Sang dén ky hai, diém so dwoc céi thién dang keé.
Anh héi Jessica vé diéu nay.

“Co & con bé da thich nghi véi cude song sinh vién,” ¢6 néi. “N6 tham gia
nhom kich, tré thanh déi truédng doi co vii, bat dau hen ho vdi Christian. N6
da vuot qua cu s6c van héa & ky mot. Diéu nay cling khéng cé gi bat
thuvong.”

“U. Anh ciing nghi vay.”

“Nghe giong anh c6 vé khong tin 1am.”

Anh nhtn vai. Myron Bolitar, Ngai Ho nghi.

Tiép dén la thw gidi thiéu ctia Kathy. C6 ba 1a tat ca. Co van treong trung
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hoc goi con bé 1a ‘tai nang ddc biét’. Gido vién Lich st 16p mudi phé rang
‘nhiét huyét vdi cude song cta c6 bé rat dé lan téa’. Gido vién Ngit van 16p
muoi hai nhan xét, ‘Kathy Culver sang da, hom hinh, tinh tinh vui vé. Em sé
la mét s bo sung dugc hoan nghénh & bat c@ moi truong hoc tdp nao.’
Nhitng 16i phé tich cyc. Anh lwét mat xudng cudi trang.

“0 6,” anh thét 1én.

“Gl vay?”

Anh duva cho co 1a thw gidi thieu tran ngap 10i 1€ nggi ca caa giao vién
Ngit van 16p muai hai treong Ridgewood. Mot thay Grady nao dé.

Mot thay Grady nao do, hay con goi la ‘Jerry’ Grady.
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14 .

Myron bitrng tinh bdi tiéng chuéng dién thoai. Anh vita mo vé Jessica. Anh co
nh@ cu thé nhung céc chi tiét e v& vun va nhoa mao, chi dé lai dang sau vai
mau roi rac. Bong ho trén ban dau giwvong chi bay gio. Ai d6 dang goi dén
nha anh lic bay gio sdng. Myron kha chac do 1a ai.

“Alo6?”

“Chao Myron. Hy vong toi khong danh thic ong.”

Myron nhan ra giong néi nay. Anh mim cwdi héi. “Ai day?”

“Roy O’Connor day.”

“Roy O’Connor do ha?”

“A vang. Roy O’Connor, dai dién.”

“Siéu dai dién,” Myron chinh lai. “Sao rong lai goi dién cho tom thé nay,
Roy?”

“Sang nay ta gdap nhau dugc khong?”

Giong ndi run thay ro.

“DPugc chit, Roy. Van phong cua toi nhé?”

“A, khong.”

“Thé thi van phong ctia 6ng vay, Roy?”

“A, khong.”

Myron ng6i day. “Thé t6i cit dodn mai con 6ng c 14p lirng vay a?”

“Ong biét quan rugu Reilly & phé 14 khong?”

“Co.”

“Toi sé ngdi & goc tay phdi cubi quan. Mot gio. Ching ta sé an trra. Néu
tién cho ong.”

“Pugc day, Roy. Mudn t6i mac gi dac biét khong?”

“A, khong.”

Myron clip mdy, mim cuwdi. Mot chuyén ghé tham ban dém cta Win,
thwong vao lic ban dang say giac trong phong ngu, noi trd an kin dao nhat
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cta ban. Lan nao ciing hiéu qua.

Anh ra khéi givong. Anh nghe thay tiéng me trong bép trén tang, tiéng bo
anh xem ti vi trong phong. Sang sém & nha Bolitar. Ctra tang ham m& ra.

“Con day chwa, Myron?” me anh hoi vang lén.

Myron. Mot céi tén dé hét chd néi. Anh ghét n6é nhw xtc dat do di. Anh
xem viéc dugc bd me dat tén la Myron la mot cach dén bu cho viéc anh
khong phai ganh chiu bat hanh nao - anh dwoc sinh ra véi day da ngoén tay
ngon chan, khong bi sttt moi, di tap ténh, hay c6 tai stp lo.

“Con day r6i,” anh dap.

“B6 con mua may cai banh rdn vong day. O trén ban nhé.”

“Cam on me.”

Anh ra khéi giwvong leo 1én cau thang. Mot tay anh s thdy ham rau ram
rap can phai cao; tay kia lau gi mat. B6 anh ban b6 ni Adidas, nam won trén
di vang nhw mot chiéc tat wét, an banh ran vong ri ca nwdc xot ca ngan. Moi
sang bd anh lai vira an vira xem bang tap thé duc. Gilt dang theo phuwong
phap tham thau bang mat.

“Chao con, Myron. C6 may cai banh ran trén ban day.”

“Vang, cdm on bd.” Nhu kiéu bé me anh khong nghe thay nguwoi kia néi gi
ay.

Anh vao bép. Me anh da ngét sau muoi, nhung trong tré hon tudi rat
nhiéu. Xem nao, chi nhw bon lam théi. Ba cw xt cling tré hon tudi rat nhiéu.
Xem nao, nhu md&i muwoi sau vay.

“T6i qua con vé mudn ddy nhé,” me noi.

Myron khé lau bau.

“Rot cudce thi may gid con vé nha thé?”

“Mudn lam a. Gan mudi gio.” Myron Bolitar, tau lwgn siéu toc ldc dém
muon.

“Vay,” me khoi mao, cd ra vé va noi giong binh thwong, “con & véGi ai?”
Ba chu nha Nhay cam.

“Chang vdi ai ca,” anh noi.

“Chang véi ai ca? Con ra ngoai ca td6i mot minh?”

Myron quay ngang quay ngtra. “Khi nao me dinh cho lap den tron véGi cap
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néi?”

“Pugc roi, Myron. Néu con khong mu6n néi véi me...”

“Con khéng muon néi vGi me.”

“Pugc roi. La phu nit a?”

“Me a...”

“Thi thoi, quén nhitng gi me vwa hoi di.”

Myron t&i bén dién thoai goi cho Win. Sau hoi chuéng thit tdm, anh dinh
ciip may thi mot tiéng ho xa xam yéu 6t vang 1én. “A 16?”

“Win a?”

«(7.»

“Cau on chi?”

“Al6?”

“Win a?”

«(7.»

“Sao mai cau mdi nhac may thé?”

“Al6?”

“Win a?”

“Ai ddy?”

“Myron.”

“Myron Bolitar a?”

“Cau biét bao nhiéu Myron?”

1 “Myron Bolitar a?”

“Khong, Myron Rockieller.”

“Co6 chuyén khong 6n,” Win ndi.

“Gi?”

“Cuc ky khong 6n.”

“Cau dang noi gi day?”

“Co6 thang d& nguoi bay gio sang goi dién gid vo la ban than cta t6i.”

“Xin 10i, t6i quén mat gio gidc.” Win khong phai kiéu nguoi day s6m.
Su6t nhitng nam thang & Duke, qua trta Win m@i bo ra khoéi givong, ké ca
nhitng ngay phai hoc sang. Thuc té thi ga la ké nga say nhat ma Myron tirng
biét hay twdng tuwgng dugc. B6 me Myron thi ngwoc lai, thitc gidc ngay ca khi
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mot ké & Tay ban cau danh ram. Truwéc khi Myron chuyén xuéng tang ham,
canh twgng nay c dién ra hang dém:

Khoédng ba gio sang, Myron ra khoi givong di vé sinh. Khi anh réon rén di
qua phong b6 me, b6 anh sé ré ré tré minh, nhw thé cé nguwdi thd mot que kem
vao diing quan ctia 6ng vay.

‘Ai day?’ bo anh héi vang lén.

‘Con day ma bo.’

‘Con day ha Myron?’

‘Vang.’

‘Con khong sao cht, con trai?’

‘Vang bo a.’

‘Con dinh lam gi day? Con kho & hay sao?’

‘Con chi di vé sinh thoi ma bo. Tt hoi mudi bon tudi con da ti di vé sinh
roi ma.’

Ho6i nam hai treong Duke, Myron va Win & trong mot can phong doi bé ti
teo trong ky tic vGi mot cai giwong tang ma Win kéu la ‘hoi kéo ket’ con
Myron ché la ‘nghe nhw tiéng mot con vit bi may xuc chet chét’. Mot sang,
khi givdng van ém va Win dang ngd, mot qua bong chay bay vao dap v& ctira
s0. Tiéng dong dinh tai nhitc 6c dén no6i dung ca ky tic xa day ma lao dén
xem Myron va Win c6 song so6t qua noi con thinh nd cta tdng thién thach
khong 16 vira roi qua mai nha khong. Myron x6ng dén bén cita s6 chtti am 1.
Céc thanh vién ky tic lao ram ram qua san phong trai thdm huia vao man chti
rda. Tiéng 6n doi lai da 16n dé lam phién ca mot c6 phuc vu ban dang nghi
giai lao.

Win van an nhién nam nga, mot 16p kinh v& rai khap chan cua ga.

Pém hom sau, Myron goi xuyén qua bong t6i noi chiéc giwong tang dudi.
‘Win gi?’

‘Oi.’

‘Sao cau lai ngu say thé nhi?” Nhung Win khong tra 10i vi ga da lan ra nga
mat roi.

Win hdi trén dién thoai, “Cau muon gi?”

“Chuyén dém qua 6n ca ch?”
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“Tay O’Connor chwa goi cho cau a?”

“Vira goi.” Cham dit cha dé. Myron khong muon dao sau hon.

“Toi biét,” Win noi tiép, “la cau khéng dung t6i day dé héi vé hiéu qua
cua toi.”

“Kathy Culver chi dat duy nhat mot diém A nam 16p mudi hai treong
Ridgewood. Poan xem gidao vién cta con bé la ai?”

“Ai?”

“Gary Grady.”

“Hum. Tiép thi dién thoai khiéu dam kiém gidng day Ngit van cap ba. Két
hop nghé nghiép hay day.”

“T6i dang tinh ghé qua cho tay Grady sang nay.”

“O treong a?”

“Phai. Hai ching ta c6 thé déng gia nhitng phu huynh lo lang.”

“Cung mot dia a?”

“Thir gia mot gia dinh dong tinh di.”

Win bat cudi. “Sé vui lam day.”
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15.

“Lam thé nao tim ra han?”

Ho dén truong trung hoc Ridgewood ltic chin rudi. B4 la mot ngay thang
Sau am ap, mot ngay co6 thé khién ta dam dudi nhin ra ngoai ctta s6 mo mang
dén gio tan hoc. Quanh treong khong cé nhiéu hoat dong lam - nhw thé ca
treong, tham chi la toa kién tric do sd nay, dang 1t dw tién t6i ky nghi he.

Myron nhé rang nhitng ngay thang nay khon kho biét bao nhiéu. Diéu nay
khién anh ndy ra mot y.

“Kéo chuong bao chay di,” anh noi.

“Thoi xin.”

“Ta sé lua tat cd moi ngwdi ra ngoai. Nhu thé sé dé phat hién ra han hon.”

“Nhanh tri mot cach ngu ngéc,” Win noi.

“V i ca trede day ldc nao t6i cling mudn kéo chuéng bao chady ma.”

“Vay liéu di.” Khong ai chu y dén ho khi ho vao trudng. Khong c6 bao vé,
khong khoa cra, khong giam sat hanh lang. Bay khong phai mot treong trung
hoc & thanh phd. Myron tim thdy chuéng bao chay cach khong xa 16i vao.

“Cac nhoc ding c6 thir tro nay ¢ nha day nhé,” Myron néi. Anh ra tay.
Chudng kéu. Ro6i dén tiéng reo ho cia dam hoc sinh. Myron cam thay thoai
mai tredc hanh dong cia minh. Anh tinh kéo thém vai h6i chudng nita nhung
r6i quyét dinh cé nguoi sé nghi do 1a tro tré trau mat.

Win gitt ctta m& va gia vo la trudng doi citu héa. “Xép hang mot,” anh bao
dam hoc sinh. “Va hay nhé la: Chi cac em mdi c6 thé phong chay.”

Myron tia thay Grady. “Thdy r6i.”

“Dau?”

“Ré€ vao goc. Ben tay trai. Ngai Thoi trang.”

Gary Grady mac 4o vest mau vang nhw ciua hang Century 21 cing quan
soc cam Keith Patridge. Win trong kho chiu ra mat khi nhin thdy canh ay. Ho
tién dén cho nhau.
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“Chao Jerry.”

Grady quay phat dau. “Pay khong phai tén t6i.”

“U, anh bao t6i rdi. P4y 1a biét danh ctia anh nhi? Khi anh 1am an véi Fred
Nickler. Tén that ctia anh la Gary Grady.”

Nhitng hoc sinh gan do6 dirng budc.

“Pi tiép di!” Gary quat.

Li nhoc lai ham hue 1€ buée.

“Gido vién mat binh tinh,” Myron noi.

“Buon that,” Win tan thanh.

B0 mat dai ngoang cua Gary trong lai cang dai hon. Han buéc lai gan hon
dé khong ai nghe 16m dugc.

“Co 1€ noi chuyén sau di,” han thi tham.

“To6i khong nghi vay dau, Gary.”

“Toi dang day do.”

“DPen thi phai chiu*,” Myron noi.

Win nhudng may, “Pen thi phai chiu?”

“Hoi cap ba hay néi kiéu thé,” Myron gidi thich. “V&i cd, t6i nghi trong
hoan canh nay thi ndi vay cling... thich hgp.”

Win can nhac trong thodng lat. “Puwgc roi, téi chap nhan.”

Myron quay trd lai phia Gary. “Budi dién tap citu hoa sé kéo dai mét luc.
ROi lai mat mét lic dé 1 nhéc xép hang vao lai 16p. Roi chiing sé muon la ca
trong hanh lang thém mot Itc. Dén ltic dé thi ching ta xong xubi ca ro6i.”

Gary khoanh tay treée nguc. “Khong.”

“Thé thi, lya chon hai.” Myron ldy t& Nhii hoa ra. “Ching ta c6 thé trung
mon nay cho hiéu treéng.”

Grady ho vao nam tay. Coi cttu hda ru lén. Tiéng coi vang gan hon. “Toi
khong biét anh dang néi veé cai gi,” han noi, doan buwdc xa dam hoc sinh thém
vai budc.

“T6i da bam theo anh.”

“Cai gi?”

Myron thé dai, cho han s6t rudt. “Sang hém qua anh & Hoboken. Anh lay
thw ¢ dia chi dung dé quang cao dién thoai khiéu dam trong may tap chi con
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heo. R6i anh vé nha & Glen Rock, gdp t6i, sg qua bén goi cho Fred Nickler,
tong bién tap may tap chi con heo noi trén.”

“Nghiép du qua,” Win thém vao vGi vé ghé tom

“Gio thi chung ta c6 thé ban chuyén nay véi anh hodc véi ban giam hiéu.
Tuy anh.”

Gary liéc nhin dong ho. “Cac anh c6 hai phut.”

“To6t.” Myron chi sang bén phai. “Sao ching ta khong vao trong nha vé
sinh ctia gido vién nhi. Chac anh c6 chia khéa.”

“Co.”

Han mé& ctra. Trwdc kia Myron luén to6 mo mudn xem nha vé sinh cta gido
vién, xem ntta con lai song thé nao. Trong that v6 vi vé moi mat.

“Pugc roi, cac anh dwa dwoc téi dén day r6i,” Gary néi. “Cac anh mudn
gi?”

“Cho ching t6i biét vé mau quang cao do.”

Gary nu6t khan. Yét hau bi phinh to cia han nang 1én ha xuéng nhu dau
mot vo s quyén anh tranh nhitng ci dam. “T6i khong biét gi vé chuyén do
cd.”

Myron va Win liéc nhin nhau.

“Toi gi dau han vao bon cau nhé?” Win héi.

Gary won thang lwng. “Néu cac anh tim cach doa toi thi khong an thua
dau.”

Gigng Win ntta nhu nai ni. “Dim nhanh mot cu thoi?”

“Chwa dén Iic.” Myron chuyén huéng chid y sang Gary. “Toi cha c6 hitng
lam hai anh dau, Gary. Anh la ké doi truy, do6 la viéc cta anh. T6i mudn biét
vé quan hé cta anh vdi Kathy Culver.”

MGi trén ctia Gary 1am tam mo héi. “Co bé 1a hoc sinh ctia t6i.”

“T6i biét. Tai sao lai c6 anh cua con bé trong Nhii hoa? Trong quang cao
cua anh?”

“To6i khong biét. Hom qua t6i méi nhin thay lan dau tién.”

“Nhung day la quang cdo ctia anh, phdi khong?”

Han ngap ngirng, lap litng nhin vai cha véi mot ai cu thé. “Dugc r6i,” han
lén tiéng, “t6i thtra nhan. Toi quang cdo trong mdy t0 bado ctia 6ng Nickler.
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C6 luat nao cdm chuyén dé dau. Nhung t6i khong hé dwa anh Kathy vao mau
quang cao ay.”

“Vay ai lam?”

“To6i chiu.”

“Nhung anh thtra nhan la c6 diéu hanh dich vu dién thoai khiéu dam.”

“Phéi. V6 hai ma. T6i lam thé dé kiém thém dong ra dong vao. Cé chét ai
dau.”

“Lai mot cau am khac,” Myron cham biém. “Kiém thém dwogc bao nhiéu?”

“Luc phat nhat t6i kiém dwgc hai mwoi ngan do mot thang.”

Myron khong chac minh cé nghe ding khong. “Hai muoi ngan do mét
thang twr dién thoai khieéu dam a?”

“Hoi gitta thap nién tdm muoi thi thé. Trudc khi chinh phu nhing tay vao
kiém sodt gat gao cac dau s6 900. Gio t6i may man bo tii dugc tdm ngan mot
thang.”

“Dam quan liéu chét tiét,” Myron noéi. “Thé sao Kathy lai phu hgp véi
may th d6?”

“Anh co y gi?”

“B0 khi, Gary, anh khoa than cta con bé xuat hién trong quang cao thang
nay cda anh. Cé 1é do la y t6i mudn noi day.”

“T6i bao anh r6i. T6i cha dinh dang gi dén chuyén day ca.”

“Vay c6 1é chi la trung hgp thoi nhi, viéc con bé 1a sinh vién ctia anh va tat
ca may chuyén kia.”

“Phai.”

“Toi sé khong dim han lau dau,” Win hita hen. “Di ma.”

Myron lac dau. “Anh da viét cho con bé mot 14 thw gidi thiéu toan 10i 1€ ca
nggi dén treong dai hoc, phai khong?”

“Kathy la mdt hoc sinh xuét sac,” Gary dap.

“Con gi nita?”

“Néu anh dang am chi m6i quan hé cua t6i véi Kathy khong chi 1a tinh
thay tro...”

“Dé chinh x4c la diéu t6i dang am chi day.”

Mot lan nita han lai khoanh tay treéc ngue. “Téi khong them trd 10i cau
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nay. Va gio t6i sé cham dit cudc tro chuyén nay.”

Gary dang noi chuyén véi ho theo phong cach gido vién. Poi khi cac giao
vién quén mat rang cudc song khong phai la 16p hoc.

“Dim han di,” Myron noi.

“Han hanh.”

Gary cao hon Win chitng nam phan. Han kiéng chéan lén, tritng tri'ng nhin
Win vé khinh miét.

“Toi khong sg anh dau,” Gary noi.

“Sai lam s6 mot.”

Win di chuyén véi tdc do0 ma may quay khong thé bat kip. Ga tum 14y tay
Gary, van lai r6i dé xuéng. Bon hapkido*. Gary khuyu xuéng san gach. Win
an dau goi vao khuyu tay Gary. Nhe thoi. Khong dau lam. Pu dé cho han biét
ai m@i la nguwdi kiém soat.

“Me kiép,” Win ndi.

“Gi?”

“Téat ca ban cau déu sach. T6i ghét canh nay.”

“Co gi cho vao truge khi dim khong?” Myron hoi.

Mat Gary tai nhgt. “Hitra vGi t6i la cac anh sé khong ké cho ai di,” han
x0ay X0.

“Anh sé ké sy that a?”

“Vang. Nhung cac anh phéi thé khong ké cho ai. Khong ké cho hiéu
treong, khong ké cho bat ky ai.”

“Pugc roi.” Myron gat dau vGi Win. Win tha ra. Gary dwa tay ra tredc ma
vu6t ve nhu thé né 1a chd cdan con bi hanh ha.

“Kathy va t6i tirng cap ke,” han noi.

“Ho6i nao?”

“Nam c6 bé hoc 16p mudi hai. Chuyén kéo dai vai thang, chi c6 vay thoi.
Twr do t6i khong gap co bé nita, toi thé day.”

“Thé thoi a?”

Han gat dau. “Toi khong biét gi nita. Ké khac da dwa bitc dnh vao mau
quang cao do.”

“Néu anh ma n6i doi, Gary...”
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“Khong dau. Thé c6 Chua.”

“Puogc roi,” Myron néi. “Anh di dugc roi.”

Gary lao ra ngoai. Han thdm chi con cha nan lai dé kiém tra tdc tai trong
guong.

“Khon nan,” Myron néi. “Thang nay dung la khon nan tir trong ra ngoai.
Ve van hoc sinh, diéu hanh duwong day dién thoai khiéu dam.”

“Nhung lai an mdc banh choe,” Win néi. “Thé tiép theo thi sao?”

“Chung ta diéu tra xong. Ro6i chiing ta dén cho ban giam hiéu. Ké hét cho
ho nghe vé hoat dong ngoai luéng cta thay Grady.”

“Chang phdi ciu da hita v6i han la sé kin miéng sao?”

Myron nhin vai. “T6i n6i doi day.”
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16

Trong trang thai do dan, Jessica cdm on Myron réi cip may. C6 lao dao vao
bép ngoi xuodng. Me va em trai Edward nguéc 1én.

“Con yéu,” Carol Culver 1én tiéng, “con khong sao chi?”

“Vang,” co guong noi.

“Ai goi dién thé?”

“Myron a.”

Im lang.

“Bon con néi chuyén vé Kathy,” c6 tiép tuc.

“Chuyén gi vé n6?” Edward hdi.

Em trai co luc nao cling la Edward, khong phai Ed hay Eddie hay Ted.
Cau mdi tot nghiép dai hoc dwgc mot nam va dang s@ hitu mot cong ty may
tinh lam an phat dat mang tén IMCS - (Hé théng May tinh Quan ly Tuwong
tac), phat trién hé thong phan mém cho mot s6 cong ty cé uy tin. Edward chi
mac quan jean, ké ca & cong sd, va may cai ao phong 1ap di, loai c6 may hinh
dé can ré tién dinh l1én v&i nhitng cau tuyén ngén kiéu nhw ‘Khong ngirng tién
1én.” Cau con chang cé ca-vat. Cau c6 gwong mat khoang dat, gan nhw ni
tinh, v6i nhitng duong nét méng manh nhw si. Phu ni* d6 nhuw chudi trudc
hang mi ctra cau. Chi c6 mai toc cat sat - va dong chit suc tich trén 4o phong
ctia Edward - am chi th? cau thuc su tw hdo vé minh: “NHUNG CON MOT
MAY TINH CO PHAN CUNG TOT NHAT=.”

Jessica thd sdu. C6 khong quan tam t6i sy té nhi hay cam XUC nita. Co
m& tui 14y to Nhil hoa ra. “Td tap chi nay ra sap cach ddy may hém,” c6 noi.

Co qudng no 1én ban, bia ngtra 1én trén, vé boi roi xen lan ghé tdm trum
lén khuén mat me co.

Edward van binh tinh. “Cai quai gi thé nay?” cau héi.

Jessica lat dén trang cuoi, “Pay,” c6 néi don gian, chi vao anh Kathy &
hang cudi.
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Mat mét Iic ho méi hiéu minh dang nhin thit gi, nhw thé thong tin bi phuc
kich va chan lai ddu dé gitta mat va nao. R6i Carol Culver bat ra mot tiéng
rén ri. Ba voi dua tay 1én miéng ngan tiéng thét. Mat Edward nhiu lai thanh
duong chi méng manh.

Jessica khong cho ba thdi gian tran tinh. “Con nita,” c6 néi.

Me ¢6 ngwdc 1én nhin ¢6 véi déi mat trong rong nhw bi ma am. Khong con
si song dang sau doi mat d6 nita, nhu thé luong gi6 lanh cudi cuing da thoi tat
ngon Itra chap chon.

“Chuyén gia chit viét da kiém tra bi thu dung to tap chi. N6 khép véi chiv
cua Kathy.”

Edward hit that sdu. Chan ba Carol cu6i cung ciing nhiin ra, khuyu xuong.
Ba ngbi phich xuéng ghé lam dau thanh. Lé ta khéi mat ba.

“Con bé con song?” Carol gugng noi.

“Con khong biét.”

“Nhung c6 co hoi phai khong?” Edward nai 10i.

Jessica gat dau. “Lubn cé mdot co hdi.”

Im lang than tho.

“Nhung con can thong tin,” Jessica néi tiép. “Con can biét chuyén gi xdy
ra véi Kathy. Cai gi khién con bé thay doi.”

Edward lai nhiu mét. “Y chj la gi?”

“Kathy cap vdi thay gido Ngit van trung hoc cta n6. Nam 16p mudi hai.”

Lai im lang. Jessica khong chac 1am do6 c6 phai kiéu than tho hay khong.

“Thay gido, ké doi bo tén la Gary Grady do6, da thd nhan r6i.”

“Khong,” me o théu thao. Ba cii dau, cay thap ac ling lang nhw con lac.
Ba bat dau nitc nd. “Chda oi, dirng 1a con gai toi...”

Edward ditng 1én. “Pu r6i, Jess.”

“Chwa du.”

Edward vo0 14y 4o khoac. “Em di day.”

“Khoan da. Em di dau?”

“Tam biét.”

“Chung ta can n6i cho rd chuyén nay.”

“Noi cai con khi.”
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“Edward...”

Cau lao ra khéi nha, déng sam ctra sau lung.

Jessica quay lai phia me. Tiéng nitc né ctia ba nghe that rudt. Jessica doi
chitng mot hai phiit. R6i c6 quay lung ra khéi bép.

Roy O’Connor da ng6i san & ban cu6i quan khi Myron dén. Chiéc ly rong
khong, va y dang mut mot cuc da. Nghe nhu tiéng mot con tha an kién & gan
t0 kién vay.

“Chao Roy.”

O’Connor hat dau vé phia chiéc ghé doi dién bén kia ban, khong buon
ding 1én. Y deo m& nhan vang mat hat bén dwéi nép gidp da ctia ban tay
chudi man lem lu6c. Méng tay y dugc cat tia ky cang. Y chtrng bon lam dén
ndm lam tu6i, nhung khong thé néi chinh xac 1a bao nhiéu. Y dang bat dau bi
héi, téc vuodt 1éch han sang bén, c6 phan tham chi van da dai dén tan nach.

“Cho dep day, Roy,” Myron néi. “Ban & cudi quan, dén m@, nhac lang
man ém diu. Néu t6i khong biét rd hon thi...”

O’Connor lac dau. “Nghe nay, Bolitar, t6i biét 6ng nghi minh la Buddy
Hackett*, nhung thoi di dwgc khong?”

“Theé thi chac hét hoa r6i.” Ngirng lai. Roi: “Pung Buddy Bucket chwa?”

“Chung ta can n6i chuyén.”

“Toi dang dong tai len day.”

Mot c6 phuc vu dén cho ho. “Cac quy 6ng dung gi a?”

“Ly nita,” Roy ndi, chi vao chiéc ly.

“Con ong a?”

“C0 c0 nuac qua so co la Yoo-Hoo khong?”

“Chaclacéa.”

“Tuyét. Cho t6i mdt coc.”

Co roi di. Roy lac dau. “Cai thi Yoo-Hoo chét tiét,” y [am bam.

“Ong noéi gi ca?”

“Tay sai cua 6ng dém qua ghé tham t6i.”
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“Ddm tay sai cua ong ghé tham toi trwdc,” Myron dap tra. “T6i cha dinh
dang gi dén chuyén dé ca.”

Myron nhin y vGi anh mat ho nghi sac sdo nhat kiéu ‘thoi di 6ng’. Phuc vu
mang do uong dén. Y tuc tan cam ly martini 1én nhu thé né chiva thu6c giai
doc. Myron thi ngugc lai, tir ton nhap ti'ng ngum Yoo-Hoo. Quy 6ng moi noi
moi ldc.

“Nghe nay, Myron,” O’Connor tiép tuc, “thé nay nhé. To6i da ky hgp dong
v6i Landreaux. T6i dwa tién trwdc cho né. Thang nao tdi cling dwa no tién.
T6i lam ding phan minh trong giao kéo.”

“Ong ky hop dong bat hgp phap vdi cau ta,” anh dop lai.

“To6i khong phai ké dau tién lam viéc d6,” y ndi.

“Ciing ching phai ké cu6i cling. Y ong la gi, Roy?”

“Nghe nay, 6ng biét téi. Ong biét cach 1am viéc ctia t6i.”

Myron gat dau. “Ong 1a tén lita ddo khén kiép.”

“Co thé t6i da de doa thang nhai. Pwoc thoéi. Chuyén do6 trwdc day toi da
tirng lam r6i. Nhuwng chi thé thoi, T6i chwa bao gio thye sy lam hai ai ca.”

“U hit.”

“Tin don sé dén tai dam van dong vién. Toi toi mat.”

“Thé thi nhuc vai.”

“Bolitar, 6ng lam thé khong khién moi chuyén dé dang hon dau.”

“T6i dau c6 dinh thé.”

O’Connor lai v6 lay do uéng. Y uong can roi ra hiéu cho phuc vu lay thém
ly nita. “T6i da dinh dén nham nguwdi,” y noi.

“Y 6ng la gi?”

“T6i thua bac, ng 16n 1am. Nhitng khoan no t6i khong tra noi.”

“Thé nén ching chiém mot phan cong ty ctia 6ng a?”

Roy gat dau. “Gio ching dang kiém soat toi. Ban... ban 6ng dém qua...”
May do phong xa Geiger co 1€ cling do dwgc do run trong giong noi cua y khi
nhac dén tén Win. “T6i muon lam theo nhitng gi anh ta bao, nhung t6i khong
con quyén lyc nita.”

Myron lai nhdp mot ngum Yoo-Hoo, hy vong s6 ¢6 la khong dinh vao ria
mép. “Ban tdi ma nghe thay thé thi khong hai long dau.”
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“Ong phai néi vé6i anh ta 12 khong phai t6i.”

“Thé thi ai?”

Roy nga lung ra sau, lac dau. “T6i khong néi duwge. Nhung toi c6 thé cho
ong biét 1a bon nay choi ran 1am. Va ching cha hiéu ti gi vé nganh nay ca.
Ching cho rang chi can doa cho moi ngwoi ram rap nghe 16i. Chiing muén
dan mat ai d6 dé lam gwong.”

“Va Landreaux la mot tdm guwong?”

“Landreaux. Ca 6ng nita. Ching mudn lam hai Landreaux. Ching mudn
triét 6ng. Ching dang tinh thué ngudi lay dau ong day.”

Lai diém dam nhap nwéc. Myron khong néi gi.

“Tréng ong chang lo 1am,” Roy noi.

“T6i cudi vao mit than chét,” Myron dap. “Um, ma c6 1& khong hin 1a
cuoi. Giong cuwdi khay hon. Mot tiéng cuwdi khay khe khé.”

“Chua 0i, 6ng dung la thang dién.”

“Ma toi khong lam thé ngay tredc mat than chét dau. Thé nén né giong
mot tiéng cuwoi khay khe khé sau luwng 6ng ta hon.”

“Bolitar, chuyén nay khong dua dugc dau.”

“Phai,” Myron dong tinh. “Khong dua dugc. Toi kich liét dé nghi 6ng bao
bon ching dung tay lai.”

“Ong c6 dé lot tai 15i ndo cua t6i khong ddy? Toi khong c6 quyén kiém
soat.”

“T6i ma gap chuyén thi ban t6i sé buon lam day. Cau dy sé trut 1én dau
ong.”

Roy nu6t khan. “Nhung t6i bat lirc ma. Ong phai tin diéu d6.”

“Thé cho t6i biét ai la ké ra 1énh.”

“Toi khong thé.”

Myron nhin vai. “Co6 1€ chiing ta sé duwgc chon canh nhau day. Mot bi kich
lang man.”

“T6i ma ndi gi thi ching giét t6i mat.”

“Thé 6ng nghi ban t6i sé lam gi 6ng?”

Roy rung minh. Y lai mut vién da, c6 v6t vat nhitng giot regu cudi cung.
“Con di mang do6 udng cho t6i dau r6i?”
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“Ai la ké ra lénh, Roy?”

“Ong khong nghe chuyén ndy tir mém t6i, dugc chi?”

“DPugce.”

“Ong s& khong ké cho chiing chi?”

“Song dé bung, chét mang theo.”

Lai mut da. Ro6i Roy cat tiéng, “Ache.”

“Herman Ache?” Myron sttng sot héi. “Herman Ache ditng sau chuyén
nay?”

Roy lac dau. “Em trai lao. Frank. N6 bat kham lam. T6i khong biét thang
dién ay sé lam gi tiép theo.”

Frank Ache. Hiéu r6i. Herman Ache 1a mot trong nhitng tay anh chi strng
s6 nhat New York, da gdy ra khong biét bao nhiéu bat hanh cho ngudi dan.
Nhung ditng bén em trai lao, Frank, thi Herman chi nhw ban sao ctia Alan
Alda*. Aaron sé thich lam viéc v&i mot ké nhu Frank.

Pay khong phai tin t6t. Myron bdn cgt nghi xem c6 nén budng mét tiéng
cuoi khay khong. “Con gi nita khong?”

“Khong. T6i chi khong mudn bat ky ai bi ton hai.”

“Pugc lam, Roy. Vi tha qua.”

O’Connor ding lén. “T6i khong con gi dé néi nita.”

“Toi twong chung ta dinh dung bita.”

“C1r t nhién,” O’Connor noi. “T6i thanh toan.”

“Khong c6 ong thi sao an dugc.”

“Thé nao ong cling xoay x@ dugc thoi.”

Myron cam thyc don 1én. “Thé dé toi thi vay.”

https://thuviensach.vn



17 -

Goi cho ai nita day?

Cau tra loi, Jessica suc nhd ra, qua ro rang.

Nancy Serat. Ban cung phong va la ban than nhat cta Kathy.

Jessica ng6i bén ban lam viéc cta bo. Bén da tat, bong t6i phu xubdng,
nhung nang van du sang dé xuyén qua va hat &nh mg mo.

Adam Culver da lam moi th c6 thé dé bién phong lam viéc tai gia khac
han véi cai kiéu xi-mang mang dam phong cach hanh chinh va béc mui ron
ron cda nha xac hat. Két qua that lan 16n. Can phong cai bién tir phong ngu cé
twong mau vang twoi, nhiéu ctta so, hoa lua, ban formica trang. Gau Teddy
bao quanh phong. William Shakespeare. Rhett Bearler vdi Scarlet O’Beara.
Bear Ruth. Bearlock Holmes. Humphrey Beargart v6i Lauren Bearcall~...
Khéng khi tong thé thi twoi vui, nhung la twoi vui gugng ép, nhw mot chd hé
ma ta cwdi vao mat nhung lai thay so sg.

Co lay cudn danh ba dién thoai ra khoi tdi. Cach diy mdy tuan Nancy da
gui thiép cho gia dinh c6. Co bé da gianh dugc hoc bong nghién ciu sinh va
van dang @& lai truong dé lam viéc trong van phong tuyén sinh. Jessica tra s6
co bé roi goi dién.

Pén hoéi chudng thit ba thi may trd 161 ty dong bat. Jessica dé lai tin nhan
réi cip may. Co dinh xem qua ngan kéo thi mot giong no6i vang 1én khién c6
ngung lai.

“Jessica.”

CO nguéc 1én. Me c6 dang ditng trén ngwdng cira. Mat ba trling sau, mat
ba tira mat na than chét. Nguwai ba ldo ddo nhw sap sum xudng.

“Con dang lam gi & day thé?” Carol hoi.

“Chi xem loanh quanh thoi a,” c6 dap.

Carol gat dau, dau lac Iv tira nhw con lac. “Tim thay gi chwa?”

“Chwa a.”
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Carol ngo6i xuong. Ba cham cham nhin thang phia treéc, anh mat vo dinh.
“Con bé lic nao ciing twoi,” ba cham rai néi. Ngon tay ba lan trang hat, anh
mat van xa xam. “Kathy chwa bao gio thoi mim cwdi. Nu cwoi cia con bé that
dep va hanh phtic. N6 thap sang bat cit can phong nao ma con bé budc vao.
Con va Edward, trm, cé hai dita déu tram tv hon. Nhung Kathy... ai né cling
nd nu cwoi, cai gi cling khién n6 cwoi. Con nhé khong?”

“Co a,” Jessica néi. “Con nhd.”

“B0 con hay dua rang con bé c6 tinh cach ciia mot doi trudng doi co vii da
duwgc tai sinh*,” Carol bo sung, khic khich cwdi khi nhé lai chuyén cii.
“Chang c6 gi khién né guc nga.” Ba ngirng lai, tiéng khic khich nhat dan.
“Co 1é 1a trtt me.”

“Kathy yéu me ma.”

Ba thé dai swon suot, nguwc phdp phong nhw thé mot tiéng thé dai thoéi
cling 14y di ctia ba bao nhiéu sttc lyc. “Me da nghiém khac véi cac con. Co 1€
la qua nghiém khac. Me ¢6 hu r6i.”

Jessica khong dap.

“Me chi khong mudn con hay em géi con...” Ba cti dau.

“Lam sao co a?”

Ba lac dau. Ngoén tay ba lan hat gap gap hon. Mai mot Iic 1au khong ai néi
gi. R6i Carol 1én tiéng, “Luc ndy con néi dung roi day. Kathy da thay doi.”

“Khi nao?”

“Nam 16p muoi hai.”

“Pa co chuyeén gi a?”

Mat Carol reng rung. Moi ba map may khong noéi nén 10i, hay khua
khoang vé bat Iyc. “Nu cudi ay,” duong nhw ba khé phin vai dap 10i, “mot
ngay no da bién mat.”

“Tail sao a?”

Me c6 chui méat. Moi dudi ba run run. Tréi tim Jessica mudn vo vé ba,
nhung khong hiéu sao phan con lai ctia co thé thi khong. Co c ng6i nhin ba
vat va chiu dung, thd o ky la, nhw thé dang xem mot mot bd phim budn lic
dém mudn trén truyén hinh cap.

“Con khong cé y lam me dau long dau,” Jessica ndi. “Con chi muén tim
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Kathy thoi.”

“Me biét, con yéu.”

“Con nghi,” Jessica néi ti€p, “diéu da lam thay doi Kathy c6 lién quan dén
vu mat tich caa con bé.”

Vai me c6 chung xudng. “Lay chua long lanh.”

“Con biét 1a dau long lam,” Jessica noi. “Nhung liéu ta c6 thé tim thay
Kathy khéng, liéu ta c6 thé tim ra ké giét b6 khong...”

Carol ngang phat dau 1én. “B0 con bi giét trong mot vu cuép.”

“Con khong nghi vay. Con cho rang tit cad cé lién quan vdi nhau. Vu
Kathy mat tich, vu bé con bi giét, tat ca.”

“Nhung... bang cach nao?”

“Con chua biét. Myron dang gitp con tim ra.”

Chuong ctta reo.

“Chu Paul day,” me c0 n6i, doan di ra ctra.

“Me a?”

Carol dung budc nhung khong quay lai.

“Co chuyén gi vay? Me sg phai n6i vGi con diéu gi?” Chudng ctra lai reo.

“Me ra mé ctra thi hon,” Carol néi. Ba voi va xudng cau thang.

“Vay 1a,” Win bat dau, “Frank Ache mudn giét cau.” Hmyron gat dau. “Cé vé
la thé.”

“Thuwong qua.”

“Gia nhu han biét t6i. Con ngwoi that cta t6i.”

Ho ngo6i hang dau trong san van dong Titans. Vi long tot, Otto da dong y
dé Christian luyén tap. Ma thyc t€ la do tién vé ky cuwu Neil Decker qua té.

Budi tap sang gom rat nhiéu man chay nwédc rut va di bo suét tran. Tuy
nhién budi tap chiéu thi hoi bat ngd. Cac cau thu tran tré nang lwgng, nhitng
ngwoi ma dau nam nay con gan nhw vé danh.

“Frank Ache la thang khong ra gi dau,” Win noi.

“Han thich hanh ha dong vat.”
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“Gi cg?”

“Ban t6i biét han 16n 1én thé nao,” Myron giai thich. “Frank Ache thich
nhat la du6i ché méo r6i ldy gay bong chay phang vao dau chiing.”

“T6i ca la tro d6 gay an twgng vdi bon con gai,” Win néi.

Myron gat dau.

“T6i cho la tr gid cau sé can dén dich vu doc dao cua t6i.”

“Du gi thi cling chi vai hom thoi,” Myron dap.

“Tuyét. Toi cling man phép doan la cau da cé ké hoach?”

“To6i dang tinh. Cong dudi ma tinh.”

Christian thong tha chay ra san. Cau nhap cugc nhe nhang nhu khong,
giong phong cach ctia nhitng van dong vién dang cap. Cau ra cho hdi y, roi
tach ra, tién dén vach xuat phat.

“DP6i khang!” huan luyén vién ho to.

Myron nhin Win. “Téi khong thich diéu nay.”

“biéu gi?”

“P6i khang ngay ngay dau tién.”

Christian bat dau kéu to cac con s6. Ro6i cau hé vai nhip trwéc khi béng
dwgc ném vé phia minh. Cau lui lai dé chuyén.

“Me kiép,” Myron thot 1én.

Tommy Lawrence, trung vé xuat sac nhat mua gidi caa Titans lao 1én trudc
khong bi can pha. Christian nhin thdy ga qua mudn. Tommy hic mii bao
hiém vao xwong c Christian day cau nga vat xuéng dat - mot pha chan bong
dau thay 6ng ba 6ng vai nhung khong gay ra bat c thwong ton vinh vién nao.
Hai hau vé khac de 1én.

Christian ditng day, nhan nh6 6m ngyc. Khong mot ai giup cau.

Myron diéng 1én.

Win lac dau ngan anh lai. “Ng6i xuong di Myron.”

Otto Burke bu¢gc xudng cau thang, doan tuy tung theo sau.

Myron tritng tri'ng nhin han. Otto mim cuwdi twoi réi. Han xuyt xoa. “Toi
ban bao nhiéu danh thti mé&i c6 duwgc cau ta day,” han n6i. “C6 vé nhw mot s6
nguoi khong hoi hop cho lam.”

“Ngo6i xuéng di Myron,” Win nhac lai.
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Myron ngan ngt, roi cling lam theo.

Christian tap ténh quay lai hoi y. Cau chi dao cho man dau tiép theo roi lai
tién tdi vach xuat phat. Cau quan sat hau vé, kéu to con s6, ho vai nhip réi bat
lay cd ném twr gittra san. Cau lui lai. Tommy Lawrence lai ha chép nhoang hau
vé canh trai va hoan toan vo sy. Christian ditng nhuv trdi trong. Tommy lao t6i
cho cdu. Ga nhao tdi nhw mot con bao den, tay dang rong chuan bi cho mot
ct chan thit nat xwong tan. Christian di chuyén ding gidy khac cudi cung.
Khong di chuyén rong lam. Thuyc ra chi xé dich chit xiu. Tommy vo6 trugt va
lao thang xuéng mat san. Christian thd hon hén ném quéa bom.

Chuyén qua.

Myron quay lai, cuoi toe toét. “Nay Otto?”

“Gi?”

“ba di.”

Nu cudi cia Otto khong nao ning. Myron ty hoi sao han lam duwgc vay, cé
phai miéng han bi dong citng theo kiéu do, nhw mot diva tré nhang nhang lam
mat hé khi bi me de net vay. Otto gat dau budc di. Poan tuy tung sap hang
theo sau, nhw mot bay vit troi.

Win nhin Myron. “Da& di 4?”

Nhin vai. “Té long ngwdng mo véi Flo trong phim Alice dy ma.”

“Cau xem ti vi qua nhiéu r6i day.”

“Nghe nay, t6i nghi tir ndy dén gio.”

«).”

“Veé Gary Grady,” Myron ndi.

“Han thi sao?”

“Han cdp vdi hoc sinh. Khodang mot nam sau thi con bé bién mat. Thoi
gian troi qua va roi anh cta n6 xuat hién trong quang cdo khiéu dam ma han
quan ly.”

“Y cau 13?”

“That dién r6.”

“Moi thtr trong vu nay cting vay.”

Myron lac dau. “Nghi ma xem. Grady thu nhan da cap véi Kathy, ding
khong? Vay viéc han khong hé mudn lam la gi?”
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“Cong khai chuyén do.”

“Thé ma cudi cung anh con bé lai xuat hién trong quang cao cua han.”

“A.” Win gat dau. “Cau tin 1a c6 ké gai hin.”

“Chinh xac.”

“Ai?”

“Toi doan la Fred Nickler,” Myron dap.

“Hum. Tay do cho chuing ta dia chi hom thw buu dién cia Grady ma khong
can nhac nhiéu lam.”

“Va lao c6 kha nang trao anh trong tap chi cia minh.”

“Vay cau c6 dé nghi gi?” Win héi.

“T6i muén cau theo doi sat sao tay Fred Nickler. C6 1€ 1a néi chuyén véi
130 lan nita. N6i chuyén,” Myron nhac lai. “Khong phai tham héi.”

Trén san, Christian lai lui lai. Lan th ba lién tiép, Tommy Lawrence ha
chép nhoang hau vé canh trai, binh an v6 sw. Thyc té la tay hau vé trai ding
xem, tay ddt 1én hong.

“Cau thu phong ngu cia Christian dang gai thang bé,” Myron ndi.

Christian né Tommy Lawrence, gio tay 1én ném qua boéng vGi toc do
khong tuwdng vao ding hang hau vé canh trai. Mot tiéng bop vang 1én. Hau vé
canh trai sup xuéng nhw mét chiéc ghé gap.

“Oi,” Win thét 1én.

Myron suyt nita vo tay. “The Longest Yard* da trd lai.”

Hau vé canh trai, tat nhién, c6 deo dai an toan. Nhung mot chiéc dai an
toan con lau méi cé thé bao vé tron ven tredc mot qua tén lra toc do. Ga lan
10n trén dat, lvng cong lai nhw bao thai, mat tron tritng. Moi nguwdi ditng gan
d6 déu buéng mot tiéng ‘Ui,” cam thong chung chung.

Christian dén cho hau vé canh trai déi minh - mot ga nang hon 125kg - va
chia tay cho gi. Hau vé canh trai nam tay cau. Cau tap ténh quay lai cho hoi
y.

“Christian gan that+,” Myron noi.

Win gat dau. “Nhung c6 thé noi twong ty vé tay hau vé canh trai khong
nhi?”

https://thuviensach.vn



Myron vira vao khuon vién Pai hoc Reston thi dién thoai trong 6 to reo.

“Nghe nay cu, t6i co6 thit cau can réi day,” P.T. néi. “Ban toi tén la Jake
Courter. Anh ta la canh sat truong dia phvong.”

“Canh sat trvong Jake,” Myron noi. “Chu dua ha?”

“Nay, ding dé cai chitc danh danh Iiva cau. Jake tirng thu ly cac vu giét
nguwoi ¢ Philly, Boston va New York day. Mot tay rat ctt. Anh ta néi sé gap
cau lac ba gio hom nay.”

Myron xem dong hé. Bay gid la mot gio. Con nam phuit nita thi dén bai do
xe. “Cam on, P.T.”

“Toi hoi cau mot cau dwge khong, Myron?”

“Héi di.”

“Sao cau lai diéu tra vu nay?”

“Chuyén dai lam, P.T. a.”

“Chuyén lién quan dén em gai ctia c6 ay ha? Ngudi tinh ma cdu dinh chat
mot thoi?” Ong cudi khiing khuc.

“Chu tinh that day, P.T.”

“Nay Myron, h6m nao ké t6i nghe nhé. Toan b6 cau chuyén.”

“Chau hira.”

Myron do xe r6i di thang vao trung tam thé thao cii ky. Hanh lang c6 phan
xap xé hon Myron nghi. Doc buc twong la ba hang anh dong khung chup
nhitng doi tuyén thé thao trong qua khit - c6 nhitng bitc dwgc chup c& cach
day mot tram nam. Myron buwdc dén chd canh ctra kinh gan hat nom c nhw
dwoc bé ra ti* mot bd phim cii vé Sam Spade*. Tt BONG BAU DUC dugc in
bang khuén chit den. Anh go ctra.

Giong noéi vang lén nhw mot chiéc 16p mon trén con dwong khong trai
nhya. “Gi day?”

Myron tho dau vao. “Ban ha huan luyén vién?”
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Huan luyén vién doi bong bau duc trrong Reston, Danny Clarke ngang 1én
khoi mdy tinh. “Anh 1a ga quai nao thé?” ga le nhe.

“Khoe, cdm on. Nhung théi khoi can lich sy xa giao nhé.”

“Co gi buon cuoi a?”

Myron nghiéng dau. “Anh khong nghi vay a?”

“T6i héi lai 1an nita. Anh la ga quai nao thé?”

“Myron Bolitar.”

Vé cau c6 cuia tay hudn luyén vién khong thay doi. “T6i phai biét anh a?”

D6 1a mot ngay hé néng birc, khudn vién tredng hau nhu vang tanh, thé
ma ngy tai noi day la mot vi huan luyén bong bau duc huyén thoai dién com-
1é ca-vat, dang xem video vé nhitng tiém nang trung hoc. Com-lé ca-vat va
khong c6 diéu hoa nhiét d6. Néu cai nong c6 lam Danny Clarke khé chiu thi
gad cling khong bdc 10 ra ngoai. Moi thit & ga déu banh bao, gon gang. Du
dang tach vo an lac, nhung khong thiy chit rac nao. Co ham nghién lai khi
nhai, tao thanh nhitng cuc nhé ci¢ xuat hién r6i bién mat gan tai. Tran han ro
mot mach mau.

“To6i 1a dai dién thé thao.”

G4 danh mat di ch6é khac nhu mot vi chi huy dang ngoanh mat véi cap
dwdi. “Ra khéi day di. T6i ban lam.”

“Chung ta can n6i chuyén.”

“Ra khoi day, do nhiéu sy. Ngay.”

“Toi chi...”

“Déng tai ma nghe nay, do dan.” Ga chi ngén tay huan luyén vién vao
Myron. “T6i khong mudn no6i chuyén véi bon kiém tién trén mo hdi nwdc mat
cta nguwoi khac. Toi diéu hanh mét chwong trinh trong sach véi nhitng cau
tha trong sach. To6i khong can tién dut 16t tir nhitng ké goi la dai dién hay bat
c th rém rit nao nhw thé. Vay nén néu anh c6 mét phong bi day tién thi toi
cling c6c them.”

Myron vo tay. “Hung hon qua. T6i cuwdi roi khoc, réi né thanh mot phan
cua toi*.”

Danny Clarke gay gat nhin 1én. Ga khong quen vdi viéc ménh 1énh cta
minh bi van veo, nhung lai cé vé gan nhu thich thd. “Xéo khéi day di,” ga
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gam glr, nhung gio' da nhe nhang hon. Ga quay veé phia ti vi. Trén man hinh la
mot tién vé tré ném mot duong bong dai, xody tit. Bat dinh. Touchdownx.

Myron quyét dinh xoa diu ga bang tai ng bién. “Cau ta trong ciing dugc,”
anh nhan xét.

“Um, that may anh chi 1 mét con dia htt mau dang khinh chit khong phai
nguwoi chiéu mé cau tha. Thang 16i d6 c6 biét ném ra hén dau. Gio thi phan
di,” g noi.

“T6i muon noi chuyén vGi anh vé Christian Steele.”

Dbiéu nay khién ga chad y. “Cau ta thi sao?”

“To6i la dai dién cua cau ta.”

“0,” Danny Clarke thét 1én. “Gid thi toi nhé ra roi. Anh 1a tay cyu cau thi
boéng bau duc do. Céi ké bi chan thwong dau go6i.”

“San sang phuc vu,” Myron noi.

“Christian 6n chit?”

Myron c6 ra vé lap Itng. “T6i nghe n6i cau ta khong hoa hgp véi dong
doi.”

“Thi sao? Anh la diéu phoi vién xa hoi cta cau ta a?”

“Van de la gi?”

“To6i khong hiéu gio thi viéc nay c6 y nghia gi,” ga néi.

“Thi c cho t6i biét di.”

Mot Iic sau mat tay hudn luyén vién méi diu lai. “Nhiéu chuyén lam,” ga
1én tiéng. “Nhung t6i doan Horty la van dé chinh.”

“Horty?” K¥ thuat chat van khéo 1éo. Té ra cha y.

“Junior Horton,” ga gidi thich. “Hau vé. Toc d6 t6t, thé hinh tot, cé tai.
Nao chi toan nwdc cam.”

“Vay tay Horty do6 c6 van dé gi vGi Christian?”

“Ho mau thuan vdéi nhau.”

“Nhu thé nao?”

Danny Clarke nghi mot lic. “Toi khong biét. Hinh nhw lién quan dén co
gai mat tich do.”

“Kathy Culver?”

“Pung roi. Co ay day.”
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“Co0 bé thi sao?”

Ga quay lai phia dau video dé doi bang. Roi ga go gi d6 vao may tinh. “C6
1& co6 ay hen ho v6i Horty treée khi dén véi Christian. Pai loai thé.”

“Thé da xdy ra chuyén gi?”

“Tw dau Horty da la con sau lam rau n6i canh. H6i n6 hoc nam cudi t6i da
phat hién ra n6 ban thudéc phién cho cac cau thi: cocaine, chat kich thich, gioi
m&i biét con gi khac nita. Nén t6i dudi n6 khoi doi. Sau nay to6i nghe néi no6
da cung cap steroid+ cho ho nhitng ba nam lién.”

‘Sau nay’ cai con khi, Myron nghi. Nhung lan nay anh giit chat suy nghi
trong long. “Thé chuyén nay thi can gi dén Christian?”

“Nguoi ta don rang Christian khién Horty bi dudi khoi d6i. Horty kich
dong ho, anh biét r6i day, bdo v6i dam cau thu rang Christian sé t6 ho dung
steroid, dai loai thé.”

“Thé c6 that khong?”

“Khong. Hai trong s6 nhitng cau thu tot nhat cua t6i xudt hién trong ngay
thi dau trong trang thai ngado da, ho hau nhw khong nhin dwgc. Chinh ldc dy
toi da hanh dong. Christian khong lién quan gi dén chuyén d6 cd. Nhung anh
biét thé nao roi day. Ho déu cho rang Christian la ng6i sao. Néu cau ta mu6n
dwgc chui dit thi hudn luyén vién sé mang gidy Charmin hay Downy dén.”

“Anh c6 néi vdi ho rang Christian khong lién quan gi dén viéc dé khong?”

Ga nhan mat. “Anh nghi lam thé an thua chac? Ho sé nghi rang t6i bao che
cho cau ta, bdo vé cau ta. Ho sé cang ghét cau ta hon. Mién la phong do thi
ddu cna cac cau tha khong bi anh hwdng - ma thue té 1a khong - thi toi chang
quan tam. Toi c& ké vay thoi.”

“Anh ding la mot nha phat trién tinh cach dich thuwc day, huan luyén
vien.”

Ga ném cho Myron ci hitng mat sac bén nhat kiéu dga-ma-mégi. Mach
mau trén tran ga ran rat. “Anh qué dang réi day, Bolitar.”

“Khong phai lan dau dau.”

“T6i quan tam dén dam cau thu cua to6i.”

“Phai, t6i n6i cho ma biét. Anh dé Horty & lai mién la thang d6 bom cho
dam cau tht cta anh th¢ thu6c tang kha nang khi dau mdc du gay hai. Bén
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khi no lén trinh - dat tGi trinh do gay tac dong tiéu cuc trén san - thi anh dot
nhién trd thanh mot canh sat ma tay liem chinh.”

“To6i khong can phai nghe thit rac rudi nay.” Danny Clarke rong 1én. “Nhat
la t* m6t con ma ca réong hat mau khén nan. Cut me ra khoéi phong t6i.
Ngay.”

Myron néi, “Lic nao anh muén cung nhau xem phim khong? Hay mot
bubi dién Broadway?”

“Cuat!”

Myron roi di. Mot hom khac, mot nguwdi ban khac. Quyén ri chinh la chia
khoa.

Anh con khoi thoi gian dé giét triede khi t6i gap canh sat trwdng Jake, nén
quyét dinh thong tha dao bd. San trwong gidng nhw mot thi tran ma, chi la
khong c6 nhitng bui cé lan lwét doc mat dat. Sinh vién da vé nghi hé hét ca.
Nhitng toa nha ditng do, hoang vang va buon ba. Xa xa vang lai tiéng nhac
cta Elvis Costello. Hai c6 gai xuat hién. Phong cach trwong nam-ni sinh, van
quan so6c bé va do yém. Ho dat mot chd ctun con 16ng xu giong Shih Tzu.
Trong nhw mot cay chdi bi quay chéng mat trong mdy sdy quan 4o. Myron
mim cuwoi gat dau khi hai c6 géi di qua. Khong ai trong ho lan ra ngat hay céi
do ra ca. Sittng s& qua. Chu cuin con thi lai gam g véi anh. Cho dai~.

Anh gan ra dén xe thi phat hién thay tdm bién: BUU BPIEN TRUONG

Anh dirng lai nhin xung quanh san treong, khong thdy ai cd. Hrm. Pang
thi day.

Bén trong buwu dién son mau xanh 14 kiéu hanh chinh, cing mau véi khu
vé sinh cda truong. Mot hanh lang dai hinh ch V gan day nhitng hom thw
buu dién trén twong. Anh nghe vang vang tiéng radio. Anh khong doan ra
dwgc bai hat, chi la tiéng bass déu déu manh mé.

Anh dén bén ctra s6. M4t cau trai dang ngoi, chan vat 1én ban. Tiéng nhac
phat ra tu tai cau. Cau dang nghe mot phién ban Walkman vdi tai nghe mini
vong qua tai ma xoc thang 1én dai ndo. Do6i giay thé thao cao ¢6 mau den ngy
trén ban, chiéc mii bong chay sup xudng nhw cai non sombrero* bao vé giac
ngu trea. Trong long cdu la mot cuén sach. To chifc cho vay ndng ldi* cua
Phillip Roth.
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“Sach hay day,” Myron néi.

Thang bé khong nguéce 1én.

“Sach hay day,” Myron nhac lai, 1an nay hét twéng 1én.

Thang bé bé tai nghe ra v6i mot tiéng puc. Da né nhot nhat, téc dé. N6 céi
mii lam 16 mai t6c hoang da kiéu chau Phi. Giong Bernie trong phim Room
222,

“Gi c07?”

“Anh ndi la sach hay day.”

“Anh doc r6i a?”

Myron gat dau. “Ma khéng hé map may moi.”

Thang bé ding 1én. N6 cao nghéu, long khong.

“Em choi bong r6 a?” Myron hoi.

“Vang,” thang bé dap. “Vira xong nam nhat. Chwa choi dwgce nhiéu 1am.”

“Anh la Myron Bolitar.”

N6 nhin anh ding dung.

“Anh choi bong cho Duke day.”

Chép mat, chdp mat.

“Pirng c6 xin chit ky day.”

“Anh choi tir h6i nao?” thang bé héi.

“Tot nghiép dwgc mwoi nam roi.”

“0,” n6 dap, nhv thé diéu d6 ly giai moi thit. Myron tinh nham nhanh.
Thang bé khoang bdy, tam tuoi khi anh gianh dwgc clp quoc gia. Bong nhién
anh cam thay minh that gia nua. “H6i dé bon anh dung r6 dung dao*.”

“Gl co?”

“Thoi bo di. Anh hoi em vai cau dugc khong?”

N6 nhun vai. “Hoi di.”

“Lich true bwru dién cta em thé nao?”

“Ndm ngay mot tuan vao mua he, tr chin gio t6i nam gig.”

“Luc nao cling vang vé thé nay a?”

“Vao thoi gian nay trong nam thi thé. Khong co6 sinh vién thi cling hau
nhw chang cé thw tw gi.”

“Em phan loai thw a?”
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“Vang.”

“Em xtr ly ca thw nhanh?”

“Thu nhanh a?”

“Thw ndi bo ay.”

“C6, nhuwng chi c6 moi cai khe bén ctta chinh kia thoi.”

“Cé doc cai hom thw noi by ddy thoi a?”

“Um.“

“Gan day c6 nhiéu thw noi bo khong?”

“Hau nhu khong. Ba, bon 14 mot ngay.”

“Em c6 biét Christian Steele khong?”

“Co nghe noi,” thang bé dap. “Ai ma khong biét chi?”

“Mdy hom trudc cau ta nhan duwgc mot phong bi ho so trong hom thu.
Khong cé dau buru dién, nén han la dwgce gui tir trong trudong.”

“Vang, em nhg r6i. Cai day thi sao?”

“Em c6 thay ai gtti thu khong?” Myron hoi.

“Khong,” n6 dap. “Nhung ching la the duy nhat em nhan dugc cad ngay
hém do6.”

Myron ngang phat dau lén. “Ching?”

“Gi cg?”

“Em vira n6i ‘chung’. Chung la thw duy nhat.”

“Phai. Hai phong bi to dung. Giong nhau y hét khac moi dia chi.”

“Em c6 nho nguoi nhan kia khong?”

“Co chw,” thang bé dap. “Harrison Gordon. Thay ay la Truwéng phong
quan ly sinh vién.”
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Nancy Serat ddt va-li xudng san nha va quay lai mdy tra 16i tw dong. Bang tua
lai, rén 11 tir dau chi cu6i. Co vira di nghi cudi tuan & Cancin vé, ky nghi cu6i
cung tredc khi bat dau chwong trinh nghién citu sinh & Pai hoc Reston, von
la trwong co theo hoc thoi sinh vien.

Tin nhan dau tién la cia me co.

‘Me khong muon lam phién con trong ky nghi dau, con yéu. Nhung hom
qua bo cua Kathy Culver mat roi, me nghi la con muon biét tin nay. Bac dy bi
cudp dam. Kinh khiing qua. Du sao me cling nghi la con muon biét, vé thi goi
cho me nhé. B6 me mudn dwa con di an to6i hom sinh nhat con.’

Chan Nancy btn ran. C6 do sup xudng ghé, hau nhu khong nghe thay hai
tin nhan ti€p theo - mot tir phong kham nha khoa nhac c6 dén 1y cao rang
vao thit Sdu, mot tit mot ngwoi ban sap ma tiéc.

Adam Culver mat roi. Co that khong tin noi. Me c6 néi dé la mot vu cuép.
Nancy ban khoan. Cé dung la tinh co khong? Hay la c6 lién quan dén chuyén
tham ctda bac ay vao...?

Co tinh ngay.

B0 Kathy dén tham vao ding cai ngay 6ng mat.

Mot giong noi trén may keéo giat co trd lai vai hién tai.

‘Chao Nancy. Chi Jessica Culver, chi ctia Kathy day. Em vé thi goi cho chi
nhé. Chi can néi chuyén véi em cang sém cang tot. Chi dang & v6i me. S
dién thoai la 555-1477. Quan trong lam. Cam on em.’

Nancy bong cam thay lanh budt. C6 nghe nhitng tin nhan con lai. R6i co
ngoi do ra vai phut lién, can nhac cac lya chon. Kathy chét réi, hoac day la
moi nguoi tin vay. Va gio thi dén b6 co dy, vai gio sau khi néi chuyén véi
Nancy, ciing chét.

DPiéu do c6 y nghia gi?

Co6 van ngoi lang phac, am thanh duy nhat la hoi thé don dap cta co. Ro6i
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c6 nhac may quay so Jessica.

Van phong trudng phong quan ly sinh vién dong kin, vi thé Myron di thang
dén nha anh ta. D6 la mo6t ngoi nha c6 thai Victoria 16p go tuyét tung nam &
phia Tay cu6i khuén vién trwong. Anh bdm chuong. Mot phu nit cuc ky
quyén rii m@ ctta. Chi mim cuwdi vé quan tam.

“Toi giup dugce gi cho anh?”

Chi mac bo vest may do mau kem. Chi khong con tré, nhung c6 nét duyén
dang, sac dep va vé goi cam khién miéng Myron hoi kho lai. Tredc mot quy
c6 thé nay Myron nhitng muon nga mii nghiéng minh, cé diéu gio anh khong
doi md.

“Chao chi,” anh ndi. “Toi tim Truwdng phong Gordon. T6i la Myron
Bolitar, va...”

“Cau tht bong r6?” chi ngat 16i. “Tat nhién roi. Lé ra t6i phai nhan ra anh
ngay lap tttc mdi phai.”

Pa duyén dang, xinh dep, ggi cam, lai con c6 kién thitc vé bong ro nita.

“T6i nhGd da xem anh trong gidi NCAA,” chi néi tiép. “T6i c6 vii cho anh
sudt ca giai.”

“Cam on chi...”

“Khi anh bi chan thwong...,” chi ngting lai, lac mai dau trén cai c6 Audrey
Hepbum, “t6i da khoc. T6i cam thdy mot phan trong minh ciing bi ton
thuong.”

Duyén dang, xinh dep, goi cam, c6 kién thirc vé béng rd, cha, lai con nhay
cam nita. Chi con cé do6i chan dai va duong cong dau ra ddy. Néi chung la
mot mon tuyét voi.

“Chi that t6t qua, cam on chi.”

“Han hanh dvgc gap anh, Myron.”

KEé ca tén anh nghe ciling hay khi dwgc phat ra tir d6i moi cta chi. “Chac
chi la vg cua Tredng phong Gordon. Vi phu nhan treéng phong dang yeu+.”

Chi cwoi trwdc kiéu bat chuwdc Woody Allen cia anh. “Vang, toi la
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Madelaine Gordon. Va khong, gid chong t6i khong cé nha.”

“Liéu chi c6 dang doi anh vé ngay bay gio khong?”

Chi mim cwoi nhw thé dé 1a mot cau héi hai nghia. R6i chi nhin anh véi
anh mat khién ma anh dé birng. “Khéng,” chi tir tén néi. “May tiéng nita nha
toi ma&i ve.”

Chi nhan manh ‘may tiéng nita’.

“A vang, thé thi t6i khong 1am phién chi nita.”

“Co phién gi dau.”

“Bira khac toi ghé lai,” anh noi.

Madelaine (anh thich cai tén nay) gat dau doan trang. “M&i anh lai nha.”

“Rat vui dugce gap chi.” Vi Myron, moi cau la mot don sat gai.

“T6i cling rat vui dwgc gap anh,” chi ngan nga. “Tam biét, Myron.”

Canh ctta khép lai, day tréu nguoi. Anh ditng dé thém mot lic nita, thd sau
thém vai nhip, r6i rdo buwdc trd lai xe. Cha.

Anh nhin déng ho. Bén gio gap canh sat tredng Jake roi.

Jake Courter triec mot minh trong don, cai thit trong nhuw duwgc bé ra tir b
phim Mayberry RFD. Chi c6 diéu Jake la ngudi da mau. Khong cé mét nguoi
da mau nao & Mayberry. Hay Green Aeres*. Hay bat ct noi nao nhw thé.
Khoéng c6 ngudi Do Thai, Latinh, chau A, bat ci tdc ngudi nao khac. That 1a
mot nét tha vi. Co 1€ 1a c6 mot bita an kiéu Hy Lap hay mot ga tén Abdul lam
viéc cho Sam Drucker* & ctta hang tap hoa.

Myron wdc chitng Jake khodng nim 1dm tudi. Ong mic quan 4o tron mau,
ao khoac cai ra, ca-vat ndi long. Cai bung phé nho ra phia treéc nhe mot thi
thudc vé ai khac. HO so rai khap ban, cung v6i phan con thtra ctia cdi moén
nom nhu la banh sandwich va mot 16i tdo. Jake nhin vai méi mét va chui miii
bang mot thit giong miéng gié lau bat.

“Nhan dwoc dién thoai roi,” ong néi thay 16i gidi thiéu. “T6i c6 nhiém vu
ho trg cau.”

“Chéau rat cam kich,” Myron noi.
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Jake ngd ngudi ra sau, vat chan 1én ban. “Cau tirng dau vaGi con hai t6i.
Gerard. Pai hoc bang Michigan.”

“Vang,” Myron dap. “Chéau cé nhé anh dy. Mot anh chang rat ran. Quai
vat trén san bong. Chuyén gia phong nguw.”

Jake hanh dién gat dau. “Chinh né. Khéng thé ném mot ct ra hon, nhung
chac chan la cau lic nao ciing biét né & do.”

“Mot may quét,” Myron thém vao.

“Phdi. Gi® n6 1a canh sat. O New York. Diéu tra vién cap hai. Canh sat
liem chinh.”

“Giong 6ng gia cua anh ay.”

Jake mim cuwoi. “Phai.”

“Cho ché&u gti 101 hoi thim anh &y nhé,” Myron néi. “A, ma thé nay di,
thic cui ché vao 16ng nguc anh ay ho chau. Chau van con ng anh ay vai ci.”

Jake ngat dau ra sau cwoi pha 1én. “Dung la Gerard. Khéo 1éo chwa bao gio
1a thé manh ctia n6.” Ong xi mili vao miéng gié lau bat. “Nhung tdi chic 1a
cau khong di ca quang duong tGi day dé néi chuyén bong ro.”

“Vang, co I€ vay.”

“ “Vay sao cau khong cho toi biét rd dau dudi di, Myron?”

“Vu cta Kathy Culver,” anh dap. “Chéau dang diéu tra vu nay. Tuyét mat.”

“Tuyét mat,” Jake nhuwdng may lap lai. “Tw dao to bua 16n qua, Myron.”

“Chau c6 nghe bang huédng dan cai thién ban than trong xe ma.”

“Thé ha?” Jake lai xi miii. Nghe nhw tiéng mot con ctru dyc goi ban tinh.
“Vay 1y do cau mudn tim hiéu vu nay la gi... ngoai trtt viéc cau la dai dién
cho Christian Steele va cau tirng c6 quan hé yéu duong vai chi gai Kathy.”

Myron n6i, “Cht nam hét tinh hinh r6i day a.”

Ong cin mot miéng tir nita chiéc sandwich con lai trén ban, mim cudi.
“Con nguoi von va ninh lam day.”

“Nhw chi néi, Christian Steele, cau ay la khach hang. Chau dang tim cach
giup cau ay.”

Jake sam soi anh, lai cho dgi. Pay la mot chiéu ct xi. Gitr im lang du lau,
va roi nhan chitng sé mé miéng néi rd van dé. Myron khong can cau.

Tron mot phut trdéi qua, Jake 1én tiéng, “Vay dé t6i noi thang nhé.
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Christian Steele ky hgp dong v&i cau. Mot hom cac cau tro chuyén véi nhau.
Cau ta né6i, ‘Ong biét day, Myron, véi céi cach ong bo dit toi, t6i mudn ong di
choi may cai tro con heo va tim con bo cli mat tich mot nam ruGi nay cuda toi
ma bon cdm va FBI tim khong ra.” Chuyén la thé ha, Myron?”

“Christian khong noi tuc dau,” Myron noi.

“Puwgc roi, cdu mudn to6i bé qua ha? U thi bé qua. Nhung c6 di thi méi c6
lai cht.”

“Cling dung,” Myron noi, “Nhung chau khong thé. Hodc it nhat thi cling
chwa thé.”

“Sao khong?”

“Chuyén nay c6 thé lam nhiéu ngudi ton thuwong,” Myron néi. “Ma c6 1é
chang c6 gi dau.”

Ong nhin mat. “Y cau 1a gi, tén thuong 4?”

“Chau khong thé noi ro dugce.”

“Tién su cai khong thé cua cau.”

“Chau néi cho chua biét, Jake. Chau khong thé noi gi hét.”

Jake lai soi anh. “T6i cho cau biét nhé, Bolitar. T6i khong phai ké co hoi.
Toi cling giong nhw con trai t6i ¢ toa vay. Khong bong bay nhung cham chi
nhw ngwa. Toi khong tim dwong tat dé thang tién. Téi nam ba tudi roi. Buwong
thang tién cua t6i khong hon dwoc nita. Gio diéu nay nghe hoi c6 16 véi cau,
nhung t6i tin vao cong ly. T6i mudn thay sy that thang thé. To6i da song vdi
vu mat tich caa Kathy Culver mudi tdm thang nay. Toi biét co6 bé twong tan.
Ma t6i van khong biét chuyén gi da xay ra dém do.”

“Chu nghi chuyeén gi da xay ra?” Myron hoi.

Jack g6 cay but chi 1én mat ban, “Lgi phéng doan c6 can ct nhat dva trén
bang chirng?”

Myron gat dau.

“Co0 bé chay trén.”

Myron ngac nhién. “Dya vao dau ma chu néi thé?”

Mot nu cwdi cham cham lan téa trén khuén mat Jake. “Biét la chuyén cta
toi, con tim ra la chuyén cua cau.”

“P.T. noi la chu sé giap.”
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Jake nhun vai can mot miéng nita t* mau sandwich thira khac, “Chi gai
cta Kathy thi thé nao? Theo t6i biét thi hai ngwdi kha 1a tinh sau nghia nang.”

“Gio chung chau la ban.”

Jake khé huyt sdo. “T6i thidy co ay trén ti vi r6i,” ong no6i. “Kho ma lam
ban v&i mot phu nit ¢6 vé ngoai nhu thé.”

“Chu dung la thanh nién thap nién chin muoi, Jake a.”

“Um, t6i quén mat 1a phai gia han dit t& Cosmo* roi.”

Ho dau mat mét ldc. Jake nga ngudi ra ghé sam soi mong tay. “Cau mudén
biét gi?”

“Moi thit,” Myron noi. “Tw dau.”

Jake khoanh tay trivéc nguwe. Ong hit sdu roi thd ra tir tir. “Bao vé trudng
nhan dugc dién thoai ti ban cung phong ctia Kathy, Nancy Serat. Kathy va
Nancy song trong nha nit sinh Psi Omega. Nha dep lam. Toan la nhitng co6 gai
da trang xinh xan téc vang rang sang. Cai kiéu trong ai cling na na nhau, nghe
ai cling na na nhau. Cau hinh dung ra r6i day.”

Myron gat dau. Anh dé y thay Jake khong doc hay thdm chi tra ho so. Tat
ca déu t tri nhd ctia 6ng ma ra.

“Nancy Serat bao vdi nguoi bao vé rang ba ngay ré6i Kathy Culver khéng
vé phong.

“Sao Nancy lai doi 1au thé méi goi dién?”

“Co6 vé nhu Kathy khong thuwong xuyén ngu ¢ nha nit sinh. Co ay cha yéu
qua dém trong phong cai cdu khach hang cta cdu. Cau biét day, cai cau
khong thich néi tuc day.” Thoang cuwodi. “R6i mot hom ngudi cta cdu va
Nancy no6i chuyén vGi nhau, cé hai déu cho rang Kathy & bén ngudi kia sudt
thoi gian qua. D6 1a Iic ho nhan ra ¢6 ay mat tich va goi bao vé trudng.

“Bao vé truong thong bao cho ching t6i, nhwng ban dau khong ai s6t sang
qua. Mot sinh vién tredng nam-nit sinh mat tich vai ngay hau nhw khong phai
su kién chan dong. Nhung r6i mot bao vé tim thay chiéc quan 16t trén nap
thung rac, va cau biét chuyén gi xay ra sau doé réi day. Cau chuyén lan nhanh
nhw vét keo vudt toc trén goéi cta Elvis vay.”

“Chéu da doc vé vét mau trén quan 16t r6i,” Myron noi.

“Gidi truyen thong da phéng dai né 1én. C6 mot vét mau kho, co 1€ 1a do
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kinh nguyét. Chung toi da xét nghiém. B am tinh. Cung nhém mau véi Kathy
Culver. Nhung c6 ca tinh dich nita. Ba khang thé dé xét nghiém DNA va
nhom mau.”

“Chu c6 doi twgng tinh nghi nao khéng?”

“Chi c6 mot,” Jake noi. “Nguoi cua cau, Christian Steele.”

“Sao lai la cau ay?”

“Nhitng Iy do thong thwong thoi. Cau ta la ban trai. Co gai dang trén
dwong tGi gap ban trai thi mat tich. Khong c6 gi qua cu thé hay thiét hai.
Nhung xét nghiém DNA trén tinh dich da thanh minh cho cau ta.” Ong m&
chiéc tu lanh nho dang sau lung. “Coca khéng?”

“Thoi, cAm on chu.”’A

Jake vO lay céi lon, bat nap danh tach. “Pay la nhitng gi ma c6 1€ cau da
doc trong ho sg,” ong noi tiép. “Kathy c6 mat @ mot bira tiéc cocktail cta hoi
nit sinh. C6 ay uéng mot hai ly, khong c6 gi nghiém trong cd, roi bita tiéc lic
muoi gio dé di gap Christian, roi bién mat. Hét chuyén. Nhung gio dé toi bo
sung doi diéu nhé.”

Myron nhoai ngwoi ra trwdc. Jake tgp mot ngum 16n Coca r6i chui miéng
bang canh tay ¢ than cay soi.

“Theo 16i may co gai trong hoi nit sinh,” 6ng ndi. “Kathy t6 ra mat tap
trung. Khong con la chinh minh nita. Ching t6i cling biét c6 ay nhan dwoc
dién thoai vai phut trwedc khi roi nha. Co ay bao v6i Nancy Serat la Christian
goi va cO ay chuan bi di gap cau ta. Christian phu nhan la da goi dién. 6 la
nhitng cu dién thoai trong mang noi bo trudong, nén khong cé cach nao lan ra.
Nhung ngudi ban cung phong cho biét Kathy n6i chuyén dién thoai c6 vé
cang thang lam, khong giong nhw khi c6 ay tro chuyén véi tinh yéu dich thuc
cua minh, anh Miéng Sach.

“Kathy cip mdy roi xudng cau thang cung Nancy. R6i c6 ay tao dang chup
bttc dnh cudi cing ma gid da tré nén ndi tiéng truedc khi ra di mai mai.”

Ong mé& ngén kéo dwa cho Myron bitc anh. Myron tat nhién 1a da xem anh
nay vo so lan roi. Pai truyén thong dia phuwong nao trong nuwéc cling trung
bitc anh 1én v6i sy hitng thi bénh hoan. Anh ctia mudi hai c6 gai trong hdi nit
sinh. Kathy ding the hai tw trai sang. Co mdc ao len xanh da troi va vay.

https://thuviensach.vn



Chuoi ngoc trai diém trang cho c6. Rat thanh lich. Theo céc c6 gai trong hoi
nit sinh cua Kathy thi Kathy roi nha mgt minh ngay sau khi chup anh. Co
khong bao gio quay tra lai.

“Puogc r6i,” Jake néi, “vay la co ay roi khéi bita tiéc cocktail. Chi c6 mot
ngwoi nhin thiy c6 ay ranh ranh sau dé.”

“Ai?” Myron hoi.

“Huan luyén vién doi. Mot tay tén Tony Gardola. Quang mudi rudi dém,
anh ta thiy co 4y, la lung thay, vao phong thay do cuia doi. Ly do duy nhat ma
Tony & d6 1a anh ta quén do. Anh ta hoi co bé lam gi & day thi c6 dy dap la
chuan bi gap Christian. Tony nghi cai quai gi thé nay, bon tré thoi nay. Co 1€
la sap c6 mot cudc gap ky quai trong phong thay d6. Tony quyét dinh tot nhat
la dirng thac mac qua nhiéu.

“Pay la bao cdo chdc chdn cudi cung vé viéc co dy ¢ dau. Chiang t6i nhan
dugc tin bao la cé thé cd ay da & ria phia Tay cda treong vao khodng mudi
mot gio dém. C6 ngwoi nhin thdy mot co gai toc vang mac ao len xanh va
vay. Toi qua nén khé c6 thé nhan dién chinh xac. Nhan chitng néi anh ta tham
chi con chang hé chi y, c6 diéu co6 dy xem ra rat voi va. Khong phai chay
nhung di thoan thoat.”

“Ria phia Tay cua trvong ¢ dau?” Myron hoi.

Jake md@ ho so 1ay ra mot tam ban do, van cham chi nhin mat Myron nhu
thé n6 an chita mot manh méi. Ong trai tdm ban do ra roi chi. “DAay,” dng noi.
“Pdng trvdc Miliken Hall.”

“Miliken Hall ¢ dau?”

“Toa nha khoa Toan. Cira dong then cai lic chin gio. Nhung nhan ching
néi co ay di vé phia Tay.”

Mat Myron lwét theo con dwong dan vé phia Tay. C6 bon toa nha khac de
KHU NHA O GUA CAN BO KHOA. Myron nhé dia diém nay.

P06 la nha cta Truwong phong Gordon.

“Gi thé?” Jake hoi.

“Khéng cé gi.”

“V§& van, Bolitar. Cau thay gi do.”

“Khong c6 gl ma.”
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L.ong may Jake nhan lai, “T6t thoi. Cau muon choi theo kiéu nay chi gi?
Thé thi xong me n6 ludn di. T6i van con con at cha bai day nay, con lau méi
trung ra.”

Myron da chuan bi san. Jake Courter sé cung cap thit gi d6. Tot thoi, mién
la Myron c6 thé bién n6 thanh 1gi thé cia minh.

“Chéau thay c6 vé nhu 1a,” Myron cham rai néi, “Kathy da di vé huwéng nha
cua trudng phong quan ly sinh vién.”

“Thé thi?”

Myron khong néi gi.

“Co0 bé lam viéc cho anh ta,” Jake noi;

Myron gat dau.

“C6 quan he gi?”

“0, chau chic chéan 1a hoan toan trong sang th6i.” Myron néi. “Nhung c6
thé chii mudn héi anh ta vai cau day. Chd rat ti mi ma.”

“Cau dinh néi...”

“Chau khong dinh n6i gi hét. Chau chi quan sat thoi.”

Jake lai soi anh. Myron than nhién nhin lai. Mot chuyén viéng tham cua
Jake Courter c6 1€ sé khong lam Truwédng phong Gordon suy sup, nhung chac
cling khién anh ta bun ran do6i phan. “Thé con con &t cha bai...”

Jake ngap ngung. “Kathy Culver dugc hwéng thira ké tir ba minh,” ong
noi.

“Hai lam ngan do,” Myron bd sung. “Ca ba ngwoi con déu dugc huwdng
nhw nhau. Tién nam trong tai khoan tin thac.”

“Khong han,” Jake néi, ong ditng 1én x6c x6c quan. “Cau mudn biét tai
sao t0i lai néi bang chitng chi ra rang Kathy da bo tron phai khong?”

Myron gat dau.

“Cai ngay Kathy bién mat, c6 ay da dén ngan hang,” néi tiép. “Co ay rut
sach tién thira ké. Ttrng cac mot.”
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Myron quay tré lai New York. Anh chinh kénh radio. Ca khic kinh dién
Careless Whisper cia nhém Wham dang vang 1én da diét. Michael thé than
rang sé khong bao gig khiéu vii nita vi ‘d6i chan tdi 16i da lac nhip’. Sau sac
that, Myron nghi. Rét sau sac.

Anh ma@ dién thoai trong xe goi cho Esperanza.

“Co chuyén gi khong?” anh hoi.

“Anh sap quay lai van phong chwa?”

“Gio anh dang tren duong day.”

“Em khong lam anh cham tré nita dau,” c6 noi.

“Sao thé?”

“Pang c6 mot khach hang bat ngd doi anh day.”

“Ai thé?”

“Chaz Landreaux.”

“Pang 1€ cau ta dang tron @ Washington ma.”

“Um, cau ta dang & day ndy. Trong tham 1&m.”

“Bao cau ta & yén day. Anh vé day.”

“La nhuv thé nay,” Chaz bat dau. “T6i mudn huy hgp dong.”

Cau bon chon di di lai lai trong van phong nhw mot anh chang sap 1én
chitc bo, va dung la trong cau rat tham. Nu cwoi twoi ngao nghé gio lan mat
tam. Dang vé dinh dac gio thanh ra lom khom. Cau ci¢ liém moéi, ddo mat lia
lia, siét chat roi lai tha 16ng ngon tay.

“Sao cau khong ké tir dau di?” Myron khoi goi.

“Khong c6 tir dau nao ca,” Chaz gat gong. “T6i muon thoéi. Anh dinh doi
dau vai toi a?”
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“Co chuyén gi vay?”

“Khong c6 chuyén gi hét. Toi déi y, thé thoi. Gio téi mudn hop tac vai
Roy O’Connor ¢ TruPro. Ho rdt tam cd. Anh t6t lam, Myron, nhung anh
khong c6 cac méi quan hé nhu ho.”

“U hit.”

Im lang. Di di lai lai nhiéu hon.

“Toi c6 thé lay hop dong dugc khong?”

“Chung gid tro gi ma lam cau réi tri thé, Chaz?”

“Toi khong biét anh dang noéi céi cho gi ca. Toi phai néi bao nhiéu lan
day? To6i khong muon anh, dwgc chwa?” Chaz dang cang thang, 1do dao suyt
nga. “T6i mudn TruPro.”

“Khong dé thé dau,” Myron noi.

“Anh dinh doi dau véi t6i a?” cau héi lai.

“Chung khong dung lai & do dau, Chaz a. Cau khong xoay x@ dwgc dau.
Dé t6i gidp cau di.”

Cau ngirng budc. “Giup t6i? Anh mudn gidp t6i a? Thé thi trd hgp dong
lai cho t6i? Va dirng gia vo lo cho t6i nita. Anh chi mu6n phan ctia anh théi.”

“Cau co6 thuc long tin thé khong?” Myron hoi.

Cau lac dau. “Anh khong hiéu roi, anh giai. T6i khong muon anh. T6i
muon hop tac véi TruPro.”

“T6i hiéu. Va nhw t6i néi vira ndy, khong dé thé dau. May tay d6 nam
dwgc bi cua cau. Cau twdng cit lam theo 10i ching la chung sé tha tay ra.
Nhung cau khong thé. Ma mai mai cling khong thé. Bat ct khi nao mudn gi,
chung lai tho tay vao quan cdu siét thém phét nita. Chiing sé khong dirng lai
dau, Chaz a. Ching sé siét cau cho dén khi dat dwgc moi thit ching mudén
m&i thoi.”

“Anh giai a, anh khong biét cai ché gi hét. Toi khong can phai giai thich gi
v6i anh cd.” Cau dén bén ban, nhung mat lai ngoanh di. “T6i mudn ban hop
dong chét giam d6. T6i mudn c6 ngay.”

Myron nhdc dién thoai 1én. “Esperanza a, mang hop dong ctia Chaz vao
cho anh. Béan goc ay.” Anh ctip may. “Mot lat nita thoi.”

Chaz khong noi gi.
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“Cau khong biét la minh dang bi 16i kéo vao chuyén gi dau,” Myron ti€p
tuc.
“Thoi me cai giong ddy di, anh giai. T6i biét r6 minh dang bi 16i vao céi

N

gl.

“Pé toi giup di, Chaz.”

Cau khit mii. “Anh thi giap dwgc gi?”

“T6i c6 thé ngan ching lai.”

“Qi dao, t6i biét. Pén lic ndy anh da 1am qua t5t r6i con gi.”

“Co chuyén gi vay?”

Nhung cau chi lac dau.

Esperanza vao phong dwa ban hgp dong cho Myron. Myron chuyén cho
Chaz. Cau vo6 lay roi héi ha ra ctra.

“Xin 16i, Myron. Nhung day la kinh doanh ma.”

“Cau khong dau lai dugc ching dau, Chaz a. Mot minh cau khong lam
duwgc dau. Chung sé vat kiét cau day.”

“DPung lo cho toi. Toi tw lo dugc.”

“T6i nghi 1a khéng duwgc dau.”

“Cu tranh me no ra. Gio khong con la viéc caa anh nita.”

Cau roi di ma khong thém liéc lai dang sau mot cai. Khi cau di r6i, Win
ma@ canh ctra gitta phong hoi nghi va phong cua Myron ra. “Cudc tro chuyén
hay ho day,” Win lén tiéng.

Myron gat dau, ngam ngoi.

“Chuing ta mat mot khach hang r6i,” Win néi. “Té qua.”

“Khong don gian thé dau, Win.”

“Cau sai lam la & cho d6,” Win diém tinh dap lai. “N6 don gian thé day.
Cau ta da cau dé dén vGi mot dai dién khac. Nhu cau ta da noéi r6 rang, ‘Gio
khong con la viéc cua anh nita.’”

“Chaz dang bi ap luc.”

“Va cau de nghi gitp cau ta. Cau ta ti choi.”

“Cau ta chi la mot thang nhoc sg hai théi.”

“Cau ta la nguwoi 16n biét ty dwa ra quyét dinh roi. Mot trong nhitng cai do
la bdo cau tranh me n6 ra.”
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Myron nguéce 1én. “Cau biét chiing sé lam gi cau ta ma.”

“Pay la thé gidi cua y chi tw do ma, Myron. H6i con di hoc Landreaux da
chon tién. Va gio cau ta chon quay tré lai véi bon ching.”

“Cau sé di theo cau ta chi?”

“Xin 16i, gi ca?”

“Di theo Chaz. Xem cau ta mang hgp dong di dau.”

“Cau phtic tap héa céi don gian roi, Myron. Ctt ké di.”

“T6i khong thé. Cau biét la t6i khong thé ma.”

Win gat dau. “C6 1€ t6i sé lam.” Ga nghi mot lat. “T6i sé lam vi quyén lgi
cong ty cua ching ta,” ga néi. “Dé c6 thém doanh thu. Néu chiing ta gianh lai
dwgc Landreaux vé cong ty quan ly thi sé rat 1ai. Cau cé thé khodi choi tro
siéu anh hung, nhung doi véi toi thi diy khong phai mot chién dich dao dirc.
T6i lam viéc nay vi tién. Pay 1a ly do duy nhat. Tién.”

Myron gat dau. “Toi khong doi hoi gi khac dau.”

“Tot. Mién la chung ta r6 rang hon vé diém d6. Va t6i mudn cau cam cai
nay.”

Win dua cho anh mot khau Smith & Wesson .38 kém dai deo sing. Myron
deo vao. Mang theo mot khau sting qua la hét sttc bat tién, nhung sitc nang
cta n6 kha on, nhw 16i nhac nhé vé mét thit bong bong bao vé. Doi khi cam
giac ay lam ta phan khich, tham chi manh mé kho long danh bai.

Va thuong la vao luc do ta lai bi an dan.

“Can than hon cho t6i,” Win noi. “L0i tuyén bo dugc tung ra roi day.”

“L0i tuyén bd nao?”

“Cai dau cau da chinh thitc dwoc treo gia roi,” Win noi, nhu thé day la mot
cudc tro chuyén vui vé trong bita tiéc cocktail. “Ba muoi ngan do cho ké khtr
dwoc cau.”

Myron nhin mit. “Ba muoi ngan? B6 khi, tdi tiing 1a nhan vién FBI ddy. ft
nhat cling phdi c& sdu, bdy muoi ngan chi.”

“Kinh t€ suy thoai. Thoi budi nay khé khan lam.”

“Toi bi giam gia a?”

“U, c6 1& vay.”

Myron thao khau sing luc, kiém tra dan. Bitng nhw anh nghi ngo. Win da
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nap dan dum-dum, loai dan dau cé ranh khia dé 10 ra 16p chi. Khong du dé
xai nhitng vién dan dau rong Winchester Silvertip, Win han da phu phép
ching dé thém phan sat thwong. “Thé nay la bat hgp phap day.”

Win dat tay lén nguc. “Oi. Gioi. Oi. Ghé. Qua.”

“V i ca cling khong can thiét.”

“Cau noi vay thi chiu.”

“T6i no6i vay day.”

“Chung hiéu qua lam.”

“T6i khong mudn may thit d6,” Myron néi.

“T6t thoi.” Ga dwa cho Myron may vién dan con nguyén chop. “Cit lam ké
nhat gan di.”
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" 21.

Jessica nghe tin nhan trén may tra 10i ty dong.

‘Chao chi Jessica. Em Nancy Serat day. Em rat tiéc khi nghe tin bu6n ve
béc trai. Bac that sy rdt dé mén. Em khong thé tin n6i. Bac dy da & day vao
bu6i sang hom bac mat. La qua. Hom d6 bac trong hoai niém lam. Bac ké hét
cho em vé cdi do len vang yéu thich ma bac tang Kathy. That 1a mot cau
chuyén ngot ngao. Uéc gi em gilip duge nhiéu hon. Em that khong tin néi...
Théi, em 1dm nham r6i, xin 16i chi. C& cing thing 1a em lai thé. A, ma dén
muoi gio toi nay em mdi vé nha. Lic ddy chi ghé qua hay goi dién cho em
cling dugc. Chao chi.’

Jessica tua di tua lai tin nhan. Bén lan thi ba. Nancy Serat da gap bo co6
vao budi sang hém 6ng bi giét.

Lai mot sy trung hgp nita u?

Co nghi la khong.

Myron goi cho me. “Con khong vé nha may h6m me nhé.”

“Gi cg?”

“Con dén ¢ v6i Win.”

“O thanh phé a?”

“Vang?”

“Thanh phé New York?”

“Khong dau me. Thanh phé Kuwait.”

“Pirng c6 choi tro ma lanh véi me, dé danh né cho ban con di,” ba noi.
“Thé sao con lai 1én thanh pho 6?”

Hurm. Anh cé nén cho me biét sy that khong? Bdi vi, me a, co tay giang ho
thué nguoi giét con, va con khong muén bé me gdp nguy hiém. Khong. Lam
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thé me lai lo. “May dém tdi con phai lam viéc muon.”

“Con chac chit?”

”Vang.”

“Can than day, Myron. Bém hom dirng c6 di dau mot minh.”

Esperanza m@ ctta. “Cudc goi khan cap & dwong day so ba,” ¢o noi, du to
dé me Myron nghe thay.

“Thé th6i me nhé. C6 cudc goi khan.”

“Nh& goi cho bé me ddy.”

“Vang.” Anh cip mdy r6i ngwdc nhin Esperanza. “Cam on em.”

“Nham nho gi.”

“Co ai goi khéng?”

Co gat dau. “Lai la Timmy Simpson. Em da tim cach gidi quyét, nhung
anh ta néi van dé nay can dén chuyén mén cu thé cta anh.”

Timmy Simpson la tan binh trong lang bong chay, choi & vi tri chan gan
cho d6i Red Sox. Noi phién todi cta lién doan.

“Chao Timmy.”

“Nay Myron, toi dgi mat hai tiéng mdi thay anh goi lai.”

“Vwra ndy toi ra ngoai. Co viéec gi vay?”

“To6i dang @ Toronto, dwgc chi, ¢ Hilton. Va khach san nay khong co
nuwéc nong.”

Myron dgi. R6i anh néi, “To6i nghe ding chit, Timmy? Cau vira néi...”

“Khong tin ndi ch gi?” Timmy gao 1én. “Tdi vao buong tam, phai, dgi
nam phat, r6i mwoi phiut. Nwdce lanh chét cha, Myron a. Lanh nhuw da. Cudi
cung t6i goi xudng lé tan, dung chwa? Tay giam doc tép riu bao vdi toi la
dwong 6ng nuwdc bi truc trac. Puwdng 6ng nwdc bi truc trdc, nghe ¢ nhw toi
dang & trong mot can nha xe kéo chét tiét vay. Thé la téi noi, vay bao gio
stta? NO trinh bay cd mot bai dai ngoang vé viéc né khong ro. Anh tin dugc
cai chuyén vé van nay khong?”

Khong, Myron nghi. “Timmy nay, chinh xac thi tai sao cau lai goi cho
t0i?”

“Gioi oi, Myron, t6i la dan chuyén nghiép, ding ch? Va toéi dang bi mac
ket & cai chén xui xéo khong mét giot nwdc néng ndy. Y toi 13, trong hop
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dong khong dé cap dén van dé nay sao?”

“Pbiéu khoan vé nudc néng dy ha?” Myron bay.

“Pai loai thé. Y t6i 13, thoi ndo. Sao ho dam lam thé? T6i can tdm trudc
tran ddu. Tdm nuwdc néng. Poi héi thé 1a qua dang a? Y t6i 13, toi 1am gi bay
gig?”

Cam dau vao bon cau r6i xa nwdc di, Myron vira nghi vira 1dy dau ngén
tay day day thai dwong. “Pé€ t6i xem c6 lam dwgc gi khong, Timmy a.”

“N6i chuyén véi tay giam doc khach san di, Myron. Lam cho n6 hiéu tam
quan trong di.”

“Theo t6i thdy thi,” Myron néi, “Iii tré md c6i ¢ Péng Au ma so véi
chuyén nay thi chi la mu6i. Nhung néu khong sém cé nuwdc néng thi vao
khach san khac ma &. Chung toi sé gtri héa don dén cho Red Sox.”

“Y hay ddy. Cam on Myron.”

Cach.

Myron cham cham nhin dién thoai. That khéng tin n6i. Anh ngad ngudi ra
sau, ti hoi lam thé nao gidi quyét ba van dé 16n day: su ra di dot ngot cta
Chaz Landreaux, c6 kha nang Kathy Culver sé xuat hién tré lai va vu duong
ong nudc ¢ khach san Hilton, Toronto. Anh quyét dinh quén di cai cudi cung.
Nguwdi ta chi lam dugc chitng dy viéc ma théi.

Van dé thi nhat: Chaz Landreaux hogp tac v6i Frank Ache. Chi c6 mot
cach duy nhat dé gidi quyét chuyén nay. Lao anh Herman.

Myron nhac dién thoai quay s6. Anh van thudc long s6 dién thoai nay. Sau
ho6i chudng dau tién da c6 nguwdi bat may. “Quan rwgu Clancy.”

“Toi la Myron Bolitar. Cho toi gap Herman.”

“Gilt may nhé.” Nam phut troi qua méi c6 nguoi trg lai. “Mai. Hai gio.”

Cach. Khong can doi cau tra 16i. Bat ct khi nao Herman Ache dong y gap
ban thi ban phai san sang c6 mat.

Van dé thit hai: Kathy Culver. Tap chi Nhil hoa dugc gti dén tir hop thu
ndi bo treong. N6 khong chi duge giti dén cho Christian Steele ma con cho
Truwong phong Gordon. Tai sao? Myron biét Kathy tirng lam viéc cho tay
trwéng phong. Cong viéc ctia c6 bé khong chi la sap xép ho so? Cé 1€ la
chuyén tinh cdm chang? Thé con cd vg dang yéu cua tay treéng phong? Co
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ay c6 mac do 16t khong?

Nhuwng Myron dang lac de.

Chat xtc tac cta toan bo chuyén nay la mau quang cao trong t& Nhil hoa.
Gary Grady thé song thé chét 1a khong dinh dang t&i chuyén nay. Co thé co.
Co thé khong. Nhung du gi bic anh cling phai qua tay Fred Nickler. Lao
Preddy t6t bung dang & trung tam cuda van de.

Myron tra s6 roi goi dién.

“HDP. T6i c6 thé giip gi cho ban?”

“Cho toi gap Fred Nickler.”

“Xin cho biét tén?”

“Myron Bolitar.”

“Phién anh gitt may.”

MGt phtt troi qua. Roi Fred Nickler nghe may. “A 16?”

“Ong Nickler, t6i Myron Bolitar day.”

“Vang, Myron. Toi giup dugc gi cho cha?”

“T6i muon ghé qua hoi 6ng thém vai cau vé mau quang céo.””

“E la gio toi hoi ban, Myron a. Sao mai chu khong goi lai? Co 1€ chung ta
c6 thé thu xép dugc gi do.”

Im lang.

“Myron a? Chua van nghe ddy chit?”

“Ong biét ai chup bttc anh d6 khong, 6ng Nickler?”

“Tat nhién la khong?”

“Anh ban Jerry ctia 6ng bdo la khong biét gi hét.”

“Myron, thoi nao. Chu cling phitc tap day. Thé chii mong thang cha ay sé
noi gi chi?”

“Ga ndi cha dinh liu gi dén viéc chen bitc dnh vao mau quang céo do.”

“Um, khong thé ndo. Anh ta 1a ngudi ding quang cdo. Anh ta ndp anh
ma.”

“Thé 6ng c6 mot ban chi?”

Ngirng. “Chac la ¢ trong ho so dau do.”

“Vay nho ong tim dé toi qua lay.”

“Nghe nay, Myron. T6i ghét phdi t6 ra khiém nha, nhung gio t6i ban lam.
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Chi la cing mot bitc &nh ma cha da thay théi.”

“Anh ctia Kathy chi c6 trong t& Nhii hoa,” Myron noi.

“Xin 16i?”

“Anh ctia ¢6 ay. Khong phai tap chi ndo ctia 6ng ciing c6. Chi méi t& Nhii
hoa thoi.”

Ngtng. “Thi?” Nhung giong lao bong dwng run run.

“Thi ca sau tap chi cung chung mot quang cao. Pung ngay trang do, dung
ngay cho anh dé. Ngoai trit mot thay doi nho & t& Nhii hoa. Co ké da doi duy
nhat mot birc anh & hang cudi. C6 ké da doi anh & moi to tap chi do chi
khong phai nhitng to khac. Tai sao vay?”

Fred Nickler hing hang ho. “T6i thyc sw khong biét, Myron a. Thé nay
nhé: Toi sé kiém tra roi cho chd biét sau. C6 hang ti ti cuéc goi dang doi day.
Phai chay day. Chao chu.”

Lai mot tiéng cach nita.

Myron ngd lung ra sau. Fred Nickler bat dau hoang roi day.

V@i ban tay run lay bay, Fred Nickler quay s6. Sau ba hoi chuéng méi cé
ngwoi nhac may.

“Canh Sat hat.”

Fred hang giong. “Cho gap Paul Duncan.”
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22.

Chin gid toi.

Myron goi cho Jessica. Anh ké cdn ké cho c6 phat hién vé tay truéng
phong.

“Anh co thuc sy nghi Kathy cdp vdi tay trudng phong khong?” Jessica
héi.

“Anh chiu. Nhung sau khi gap vg anh ta, anh c6 xu hwéng nghi ngd diéu
de.”

“Ngon a?”

“Cuc ngon,” Myron néi. “Va co ay biét vé béng r6. Co ay tham chi con
khoc khi anh bi chan thwong.”

Jessica hung hang. “Ngudi phu nit hoan héao.”

“Co phai anh ngtti thay mui ghen tudng khong nhi?”

“Ctt mo di,” Jessica néi. “Dan 6ng c6 lay vg dep thi cling van c6 kha nang
ngoai tinh véi mot c6 nit sinh xinh xan.”

“Cling dung. Vay cau hoi dat ra la: Lam sao Truwéng phong Gordon lai co
tén trong danh sach gwi thu tai tiéng d6?”

“Em khong biét,” c6 néi. “Nhung hom nay em ciling phat hién ra mot
chuyén hay ho. B6 em da dén gap Nancy Serat, ban cung phong ctua Kathy,
vao budi sang hém 6ng mat.”

“Pé lam gi?”

“Em chua biét. Nancy chi dé lai tin nhan trén may. Mdt tiéng nita em sé
dén gap co bé.”

“T6t. Néu em nghe dwgc bat ¢t tin gi khac thi goi cho anh nhé.”

“Anh dinh ¢ dau?” co hoi.

“Anh lam dém & doan mua Chippendale*,” Myron noi. “Nghé danh la
Zorro*.”

“La Ti hon* méi dung.”
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“0O1.”

Mot khodng lang khé x@ bao trum lén ho. Cudi cung Jessica pha v& bau
khong khi ay. “Sao t6i nay anh khong qua nha em?” c6 hdi, chat vat git
giong than nhien.

Tim Myron dap thinh thich. “Thé thi mudn qua.”

“Khong sao. Em ciing chang ngu nhiéu. Ci¢ go ctra s6 phong em, Zorro.”

Co cip may. Nam phut sau, Myron c¢ ng6i lang phac nghi vé Jessica.
Trudc khi sy nghiép cta anh két thic, ho da hen ho dwgc mot thang. Co & véi
anh. C6 cham séc anh. C6 yéu anh. Anh day c6 ra xa minh bang mot viéc
duwdi cai danh nghia trwong phu 1a bao vé c6. Nhung c6 khong bo di. It nhat
cling chua.

Esperanza m@ ctta khong thém g6. Co nhin anh ma gat, “Thoi di.”

“Gi?”

“Anh lai deo cai bo mat do roi.”

“Mat gi?”

Co bat chuéc anh. “Kiéu mat cun that tinh dang ghét.”

“Anh c6 lam madt gi dau.”

“Phai. Anh lam em ghé ngudi day, Myron.”

“Céam on nhé.”

“Anh biét em nghi gi khong? Em nghi la anh thich chui tr§ lai quan cta
Jessica hon la tim em gai c6 ta day.”

“Gioi oi, cai gi nhap vao em thé?”

“Em da & day, nhd khong? Khi co ta bé di.”

“Nay, anh la dan 6ng dan ang day nhé. Anh ty lo cho minh dugc.”

Esperanza lac dau. “Lai déja vux r6i.”

“Gi ca?”

“Ty lo cho minh di. V& van. Anh néi c@ nhv Chaz Landreaux dy. Hai
nguoi cha biét nghi gi ca.”

Khuon mat t6i sam cta Esperanza goi anh nhé téi nhitng dém Tay Ban
Nha, cat vang, trang tron trén bau troi khong sao. Pa cé nhitng khoanh khac
cam do giita ho, nhirng nguwoi nay hoac nguwoi kia luon y thite diege rang diéu
do6 c6 nghia gi bén dirng lai. Nhitng gidy phit cam doé nhw vay khong bao gio
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con troi day nita. Ngoai Win ra, Esperanza la ban than nhat cta anh. Sy quan
tam cda co, Myron biét, la that long.

Anh doi dé tai. “Sao em vao ma khong béo truéc thé?”

“Em tim ra mot tht.”

“Thw gi?”

Co doc tw tap gidy ghi chu. Sao c6 lai dung gidy ghi cha thi anh khong
biét. Co lam gi biét ghi chép hay danh mdy ra hon. “Cudi cung em ciing lan
duwgc ra s6 ma Gary Grady goi sau khi anh dén. N6 thudc vé mot studio tén la
- nhé nay - Global Globe Photos. Dt tai dai 16 10, gan dwdng ham.”

“Chén nho nhép.”

“Nho nhdp bac nhat,” ¢6 n6i. “Em nghi studio nay chuyén chup anh khiéu
dam.”

“Co chuyén mon that la hay.” Myron xem dong ho. “Co tin gi cia Win
khong?”

“Chwa.”

“Nhan dia chi tay chup dnh vao hop thu thoai ctia cau ta nhé. C6 1€ cau ta
sé xong dung lic dé gap anh.”

“T6i nay anh di a?” c6 haéi.

«(7.»

Esperanza dong sap tap gidy ghi chu lai. “Em bam dudi c6 phién khong?”

“T6i studio khiéu dam 4?”

“Vang.”

“T6i nay em khong phéi hoc a?” Esperanza dang theo hoc 16p bubi toi,
chuyen nganh luat ¢ Pai hoc New York.

“Khong. Ma con cling lam hét bai tap vé nha roi, ong bd a. That day.”

“Im miéng lai r6i di nao.”

https://thuviensach.vn



23

b1 tran~.

C6 du moi thé loai. Mot 6 gai diém Lién Hop Qudc dé dang xac minh, da
tring, da mau, chau A, Latinh. Pa phan con tré, rat tré, lao dao trén nhitng doi
giay g6t cao nghéu nghén nhu 1 tré choi tro an dién, ding nghia luon. Phan
16n gay go, kho quat, vét kim tiém chi chit trén tay nhw dam con trung li ti, da
mat dinh sat vao go ma, khién khuon mat ho tira mot cai dau lau day am anh.
Mat ho triing sau v6 hon, mai toc rii regi, bom xom nhw rom.

Myron thi tham, “Nguoi ta khong biét la ho dang lam tinh v6i mot ké da
chét r6i sao?”

Esperanza ngap ngirng, ngam ngoi. “Khong biét cau do.”

“Fantine trong Nhitng ngudi khén khé. Nhac kich.”

“Em khong mua noi vé xem nhac kich Broadway. Sép ctia em ki 1am.”

“Nhung dé thuwong.”

Anh nhin mot c6 a téc vang mdc chiéc quan so6c bo thap nién sdu muoi
ngd gia v6i mot tén khon di xe Ford. Anh biét chuyén ctia 4. Anh da gap
nhiing c6 gai (doi khi cd nhitng cdu trai) nhw 4 xudéng xe buyt & tram Port
Authority, mét chiéc xe buyt Greyhound khéi hanh tir Tay Virginia hay mién
Tay Pennsylvania hay cai dai dat can c6i ménh mong ma dan New York don
gian goi 1a ving Trung Tay. A di b nha - c6 18 1a dé trdnh bi lam dung,
nhung nhiéu kha ning 1a béi & chan doi va ‘thudc vé’ thanh phé 16n. A nhéc
cao chan xuéng xe buyt vdi nu cudi twoi tan, mé hoac, khong mot xu dinh tdi.
Nhitng tén ma c6 sé dé mat dén a va chd doi véi sy kién nhan cda loai kén
kén. Khi dén lic, ching sé nhao xuéng doi miéng moi chét. Ching sé gidi
thiéu & v4i Qua tao Lén*, cho a mét chd @, do an, nwdc tam dm nong, co 1€ la
mot can phong cé bé suc, dén dién sang treng, may nghe dia sanh diéu,
truyén hinh cap vdi diéu khién tiv xa. Ching hita sé sap xép cho & gap nhiép
anh gia, cho 4 lam nguwdi mau. Ro6i ching day a cach tiéc tung, tiéc tung thdt
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su, chit khong phai kiéu nhat nhéo a tirng lam & Hicks Falls véi it bia va mot
thang nhoc cudi cap mat day mun sO soang & & ghé sau xe ban tdi. Ching bay
cho & cach vui vé véi mén hang cao cap, thit bot trang hang nhat.

Nhung roi moi suw thay déi. Phdi c6 ngudi chi tra cho tat ca nhitng lan vui
vé d6. Cong viéc ngwdi mau sé that bai, va a khong thé chi lam ké an bam.
Ngoai ra, gio tiéc tung da la mot thit nhu cau hon la thd xa xi. Nhw thitc an
hodc viéc hit thd vay. A khong thé ton tai néi néu thiéu mot cd hit hay mot
nhat chich tr cay kim yéu thich.

Chang may choc da roi xuong vuc va cham day. Va mot khi & khong cé
sttc manh - hay tham chi 1a khao khat - dé ding day...

A két thic tai day.

Myron d6 xe. Anh va Esperanza lang lang ra khdi xe. Myron cam thay
bung da nhén nhao. Pém budng roi, tat nhién. Nhitng noi nhu thé nay chi ton
tai vao ban dém. Ching lan tron khi 4nh sang ban ngay chiéu roi.

Myron chwa bao gio tGi nha thd, nhung anh biét Win da dung dich vu nay
nhiéu dip. Win thich tinh tién dung ctia n6. Chon yéu thich ctia ga la mot nha
thé chau A trén ph6 8 mang tén Nhd Lau. Hoi thap nién tdm muoi, Win va
mdy nguoi ban thwong cé nhitng phi vu ma ho goi la ‘dém Trung Hoa’ & can
h6 ctia Win - vueon H6 Nam sé cung cap d6 an, Nha Lau cung Cap géi. Su
thue 1a, Win khong cé cam xic vdéi phu nit. Ga khong tin ho. Nha thé 1a
nhitng gi ga can. Khong chi la khong rang budc. Win chwa bao gio dé phu nit
rang budc. Ma géi diém la mon c6 thé vitt bo. Hang xai mot lan roi thoi.

Myron khéng nghi 1a Win con dinh vao nhitng sy kién nhu thé nay -
khong phai trong cai ky nguyén ngap ngua bénh tat nay - nhung anh khong
biét chac. Ho chwa bao gid noi vé chuyén dé.

“Dia diém dep day,” Myron lén tiéng. “Nén tho qua.”

Esperanza gat dau.

Ho di qua mot cau lac b6 dém. Nhac da to dé lam mit via he. Mot diva
nhoc tudi teen - Myron khong biét 1a trai hay gai - toc xanh dung nguwgc dam
bd vao anh. Trong ct nhu twgng nit than Ty do. Cé hang dong xe mo to,
khuyén tai khuyén v, hinh xam, day chuyén. Piép khiic nha thé ‘Nay cung’
nhao vé phia anh tir moi ngéc ngach, mat ho mao di thanh mot dong rac nguoi.
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Noi nay giong nhw mot 1€ hoi carnival ky quai.
T4m bién phia trén ctta dé chit CAU LAC BO F.U. Logo 1a ngén tay théi.
Tinh té that. Mot tdm bang phan tring may dong chi:

PEM Y HOC’ HANG NANG!
BAN NHAC SONG!
Pdc biét chi danh cho dan dia phuong:
XET NGHIEM PAP+
va NHIET KE HAU MON

Myron c6 thé thdy qua canh ctta m@. Nguwoi ta khong khiéu vii, ma nhay
1én nhdy xudng, dau lac lw v6 hén nhw thé c6 ho la sgi day thun, canh tay
dinh chdt bén minh. Myron cham cha nhin mot dita nhdc, chitng muoi lam
tudi, dam chim trong anh sang mau tim, mo6 hoi khién mai téc dai dinh bét
vao mat. Anh ty hoi liéu nhém nhac trén san khau kia la ‘Xét nghiém Pap’
hay ‘Nhiét ké hau mén’. Cha quan trong. Nghe c¥ nhw ai d6 nhét mét con lgn
dong duc vao nghé thuat am thuc vay.

Toan canh nom that nira nac nra mo*.

“Studio & ké bén kia,” Esperanza noi.

Toa nha hodc la mot biét thy da nau dé nat hodc la mot nha xwdng nho.
Gai diém nhoai ra ngoai cttra s6 nhuw nhitng manh do trang tri Gidng sinh con
sot lai.

“Pay ha?” Myron hai.

“Tang ba,” Esperanza dap. Canh twgng xung quanh xem ra khong lam co
ngop ti nao, vi ban than co ciing dén tir nhitng con pho chang kha hon la bao.
Khuon mat c6 van la con ho phang lang. Esperanza khong bao gio dé 10 sy
yéu dudi. Co thwong ndi con tam banh, nhung su6t thoi gian bén nhau,
Myron chwa titng thdy ¢6 khéc. Nhung nguoc lai thi ¢d khong thé néi thé vé
anh.

Myron t6i bén bac thém. Mot & diém qua can nhoi nhét trong bd 4o lién
quan, trong chang khéac gi chiéc xtic xich cang phong trong 16p bi, liém moi
tién dén cho anh.
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“Nay cung, mudn dugce thdi kén khéng? Nam muoi d6.”

Myron cd khong nham mat. “Khéng,” anh cii dau khé dap. Anh muon néi
nhitng 10i hiéu biét, nhitng 10i c6 thé thay doi 4, thay doi hoan canh cua a.
Nhung anh chi néi, “Tai xin 16i,” r6i vdi budc qua. A béo nhiin vai di tiép.

Toa nha nay chi cé thang bd. Chang c6 gi ngac nhién. Cau thang rai rac
nguoi, da phan mat hén hodc cé 1€ da chét. Myron va Esperanza can than di
qua ho. Thit nhac tong hgp chat chiia - moi thé loai tir Neil Diamond cho dén
thit gi nghe nhu ‘Xét nghiém Pap’ vang vong khap hanh lang. Cé ca nhitng
am thanh khac nita. Tiéng chai lo v0, tiéng hét, tiéng chti theé, tiéng lodng
xoang, tiéng tré con khoc. Mot dan nhac dén ti dia nguc.

Lén t6i tang ba, ho thdy mot van phong lap kinh. Bén trong khong cé ai,
nhung nhitng bitc dnh trén twong - ddy la con chwa n6i dén roi da va cong tay
- cho ho biét nhiéu kha nang la ho da dén ding noi. Myron thit van tay nam
ctra. N6 xoay that.

“Em ¢ ngoai nay nhé,” anh nai.

“Vang.”

Anh buéc vao. “Co ai khong?”

Khéng ai dap 10i, nhung c6 tiéng nhac vang ra tit phong khac. Nghe nhw
nhac calypso. Anh 16n tiéng goi lan nita r6i buédc han vao trong studio.

Myron ngd ngang trudc cach thiét ké chuyén nghiép ctia noi nay. Sach sé,
den dién sang choang véi may céi 6 hat sang ma ta thuwong thiy & cac studio.
Co nira td may anh dat trén chan mdy, con trén dau la da loai dén mau sac
khac nhau.

Tat nhién, thiét ké khong phai l1a thit dau tién khién anh ngd ngang. Nhitng
thit khac cling thu hit anh nhin cta anh trude tién. Vi du nhw mot co gai khoa
than cuwdi mo td. Noi chinh xac ra thi co ta khong khoa than hoan toan, co ta
c6 di mot doi bot den. Ngoai ra khong ban thém gi khac. Khong phai cai vé
ma moi nguwoi phu nit dam ban lén nguoi, nhung vai co ta thi cé vé hgp. Co
ta khong nhin anh ma chu tam vao to tap chi trong tay. The National Sun. Tit:
Trai 16 1én chitc ba. Hrm. Anh budc lai gan hon. C6 nang nguc by, nhung
Myron cé thé thdy nhitng vét seo bén duwdi dam bong budi cang phong kia.
Bom nguc, tht phu kién thoi trang cua thap nién tam muoi.

https://thuviensach.vn



Co ta ngudc 1én, giat nay minh.

Myron mim cu0oi than thién. “Chao em.”

Co ta hét lén. Choi 16i. “Cut ra khoi day!” Co ta miéng thi gao ru, tay thi
che nguc. Poan trang qua. Canh twgng hiém c6 thdi nay. Chirng kién that vui
mat.

Myron noi, “T0i la...”

Lai mot tiéng thét choi 16i nita. Myron nghe thay tiéng dong dang sau bén
quay phat lai. Mot thang nhai gay com khéng mac do ditng d6 mim cudi. N6
bat tach con dao bam, nu cwoi nhan nhd bénh hoan van dan chdt trén mit.
Than hinh nhw Ly Tiéu Long cia n6 16 mo trong anh dao. N6 khom nguoi
xuong, ra hiéu cho Myron nhao v6. Y hét phim Truyén mé Tay+. Gia thang
nhai bat ngén tay nhu phim ntra thi tuyét.

Mot canh cira nita bat mé@, anh dén do lot ra. Mot phu nit bwdc vao tam
mat. Co nang c6 mai téc xoan do, nhung Myron khong chac d6 la mau téc
that hay do anh dén dé tir phong t6i hat ra.

“Anh dot nhap vao day,” co6 nang noi v6i Myron. “Hector c6 quyén giét
anh ngay tai cho day.”

“T6i khong biét c6 lay bang luat & dau,” Myron noi, “nhung néu Hector
khong can than, t6i sé twdc mén dé choi d6 ma nhét vao cai khe nii ctia né+
day.”

Hector cwdi khung khuc. N6 bat dau ném dao qua lai gitta hai tay.

“Cha,” Myron thot 1én.

Nguwoi mau ngue tran phi vao phong thay do, can phong dugc céi treo bién
rat hém 1a PHONG COI BO. Ngudi phu nit phong t6i déng cira buéc hin ra
gitta studio. Téc c6 nang dung la mau do, ma thyc ra giong mau nau dong
hon, da c6 mau ma ngwdoi ta c6 thé goi la hong kem. C6 nang chirng ba muoi,
va la lung chua, trong rat giau sttc song. N ky gia gitta nganh khiéu dam.

“Co la chu a?” Myron hoi.

“Hector gio6i choi dao 1am,” c6 nang diém nhién dap. “Cau ta cé thé cat b
tim mot ngwdi roi chia cho thang cha xau s6 dy xem trwdc khi tat thd day.”

“Thé chac vui lam.”

Hector xap lai. Myron khong nhuc nhich.
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“Toi co6 thé khoe ky nang vo6 thuat,” Myron bat dau. Anh rit sting ra chia
vao nguc Hector. “Nhung t6i vira m@i tam xong.”

Mat Hector mé to strng sot.

“Nh¢ ldy ma chira nay, thang nhéc choi dao,” Myron néi tiép, “Phan nita
sO ngwdi trong toa nha nay cé thé mang sting. May c di lai vung vay moén do
choi do thi sé bi mot thang khéng 6 trai tim nhan hau nhu tao x day.”

Téc do xem ra khong bi soc trede khau stng. “Ra khoi day,” ¢6 nang noi
vGi Myron. “Ngay.”

“Co0 la cha a?” Myron tht lai.

“Anh c6 giay phép khong?”

“T6i khong phai com.”

“Thé thi vac mong ra khoi day di.” Co nang vira ndi vira lac lw su6t. Hong
va chan ctr dong lién tuc. Co nang ra hiéu cho Hector, luc nay da dong con
dao bam lai. “Cau di dvoc roi, Hector.”

“Khong nhanh thé dau, Hector,” Myron noéi. “Vao phong toi di. Tao khong
mudn may nay ra y quay lai véi mdt khau sing.”

Hector hwéng mat vé phia téc dé. Co6 nang gat dau, thang nhai bén vao
trong.

N6 déng ctra lai. Myron di vé phia dé chot civa bén ngoai.

Toc do dat tay len hong. “Gio vui chwa?”

“Gan phé.”

“Thé thi phan.”

“Nghe nay,” Myron noéi véi nu cuoi than thién lam tan chdy long nguoi,
“td6i khéng mudn phién phitc gi dau. To6i chi dén day mua vai tdm anh thoi
ma. Toi la Bemie Worley, lam viéc cho mot tap chi khiéu dam.”

Co nang nhan mat. “Trong t6i ngu dén thé kia a. Bemie Worley, dén day
mua vai tdm anh. Tha cho ba may mot ti di.”

Mot tiéng dong bat than vang lén. Nguwoi. Rat nhiéu nguwdi. M6t con chan
dong, ngay ca vdi tiéu chuan cta toa nha nay. Trong hanh lang. Ngay cho anh
dé Esperanza & lai. Mot minh.

Myron quay nguwoi chay, cam thdy tim minh ndy lén t6i tan co6 hong. Nh&
cO chuyén gi xay ra vdi co...
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Anh giat tung cita. Ca dong nguwoi vay quanh Esperanza, phan 16n quy
xuong. Co dirng gitta, mim cuwdi, va - anh that khong tin ndi - dang cho chit
cho ky.

“La Pocahontas ddy!” ai do6 hét 1én.

“Ghi cho t6i la ‘Mén tang Manuel’.”

“Co van la dé nhat long t6i day!”

“T6i nh@ cai ngay co danh bai N hoang Carimba. Pung la mot tran ra
tro!”

“Con mu Puong Cao téc Hannah dé. Puing la mot ddu si ban twédi. Khi mu
ta ném muoi vao mat c6, dang 1é toi da giét chét mu ta ro6i.”

Esperanza bat gap anh mat Myron bén nhiin vai roi quay lai ky 1én nhitng
bao diém cli hodc mdy mau gidy. Toc doé theo anh ra cita. Nhin thdy
Esperanza, toan than c¢6 nang song dong han 1én. “Poca?”

Esperanza quay lai. “Lucy?”

Ho 6m nhau r6i vao trong studio, Myron theo sau.

“Cau da ¢ dau thé, cung?” Lucy hoi.

“Thi day do théi.”

Hai nguwoi phu nit hon nhau. Lén moi. Hoi lau. Esperanza quay lai.
“Myron?”

“Ha?”

“Mat anh 16i ca ra ngoai kia.”

“Thé u?”

“Em chuwa ké hét véi anh moi chuyén.”

“Co vé thé,” anh néi. “Nhung it nhat anh cling biét tai sao vé ngoai banh
bao ctia anh khéng lam ban em bdi r6i.”

Ca hai nguoi phu nit déu thay buén cudi. “Lucy a, day 1a Myron Bolitar.”

Lucy nhin anh khap lwgt. “Anh ta la ban trai cia cau a?”

“Khong. La ban thdi. Kiém sép ctta t6.”

“Anh ta trong giong mot ga td biét, biéu dién mot man quai dan & cau lac
b6 dudi pho. Anh ta trinh dién tro nay & cai cho anh ta té Ién nhitng phu nit
khac ay.”

“Khong phai t6i dau,” Myron tran an c6 nang. “T6i cé du rac roi véi viéc
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gidi quyét ¢ tru tiéu cong cong roi.”

Lucy chuyén huéng chid y vé phia Esperanza. “Trong cdu ngon lanh day,
Poca.”

“Cam on.”

“Thoi dau vat réi ha?”

“Thoi han.”

“Nhung cau van luyén tap?”

“Co thoi gian la té van tap.”

“O Nautilus ha?”

“Um.”

“Thédo nao,” Lucy néi vGi nu cuoi tinh quai. “Trong cau nong bong that
day.”

Myron hang giong. “Nay, thé may ga trong doi Knicks thi sao?”

Hai ngudi phu nit 10 anh di. “Cau van chup anh cac d6 vat a?” Esperanza
héi.

“Chang chup may nita. Gid té gan nhw dinh chat vao cai cia ng nay r6i.”

Esperanza quay lai nhin Myron. “Lucy - ddy khong phai tén that, bon em
goi nhu vay la do mau toc cua c6 ay thoi - co6 dy ting chup dnh quang cao
cho tat ca cac do vat.”

“Thé thi anh hiéu r6i,” Myron noéi. “Em c6 nghi c6 ay gitip ching ta dugc
khong?”

“Anh muon biét gi?” Lucy hai.

Myron dwa cho c6 nang to Nhii hoa. Anh chi vao anh Kathy.

“T6i muon biét vé cai nay,” anh néi.

Lucy nhin btrc anh mot giday. “Anh ta la c6m a?” c6 nang hoi Esperanza.

“Pai dién thé thao.”

“0.” C6 nang khong yéu cau néi ré hon. “Vi cai nay c6 thé 1am bon t& gip
rac roi.”

“Nhu thé nao?” Myron hoi.

“Tdm anh. Co gai dé nguc tran.”

“Thé thi?”

“Thé thi bat hgp phap. Gai nguc tran bi cdm & quang cdo 900. Chinh phua
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ma nhin thay cai nay thi bon t6i toi doi.”

“Bon t6i?” Myron nhac lai. Lai la k¥ thuat chat van khéo léo.

“T6i la mot trong nhitng chu s@ hitu cac cong ty dién thoai khieu dam nay.
Toa nha nay c6 rat nhiéu dwong day hoat dong.”

“Toi khong chic 1a minh hiéu 1&m,” Myron néi. “Y cd la sao, gai nguc
tran bi coi la bat hgp phap? Hau hét gai trong tap chi kia déu khéa than.”

“O quang céo cho cac dau s6 900 thi vay,” Lucy chita lai. “May nam trudc
luat da dugc thong qua. Cac dau s6 900 phai thanh loc. Nhin day.” Co gi@
mot trang chi vao quang cdo khac. C6 gai nay c6 thé trong rat khéu goi,
nhung c6 ta khéng dwgc phép khoéa than. Nhin tén cac dau s6 nay ma xem.
Mady thi¢ kiéu ‘Loi tha t6i bi mat’ hodc “Tam sy vdi gai’. Gid thi nhin 16i moi
chao cho cac dau s6 800 ma xem. Khiéu dam hang nang. ‘Tinh dich gitta ti’,
dai loai vay.”

Myron nhg lai cuQc tro chuyén v@i Tawny tren duwong day 900. Anh da
strng sot trwdc viéc co ta khong noéi gi bay ba. “Nhw vay ta chi c6 thé noi
chuyén sex trén nhitng dvong day khac?”

“Phai. Anh thdy day, anh can gidy phép that dé hoat dong. 6 la cach
chinh phua nhin nhan né. Ké khén nao cling cé thé goi dén dau s6 900. Phi
dwgc tinh ty dong, gan nhu ngay lap tiéc sau khi c6 ngudi nhac may. Nhung
véi dau s6 800 hodc cac dau so6 khac thi khong. Anh phéi dung thé tin dung
hodc dich vu goi lai. Anh bi tinh phi nhw thé day.”

“Vay néi rang dau so6 900 la ban thiu...”

“La vé van,” Lucy néi nét. “Pay la manh 16i. Bon t6i khong néi mot tw
ban thiu nao trén cac duwong day do. Bon toi cht yéu dung n6é lam moi nht, vi
rat dé st dung. Nguai ta chi phai quay s6. Khong thé tin dung. Khong dich vu
goi lai. Phan 16n thoi gian bon t6i néi vé boi truéng hodc mat xa - khéu goi
chit khong kich duc. Lam dan 6ng hung phan, anh hiéu y t6i chii?”

“C0, toi nghi vay.”

“Du gi may g goi dién d6 ciing hitng tinh. Y t6i 13, da phan déu dung
ding hét ca 1én r6i, ho sé nhét ca cai d6 vao hoc cay dé dugc thoa man nita
kia. Nhitng gi ching t6i c6 lam la khoi goi anh ta ndi ra tir ban thiu dau tién,
ma viéc nay thuwong khong khé 1am. Mot khi anh ta néi ra r6i, chiing t6i sé
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bao, ‘Oi, cung, em khong thé noéi chuyén min trén dwong day nay duoc,
nhung anh ¢t goi lai cho em vao s6 X vdi thé tin dung nhé.” Ga dé goi va bi
tinh phi lai t dau.”

“Ho khong sg¢ la trong cai hoa don thé tin dung sé thé nao sao?”

Lucy lac dau. Co6 nang van lac lw. Mot kiéu vira tréu nguwoi vira goi tinh.
“Teén cac cong ty kha kin dao,” co nang giai thich. “Bon toi in héa don duwdi
nhitng cai tén nhu Norwood Incorporated hay Telemark cht khéong phai ‘O
moi n6ng béng’ hay ‘Dién vién bt mit’. Anh mu6n xem khong?”

“Xem gi?”

“Hoat dong trén gac. Noi bon t6i trd 10i cudc goi. Nhiéu ngudi lam viéc tai
nha, nhung t6i c6 mot doi sau, bay nguoi hién dang lam viéc trén duong
day.”

Myron nhun vai. “C6 chi.”

Lucy dan ho 1én gac. Mot thit mui nén nao bao trum cau thang. Khi ho 1én
dén chiéu nghi, Lucy mé mét canh ctta. Ho di qua va nhanh chéng dong ctra
lai sau lung.

“Pay 1a duong ddy Ao méng Vinh hdng,” Lucy néi. “Pay 1a con chua ké
dén Liém bi, Tuyét 1é, Dién thogi vui va hang ta cai khac nita.”

Myron khong tin n6i vao nhitng gi minh dang ching kién. Miéng anh ha
héc. Anh doan sé gap mdy ba xau xi, béo 4, hay gia nua. Nhung anh khong
hé trong chd canh twgng nay.

Ho la dan 0ng. Tét c4, chi trir c6 mot nguwdi, la dan 6ng thuye su.

“Duong day bong a?” Myron hoi.

Lucy lac dau, mim cwoi. “Co 1éo téo may cudc goi cia bong théi. Co 1€ 1a
mot trén mot tram.”

“Nhung... may ngwoi nay la dan 6ng.”

Myron Bolitar, tinh hoa ctia sy quan sat sac bén.

Anh nghe thdy mot gi giong cdc cin kiéu dan 14i xe tai néi, “U, anh giai,
ludn hét vao di. Ping 16i. Oi, suwéng qua.”

Lucy mim cwoi v6i gd. Ga ddo mat doan noi tiép, “Pirng dirng lai, ngwa
giong. Cudi em di.”

Myron vui vé chitng kién Esperanza ciing hoang mang khong kém.
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“Chuyén gi dang dién ra day, Lucy?” c6 hoi.

“Do thoi budi théi,” Lucy noi. “Trong nén kinh té nay, dan 6ng la nguén
lao dong ré hon. Phan 16n phu nit ra duwong hét r6i. Nhitng nguwdi nay la anh
em trai, anh em ho, tré duwong pho.”

“Nhung giong ho...”

“Ho dung thiét bi thay déi giong no6i. Sharper Image ban may tht do,
nhung t¢ mua dwgce hoi hon ¢ Village. Ta c6 thé khién may c6 bé no6i dugc
giong ctia Barry White*, hodc ngwoc lai, Nhitng nguwoi nay cé thé tré thanh
mot phu nit giong khan, mot trinh nit tudi teen, mot co6 bé con - bat c thi gi
ma duong day yéu cau.”

Myron sitng s0. “Khach hang c6 biét diéu nay khong?”

“Tat nhién la khong.” Co nang quay sang Esperanza. “Ngdc that. Nhung
anh ta kha dé thuwong day.”

Myron Bolitar, nguroi dan ong trong mong ctia 6 moi.

Can phong nom nhw mot van phong tiép thi qua dién thoai. Dién thoai la
hang cong nghé cao. Hang t4 duong day sang den, moi cai danh ddu mat vai
tro phai dong. Ba ndi trg hirng tinh. Quy ba bao dam. Ké gia trang. Nang
nguc br. Tham chi ca Mon trén ban chan. M6i nhan vién cling c6 mot dién
thoai khac dé xac minh thé Visa va Master.

“Puong day ké bén ho phai gitt sach sé,” Lucy giai thich. “Chiing t6i cling
c6 khoang mét tram nguwdi khac lam viéc tai nha. Phan 16n la phu nit.”

“Nhitng ba noi trg hirng tinh a?”

“Mot s6. Pa phan 1a nhitng ba ndi trg don thuan. A ma thé nén tdi mdi
thdy mau quang cdo do6 ky la. buong day 900 khéng nén c6 c6 mot cd gai
nguc tran.”

Ho rdi khoi phong di xuéng studio. Myron suyt vap phai mdt con sau rwgu
chon ding thoi diém Myron di qua dé ding lén.

“ABC la mot trong nhitng cong ty trén gac a?” Myron hoi.

“Phai.”

“Va bon toi biét 1a hom qua Gary Grady goi cho c6. C6 c6 thé cho biét ly
do khong?”

“Ai co?”
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“Gary Grady.”

Lucy lac dau. “Khdng biét anh ta.”

“Thé con Jerry thi sao?”

“A vang, anh ta.” C6 nang khé cuodi. “Téi dodn ddy khong phai tén that.
Anh ta ltic nao cling kin nhv bung.”

“Thé han muon gi?”

Co nang gat dau nhw thé vira ndy ra thit gi d6. “Gio thi t6i hiéu r6i.”

“Hidu gi?”

“Anh ta héi t6i vé bitc dnh t6i chup cach day vai nam.”

“Buc nay a?” Myron hoi, lai chi vao anh Kathy.

“Phai. Mot trong nhitng co gai cua anh ta.”

Myron va Esperanza nhin nhau. “Gai vi thanh nién a?”

“T6i biét thé quai nao dugc.”

“Co khong hoi a?” Myron thac mac.

“Tréng toi c6 giong cdm khong? Nghe nay anh giai, néu anh dén day dé
lam phién t6i...”

“Khong dau,” Esperanza chita chdy. “Anh ay dang tin ma.”

“Pang cai con khi, Poca a. Anh ta dén day gay rdi vGi khau sung chét tiét,
doa ngwdi mau cuda té vai té ra quan day.”

“Bon t@ can cau giup,” Esperanza nai. “Té can cau giip.”

“To6i khong mudn lam kho6 cho c6 dau, Lucy,” Myron. “T6i chi quan tam
dén cé gai trong anh thoi.”

Lucy do dv. “Pwgc roi,” cudi cung c6 nang lén tiéng. “Nhung xé ra da.”

Myron gat dau dong y tap lw. “Jerry dwa c6 gai nay dén cho c6 a?”

“Phai, hoi d6 t6i c6 mot studio khac cach day vai khu nha. Nhw t6i vira
néi, may nam qua anh ta da dwa vai c6 gai tdi. Anh ta muén chup anh ho cho
moi thé loai. Tap chi con heo, nhitng thuwéc phim tinh dam 6, dai loai thé.
Phan 16n ngon hon han nhitng c6 a di qua canh ctra nay. Nhung anh ta thuwong
gitt kin nhitng bitc anh d6 cho dén khi ho 16n hon chat. Tudi hgp phép, toi
doan thé.”

Con thinh no lai troi ddy. Tay Myron siét lai thanh nam dam. “Thé hom
qua Jerry héi c6 vé bitc anh nay a?”
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“Phai.”

“Han mu6n biét gi?”

“Liéu gan day toi c6 ban bitc d6 khong?”

“Cé khong?”

Ngurng. “Cé. Vai thang trude.”

“Ai mua?”

“Anh ngh 1a t6i lvu ho so a?”

“Pan ong hay dan ba?”

“Pan ong.”

“C0 c6 nh¢ trong nguwoi do thé nao khong?”

Co nang rit mot diéu thudc 14 ra, cham Ita, r6i rit sau. “Toi khong gidi
nhé mat lam.”

“Gi cling dugc ma Lucy,” Esperanza n6i thém vao. “Tré, gia, bat thit cai gi
cau nhé.”

Lai rit. R6i. “Gia. Khong dén noi thap co lai hy, nhung khong phai thanh
nién trai trang gi. Co 1 tam tudi bé t¢. Va ong ay biét minh dang lam gi.” C6
nang nhin Myron. “Khéng giéng anh. Bernie Worley. Chua a.”

Myron ép. “Cd néi 6ng ay biét minh dang lam gi la y nhw thé ndo?”

“Ong &y tra tdi mic gia cao nhat véi mot diéu kién: t6i phai trinh trudc
mat 6ng dy moi bitc dnh kém phim am ban ngay lap titc. Théng minh that.
Ong ay mudn dam bao tdi khong c6 thdi gian sao thém bitc dnh hodc bd phim
nao.”

“Ong &y tra c6 bao nhiéu?”

“Tong cong la sdu ngan ruwdi do. Bang tién mat. Nam ngan cho anh va
phim. Thém mot ngan dé 14y so6 dién thoai cua Jerry. Bdo 1a mu6n tryc tiép
lién lac véi cd gai. R6i 6ng ay cho t6i thém nam tram néu t6i khong néi cho
Jerry biét.”

Lai mot tiéng hét sén da ga vang 1én. Khong ai dé tam. “Néu gap lai 6ng
ay thi c6 c6 nhan ra khong?” Myron héi.

“Toi khong biét,” ¢6 nang dap. “Gio tdi khong hinh dung ra 6ng ay, nhung
néu ching t6i mat d6i mat... ai ma biét duwgc?” Co tiéng thinh thinh vong ra
tir phong toi. “Toi dé Hector ra dugc roi chi?”
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“Bon t6i di day,” Myron néi. Anh dwa cho c6 nang tdm card. “Néu c6 nh@
ra gi khac...”

“Pugc r6i, toi sé goi.” Co nang quay sang Esperanza. “Nh¢ giit lién lac
ddy, Poca.”

Esperanza chi lang lang gat dau. Ho im lang su6t quang dwong xudng cau
thang. Khi ra dén ngoai khéng khi néng bitc, bao quanh b&i pho dém, c6 mai
nédi, “Khong c6 y lam anh s6c dau.”

“Khong phai chuyén cua anh,” anh noi. “Anh chi hoi ngac nhién, c6 vay
thoi.”

“Lucy la 6 m6i. Em da thtr nghiém mot chut. Lau r6i.”

“Em khong phai giai thich dau,” anh néi. Nhung anh thay vui vi ¢6 da néi
v6&i anh. Myron khong giau Esperanza diéu gi. Anh khong thich phai nghi
rang co gilt bi mat vdi anh.

Ho dinh quay lai ch6 d6 xe thi Myron cam thdy hong stng gi sat xwong
swon.

Mot giong noi vang lén, “Ct binh tinh, Myron.”

La ga mi phdt trong ga-ra. Ga tho tay vao do khoac ctia Myron twéc lay
khau .38. Ga thit hai, ga nay dé ria mép ram ri, tim chat Esperanza va gi sung
vao thai duong co.

“Néu Myron nhtic nhich,” Mi phét néi véi ga kia, “cho 6c con di n6é khap
via he cho tao.”

Ga kia gat dau, nhéch mép cuoi.

“Pi nao,” Mii phét noi, 1ay sing thic Myron. “Di dao mot chat.”
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24 .

Jessica do xe trir6c can nha ma Nancy Serat thué cho hoc ky nay, Nom né
thue sy gidbng mot can nha tranh hon, ndam & cu6i mot con pho t6i tam, cach
Pai hoc Reston gan hai cay s6. Ngay ca trong dém t6i Jessica cling thay mau
hong ca hoi cia ngdi nha, xem chitng twong phan chan chat véi hanh tinh trai
dat nay. Canh quan trong nhuw thé dam cay da lam may bai non & day - giong
manh san truée trong phim Gia dinh Munsters. Dong chit 118 PHO ACRE
mo mo in trén tdm bién dai dau mwa nang. Mot chiéc Honda Accord mau
xanh duong dan dé can Dai hoc Reston trén thanh giam x6c do trén 16i vao.

Jessica budc xuéng dam tan tich v& nat cia nhitng gi ma trwdc kia han la
mot con dwong xi mang. Co6 bam chuéng va lap tic nghe thay tiéng lach
xach. Vai gidy tr6i qua. Khong ai ra mé ctra. C6 thit lai. Lan nay khong c6
tiéng lach xach nita. Tuyét kh6ng mot am thanh nao.

“Nancy 0i?” co goi to. “Chi Jessica Culver day.”

C0 bdm chudng thém vai lan nita, du trong mot ngoi nha nhé nhuwdng nay
kh6 ma c6 chuyén khong nghe thiy tiéng c6. Trir phi Nancy dang tam. Co
thé. Nhin qua manh ctta s6, c6 thdy dén van bat. O to db trén 16i vao. Vira ndy
Jessica con nghe thay tiéng chuyén dong nita.

Nancy han phai & nha.

Jessica viron tay vé phia nam dam ctra. Binh thuwong thi mét bd loc nao do
trong tam tri c6 thé sé ngan c6 md ctra nha mot ngwdi gan nhw xa la (c6 mai
chi gdp Nancy mot lan). Nhung hoan canh nay thi hau nhw bat thuong. Co
tim nam dam ctta ma xoay.

Khoa.

Gio thi sao?

Co dirng ngoai ctra bdm chuéng thém nam phat nita. van khong cé gi.
Jessica di vong quanh ng6i nha, tdn dung anh dén duwong xa xa va dac tinh
phat sang trong bong t6i ctia ng6i nha dé dugc dan 16i. C6 vap phai mot cai
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xe ba banh nom nhw dwgc phuc ché tir mot mén ma nha khao c6 hoc khai
quat dugc. Chan co vudéng phai bui co cao, nhitng lwGi co ran rat chich vao
bap chan c6. Trong ltic di vong quanh, Jessica hé mat nhin qua nhitng khe hé&
trén tdm manh ctra s6. C6 nhin dwgc may can phong va thady mét mon do dac
hay vat treo twong nhan dip gi do, nhung khong c6 nguoi.

O san sau c6 thdy manh trong bép chwa duoc kéo xudng. Pén ciing tit. O
day t6i nhw hii nat, sac hong khéng hap thu dwgce chiat anh dén dwong nao dé
sang 1én. C6 nheo mat nhin qua ctta s6, khum tay quanh mat dé ngan phan
chiéu. Anh dén tir cin phong ding tru6c xuyén sang bép. Trén ban 1a mot cai
tii. Va mot chum chia khoa.

Co6 nguoi 6 nha.

Tiéng dong phia sau lam c6 giat ban minh. Jessica quay phat lai, nhung
troi téi qua khong thé nhin ra ddy la gi. Tim co dap loan trong 16ng ngyc. Bay
d€ cat tiéeng ni non. C6 nén ca hai nam tay 1én ctra.

“Nancy! Nancy oi!”

Co nghe thdy noi sg hai trong giong minh va tham trach ban than vi diéu
dé. Binh tinh nao. May dang ty doa minh day.

Co ngung lai, thd sau vai nhip, cdm thdy diu di phan nao. C6 lai nhin qua
ctra sO, ap han mat vao tdm kinh. C6 dang quan sat anh dén thi mét chuyén
xay ra.

Co nguoi di qua.

Jessica nhdy dung lén. C6 khong nhin thay ai, khong nhin thdy cai gi ca,
c6 diéu anh dén da bién mat trong vai gidy ngan nguai. C6 nhin lai. Khong c6
gi. Nhung c6 nguoi da di qua chan mat anh sang. Co dat tay 1én ndm dam cira
bép.

Lan nay ctta khong khéa. Nam dam xoay dé dang.

DPtrng vao, do ngbc! Goi cdnh sadt di!

R6i bdo sao? T6i go ctita ma khong ai ra mé? R6i toi dom qua civa so6 thi
thay cé nguoi di lai?

Nghe cting khong dén noi té lam.

Vi minh thi thé l1a té r6i. VGi ca minh phai tim dién thoai nita. Trong lic
minh lam viéc dé thi bat c chuyén gi dang dién ra trong kia c6 1€ cling két

https://thuviensach.vn



thic r6i. Khong chitng minh 16 mat co hoi duy nhat...

Co hoi gi?

CO gat giong noi do di. Roi c6 mé cira. C6 dgi canh cira kéu kéo ket ndo
né, nhung noé trugt mé ém nhw ru. C6 budc vao bép ma van dé cira mé. Néu
can chay thoat that nhanh thi thé la t6t hon ca.

“Nancy... Kathy?”

Co ap chdt tay 1én miéng. Co khong c6 y do. Kathy khong ¢ day. Jessica
muon con bé ¢ day lam chit, nhung dau dé dén vay. Kathy khong c6 & day.
Va néu né ¢ day that thi ¢6 chac chan khéng ngai ngan mé ctra vi em gai
minh. Em gai bé bong cua co. Ptta em vGi nu cuwoi rang rg. Pira em ma co
yéu thuong...

Dita em ma may da dé tudt mat. Dira em ma may dd nén néng xua di vao
cdi dém no bién mat.

Jessica ct ditng trong bép vai phit. Khong c6 am thanh nao, ngoai trir
tiéng dé thé thiét. Khong c6 tiéng nuwdc chdy. Khong co tiéng tam rita. Khong
c6 tiéng lach xach. Khong mot tiéng chan. C6 mé tdi 1y vi ra. Bang 1ai xe va
thé tin dung du loai déu mang tén Nancy Serat. Co lat mat sau va bong khung
lai trr6c mot birc anh nhét vira xinh vao vi.

Bitc anh dé. Bic anh hoi nit sinh. Bitc anh cudi cung cua Kathy.

Co vt chiéc vi xudng nhu thé né la mot sinh vat cé vady con séng. D roi,
Jessica ti nha. Co di vé phia anh dén. Lw6t nhe mot chan, réi dén chan kia.
Trong vai gidy c6 da dén bén cita. Cita hé md, cho phép anh dén gio khong
con bi che khuat nita hat qua. C6 lach vao, khom minh nhw cdnh sat cam
sung, chuan bi cho tinh huéng xau nhat.

Va tinh huéng xau nhat chinh la cai c6 phai duwong dau.

Jessica loang choang. “Troi 0i...”

Nancy nam ngtra, hai tay dé bén minh. Mat c6 bé 16i ra nhw hai qua bong
golf, trirng tri'ng nhin Jessica. Khuén mat thi tim thdm, nom nhw mot vét bam
to twdng. Miéng ma to, méo mo trong noi dau dén vo bo. Ludi thé ra nhw
mot con ca chét. Toan b biéu cdm cuia Nancy Serat van dong cing trong cai
vé ma moi t€ bao trong co thé déu van lon va thét gao doi oxy. Mot dong
nuwdc bot mong won wét bAm vao cam c6 bé.

https://thuviensach.vn



Mot soi day thirng thi phai - khong, la day kim loai - quan quanh co
Nancy, hau nhw v6 hinh. Gan nhw cd sgi day ctta ngot vao da va han sau vao
16p thit Mot vét mau tu danh dau diém ma sgi day that lai.

Jessica nhin tran tréi, do dan. Thé gigi trong giday khac bién mat, chi dé lai
dang sau noi sg hai. Co6 quén mat tiéng lach xach khi bam chuéng lan dau. Co
quén mat cai béng da che khuat anh deén.

Jessica khong nghe thdy tiéng chan dang dén gan, van tran tr6i nhin mat
Nancy, khong thé rdi mat di chd khac. Co bong thdy dau dau nhéi. C6 hoa
mat. Nguwoi c6 gap xudng that lwng, do nhao vé phia trwdc. Tiép dén la cam
giac té ram ran.

Roi khong cam thdy gi nita.
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Mii phdét biét minh dang lam gi.

“Di sau tao vai budc,” ga quat tay cong sy mai.

Trong ga-ra, Mii ph6t va Ho phap (cai ké ma Myron hai 1ong nhan thay da
bi da khoi nhiém vu nay) da danh gia thdp Myron. Mi phét sé khong pham
sai lam nay lan hai. Ga khong nhitng dé mat va chia sing vao Myron ma con
dam bao tay cong su mai (Ria mép) gitt minh va Esperanza cach mot khoang
an toan.

Thong minh day.

Myron thoi thic muon ra chiéu, nhwng ké ca chiéu dinh nhat caa anh ciling
vo dung trong tinh hudng nay. Néu anh cé twdc duwge sing ctia Mii phdét thi
chua kip chia vao Ria mép, chinh anh hodc Esperanza ciing bi xoi dan cta y
10i.

Anh phai dgi xem thé nao thoi. Anh biét Mii phdt va Ria mép dinh lam gi.
Nguoi ta khong thué ching dé mua kem cho anh va day anh nhdy theo hang
hay tham chi la nén anh nht t@. Lan nay thi khong.

“Tha c6 dy ra di,” Myron noéi. “Co ay khong lién quan gi dén chuyén nay
hét.”

“Ctr di di,” Mii phét dap.

“May dau c6 can co ay.”

“bi di.”

Ria mép 1én tiéng lan dau tién. “Co thé 14t nita tao mudn c6 ban day,” y
cwoi khay. Roi y dirng lai, vira gi sing vao ma phdi ctia Esperanza vira liém -
dung la liém - vao ma trai c6 vdi chiéc lwdi bo am wét. Esperanza do nguoi
ra. Ria mép nhin Myron. “May c6 van dé véi cai nay a, cu?”

Myron biét trong tinh huéng nay thi néi gi ciling thtra thai va tai hai. Anh
ngam chdt miéng.

Ho ré vao goc phd. Mui xt ué nong 1én. Rac chat cao it nhat hai mét ¢ hai
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bén con ngd hep. Mii phét quan sat nhanh cho nay. Cé vé nhu né bi bé
hoang.

“Pi,” ga noi, lai thic sting vao nguwdi Myron. “Cudi ngd.” Myron cam thay
nhw budc di trén tdm van*. Anh c6 di cang cham cang t6t.

“Chung ta lam gi vGi con di nay day?” Ria mép hai.

Mu phét van khong roi mat khoi Myron. “N6é da nhin thdy ching ta,” ga
dap. “No la nhan ching.”

“Nhung ho c6 thué ching ta giét n6 dau,” Ria mép nhai nhai.

“Thé thi?”

“Thi ding dé phi mot mén thé nay,” y mim cuwdi, “nhat la khi ta c6 thé
phich no truéce.”

Ria mép cwoi pha 1én trede goi y nay. M phot thi khong. Ga lui lai, chia
sung vao lung Myron. Myron quay lai doi dién ga. Ho cach nhau chirng hai
mét. Myron ap luwng vao twong. Khong cé 16i thoat nao. Civa s6 gan nhat cling
cach mat dat it nhat bon mét. Khong hé c6 cho dé dich chuyén.

Mi phét gio sing 1én chia thang vao mdt Myron. Anh khong chép mat.
Anh nhin thang vao mat Mii phét.

Va r6i ching bay mat. Mat ctia Mii phét bay di mat. Cung vdi nita cai dau
cua ga.

Vién dan xuyén thing gitta s, bd toac dau Mii phdt ra nhv mot qua dura.
Ga trugt xudng dat, chiéc mii phdt la da roi xudng phia sau.

Mot vien dan dum-dum.

Ria mép ré 1én vizt khau sting xuéng. Y gio tay 1én. “To6i dau hang!”

Myron lao tdi trude. “Pung! N6 dau...”

Nhung sting lai n6. Mdt Ria mép bién mat trong man swong do. Myron
dirng lai, nham mat. Ria mép nhap bon cung Mi phdét trén nén xi mang ban
thiu. Esperanza chay lai 6m Myron.

Hai ngudi ho huwéng ra dau ngo.

Win budc vao tam mat, xem xét thanh qua ctia minh nhw thé dé 1a mot birc
twgng ma ga khong chac la minh thich 1am. Ga mac b6 com-1é xam, ca-vat dé
van that nit hoan hdo kiéu nha Windsor. Mai tée vang gon gang, truyén
thong, ré 1éch sang trai nhw moi khi. Khau .44 nam trong tay phai ga. Ma ga
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hong hong, nu cuwoi thap thoang trén mat.

“Chao buoi to6i,” Win cat tiéng.

“Cau ¢ day bao lau r6i?” Myron hoi. Anh khong trong thay Win khi ho ra
khoi studio. Nhung anh biét 1a ga & d6. Vi Win ma ta von biét. Mgt trong
nhitng diéu khong bao gio thay doi trong cudc doi.

“T6i dén khi ciu di vao cai noi tai tiéng dé,” Win dap. Ga mim cuoi.
“Nhung t6i muon su xuat hién ctia minh phai kich tinh ra tré nhw thé.”

Myron budng Esperanza ra.

“To6t hon ta nén di th6i,” Win néi. “Trwdc khi chinh quyén dén.”

Ho lang 1€ roi khoi chd mdy xac chét. Esperanza run lay bay. Myron ciling
khong cam thay qua néng. Chi c6 Win xem ra van binh chan nhw vai truéc
nhitng gi vita dién ra. Khi ho dén chd dé xe, van la a diém tré béo u nich
trong 16p vo xuc xich xap lai bén Win.

“Nay, mudn dugc thoi ken khong? Nam muoi do.”

Win nhin 4. “Nhung anh mudn hit tinh dich qua 6ng thong tiéu co.”

“Xong ludn,” & dap. “Bon muoi do.”

Win cuoi bo di.
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" 26.

“Tat ca cac don vi. 118 phd Acre. Tét ca Cac don vi. 118 pho Acre.”

Paul Duncan nghe thdy cudc goi trén bd dam canh sat. Ong chi cach hién
treong vai khu nha, nhung day khong phai khu vic cia dng. Khong hé. Ong
chac chan khéng trd 16i cudc goi nay. Lam thé chi t6 gay chu y va ddy l1én
nhitng thac mac. Nhitng thac mac kiéu nhw 6ng dang lam gi & day.

Nhitng ménh roi rac bat dau ghép lai véi nhau. Fred Nickler, ké xuat ban
may tap chi rac rwdi do, hom nay da goi cho 6ng. Chuyén lao ké véi Paul ly
gidi rat nhiéu diéu. Nhung khong phai moi thit. Khong hé. Nhung gio 6ng da
hiéu tai sao dém hom trwdc Jessica lai cw x* nhw thé. Con bé da biét dugc gi
dé vé birc anh cta Kathy. Myron Bolitar han da néi cho né biét.

Nhung lam thé nao ma Myron c6 dugc td bao?

Khong quan trong. Khong han. Cai quan trong la Myron da dinh vao
chuyén nay. Khong thé danh gia thap no. Chi riéng Jessica théi da da phién
nhiéu roi. Nhung gid con bé con c6 Myron & bén va cé thé la tay Win
Lockwood nita, thang ban tdm than caa Myron. Paul biét doi diéu vé cong
viéc trwdc day cta ho cho FBI. Khong nhiéu lam. Myron va Win chi nhan
1énh tr cac nhan vién chinh phu cao cap. Cong viéc cia ho gan nhw luén ludn
dugc xép loai tuyét mat. Nhung Paul biét tiéng ho. Thé 1a du.

Mot chiéc xe canh sat virgt qua xe cua Paul, coi hi am 1. C6 1€ ho dang
trén duong t6i 118 pho Acre. Paul vin to bo dam 1én. Ong mudn nghe tirng
101 dugc noi ra.

Ong tinh xem c6 nén goi cho Carol khéng, nhung biét néi gi véi ba bay
gig? Luc trwdce trén dién thoai ba khéng néi k§ 1am, chi ké vé tin nhan ctia
Nancy cho Jessica. Vay Jessica da biét nhitng gi? Con bé phat hién ra bang
cach nao?

Va Carol cu6i cung vi ap lyc da néi ra diéu gi?

Hai xe cap cttu vugt qua 6ng. Ho cling bat coi nac to nhat. Paul nu6t khan.
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Ong muén db lai, nhung lai muén 14i xe cang xa cang t6t hon.

Mot 1an nita Paul Duncan lai nghi vé 6ng ban Adam Culver. Chét. Bi giét.
Vi tat ca moi chuyén da xay ra, khong con thoi gian cho Paul Duncan khéc
thuong.

Phai, khoc thuwong.

DPiéu nay nghe c6 vé la - Paul Duncan khéc thwvong Adam Culver. Nhat 1a
néu ai biét Adam da trdi qua nhitng gio khac quy gia cudi cung trong doi thé
nao.

Win va Myron tha Esperanza vé can ho ma ¢6 & chung véi em gai va em ho
tai Dong Greenwich Village. Myron ho tong c6 dén tan cira.

“Em khong sao chi?”

Co gat dau. Mat 0 tai xanh tai tir. Co van chuwa n6i mét 161 nao tr sau vu
no sung. “Win.” Co ngirng lai, lac dau. Phai mat tron mét phit ¢6 méi binh
tinh lai. “Anh ay da cttu chiing ta. Em nghi dé6 méi la diéu quan trong.”

«(y »

“Sang mai gdp anh nhé.”

Myron quay lai xe. Anh goi cho Jessica. C6 chwa vé nha, nhung Myron da
lam me c6 tinh giac. Ho 1ai xe t6i quan an m& civa 24/24 trén dai 10 6 - mot
trong nhitng quan an Hy Lap c6 thyc don dai twong dwong mot cudn tiéu
thuyét ctia Tolstoy. Win la nguwdi an chay. Ga goi xa lat va khoai tay chién.
Myron goi mot lon Coca kiéng. Anh khong an naéi.

Sau khi yén vi, Myron hoi, “Chuyén gi xay ra v6i Chaz vay?”

Win nhdm nhdap phai gié banh mi thiu. Mat ga 16 r6 vé kho chiu, nhung r6i
cling chon mot goi banh quy Saltine nho. “Cau Landreaux voi va tt quy cong
ty cta ching ta t6i thang tdoa nha & 446 dai 16 5,” ga bat dau. “Cau ta lén
thang mdy téi tang tam, do Roy O’Connor va cong ty TruPro thué. Khi
Landreaux vao thang mdy, tay con nam chdat hgp dong. Khi ra thi chang thay
hop déng dau nita. Cau ta khong cé tii quan tii do c6 thé nhét vira mot tai
liéu nhw thé. Két luan: Cau Landreaux da dwa hgp dong cho ai d6 ¢ cong ty

https://thuviensach.vn



TruPro.”

“Nang luc suy luan cua cau,” Myron ndi, “tOm gon trong mot tw thoi: phi
thuong.”

Win mim cwdi. “Chac cau thdy d& hon ro6i.”

Myron nhun vai.

“Chuing ta khéng giong nhau, cau va t6i,” Win néi thém. “Cau goi do la
hanh vi giét ngudi, cai chuyén toi da lam véi bon sau bo dé. T6i lai cho do la
sur tieu diét.”

“Cau khong nhat thiét phai giét no.”

“T6i mudn giét nd,” Win noi v6i ngit diéu than nhién. “Va t6i khong chac
la c6 ai trong chung ta khdc tang no 1au dau.”

Ciling dung, nhung ludn diém nay khong xoa diu noi tdm trang Myron.
Anh khong mudn noéi tdi dé tai nay nita. “Sau khi rdi khéi TruPro thi Chaz di
dau?”

Win nho nhe can mét géc miéng banh Saltine. “Trudc khi vao chuyén, t6i
cho cdau biét la cau Landreaux dwgc ho tong khdi toa nha béi mot ga to con
khép véi miéu ta vé 6ng ban Aaron cta cau. To con. Ty tin. Dang van dong
vien. Com lé khong so-mi. Kinh ram, du mat troi da lan.”

“Nghe c6 vé giong Aaron day.”

“Ho chia tay nhau trén phd. Aaron Ién mot chiéc limousine dai. Chaz
Landreaux thi di bo t&i khach san Omni.”

“Omni nao?” Myron hoi. Manhattan c6 vai khach san mang tén do.

“Cai ¢ gan nha hat Camegie Hall. Landreaux gap me minh trong sanh.
Cudc doan tu kha la cAm dong. Me va con trai 6m nhau. Ca hai déu khéc.”

“Hirm,” Myron thot 1én.

Phuc vu t¢i mang theo d6 an thitc uong. Co ta dat mon xudng, 1y bt chi
gai gai mong, roi quay trd lai bép.

“Thé sau do thi ho di dau?”

“Lén tang. Ho dat dich vu phong & do.”

Myron nghi mot lat. “Me Chaz tw Philadelphia lén day lam gi?”

Win riat mot t¢ khan an ra khéi hop trai 1én dui, “Nhin va noi dau chung
cta ho thi t6i doan Frank da 1ay nguwoi than cia Chaz Landreaux ra dé tom

https://thuviensach.vn



cau ta.”

“Bat coc a?”

Win nhtn vai. “Cé kha nang. Frank vira phéi hai thang t&i tim cach giét
cau. To6i nghi ngo cao do la thang cha ay lai buon non treéc mét vu bat coc &
khu da mau.”

Im lang.

“Chung ta lin qua sau vao phan ro6i,” Myron ndi.

“Chinh xac. Qua sau.”

Nha Chaz von dong ngudi. Néu Frank thyc sy muon 1ay gia dinh cau ra uy
hiép, han sé chon mdt trong may dita em cau. “Mai chiing ta sé gidi quyét
chuyén nay,” Myron ndi. “T6i da hen gap Herman Ache. Hai gio chiéu. Cho
ca.”

“To6i c6 nén tham dy khong?”

“Han r6i.”

Win an xa lat. “Cau thtra biét la chuyén nay sé khong dé dang ma.”

Myron gat dau.

“Herman Ache khong thich can thiép vao chuyén lam an cta em trai
minh.”

“Toi biét.”

Win dat dia xuong. “T6i man phép c6 y kién dwgc khong?”’

“T6i nghe day.”

“Frank Ache da phai hai thang chuyén nghiép theo sau cau. Cai chét yéu
cta chung sé khong ngan han thit 1an nita dau.”

“U htt. Vay cau c6 y gi?”

“Dirng moi thiét hai cho phe ta. Pwa ra mot trao doi. Cau dé ching giir
Landreaux, ching thoi san dau cau.”

“To6i khong thé lam thé dugc.”

“Cau c6 thé. Cau chon ‘khong’.”

“Ngtt nghia kia.”

“Cau khong nhat thiét phai gitp ciu ta.”

“T6i muodn gidap cau ta,” Myron dap.

Win the dai. “Mot nguoi dan ong phai tim cach soi sang cho ca nhitng
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nguoi thich ngoi trong bong téi. Cau c6 ké hoach chwa?”

“Toi van dang tinh.”

“Cong duoi léen ma tinh ha?”

Myron gat dau.

“Cung luc thi,” Win néi, “cau thu dugc gi tir tay nhiép anh roi?”

Myron ké cho ga nghe vé cudc gap vé6i Lucy.

“Vay ai da mua nhitng birc anh khoa than do?”

“MGt cai tén ndy ra trong dau t6i,” Myron néi.

“Ai?”

“Adam Culver.”

“Bo ctia Kathy?”

Myron gt dau. “Nghi ma xem. Ngwdi mua tAm ndm muoi tudi. Ong ay
muén c6 hét ca anh 1an phim ngay tai chd. Ong dy khong chiva lai bat cit kha
nang nao.”

“Ngudi cha bdo vé con gai u?”

“Hop ly ma,” Myron noi.

“Nhung Kathy da mat tich hon mot nam r6i. Lam sao ma bong nhién
Adam Culver lai biét vé may bitc anh?”

“Co thé o6ng ay da biét ngay tir dau r6i.”

“Theé tai sao 6ng ay lai dgi 1au dén thé méi di mua?”

Myron nhtn vai. “Mai chiing ta sé biét nhiéu hon. T6i dinh bao Esperanza
mang anh Adam dén studio, xem Lucy cé nhan ra 6ng dy khong.”

Win lai can mot miéng xa lat. “Dién tién hoi la nhi.”

“Phai.”

“Nhung,” Win ngirng lai dé nhai cho xong, “cé van dé nay c6 thé cdu chwa
tinh dén: Néu Adam Culver da mua hét ché anh va phim nham bao vé con
gai, thi sao anh ctia c6 bé cubi cung lai xuat hién trén tap chi?”

Myron da tinh dén chuyén nay roi. Anh chi chwa c6 dap an ma thoi.

Phuc vu dat héa don xudéng. Myron thanh todn cho ca hai. Tong s6 la tdm
do rudi. Ngai Hao phong. Ho 1ai xe 1én pho. Win séng & toa nha San Remo
nhin ra phia Tay cong vién Trung tam.

Mot dia chi hét sitc thoi thwong. Ho dang trén phé 72 thi dién thoai 6 to
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reo.

Myron nhin chiéc dong hé Swatch da mau cia minh. Mén qua cua
Esperanza.

Pa qua nira dem.

“Lic nay ma goi dén xe cau thi hoi muon day,” Win nhan xét.

Myron nhdc mdy. “A 16?”

Giong no6i nhanh chéng cat 1én. “Bolitar, Jake Courter ddy. Vac mong cau
dén bénh vién St. Bamabas ¢ Livingston ngay.”

“Co6 chuyén gi thé?”

“Cir dén day di. Ngay.”
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27 -

“Chung t6i nhan dwgc cudc goi vao quang mwoi mot rwdi,” Jake noéi, dan
Myron di qua hanh lang bénh vién St. Bamabas. Nét mat Jake khong doi, doi
mat dé suwng vu. Ho hoi ha di qua quay 1€ tan tron va doi thang may.

“Jessica khong sao chit?” Myron hai.

“Co ay sé on théi,” ong dap. Roi ong néi thém, “Udc gi toi cd thé nobi
twong tw vé Nancy Serat.”

“Co6 chuyén gi thé?”

“Co bé bi that c6 bang day kim loai.” Thang may dén noi. Jake bam nut
1én tang nam. “Khi khong thay ai ra mé& ctra, Jessica bén di vao bang cita sau.
Tén sat nhan chac van lan quat trong d6. Han nén vao dau c6 dy réi bo chay.
Tinh lai, co 4y lién goi cho ching t6i. T6i da noi la c6 dy khd may man vi
khong bi tha pham sat hai.”

Thang may md ra véi mot tiéng tinh. “Co ay & phong nao?” Myron hoi.

“515.”

Myron lao nhv tén ban doc hanh lang. Anh ré vao géc. Jessica nam trén
giwvong bénh, khuén mat xam ngat. Bac si ditng canh c6, dang chuan bi tiém.
Jake tGi sau lvng Myron nhung ditng bén nguwdng cua.

Giong c6 run ray. “Myron?”

“Anh day,” anh néi, nam tay c6. C6 trong that nhé bé, mong manh, va don
doc. “Anh khong di dau.”

Béc si tiém cho c6. “Co can nghi ngoi,” 6ng noi.

“T6i khong sao ma,” Jessica khang khang mot cach yéu 6t. “T6i mudn ra
khoi day.”

“Theo chuing toi tot nhat c6 nén ¢ day qua dém dé dugc theo doi.”

“Nhung...”

“Nghe 10i bac si di Jess,” Myron xen vao. “T6i nay ching ta chang thé lam
gi dau.”
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Thudc bat dau ngdm. Mat co6 rung rung khép lai. “Nancy...”

“Dugc réi,” Myron voO V€.

“Mat con bé xanh le...”

“Suyt.”

Jessica chim vao v6 thitc. Myron nguwéc nhin bac si. “C6 ay sé o6n chii?”

“Co ay sé on thoi. T6i nghi con séc¢ tridc nhitng gi nhin thay con té hon la
cu danh vao dau,”

Jake dat tay 1én vai Myron. “Di nao, t6i sé mua cho cau c6c ca phé.”

“Chau muon & lai.”

“Cau quay lai sau cling dwgc ma. Gio ching ta can néi chuyén.”

Myron dam dam nhin xudng Jessica. Co6 dang ngu say.

“Co 4y sé thiép di mot lic,” bac s trdn an anh.

Ho im lang di doc hanh lang va bat thang mdy xu6ng sanh. Cai noi nong
mui bénh vién - sw két hgp doc dao gitra cai thit nhw thudc sat trung va do an
bénh vién. Win da gtti xe va gio dang ngéi ¢ khu vuc cho doi. Thay ho ga
ben ding day.

“Anh ban Win cua cau kia a?” Jake hat cam héi. “Cai nguwdi ma P.T. ké véi
t6i dy?”

“Vang.”

“Bao cau ta ct & day. Toi mudn néi chuyén riéng véi cau théi.”

Myron ra hiéu cho Win, Win gat dau, doan ng6i xudng, cam t& bao 1én,
vat chan chit ngii. Jake nhin ga phéai hon mét phut. “Cau ta c6 dién nhu P.T.
noi khong?”

“Cling dén mic ay day.”

Ho chop lay ca phé va tim thdy mdt ban trong goc. “Pon vi kham nghiém
hién treong dang kiém tra nha Nancy. Tim dugc gi ho sé bao t6i.”

“Vay tdi gio chu biét nhitng gi r6i?” Myron hoi.

“Khong nhiéu lam. May ngay treéc Nancy & Canctn - mot mon qua tot
nghiép cta phu huynh.”

“Ho biét tin chwa?”

Ong lic dau. “T6i dinh ghé qua nha ho ngay khi ching ta néi chuyén
xong.”
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Im ldng. Jake pha v& bau khong khi d6. “Thé nao ma Jessica lai dinh dén
chuyén nay?”

“Co dy muon chau diéu tra vu bé co ay bi giét. Co ay khong tin la 6ng ay
mat mang trong mot vu cwdp vung ve.”

Jake gat dau. “Co dy nghi vu ong gia bi giét c6 lién quan tdi em gai minh.”

“Phai.”

“T6i cling doan thé. T6i co6 ho so trong xe ddy.”

Myron ngoi thang day. “H6 so an mang ctia Adam Culver 4?”

“Nay, toi khong ngu dau, Bolitar. Cau bat dau diéu tra sau mwdi tdm thang.
Tai sao? Han la vi vu 4n mang cua 6ng bo. Cau thady méi lién hé. Nhung t6i
phai noi that thé nay. T6i khong thay. Khong hé c6 moi lién hé nao trong ho
so do6. Co 1€ 1a c6 vai diém mau thuan. Nhung khong c6 lién hé nao ca.”

“Mau thuan kiéu gi?” Myron hoi.

“Pang 1& vao thoi diém bi giét, Adam Culver dang & Denver. O mot hoi
nghi bac si phap y tai Hyatt Regency. Nhung 6ng ay chwa bao gid xuat hién,
16 mat chuyén bay sang.”

“H6 so c6 nodi tai sao khong?”

“Adam cam thay khong khée. Mot 10i giai thich hop 1y.”

“Ai bao ho thé?”

“Vo 6ng ay.”

Ngirng. “Con gi khac khong?”

“Khong. Hién trueong toi ac - m6t con pho yén tinh - khéng c6 gi bat
thuong. Ong ay bi ddm xuyén tim.”

“Ong 4y ra ngoai lam gi?”

“Ba vg n6i 6ng ay ra ngoai mua it do tap héa.”

Myron ngam nggi mot lat. “Lam thé thi la that ddy,” anh néi, “khi dang
cam thay khong khoe.”

“Phai, chiing ta ngoi day thé nay thi n6i dé lam. Nhung canh sat dang tap
trung tim kiém tén cwdp. Khong ai dé tam me gi dén mot chuyén bay bi 16
hay né c6 thé c6 y nghia gi dau.”

“Vu an mang c6 nhan ching nao khong?”

“Khong. H6 so kha co ban.” Jake nhoai nguwdi ra tredc cd dau mat vai
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Myron. “Gio thi,” Jake cham rai noi, “cau cho toi biét di. Va dirng phun cai
cau ‘Toi khong mudn lam ai ton thwong’ nham nhi dé nita. Gid lam thé thi
qua muon roi. That ra dau la 1y do cau dinh t6i toan bo chuyén nay?”

“Chéu bao vdi chu roi. Jessica.”

Jake nhoai ngudi thém nita dén khi mat ho chi cach nhau vai phan. “Ping
bdn cot tdi nita,” 6ng phun phi phi. “T6i khong mu dau. T6i cé thé thay
Jessica Culver la ngwoi tinh cdu mé man. Nhung dirtng c6 mé miéng néi vGi
t0i cai thit rac rwdi la cau chi quyét dinh vitt bo moi thit va ndy ra y dinh gitp
do théi. Cau dau cé khat tinh dén mirc do.”

“Con c6 Christian dé can nhac nita ma,” Myron néi.

“Cau ta thi sao?”

“Cau ay la khach hang quan trong ctia chau. Cau ay van dau long vé vu
mat tich hon thé.”

Jake khit miii. “Phai, t6i ca la thé.”

“N6i thé la c6 y gi?”

“Y 13,” Jake noéi, “t6i khong tin Christian hoan toan v can.”

“Nhung chu no6i 1a xét nghiém DNA trén tinh dich...”

“Toi khong ndi 1a cau ta cuong hiép c6 bé.”

“Thé chua dinh noi gi?”

“Rang cau ta c6 thé lién can,” Jake dap. “Khach hang ctia cau khong co
bang chitng vitng chac vao thdi diém vu mat tich. Cau ta néi rang minh & trén
givong lic muwoi mot gio, nhung khong ai cé thé xac nhan ca.”

“Cau ay c6 phong don,” Myron néi. “Ai c6 thé xac nhan la cau ay & trén
givong khi cau dy song mot minh chiy?”

“Péang ngo day,” Jake dap.

“Ngo la ngo thé nao? Ngudoi ta nhin thay Kathy Culver vao phong thay do
sau muoi gio, dung khong?”

Jake gat dau.

“Va cha biét 1a Christian gap huan luyén vién tan céng dén muoi rudi,”
Myron néi tiép. “Viéc dé xac nhan réi con gi.”

“Nhung bang chitng ctia cau ta chi dén day thoi.”

“Thi sau d6 cau ay di ngtd. Nguoi ta nhin thay Kathy lang thang & phia bén
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kia treong lic muwdi mot gid. Chau chang thdy cé gi lién quan ca.”

“Co6 thé 1a khong cé,” Jake noi gian don. “Nhung cau ta la ban trai. Ban
trai luon la doi twgng tinh nghi chinh. Va con cé van dé khac nira.”

“Cai gi?”

“Pong doi cua cau ta.”

“Ho thi sao?”

Jake uéng hét ca phé. Ong gb gd vao cdc dé vét ndt may giot cudi cung.
“Ho rat hgp tac, t6i nghi thé, nhwng vai ngudi hét sitc map mo. Toi khong noi
16 dugc, nhung may ngwoi do trong lo lang hon binh thwong. Nhw 1a ho dang
che gidu diéu gi do. Kiéu nhw c6 thé, chi c6 thé thoi, ho dang bao vé tién vé
ngoi sao ctia minh tredc tran dau 16n.”

Chi c6 diéu, Myron nghi, khong ai trong doi thich Christian cad. Pong doi
cua cau khong ra sttc bao vé cau dau. Ma nguoc lai méi dung.

Thé tai sao ho lai lo lang?

Jake nga ngudi ra sau mim cwdi, danh dau sy thay doi chién thuat. “Nao,
Myron, t6i da t té 1am r6i, phai khéng? To6i da n6i cho cau moi diéu t6i biét,
thé ma cau van ngam hot thi véi t6i. Thé khong hay dau. C6 mot van dé khac
- van dé ma cau chua chia sé vdi t6i - khién cau ngita ngay khong yén. May
tiéng tredc toi da dén gap anh ban Trwdng phong Gordon cia ching ta, nhw
cau goi y. Anh ta than thién, nha nhan, khéng pho truong ti nao. Nhu thé
khong giong anh ta. Thuc ra t6i nghi anh ta sg vai ra quan. Nao, thé la sao?”

“Anh ta co ndi g1 vbi chu khong?”

“0, anh ta gitip dwoc nhigu 1dm. Nao 1a Kathy 1a mot c6 gai tuyét voi, mot
sinh vién wu t4, mot nhan vién cham chi, da thi. O, phai. Anh ta con ndi la co
bo cii dang nam trén kia ctia cau da t6i cho anh ta. Hinh nhu Jessica mudn lay
ho6 so ctia em géi. Tuwdng twgng ma xem.”

“Bon chau tim cach thu thap thong tin cang nhiéu cang tot thoi.

“Thong tin vé cai gi?”

Myron cham cham nhin coc ca phé. Nom nhv thi bun lodang. “Vao budi
sang Adam Culver bj giét, 6ng ay da tdi gap Nancy Serat.”

Mait Jake to hon mot cht. “Sao cau biét?”

“Nancy da dé lai tin nhan thoai cho Jessica, hen gap c6 dy lic mudoi gio toi
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nay. Co6 bé cling n6i la da gap Adam Culver vao bu6i sang dién ra &n mang.”

“Troi 0i.” Jake khoanh tay lai, dat 1én bung. “Vay la Adam Culver t6i gdap
Nancy Serat vao budi sang. Ong ay phat hién ra gi d6. Mot diéu quan trong.
MGt diéu quan trong dén noi 6ng ay phai phai hoan chuyén bay.”

“Mot diéu hét sttc quan trong,” Myron bd sung, “khién 6ng dy mat mang.”

Jake gat dau ngam nggi. “Thé roi ké sat nhan phai nho cé tan goc.”

“Nancy Serat.”

“Phai,” Jake ngting lai. “Nhung t6i da tham van co gai dé hang gio. To6i
héi c6 ay moi thit...” Giong 6ng nhat dan, khuén mat thoang sa sam. Myron
biét 6ng dang ban khoan diéu gi. Bit ct canh sat ti té€ nao cling sé dat ra
nhitng cau hoéi twong tw. Minh c6 lam sai cai khi gi khong? Minh c6 bo 16
diéu gi khong? Co gai tré do chét c6 phai do minh khong?

“Néu Nancy Serat biét diéu gi quan trong dén thé,” Myron néi, “thi ké sat
nhan dau c6 dgi dén muoi tdm thang mdéi bit miéng c6 ay vinh vién. Chau
nghi né phutc tap hon kich ban cta ching ta mot chuat. Theo chau thi Adam
Culver da nam duwgc phan 16n cac chi tiét r6i. Nancy nam trong tay mdanh
ghép cudi cung, manh ghép ma ty than n6 chang c6 y nghia gi véi ai -ngoai
tr' Adam Culver.”

“Cau dang c0 an ui toi phong?”

“Khong. Day la cach chau nhin nhan thdi. Néu chau nghi la chi lam sai
cai khi gi thi chau da néi r6i.”

“Cau khong thay xac co6 gai thoi,” Jake tram giong. “Vét siét c6 khong dé
nhin ti nao, Sgi day chét tiét gan nhw da cat roi dau co dy. Khong phai mot cai
chét nhe nhang, Myron a.” Ong ngirng lai, 1c dau. “Sau khi nhin thay canh
do, toi biét Jessica dang tw héi minh diéu gi, vi t6i cling ti* van mot cau twong
t.”

“Cau gi?”

“Liéu Kathy c6 chiu chung s6 phan khong?”

Im lang. Lai nhdm nhép ca phé. Cdéc cia Myron da ngudi ngat, nhung anh
chang phan nan. Mon ca phé twa bun loang ngudi ngat c6 vé hgp v6i hoan
canh nay.

“P.T. da ké hét véi t6i vé cau,” Jake noi sau khi top mot ngum 16n. “Bdo la

https://thuviensach.vn



cau thong minh, rang t6i cé thé tin twdng cau. Chang c6 may nguwoi dugc ong
ay noi vay dau. Bao la cau va tay chién hitu Win kia rat ctt. Hoi thiéu nguyén
tac, nhung ngay bay gid t6i c6 thé 1gi dung diém nay. Toi la canh sat. T6i
phai tuan theo luat. Cau thi khéng. Cau c6 nhiéu quyén lyc hon. Nhung day
la l1anh tho cna toi, va toi khong dinh ngoi khong nhw mot vai phu dé dan
dau.” Ong dit hai tay 1én ban. P6i ban tay to ban, san sii, khong deo nhan.
“Gio toi mudn cau ké hét cho t6i, Myron a. Ngay bay gid. Chi cau va toi thoi.
Toi hita sé khong tiét 16. Bung giau gi ca. Cau hiéu chit?”

Myron gat dau.

“Vay thi vao chuyén di, chang trai. To6i lang nghe day.”

Myron 14y to tap chi ra dwa cho Jake. “Tat ca bat dau bang cai nay.”
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Béo budi sang khong dé cap gi dén vu an mang ctia Nancy Serat, nhung dai
bat dau phat ban tin s6m vé vu mot c6 gai bi giét. Chi la van dé thoi gian.
Myron di tuyén 280 Bong dén Bac duong cao téc thu phi New Jersey. Con
dwong thang canh. Giong nhw 1ai xe qua Tay Beirut trong mot ngay dep troi
vay. Van deé la, ngudi ta dwa vao con duong nay ma dwa ra nhitng danh gia
bat cong vé New Jersey. Nhuw danh gid sac dep mot nguwoi phu nit theo c&
chan cua co ta vay.

Billy Joel dang hat trén dai, ‘Anh yéu em vi chinh ban than em.” Ba hoa
boc phét qua, Myron ngam, khi 6ng lai di két hon vdi Christie Brinkley.

L.6i ra 16 Tay dan thang anh td&i bai do xe Meadowlands. Giét ngwdi va lén
ké hoach ham hai cting t6t thoi, nhwng lam dai dién mdi ra tién ma trang trai
duwgce cudc song. Anh c6 hen véi Otto Burke. Otto dang dgi cau tra 10i cita
anh vé yéu cau lién quan dén hgp dong cia Christian. Myron da chuan bi 16i
dap cho han.

Anh da danh cd dém trong phong bénh ctia Jessica, c6 xoay x& thoai mai
trong mot chiéc ghé ma c6 khi con cé cong dung khac la dung cu tra tan thoi
Trung c6. Nhung anh chang ban tdm. Anh thich ngam c6 nga. Viéc dé khoi
lai bao ky niém. Anh ludon hy vong mot ngay nao dé ho sé lai ngu cung nhau,
du dém qua khong han la diéu anh van nghi.

Jess da tinh lai cach day hai tiéng. Cau kinh. Gat gong. Doi héi. Bon gian
la: chinh c6. Trwdc khi cdu em Edward dwa c6 vé nha, Myron da ké hét vGi
cd moi diéu anh biét - nhat la vé chuyén ghé tham studio ctia Lucy. C6 da dwa
cho anh bttc anh cta b6 minh dé cho Lucy xem. Myron ngac nhién thay
Jessica mang theo mot bitc trong vi. Nhung anh con ngac nhién gap bdi khi
thoang thay birc anh mua hé cach day bon nam - bitc ma c6 da lwét qua that
nhanh khong cho anh nhin thdy. Nhung anh da thay, va anh nhé chinh xac cai
khoanh khac ma né duwgc chyup. Cudi tuan cudi cung & vueon nho Martha. Chi
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c6 hai nguwdi ho. Ram nang, hanh phic, thw thai. Tiéc thit nwéng & nha nghi
mua hé cia Win. Binh cao tredc mot ca tregt doc khong thé tranh khoi.

Myron chwa kip thay quan 4o. Trong anh nhw thé da nam cé dém dudi day
mot chiéc gié dung do giat.

Otto dang doi anh trong khan dai Vip trén tang lttng san van dong Titans.
Larry Hanson & bén han. Otto chao Myron bang mot cai bat tay xwong xau va
nu cudi twoi réi. Ngai Anh dwong. Larry vay tay qua quyt. Ga khong cham
mat Myron. Chang c6 gi la. Larry Hanson la mot tay cing ran, thdm chi tho
bao, nhung ga luén c6 choi dep. Ga khong thich ltra ddo, va ga khong thich
cai tro Otto dang lam. Thuc ra trong ga nhw thé mudn hoa lan luén vao birc
twong.

“M0oi moi, Myron,” Otto noi, dang tay ra nhu Carol Merrill trong Cung
théa thudnx, “anh c¥ ng6i cho nao minh thich.”

“Luc nao cting la cha nha hoan hao, Otto a.”

“T6i c6 lam ddy, Myron. Cam on vi da dé y.”

“Mia mai, Otto a. Nguwoi ta goi thé la mia mai day.”

Otto gilt nguyén nu cuwdi téa nang. Chom rau dé van y chang moi khi,
khong bao gio day hay mong hon. Han 1a ngay nao ciing tia, Myron nghi. Ho
ngoi vao hai ghé nhin ra san béng. Vach 50 yard. Nguwoi hdm mo thém mudn
cho nay phat dién. Bén dwdi, cau thu rai rac khap san. Myron nhan ra
Christian dang di vé phia vach bién. Mii bao hiém da céi ra, dau ngang cao.
Christian chwa biét tin Nancy Serat bi giét - tén c6 chwa duwgc cong bé -
nhung canh bao chi sé chong vay 1dy cau thoéi. Myron chi c6 thé bao vé cau
dén thé, du anh van nudéi hy vong rang tin Christian ky hgp dong sé chuyén
hwéng phan nao chu y cta du ludn khoi vu giét nguai.

“Vay,” Otto vo tay ndi, “anh san sang ky chwa?”

Duéi san bong, Christian dang duwoc gidi thiéu v6i mot nhom dan ong toc
dai. Myron nhé la tirng thay may ga do trén video cia MTV. Ho la phat hién
mé&i nhat cia hang ghi am Otto. Mot nhom tén la StillLife. Nghe hay hay,
nhung khong biét ho cé thit tai nang an twgng nhu ctia, xem nao, ‘Xét nghiém
Pap’ khong?

“Chac chan r6i,” Myron n6i. “Ching t6i dau muon gi hon.”
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“Tuyét. Toi co6 but day.”

“Tién qua. To6i c6 hgp dong day.” Anh dwa cho Otto. Otto doc nhanh.
Miéng han van mim cwdi, nhing mat thi nhiu lai. Han chuyén hgp dong cho
Larry Hanson.

“Kho hiéu qua, Myron. Céi nay trong nhw mitc gia anh dwa ra lan truéce.”

“Tinh qua, Otto.”

“Toi twdng ching ta théa thuan xong roi,” han néi.

“Phai. Thi day.”

“C6 1é anh quén mat,” han ngap ngirng, tim ding tir can ndi, “la Christian
da dot ngot mat gia ro6i.”

“Anh noéi ¢t nhu cau dy la ngoai té dy nhi.”

Otto pha lén cudi. Han nhin sang Larry nht mudn néi, cudi theo di. Larry
chi rdan ra dugc mot nu cuwdi. “Pugc roi, Myron, ndéi thé cling diung. Tat ca
ching ta, & mot khia canh nao dé, déu la hang héa. Tuy nhién khach hang cta
anh hién dang dwoc giao dich véi ty gia thap hon so vGi dong do-la.”

“Cam on vi ct choi tro an dy, Otto, nhung td6i khong nhin nhan sy viéc
theo cach d6 dau.” Myron nhin Larry Hanson. “Cau ay choi thé nao, Larry?”

“Um, con qua sém,” Larry hdng giong. “Mdi c6 chirng dy thdi gian thi
khong thé noi duoc gi nhiéu.”

“Nhung néu anh cho diém cau ay dén gio thi sao?”

Lai hang giong. “Thi c xem 1a,” ga dap, “Christian choi khong dang that
vong.”

“Pdy,” Myron ngi, mim cwoi dap lai nu cwdi caa Otto. “Gia tri cua cdu ay,
nguoc lai, tang 1én véi sy thé hién gan day trén san. Gid anh da c6 chit tiém
nang ngon lanh ctia cdu dy roi. Toi khong hiéu sao anh lai mong ching toi
giam muc gia chao ban chu.”

Otto ditng 1én, gat dau. Han siét chat tay sau luwng va di ra phia quay bar.
“Uébng gi khong, Myron?”

“Anh c6 Yoo-Hoo khong?”

“Khong, toi khong c6.”

“Theé thi thoi.”

Otto rét cho minh mét cdc 7-Up. Han khong hoi Larry Hanson c6 mudn
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uong gi khong. “To6i thtra nhan,” Otto ndi, “la dén gid Christian choi rat an
twgng, du to6i phai canh bao anh, Myron a - va ca anh nita, Larry - rang cé
mot khodng cach 16n gitta luyén tap va thi dau day. Giita viéc mot van dong
vién thé hién thé nao ¢ vach xuat phat va thé hién ra sao trong mot tinh huéng
ap luc.”

Myron va Larry liéc nhau. Cai liéc mat no6i 1én rang, ‘Thang khén huénh
hoang.’

“Nhung dé toi bo sung thém,” Otto néi tiép, “la san pham cda ching t6i
khong chi phu thuéc vao man thé hién thoi dau. Néu nhw, vi du nhé, doi
ching t6i sap gianh dwgc cip Super Bowl nhung dong thoi dinh vao mot vu
lum xum nghiém trong vé ma tdy hay tinh duc, thi tong gia tri ctia san pham
c6 thé giam sut.

“Anh c6 thé minh hoa bang biéu d6 dugc khong?” Myron hoi. “To6i khong
chac la minh hiéu lam.”-

“Titc 1a,” Otto no6i, “birc anh trong to bao rac ruéi do lam gidm gia tri cua
cau ta voi chung toi.”

“Nhung cé phai dnh cta cau dy dau.”

“Pdy la anh hén thé cia cdu ta.”

“Hon thé cii.”

“Hon thé cua cau ta bién mat trong hoan canh bi an.”

“Christian va t6i san sang danh cwgc,” Myron néi, “dé chi la mot to bao
nho. Pén gio tin da 16 ra dau. Chung t6i khong nghi sé xdy ra tinh huéng do.”

Otto nham nhap mén 7-Up. Han c6 vé khodi, du chwa thém mot tiéng
‘aaa’ nhu dang dong quang cdo. “Nhuwng canh bao chi c6 thé phat hién ra
day.”

“To6i khong nghi vay,” Myron n6i. “T6i da ban véi Christian roi. Ca hai
ching t6i déu nghi giong nhau.”

“Theé thi ca hai ngwoi déu ngoc.”

L&p mat na roi xudng, mot vét mit xudt hién.

“Nao, Otto, thé khong hay lam dau.”

L&p mat na lai duwge kéo 1én, ém ru nhw civa s6 dién cda 6 t6. “Dé€ t6i nhac
anh nhé lai cudc trao doi trwdc ctia ching ta vé dé tai nay. Anh phai chap
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nhan théa thuén ctra ching ta va gidam mot phan ba gia. Néu khong, birc anh
khoa than cia c6 Culver sé bi cong khai, dan dén viéc sy nghiép quang cao
cta anh chang cau thu kia bi hay hoai.”

“Nhung cau ay c6 lam gi dau, Otto. Chi 1a dnh cia Kathy théi ma.”

“Khong quan trong. Cac nha quang cao khong thich co6 ti tranh cai nao.
Nhé& nay, Myron: Trong kinh doanh, bé ngoai quan trong thuc té€ gap nhiéu
lan.”

“Bé ngoai dau vai thuc té,” Myron noi. “Toi phai ghi lai méi duwogc.”

Otto 1ay ban hgp dong cua han ra. “Ky di,” han néi. “Ngay.”

Myron chi mim cuwdi véi han.

“Ky di, Myron. Néu khong t6i sé hiy hoai anh day.”

“Toi khong nght vay dau, Otto.”

Myron bat dau céi ctic so-mi.

“Anh nghi minh dang lam céi gi thé?”

“Pirng phan khich, Otto. T6i cdi dén nut thi ba la dirng thoi. Bua dé cho
anh thay cai nay.” Anh chi vao chiéc mic nhé trén ngurc.

“Cai quai gi...?” “ *

“Day dan day, Otto. N6 dan t6i mdy ghi am nhét trong that lwng cua toi.
Anh c6 thé cong khai bitc anh nay, tuy anh. N6 cé thé huy hoai Christian, c6
thé khong. Bén luwgt minh, t6i sé cong khai cudon bang nay. T6i cling sé kién
nat doi anh ludn vi bat ct ton hai nao ma Christian phai chiu dung do hanh
dong ctia anh gy ra, va t6i dam bdo anh sé bi bat vi t0i tong tién va de doa.”
Myron mim cwdi. “T6i ludn muodn s& hitu mot cong ty ghi am ma. Gai khoai
nhv thé, phai khong Otto?”

Otto than nhién nhin anh. “Larry?”

“Vang, anh Burke.”

“Lay cudn bang khoi anh ta cho t6i. Bang vii lyc, néu can.”

Myron nhin Hanson. “Anh la mot ga kho nhan, Larry,” Myron noéi. “Va toi
biét anh la mot trong nhitng hau vé ran nhat tirng choi tran dau nay. Nhung
néu anh ra khéi cai ghé dé, toi sé cho anh phai b6 bot day.”

Larry Hanson chi gat dau. Khong sg, nhung ciing chang di chuyén.

“Hai ngwoi cac anh,” Otto ra chiéu thiic giuc. “T6i goi bao vé vao ho trg
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bay gio day.”

“To6i khong nghi vay dau, anh Burke.” Larry gan nhv mim cudi. “Va toi
khong nghi 1a may tay bao vé ay doa nat dwgc gi dau. Phai khong Myron?”

“Khong thé nao.”

“Theo t6i thi chiing ta ky hgp dong cta anh ta di, anh Burke a. T6i nghi
thé 1a t6t nhat cho tat cd moi nguoi.”

“Toi cling thao thong cdo bao chi r6i,” Myron néi. “No6i rang Christian
hanh phiic biét bao khi dwgc choi cho mot t6 chitc danh tiéng va xuat chiing
nhu Titans.”

Otto nghi mot lat. “Néu toi ky,” han hoi, “anh sé dwa cudn bang cho t6i
chi?”

“Khong thé nao.”

“Tai sao khong?”

“Anh gil t0 tap chi con t6i gilt cudon bang. Coi n6 nhw thé quan binh tan
pha di. Lui vé thoi chién tranh lanh.”

“Nhung toi hita...”

“Théi di nao, Otto. T6i cwoi la dau hét nguoi day.”

Otto nghi mot thoang. Han choang, song van binh tinh. Mot ké & tudi han
khong thé dat dén trinh d6 d6 néu khong trai qua vai phen ‘xudng ché’.

“Myron a?”

“Day.”

“Toi khong thé dién ta dwgce 1a Titans phan khdi nhu thé nao vi cé dugc
Christian Steele, tién vé cta twong lai dau.”

“Cu ky vao day, Otto.”

“Rat han hanh, Myron.”

“Khoéng, Otto. Phai la t6i chit.”

Otto ky. Myron va Otto bat tay. Giao dich da xong.

“Chung ta cung gap bao gidgi chit, Myron?”

“Nghe hay day, Otto.”

“Dudi kia c6 phong tam day. T6i ddm bao sé mang cho anh do6 cao rau,
néu anh thich.”

“Ong anh t6t qua.”
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Nu cuoi cta Otto da tré lai. Cai g nay khong bao gio xudng tinh than lau.
Han nhac dién thoai. “Christian Steele da dugc ky hgp dong,” Otto néi. Ro6i
quay lai nhdy mat véi Myron, han n6i thém, “V&i mitc gia cao nhat tirng
dwoc tra cho mot cha linh méi.”

Myron nhdy mat lai doan gio ngén cai lén. Ban than cd doi. Anh nhin
dong ho. Chi con du thoi gian cho anh di tam r6i tham gia hop bao trwéc khi
phai quay vé thanh phé gap Herman Ache.

Anh chwa biét phai doi pho thé nao vdi anh em Ache ma quy. Nhung anh
van dang tinh. Cong du6i 1én ma tinh.
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Jessica vé dén nha & Ridgewood lic mudi gid. Bac si muon lam vai xét
nghiém vao bud6i sang. Jessica khong chiu. Cu6i cung ho théa hiép bang cach
Jessica hita sé dén kham cho 6ng mét buoi nao dé trong tuan. Edward lai xe
dwa co vé nha trong im ldng.

Vé dén noi, Jessica nhan thdy xe ctia me khong dau trén 16i vao. Tot. Cha
c6 may tam trang ma doi pho v6i ba me kich dong hon hét thay, Jessica kién
quyét khong cho ai ké v6i me co6 vé vu viéc téi qua. Me da da ban tri roi.
Chang c6 ly do gi dé me phai lo lang thtra thai nita.

Jessica di thang t6i phong doc. B6 c¢6 da muwu tinh gi d6, & mot mirc do
nao ddy la kha ro rang. Cé qua nhiéu chuyén ky la xay ra dén noi kho c6 thé
hiéu theo cach khac. Ong da dén gidp Nancy Serat vao budi sang 6ng bi giét.
Ong da bé qua hdi nghi bac si phap y & Denver vi cam thay khong khoe - mot
viéc ma o6ng chwa bao gio lam. C6 thé 6ng con mua anh khoa than cia Kathy
nira.

Chang can la Sherlock Holmes cfing nhan ra cé diéu bat on.

Co bat dan den 1én, can phong dugc thap 1én vdi thit anh sang hoi chéi qua
so v0i s@ thich ctia ¢6. C6 bam nit chinh sang. Duéi tang, Edward dang &
trong bép ma@ ti lanh.

Co bat dau luc qua ngan kéo ctia b6 c6. C6 khong biét minh dang tim gi
nita. C6 18 1a mdt cai hop nho véi mdy chit MANH MOI KHUNG nguéch
ngoac trén nap. Pugc thé thi hay. C6 c6 khong nghi vé Nancy Serat, vé
khudn mat xanh lé déng citng trong so hai, nhung y nghi d6 cit quan chat 14y
tam tri c6. C6 nghi dén nhitng th vui vé hon, nhu tinh day thdy Myron co
quap trong chiéc ghé bénh vién nhw nghé si uén déo tir ganh xi€c Mdt troi-.
Hinh dnh d6 lam c6 mim cuoi.

Trong ngan dung tai liéu c6 tim thdy mot cap ho so dé chit CMA. Tai
khodn quan ly tién mat Merrill Lynch ctia bé ¢6. C6 lay n6 ra. Ban sao ké
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CMA la mot van kién tai chinh tuyét dep. Tat tan tat moi thit trong mot ban
sao ké - c6 phan, trai phiéu, nhitng c6 phiéu khac, séc, giao dich bang thé
Visa. Jessica cling c6 mot tai khoan twong tu.

Co kiém tra thdy moi chi phi va séc da dugc thanh toan bu trir trong ban
sao ké m@i nhat. Khong cé gi bat thwong. Van deé 1a, ban sao ké nay da gui ti
ba tuan trwéc. Co6 can thir gi do cap nhat hon.

Co lat dén trang cudi. O cubi trang 1a mot dong chit in nhé ‘Quy khach
hang c6 m6t mau ty trong s6 tai khodn Merrill Lynch. Xin bam 982334 dé
truy cap vao dit lieu CMA’.

D lieu CMA. buong day 800. Co da tung st dung dich vu nay vai tai
khodn cua minh r6i, bat ¢t khi nao phat hién c6 sai 1éch. C6 quay so va lap
tirc nghe thdy mot giong noéi dwgce ghi am san, ‘Chao mirng dén véi Trung
tam Dich vu Tai chinh Merrill Lynch. Xin mo&i bdm s6 tai khoan Merrill
Lynch hodc so6 tai khodn truy cap.’

Jessica bam s0.

‘Xin moi nhap tuy chon. Quy khach hang c6 thé ngat cudc hdi thoai bat ct
lic nao. PE biét s6 du va sttc mua hién tai, bAm phim 11. D€ kiém tra thong
tin thanh todn, bam phim 2. Kiém tra s6 tién nhan dugc gan day, bam phim 3.
Kiém tra nhitng giao dich gan day nhat bang thé Visa, bAm phim 6.’

CO quyét dinh xem xét cac khodn thanh toan tin dung trwdc réi dén cac
thanh toan séc. C6 bam phim 6.

Giong n6i vang lén. “Tra 28,50 do bang thé ghi ng, thanh toan vao ngay
28/5. Tra 14, 75 do bang thé ghi ng, thanh toan vao ngay 28/5.’

May khong cho co biét la trd khodn gi. Kiém tra séc ciling twong tw. Chi
biét mai so tién khong thoi that chang ich gi.

“Tra 3,478.44 do6 bang thé ghi ng, thanh toan vao ngay 27/5.

Co do nguwoi ra. Ba ngan do? Cho cai gi? Co cip mdy, bam nut goi lai,
nhap so6 tai khoan truy cap.

“Xin moi nhap tuy chon.”

Lan nay c6 nhan phim 0 dé gap dai dién dich vu khach hang.

“Chao quy khach,” mot giong nit dé chiu ngan nga. “T6i c6 thé gitp gi
cho quy khach a?”
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“Vang, tai khoan cua t6i c6 thanh toan hon ba ngan dé bang thé Visa. To6i
muon biét 1a thanh toan khoén gi?”

“Xin cho biét so tai khoan?”

“982334.”

Co tiéng go lach cach trong dién thoai. “Xin héi quy khéch la...” nguoi
dai dién hoi.

Jessica xem ban sao ké. Tai khoan chung, on trgi. “Carol Culver,” co nai.

* Lai go lach cach. “Vang, t6i xac dinh dwgc roi. 3,478.44 do. Cira hang
Eye-Spy ¢ Manhattan.”

Eye-Spy? No la cai quai gi vay?”

“Cam on,” Jessica noi.

“Ba con muon biét gi nita khong, thwa ba Culver?”

“Vang. Chong toi va toi c6 Iwu moi tai liéu trén mdy tinh, nhung toi e la
mdy tinh da bi hong 6 dia. Phién c6 cho t6i biét khoan thanh toan séc gan
nhat cda tai khoan nay?”

“Da dugc.”

Lai go lach cach. “Séc. s6 119 thanh todn 295 d6 cho Tai chinh Volvo,
duwgc viét vao ngay 25/5.”

Tra gop 0 to.

“Séc s6 118 thanh toan 649 do cho Bat dong san Getaway, dugc viét vao
cung ngay 25/5.”

Gilt may. “Co n6i la Bat dong san Getaway u?”

“Vang, chinh xac.”

“Trong d6 c6 ndi n6 nam ¢ dau khong?”

“E la t6i khong c6 thong tin dé.”

Ho ra lai nhitng khodan thanh todn séc con lai trong thang. Khong cé gi bat
thuwong. Jessica cdm on nguwdi phu nit roi cip may.

649 do cho Bat dong san Getaway? 3,478.44 do cho Eye-Spy? Cang thém
nhiéu diéu kho hiéu?

Edward go ctta, “Chi,” cdu lén tiéng.

“Em.”

Cau budc vao phong doc cia b, dau cii xuong.
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“Em xin 16i vé chuyén hom trudc,” Edward néi. Cau hap hdy mat, cap
16ng mi chét ngwdi chdp 1én chép xudng. “Vi da bo di nhw thé.”

“Khong sao ma.”

“Chi ctt 16i cai chuyén nhay cam ay ra néi,” cau noi. “Hoéi may cau do va
moi thit.”

“Nhitng cau héi dé can dwoc dat ra ma,” c6 dap. “Chi nghi moi thi lién
quan dén nhau. Chuyén xdy ra vdi Kathy. Chuyén xdy ra véi bo. Diéu khién
Kathy thay d6i.”

Edward co minh lai tredc ti¢ ‘thay do6i’. Roi cau lac dau. Chiéc ao phong
moi c6 in hinh hai nhan vat Beavis va Butthead. “Chi nham ro6i,” cau noi.
“N6 chang lién quan gi dén chuyén xdy ra véi con bé ca.”

“Co0 thé,” co néi. “Nhung em phai noi thi chi méi biét dugc.”

“Em thay khong tién ké. Pau long lam.”

“Chi 1a chi rudt ctia em ma. Em c6 thé tin twéng chi.”

“Chuing ta chua bao gi¢ than thiét cd,” cau thang thirng. “Khong giong
nhu chi va Kathy.”

“Hoac la nhuw em va Kathy,” Jessica néi. “Nhuwng chi van yéu quy em.”

Co cho doi.

“Em khong biét phai bat dau chinh xac tiv dau,” cau noi. “Chuyén khai sy
tlr nam con bé hoc 16p muwoi hai. Chi méi chuyén t6i Washington. Em thi &
Columbia. Em song ngoai ky tic vGi ban em, Matt. Nhé né khong?”

“Nh¢ chit. Kathy hen ho véi thang bé hai nam ma.”

“Gan ba nam,” Edward chita lai. “Matt va Kathy c nhuv tir thé ky khac
dén ay. Hai dita bén nhau gan ba nam ma n6 chwa bao gio, tm, dong tGi ti co
con bé tré xudng. Y em 13, chwa bao gid. Va ddy khong chi 1a do thidu c6
gang thoi dau. Matt la thang hoi c6 16 si, nhung thé khéng c6 nghia la doi luc
n6 khong lam liéu. Nhung Kathy da kiém ché n6.”

Jessica gat dau, nhd lai. Vao giai doan dé Kathy van tam sy véi c6.

“Me quy Matt lam,” Edward tiép tuc. “Me nghi n6 la thang tuyét nhat. Me
ti'ng moi nd dén dung tra nhw kiéu trong v& Bdy thu thiy tinh* dy. Mot vi
khach lich thiép ngoi trén hién nha véi co6 con gai at. Bo cling quy né nita.
Moi chuyén xem ra rat suon sé. Hai dita dinh m6t nam nao d6 sé dinh hon,
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sau khi thang cu t6t nghiép thi két hon, that la mot chuyén tinh ém & dién
hinh. R6i mdt ngay Kathy goi dién cho né noéi 10i chia tay. Khéng giai thich
gi hét.

“Matt bi séc. N6 tim cach n6i chuyén véi con bé, nhung Kathy khéng chiu
gap n6. Em cling c6 no6i chuyén vdi Kathy, nhung n6 cit trdnh em. R6i em bat
dau nghe thay tin don.”

Jessica nhitc nhich trén ghé. “Tin don kiéu gi?”

“Cai kiéu ma,” Edward cham rai néi, “mdt ngudi anh trai khong muodn
nghe vé em gai minh.”

«).”

“Té hon r6i ddy. Bon con trai khong ngtring néi xdu con bé. ‘Ai d6 cudi
cung da tim ra chia khoéa dai trinh tiét ctia Tiéu thw Poan trang,” ching noéi
vay, ‘va gio khong thé cai n6 lai nita.” Em tham chi con danh nhau. Bi tan bé
x€é 1ét nham bado vé danh dy cta Kathy.” Cau bat manh tir danh dy nhw thé n6
c6 vi godm ghiéc lam.

“O nha né ciing thay d6i. N6 khong con di dy Thanh 18 nita. Em tuwéng me
bi d6t quy mat - chi biét me phan *ng vGi nhitng chuyén thé nay nhw nao roi
day.”

Jessica gat dau. Co biét qua ro.

“Nhung me lai chang néi mot 10i. Kathy bat dau vé mudn.

N6 tham dy cac bita tiéc & treong. Cé nhitng dém né con chang vé nha.”

“Me c6 ngan no lai khong?” Jessica hoi.

“Me khong thé, Jess a. That khé tin. Ca doi nay Kathy s¢ nguwdi phu nit ay.
Va giod thi nhu thé Kathy da tim thdy sitc manh vay. Me khong bado duwgc no.”

“Con bo thi sao?”

“B6 chwra bao gi® nghiém khic nhu me, chi biét ma. Ong 4y muén lam
ban ctia moi nguwoi, chit khong phai lam ngai mat sat. Nhung la cai la thoi
gian 4y Kathy lai cang gan giii b6 hon. Ong ng® ngang trudc sy chi y dot
ngot dy. Em nghi la 6ng s¢ néu dung thiét quan luat v4i con bé thi sé day no
ra xa khoi minh.”

Nghe dting la b c6 that. “Thé em lam gi?” c6 hoi.

“Em doi chat vGi nd.”
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“NO0 bao sao?”

“Chang c6 gi 16 rang cd. N6 khong choi cling chang thtra nhan. N6 chi
diéng doé cudi rat quai di. N6 noéi rang em khong hiéu, rang em ‘ngay tho’.
Ngay tho. Chi co tin Kathy lai bao ngwoi khac la ngay tho khong?”

Jessica nghi mot lat. “Nhung khong c6 gi gidi thich dugc nguyén nhan,
diéu khién con bé thay déi tredc nhat ay.”

Edward m& miéng ra, r6i ngam lai. Cau dang hai tay ra, roi lai tha roi hai
bén minh nhw thé chiing ndng quéa khong gitt noi. Gigng cau thi thao nhw gié
thodng. “Co chuyén gi do vGi me,” cau nai.

“Chuyén gi?”

“Em khong biét. Em nghi c6 thé 1a do me. Kathy tré nén khép kin vé&i hai
chi em minh. Nhung n6 van yéu quy ching ta. Chinh me la nguwdi bi n6 doi
xt khong ra gi nhat.”

Jessica nga ngudi ra chiéc ghé cia bd, can nhac 16i binh luan cubi cling
cta cdu. “Chi biét la mdy nam qua Kathy da thay déi, nhung chi khong
nghi...” Gigng c6 nhat dan.

“Nhung n6 da cham ditt r6i. Chi phai nhé diéu do.”

“Cai gi cham dit?” c6 hoi.

“Giai doan ma Kathy da trdi qua. Thé nén em méi nghi la né chang lién
quan gi dén vu con bé mat tich. Khi né mat tich thi tat ca da la chuyén qua
kht? r6i.”

“Em noi qua khit 1a y lam sao?”

“Con bé di trd lai nhw xwa. O, em khong c6 v néi 1a né lai bat dau di du
Thanh 1é méi Chu nhat hay lai than thiét véi me. Nhung bat cir thit gi da bop
méo con bé cudi cung da khéng con anh hwdng nita. N6 da trd lai la minh.
Em nghi Christian cé cong trong chuyén nay. Em nghi cau ay da gitp dua
con bé tr mép vuc trd vé. Nhitng hanh vi phéng dang cham dit han. Thuoc
phién, regu che, tiéc tung cling vay. Ca nhitng th khac nita. Nu cuoi tham
chi con hé nd tré lai.”

Jessica nhg¢ dén bang diém cuia Kathy. Nhitng diém so6 t6i té nam 16p muoi
hai va nam dau dai hoc. R6i dot nhién tién bo vao ky hai nam nhat, thoi diém
ma con bé gap Christian. N6 khdp vGi nhitng gi Edward vira noi.
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Vay la qua khtt chang lién quan gi? Giai doan do trong doi con bé, nhu
Edward nhan manh, da hoan toan & lai phia sau? C6 thé. Nhung Jessica nghi
ngo diéu d6. Néu moi chuyén da thyc s chdm dit va bi chon vui, tai sao bitc
anh ctia con bé lai xuat hién trong mot tap chi con heo? Va né tat nhién dan
t@i cau héi trung tdm cna toan b chuyén nay. Diéu gi da khién Kathy thay
doi trwdc tién?

Jessica van chwa biét. Nhung gio c6 da doan kha chac ngwoi do 1a ai.
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Myron tha lam mot s6 viéc con hon la dén gap Herman Ache. Vi du nhv lay
cai thia rang cra nao nhan cau cia minh ra chang han.

“T6i nghe cudc hop bao ctia cau trén dai r6i,” Win néi. Mui da duwgc cuén
1én trén chiéc xe dua Jaguar XJR mau xanh luc ctia Win. Myron khéng khoai
dé mui tran lam. Viéc mot con bo giat vao rang anh lic d6 sé chi con la van
de thoi gian. “T6i tin la Christian hai long vGi giao dich.”

“Cyc ky luon.”

“Bao chi van chwa néu tén Nancy Serat.”

“Jake chuwra tiét 10 tén c6 ay. Mot khi ho lam vay...”

“Lum xum to.”

“Chinh xac.”

“Christian biét chwa?” Win héi.

“Chwa. Thang nhoc dang swéng dién 1én. To6i chi mudn dé cau ay thudng
thirc cam giac do thém chut nita.”

“Cau nén canh bao cau ay.”

“U. Jake hita sé cho t6i biét ngay giay khic thong tin dwoc tiét 16.”

“Cau c6 vé quy 6ng ban Jake ddy nhi?” Win nhan xét.

“Ong ay dwogc 1dm. Cau c6 thé tin twéng 6ng ay.”

Win ngo ngudy ngon tay roi lai nam chdt vo lang, tang toc. “Toi khéng tin
mdy tay canh sat tw phap,” Win n6i. “Thé an toan hon.”

Xe dang di véi toc do chéng mat. Puong cao toc West Side khong duoc
xay dé phuc vu cho toc do kiéu nay - duong cao t6c boén lan c¢ chirng hai
muoi mét lai c6 mot cot den giao thong. Cong vdi viec xay dung ‘dd dang’
lam tinh hinh cang thém t6i té. Viéc xay dung da dwoc tién hanh ti thoi xita
thoi xwa. Sach st néi rang Peter Minuit, mot ngwdi Ha Lan mua Manhattan
tif tay ngudi An Do ndm 1626, thuwong phan nan vé un tic quanh phé 57.

Nhung khong c6 gi c6 thé ngan chan ga nang né cia Win lai.
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Trung tam Javits trd nén nhoa mo. Ca song Hudson cling vay.

Myron noi, “Cau lai cham lai chut dugc khong?”

“Khong phai lo. Xe nay c6 tdi khi cho tai xé day.”

“Tuyét.”

Ho t&i gan van phong cia Ache hon. Bung Myron that lai - khéng ngirng
duwgc bai khoéi swong ct tla vao mat anh do mui xe dé tran. Than kinh anh
cang nhw mot cay vot tennis méi dwoc cang. Win, trai lai, nom rat thw thai.
Ma Frank Ache c6 ra 1énh lay dau ga dau kia chi.

bién thoai trong xe Win reo. Ga nhac may. “A 16?” Ga chuyén cho Myron.
“P.T. day.”

Myron cam 1ay 6ng nghe. “C6 chuyén gi vay chia?”

“Nay Myron, hdm nay cau cam thay thé nao?”

“Kha 6n a.”

“Cau noi vay thi thoi cling mwng. Xem nao, cau khong bao gio doan dugc
c6 chuyén gi xdy ra toi qua dau.”

“Chuyén gi a?”

“Nguwoi ta phat hién ra hai thang giét thué chién nhat New York chét trong
ngo. Buon nhi?”

“Tham qua,” Myron dong tinh.

“Chung lam viéc cho Frank Ache.”

“That a?”

“Hung khi 1a Magnum .44 vGi dan dum-dum. Ban bay dau

“Mat mat 16n qua.”:

“U, toi cling mat nga vi chuyén dé. A ma ngoai dudng don chuyén nay
chwa két thiic. May xac chét khéng thuc sy ngan dwgc nhu cau cia mét thang
nhuw Frank Ache. Lénh 14y dau thang khon xau xi nao dé da choc gian Frank
van con hiéu lyc.”

Myron no6i, “Xau xi 4?”

“Thoi, rat vui dugc noéi chuyén véi cau, Myron. Can than.”

“Chu cling vay, P.T.”

Myron ctip may.

“Lénh ldy dau van con ha?” Win hoi.
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“Ua.”

“Chung sé khong x cau trong van phong cua Herman dau,” Win noi.
“Lao khong bao gio cho phép.”

Myron biét do la sy thyc. C6 mot luat nhat dinh, ké ca gitta nhitng ké co
thé da ra 1énh giét hang tram nguwdi. Cé nhitng thang ngdc tin rang nhitng luat
nay dua trén nguyén tac dao ditc nao dé. Con 1au. Nhitng luat nay c6 hai y
nghia vGi dan giang ho: (1) la céng cu khién ching trong cé vé gan giong
nguoi, va (2) la cach bao vé chinh ban than va vi tri cua chung. Pao duc voi
dan giang ho ciing giong nhu sy trung thue véi chinh tri gia thoi.

Mot cong treong xay dung lam ho lwu thong cham lai gan phé 12, nhung
khi ho van dén noi van dw da thoi gian. Khong khi thoang thoang mui pizza,
c6 1é bdi ho dang do xe trudc mot quan pizza mang tén Quan Pizza Bang
Chuyén Dau Tién Cua New York, That Pdy, Ching T6i Khéng Pua Dau,
That Ma, Chinh La Chung To6i. Mot phu nit cao rao mac b vest cong s& mau
xanh dwong va deo kinh mat sanh diéu tha budc day muc dich trén via he.
Myron mim cuoi v6i nang, nang dap lai. Anh thich mot man choang vang
hay tham chi 1a thodng ngat, nhung ta khong thé c6 moi thi dugc.

Vao hai gio chiéu quan regu Clancy da chat ciing nguwdi. Myron ding lai
ngay trudc cra quan, chinh trang toc tai, quay trai, mim cuwoi, quay phai, mim
Cwoi, nguwac léen, mim cuoi.

Win nhin anh vé do hoi.

“FBI chup anh bat ky ai vao day,” Myron n6i. “T6i chi mudn trong minh
ngon lanh nhat thoi.”

“Gi0 mOi noi. Toi trong nhu ma.”

Khéch cia Clancy toan la nam. Khong han la chon tu tap dé tan tinh. May
hét ty dong dang choi nhac ctia Bob Seger. Trang tri theo kiéu Bia My thoi ky
dau. Nhiéu bién hiéu neon trung tén cac cong ty. Budweiser, Budweiser
Light, Miller, Miller Lite, Schlitz. Mot chiéc dong ho tir bia Michelob. Mot
tam guwong tir bia Coors. Miéng 16t cdc tit bia Pabst. Nhitng chiéc c6c vai in
logo bia Rolling Rock.

Myron biét c6 thé c6 ca triéu con bo nghe trom ctia FBI & day. Ké nao néi
nhitng 10i thyc sy nguy hai trong chinh quan rwgu nay thi dang la qua ngu
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luon va dang bi tém. Cudc n6i chuyén han hoi dién ra trong nhitng can phong
phia sau kia. Ache dam béo chiing dwgc quét sach bo mdi ngay.

Win thu hit vai anh nhin t6 mo khi ho buwéc vao. Lich 1am khong han la
phong cach ctia dam khach quan Clancy. Nhung khong ai soi qua lau. Bay la
mot quan bar ma khong ai soi ai qua lau ca.

“Anh ban Aaron cua cau kia a?” Win hoéi.

Aaron dang ngo6i ¢ cu6i quan bar, van bd com-1é trang quen thudc. Lan
nay y c6 mac ao bén trong, dau la kiéu khong tay khoe co bap 16 vang nguc
cuon cudn. Nhu thé ta quan do ctia Aaron da budc vao mot mdy chuyén doi
phan t¥ v4i nhitng an ban cua t¢ GQ+* va phim Pumping Iron*. Y vay ho lai
gan bang ban tay to ngang ngtta cai nap cong.

“Chao Myron,” Aaron noi. “That sy han hanh dvgc gap lai ong.”

Myron Bolitar, Quy 6ng dugc mén md. “Aaron, gidi thiéu vdi ong day la
Win Lockwood.”

Aaron nhéch miéng cuwdi véi Win. “Han hanh, Win.”

Ho bat tay nhau véi cai nhin chong choc day sat khi, ngwoi nay danh gia
ké kia. Khong, ai nao nung.

“Ho dang dogi ¢ dang sau,” Aaron no6i. “Bi thoi.”

Aaron dan ho téi mot canh ctra khoa lap gwong mot chiéu. Clira mé ra
ngay lap titc. Ho bwdc vao. Hai tén dau trdu mat ngwa ditng do, mat lanh nhw
tién. Phia tredc ho 1a mot hanh lang dai. Co - cai nay méi nay - mot may do
kim loai, giéng nhu & san bay vay.

Aaron nhin vai nhv mu6n néi, ‘Thdi budi bay gid no thé.” “Phién cac ong
giao nop vii khi. R6i budc qua.”

Myron giao khau .38, Win ndp khau .44 méi toanh. Khau .44 dém qua han
nhién da dugc tieu huy. Ho budc qua. May do kim loai khong kéu, nhung hai
tén van kiém tra bang mot thiét bi ngd ngg nhw mdy rung. Roi ching kiém tra
lai, 1an nay bang tay.

“Ky qua,” Win noi.

“Kha vui day,” Myron thém vao. “T6i twdng anh con bao tdi quay dau va
ho nita co day.”

“Nay, ga hai huéc kia,” mdt tén can nhan, “16i nay.”
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Hai tén dau trdu mat ngya ti€p nhan nhiém vu, ho tong ho doc hanh lang.
Aaron 6 lai theo doi. Myron khong thich thé nay. Nhitng bitc twong son trang,
thdm mau cam van phong. Bic tranh vung duyén hai French Riviera in da
trdi khap bitc twong. Phan trwéc ctia Clancy trong giong nhw mot quan rugu
chui; phan sau lai giong phong kham nha khoa.

Hai thang khac xudt hién & dau kia hanh lang. Ca hai déu mang sting.

Myron nga vé phia tai Win. “O 6.”

Win gat dau. Hai thang chia sting vao Myron va Win. Mot thang quat,
“Nay, may, Bé téc vang*. Ra dang nay.”

Win nhin Myron. “Bé toc vang a?”

“T6i nghi né bao cau day.”

“0. Téc vang. Hiéu roi.”

“Nay Bé toc vang, vac mong may ra day.”.

“Cho teo,” Win néi. Ga men theo hanh lang. Hai tén dau trau mat ngva &
cho may do kim loai da twdc sting cta ho. Bon thang, bon khau sting. Rat
nhiéu hoéa lyc. Sau chuyén dém qua da khéng dam liéu nita roi.

“Gio tay lén dau. bi.”

Win va Myron, bi tach nhau ra khoang ba mét, lam theo 10i ching. Tén
dau trau mat ngwa ¢ choé may do kim loai tién dén cho Myron. Bat thinh linh,
han nén bang sting vao than Myron.

Myron khuyu gbi xuéng. Con buén non trao 1én trong anh. Han tiép tuc da
mot cu vao xuwong swon. Ro6i mot cd nita. Myron trugt xuong dat. Tén khac
vao cudc. Han gidm manh 1én dui Myron nhuw dang dap mot dam chay bui
cdy. Mot cu ha xuéng bén than vira bi dau lic ndy. Myron twéng minh sap
non dén noi.

Trong con chodng vang, Myron thdy Win. Ga khong dong thu, vé madt
giong nhu tho 0i. Win da danh gia tinh hinh va nhanh chéng quyét dinh: Ga
khong thé 1am gi gitp chién hitu. Lo lang, bat an cting chi vo ich. Win danh
thoi gian ma binh tinh nhin ky may thang khon. Ga khong muén quén mot
khuon mat nao.

Nhitng cu da giang xudng tdi bui. Myron cuén minh thanh tw thé bao thai,
c6 chong do. Pon dau thau troi, nhung lai qua voi, khong dén noi gay ra ton
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hai nghiém trong nao. Mot ci dap xuéng gan mat Myron. Hién nhién la anh
thdy hoa may chéng mat.

ROi c6 tiéng quat, “Cai ché gi... Dung lai ngay!”

Nhitng ci da ngirng ngay tirc khac.

“Tranh ra khoi né!”

Bon thang lui lai. “Xin 16i 6ng Ache.”

Myron lan lung. C6 mét chit anh ciing ng6i day dugce. Herman Ache ditng
bén canh ctra mg. “Sao khong, Myron?”

Myron nhan nhé. “Khoe chua titng thay, Herman a.”

“T6i khong biét n6i sao dé chitng té la to6i 1y lam tiéc nhw thé nao,”
Herman Ache n6i. R6i gwom guwom nhin dam dan em. “Nhung cé nhitng ké
con phai tiéc hon day.”

Pam dan em cti minh ldi khoi cho ldo gia. Myron suyt nita ddo mat. Tat
ca la mot man kich. Thudc ha cia Herman Ache khong danh nguoi trong
hanh lang cua lao ma khong dugc phép. Chi la dung canh ma thoéi. Gio
Myron bi xem la ng Herman, ngay ca tredc khi cudc thuwong lwgng bat dau.
Chua ké con dau nay con gay thém phan s¢ hai khung khiép, mén cocktail
trede cudc thuvong lvgng hoan hao.

Aaron di doc hanh lang. Lao giup Myron ding day va con nhun mot bén
vai nhu thé muén noi, ‘Nwdc co ré tién that, nhwng t6i biét lam gi day?’

“Di,” Herman ra hiéu. “Vao van phong t6i noi chuyén.”

Myron ngdp ngitng budc vao van phong. May nam nay anh chwa dén day,
nhung né chang thay déi gi may. Golf van la chta dé chinh. M6t bitc tranh san
golf nao do6 ctia LeRoy Neiman treo trén bitrc twong chinh. Hang déng tranh
hoat hinh tac pham nghé thuat ngé ngan vé cac tay golf thud xwa. Nhitng biic
anh chup san golf tir trén khong. O géc van phong 1a mot man hinh rong c6
canh dwong bong lan. Truedc man hinh 1a diém phat bong. Ngudi choi danh
qua béng vé phia man hinh. Mdy tinh sé tinh todn xem béng sé dap xuodng
dau va thay do6i hinh anh trén man hinh cho khép. R6i nguwdi choi lai danh
qua thit hai. Thanh pho vui vé.

“Van phong dep day,” Win noi.

Tién ca.

https://thuviensach.vn



“Cam on con trai.” Herman Ache mim cwoi. Rang boc. Lao mdi ngoai sau
muoi, ram nang, can doi, ban quan trang va 4o choi golf mau vang in hinh
gau vang Nicklaus & cho thwong cé hinh con cé sau - nhw thé 1do dang trén
dwong tdi tham dy mot cude thi danh bai ¢ bai bién Miami vay. Téc Herman
Ache mau muoi tiéu. Khong phdi toc cta 1do. La téc gid hodc san pham cta
hé thong Hair Club, trong kha 6n, kiéu ma phan 1én moi ngudi c6 1é khong
phat hién ra. Tay lao c6 dom doi moi. Mat khong nhan ti nao, cé 1€ la do tiém
collagen hodc di nang mat. Cai co thi lai t6 cdo ldo. Da thit & phan d6 nhao
nhéu kiéu Ronald Reagan. Trong nhw mot cai biu to twéng vay.

“M0i ngoi, cac quy anh.”

Ho lam theo. Cira dong lai sau lwng ho. Aaron, hai tén dau trau mat ngya
khac, va Herman Ache. Con buon nén that chdt bung Myron tir ndy bat dau
nguoi dan.

Herman cam cay gay golf 1én, ditng bén mép ban. “T6i hiéu,” 1do noi, “la
gitta anh va Frank c6 sy hiéu lam, Myron a.”

“P¢ chinh la chuyén t6i mudn néi véi ong day.”

Herman gat dau. “Frank?”

Ctra m@. Frank budc vao. Nguoi ta ¢6 thé nhan ra ching la anh em, dwong
nét khuén mat cua ca hai gan nhu y hét, nhwng cling chi giong dén thé ma
théi. Frank nang hon lao anh it nhat chuc can. Ngwoi han hinh qua 1€ véi bo
vai hep kiéu Paul Schaefer* va co bap cuén cudn dén noi nguwai 16p Michelin*
cling phai ghen ti. Frank hoi troc, ngay ca nhitng dai toc vat ngang dau cling
khong c6. Rang han thwa va den si. Mat han luoén thwong tryc vé nhan nho
tc gian.

Ca hai anh em déu 16n 1én trén dwong phd. Ca hai déu bat dau bang viéc
lam dau gdu tép riu va dan dan di 1én. Ca hai qua nam thang déu chitng kién
con minh bj ban chét. Ca hai cling da ban chét khong it con ctia nhitng ké
khac. Herman thich gia vo rang 1do song & mot tang 16p sang trong hon thang
em tho kéch - tang 16p ctia nhitng cudn sach dep, nghé thuat, golf. Nhung
thoat ly thuc tai khong dé dén vay. Hai mat ciia mot dong xu. Frank nhac nha
Herman mot cach tréu nguwoi vé nguén goc va c6 1é ca ban chat cuaa lao nita.
Nhung Frank thi thodi mai va dwgc chap nhan trong thé gidi cia han. Herman
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thi khong.

Frank méc bd ni mau xanh phén véi duwong vien mau vang neon. Ao khoéc
khong cai va ap dung meo thoi trang cta hang Yves St. Aaron - khong mdc
so-mi. L.ong nguwc dinh bét do b6i dau hay mo héi gi do. Qua 1a khiéu khich.
Chiéc quan b sat nho hon vai so6, lam han 1én cho kin. Myron lai cam thay
bu6n non.

Frank khong noi gi. Han ng6i bén ban anh trai, chd doi.

“Nao, Myron,” Herman tiép tuc, “theo t6i hiéu thi chuyén nay la vé mot
thang da den choi béong 16.”

“Chaz Landreaux,” Myron n6i. “Va t6i khong chac la cdu dy thich bi goi
la ‘thang’ dau.”

“Thi 16i cho lao gia khong biét gi vé thuat ngit chinh tri nay. T6i khong c6
y bat nha dau.”

Win ngo6i im, sam soi xung quanh.

“Pé t6i cho anh biét t6i nhin nhan van dé nay nhw thé nao nhé,” Herman
néi tiép. “Va téi dang co gang that khach quan day. Cau Landreaux ctia anh
da ky giao dich. Cau ta da lay tién. Trong bon nam troi, cau ta da giup gia
dinh minh bang chinh s6 tién dé. Roi dén ltc tra thi cau ta lai xu.”

“Thé ma la khach quan a? Chaz Landreaux chi 1a mot dia tré...”

“Mién lén 16p véi toi di,” Herman nhe giong cat ngang. “Chtng t6i khong
phai 1a nhan vién xa hoi. Anh biét ma. Chung t6i 1a dan lam an. Chung t6i da
dau tv vao chang trai tré d6. Chung t6i mao hiém dé may ngan do vao ciu ta.
Vu dau tw nay cudi cung lai c¢6 co bi chia chac khi anh xia vao.”

“T6i khong xia vao. Cau ay tim dén to6i. Cau dy la mot dia tré sg hai.
O’Connor da kiém soat Chaz khi cau dy méi muwdi tdm tudi. C6 nhitng luat
chéng lai viéc tiép can c6 1y do véi nhitng dita tré nhé tudi ngan ay. Gio thi
dita tré dy dang tim cach thoat ra tredc khi treegt qua sau.”

Herman trong c6 vé hoai nghi. “Oi théi ndo, Myron. Gi® bon tré né 16n
nhanh lam. Cau ta biét rd minh dang lam gi. Thé 1a sai luat a, v& van. Dita tré
ay biét luat. Bang nao né clting muon s6 tién do.”

“Cau 4y sé tra lai.”

Frank Ache lén tiéng lan dau tién, “Tra cai dau no ay.”
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Myron vay tay. “Chao Frank. Sép 1én.”

“Cai dau may nita, tién sw khi. Giao dich la giao dich.”

Myron quay sang Win. “Tién su khi?”

Win nhun vai.

“Giao kéo,” Myron néi tiép, “la Chaz c6 thé rit bat ci¢ lic nao va tra lai
tiéen. Roy O’Connor da bao cau ay nhw thé.”

“Tao coc quan tam O’Connor da noi gi.”

Herman no6i, “Théi nao, Frank, ching ta khong can phai hung han nhw
thé.”

“A, tién su thing ché ddy, Herman. Thing ché ndy muén choi em. N6
muon cwdp miéng an khdi cai ban chét tiét ctia em. Khong chi la thang da den
Landreaux day théi dau. Méi la khéi dau thoi. Ching ta cé hang ta tiém nang
dwgc ky nhu thé. Ching ta mat mot thi sé mat tdt. Em néi ching ta hay dé
bon dai dién khac biét rang ta khong dé choi dau. Em néi ching ta hay xu
thang Bolitar ngay bay gio.”

Myron noi, “Toi khong thich y nay.”

“Coc ai hoi may?”

“Chi dwa ra y kién ca nhan thoi ma.”

“Thoi nao, Frank, thé chang ich gi ddu. Chu hta 1a dé anh giai quyét van
dé nay ma.”

“Gidi quyét gi? Giét thang khon nay di. Hét chuyén.”

“Sang phong kia doi. D€ day anh lo, anh hita day.”

Frank guom guwom nhin Myron. Myron khong buon nhin lai. Anh biét day
la m6t phan cua v& kich. Anh biét ching dang c6 uy hiép anh nhw cach ma
Otto Burke va Larry Hanson ting lam. Nhung vi mot ly do ky quac nao do,
khong khi chét chéc nay lai mang lai cho tro ‘ké dam ngudi xoa’ mot vé sinh
dong moai la.

Win, tuy vay, van dam chiéu.

“Pi thoi, Aaron,” Frank gam gi. “Bién me n6 ra khéi day théi.” Han ding
1én. “Nhuwng lénh 1ay dau van con hiéu luc day.”

“Pugc r6i,” Herman ndi. “Néu chii mu6n giét thi anh khéng can dau.”

“N6 dén ngay tan so roi.”
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Frank va Aaron roi di. Frank dong sam ctra. Dién qua, Myron nghi, nhung
duang la mot vai khach moi hieu qua.

Myron néi, “Anh ta vui tinh qua.”

Herman di t6i géc phong. Lao cam cdy gdy cham cham luyén danh béng.
“To6i khong dam choc gian chd dy dau, Myron a. Frank tic lam day. Toi thi
luén quy anh. Tt nhitng ngay dau. Nhung t6i khong chac 1a minh gitp duoc
anh chuyén nay dau.”

‘Nhitng ngay dau’ bat dau tir thué Myron hoc nam hai treong Duke.
Khong phai chuyén ma anh muén nhé. B anh choi bac. Va bi thua. Vao cai
ngay trwéc hom dién ra tran dau véi Pai hoc bang Georgia, Myron quay vé
ky tic xa thi gap bo anh va hai thang dan em ctia Herman Ache. Chiing béao
v&i Myron rang néu doi Georgia khong thang diém chap la mwoi hai thi bo
anh sé mat mot ngoén tay. B6 anh khdc, lan dau tién trong doi Myron thay bo
minh khéc. Myron da dé mat bong ba lan trong bon muoi gidy cudi cung dé
dam bao Duke du thang muo6i diém.

B6 va con trai khong bao gid nhac dén chuyén ay.

“Tai sao thang nhéc do6, cau Chaz Landreaux dé, lai quan trong véi anh
dén thé ha Myron?”

“T6i nghi 1a cau dy dang dugc ciru.”

“Ctru khdi céi gi?”

“Cau dy chi la mot diva tré, Herman a. Frank dang uy hiép cau ay. T6i
muon dirng chuyén ay lai.”

Herman mim cwoi, doi gdy, vung thém vai phat nita. R6i 1do cam cay gay
golf ngan 1én. “Van miét mai dau tranh vi 1€ phai ha Myron?”

“Hau nhuw khong. Toi chi tim cach gitp cau bé ay tho6i.”

“Va chinh anh nita.”

“Pugc roi. Ca chinh t6i nita.”

Myron nhan ra Herman Ache dang di giay golf chéng trugt. Troi a. V6i
phan 16n moi ngwoi, golf 1a cai cd ngu ngéc cho mét mén thé thao. Véi
nhitng nguwoi khac thi do la sy am anh phi pham cudc doi. Khong co khai
niém trung 1ap.

“Toi khong nghi 1a,” Herman noi, xem xét cu danh nhe trén tham, “minh
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ngan Frank lai dwgc. Chit ay kién quyét lam.”

“Ong 1a ngudi chi dao ma,” Myron néi. “Ai cha biét.”

“Nhung Frank 1a em trai t6i. Néu khong thue sy can thiét thi t6i chang can
thiép dau. To6i khong nghi la vu nay can phai thé.”

“Frank da lam gi cau ay?”

“Xin 16i?”

“Anh ta da doa gi dta tré ay?”

“0,” Herman thét 1én. Lai d6i gdy. Lan nay ldo déi cdy gay ngin bang mot
cdy gay go. “Chu ay bat c6c em gai cau ta. Em sinh doi, c6 1€ vay.”

Myron lai cdm thdy long minh triu xuéng. Ho da doan ding. Cé vay ciling
chang thoai mai gi. “Con bé khong sao chi?”

“0, toi thi toi khong lo dau,” Herman n6i, nhw thé d6 la mot cau hoi ngu
hét thudc chita vay. “Ho khong lam hai con bé dau. Mién la Landreaux tiép
tuc hgp tac.”

“Khi nao ching tha con bé ra?”

“Hai ngay nita. Xem nhw dé déam bao hgp dong la chinh thitc va
Landreaux khong nghi lai.”

“Ong mu6n gi, Herman? D& Prank riit ra thi ton bao nhiéu?”

Lao deo gang tay golf vao va lai vung gay danh mot dwong bong vo cung
than trong, quan sat ban tay. “T6i 1a mot 1do gia, Myron a. Mot lao gia ldm
tién nhiéu cua. Cau c6 thé cho t6i dugc gi day?”

Win nga ra tredc, nhic nhac lan dau tién. “Gay ctia 6ng khi vung 1én md
rong qud, ong Ache a. Co xoay c0 tay thém chit nita. Nghiéng nam tay sang
phai mot teo.”

Su thay doi dé tai dot ngot nay kién ai ndy déu ngac nhién. Herman nhin
Win. “T6i xin 16i. T6i chua tirng dugc biét tén anh.”

“Wmdsor Home Lockwood III.”

“A, ra anh 1a Win bat tit. Khong hén nhv t6i hinh dung.”

Lao thit nam gay theo kiéu méi. “Thay la la.”

“C1t tap vai tuan di,” Win néi. “Ong c6 choi thudng xuyén khong?”

“Co thoi gian la toi lai choi. Vi toi né khong chi la tro choi. No...”

“Thiéng liéng,” Win n6i ndt ho lao.
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Mat lao sang birng 1én. “Chinh xac. Anh ciing choi a, anh Lockwood?”

“Vang.”

“Khong c6 gi giong thé, phai khong?”

“Khéng gi ludn,” Win tan thanh. “Ong choi & dau?”

“V6i kiéu cua t6i thi khong dé gi tim dwgc mot san golf t6t. T6i tham gia
mot cau lac bo & Westchester. St. Anthony. Anh biét chit?”

“Khong.”

“San chang dwoc ngon lanh lam. Muwdi tam 10, tat nhién. G6 ghé lam. Anh
phai c6é chit dong mau cua dé nui day.”

Chuyén golf. Myron thich nghe nhitng cau chuyén nay. Ai ma chang thé
chi?

“Co6 diéu nay toi khong hiéu,” Myron hua theo. “VGi tam, tm, anh hwéng
nhu thé, sao ong lai khong choi & bat c noi nao 6ng muén?”

Herman va Win nhin anh nhv thé anh 1a mot ké ngoai dao tran truéng
dang cau nguyén trong toa thanh Vatican. “Thi 16i cho cau ta di,” Win noi.
“Myron khong biét gi vé golf dau. Cau ay nghi ‘sat 9’ 1a mot loai vitamin bo
sung day.”

Herman cuwdi pha 1én. Hai thang dan em cwoi theo. Myron khong hiéu.

“T6i hiéu rd ma,” Myron néi. “Golf 1a mot dam dan 6ng an van ngd ngan
dung mot khoang dat ménh mong dé choi véi mot qua bong va mot cay gay.”

Myron cuwdi. Chang ai cuwdi theo. Cac tay golf von khong c6 khiéu hai
huwée lam.

Herman nhét cay gdy vao lai tii. “Nguwoi ta khong mang may céi tro vii
lyc, mua chudc, hay bat nat vao san golf,” 1ao giai thich. “T6i cyc ky t6n
trong tro choi nay, vi truyén thong, dén noi khong thé lam diéu gi qua tho
thién. Ct nhw 1a chia sting vao dau linh muc dé doi hang ghé dau trong nha
tho ay.”

“Bang bo,” Win noi.

“Chinh xac. Khong tay golf chan chinh nao lai lam thé ca.”

“Anh phai dvgc moi,” Win thém vao.

“Phdi. Va anh khong chi choi trén mot san golf dinh cao thoi dau. Anh con
phai thé hién long ton kinh v&i né nita. Toi mudn duwgec moi t6i mot trong
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nhitng san golf dinh cao cta thé gigi. D6 la gidc mo cuda t6i. Nhung khéng c6
sO roi.”

“Thé néu dugc hai trong s6 dé ngd 10i mai thi sao?” Win haéi.

“Hai...” Herman ngirng lai. Mat 1do md& to trong mot phan nghin gidy roi
nhanh chéng dju xudng nhu thé 130 sg bi cudi cot. “Y anh 1a gi?”

Win chi vao bttc tranh trén twong trai. “Cau lac bo golf Merion,” ga noi.
ROi ga lai chi vao bitc tranh trén bitc twong phia xa. “Va Pine Valley nita.”

“Ho thi sao?”

“Chac la 6ng tirng nghe néi r6i?”

“Nghe néi?” Herman ldp lai. “D6 1a hai san golf hang dau vung East
Coast, hai trong s6 nhitng san golf dinh nhat thé gigi. Goi tén mot cai 16 di.
Noéi di, bat ky cai 16 nao, san nao ciing dugc.”

“L0 s6 6 & Merion.”

Mat Herman sang birng lén nhw mat mot dira tré trong budi sang ngay
Giang sinh. “Mot trong nhiing cai 10 bi danh gia thap nhat & bat ky dau. N6
duwgc thiét ké vai khu viee phat bong khuat niva tam nhin, mat san ngoai khu
16 golf phu hgp cho mot ci danh ma mong. Bat dau phat bong & gan ho cat
trung binh, roi quay lai diém gitta, tranh xa duwong bién von & phia tay phai.
Gay sat ttr dai tGi trung binh danh cho bai c6 cao vira, can than véi nhitng ho
cat hai bén trai phai.”

Win mim cudi. “An twgng qua.”

Pén ngdy ngu mat.

“DPung noi voi toi, anh Lockwood, 1a anh choi ¢ Merion va Pine Valley
day nhé.” C6 vé gi dé hon ca kinh né vang vong trong giong Herman.

“T6i la thanh viéen cua cd hai.”

Herman hit sdu. Myron nghi c6 khi 1o con lam dau thanh nita kia. “Thanh
vién,” 1ao ho nghi hoi, “cuaa ca hai?”

“Diém chap cta toi & Merion la ba,” Win tiép tuc. “Con & Pine Valley la
nam. Va to6i muén moi ong lam khach & ca hai cau lac bd vao mot cudi tuan
nao dé. Chung ta sé c6 chai bay hai 16, ba sdu 16 moi san. Ta sé bat dau vao
nam gio sang. Néu tam dé khong qua s6m.”

Herman lac dau. Myron nghi mat ldo nom nhw ngén 1é. “S6m thé an thua
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gl,” 1do ran ra.

“Tuan sau c6 tién cho 6ng khong?” Win hoi.

Herman nhac dién thoai 1én. “Tha con bé ra,” 3o ra lénh. “Va hay 1énh lay
dau. Ké nao dong dén Myron, ké dé chét chac.”
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" 31.

Win va Myron trd lai van phong. Tran danh lam Myron dau nhitc, nhung
khong bi v& gay céi gi cd. Anh sé chiu dugc. Anh chinh la kiéu nguoi do.
Can dam kinh hoang.

Esperanza thot 1én, “Anh trong tham qua.”

“Em chi mé bé ngoai la giéi.”

Anh thay cho c0 bic anh Adam Culver. “Xem xem c0 ban Lucy cta em co
nhan ra 6ng ay khong.”

»

Co gio phat tay chao theo kiéu quan déi. “Jawoh, Kommandant+.” Trong
s0 cac chuwong trinh c6 dién thi Nhitng nguoi hung cia Hogan* la moén
Esperanza mé nhat. Myron thi khong khodai 1am, du anh luén wéc 1a minh
cling & d6 khi mot ngbi sao truyén hinh tré trung néi, ‘Nay, toi cé y twdng cho
mot bo phim sitcom r6i nhé! Lay boi cdnh & mot trai tu binh chién tranh thoi
Pirc Quoc xa. Cuoi no ruot.’

“Co nhiéu dién thoai khéng?” anh héi.

“Khodng triéu cu. Phan 16n la canh bao chi muén nghe binh ludn cta anh
vé viéc Christian ky hgp dong.” C6 mim cwoi. “Vu nay anh lam t6t 1am.”

“Cam on em.”

“Tay Otto Burke dé,” c6 néi, bt chi ké miéng, “con doc than khong?”

Myron nhin c6, h6t hodng. “Sao em lai muén biét?”

“Han cling dang yéu day.”

Con bu6n non trd lai. “Em dang uy hiép anh dé doi tang lwong phai
khong? N6i phai di ma.”

Esperanza cuwdi bén lén nhung khong néi gi. Anh dogm quay buwéc vé
phong lam viéc.

“Khoan da,” c6 n6i. “May pht tredc cé tin nhan la giti cho anh day.”

“Tu?”

“Mot co ten la Madelaine. Khong noi hg. Nghe c6 vé ggi tinh.”
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Phu nhan treéng phong. Hum.

“Co dy co dé lai so6 khong?”

Esperanza gat dau, dwa so dién thoai cho anh, “Nhé nhé. Bao cao su la
ban.”

“Cam on me.”

“Nhan noéi vé van dé nay thi me anh goi dién hai lan, b6 anh mot lan. Em
nghi 1a hai bac lo cho anh day.”

Anh vao phong lam viéc. Noi tra an cua riéng anh. Anh thich chén nay.
Myron t6 chitc phan 16n cac cudc dam phan va hgp hanh quan trong trong
phong hoi nghi dugc hang tri theo kiéu truyén théng, cho anh dugc ty do bién
phong lam viéc thanh bat ¢ tht gi minh muon. Tat nhién phong ctia anh
cling nhin ra dugc dwong chan troi Manhattan, tv phia tay trai. Trén buc
twong dang sau ban, anh dong khung nhitng tdm ap phich tir cac vé nhac kich
Broadway: Nguoi choi violin trén mdi nha, Tro choi Pyjamas, Cach thanh
cong trong kinh doanh ma khéng phdi dé mé hoéi s6i nuéc mat, Chang hiép si
xt* Mancha, Nhitng nguoi khén kho, Cdi 16ng cta nhitng nguoi dan ba dién,
Dan doéng ca, Cdu chuyén phia Tdy, Bong ma.*

Trén bwrc twong khac la cadc canh phim: Humphrey Bogart va Ingrid
Bergman trong Casablanca. Woody Allen va Diane Keaton trong Annie Hall.
Katherine Hepburn va Spencer Tracy trong Chiéc xuong suon cua Adam+.
Groucho, Chico, va Harpo trong Bém & nha hat+. Adam West va Burt Ward
trong Nguoi doi, chwong trinh truyén hinh, Nguoi doi dich thuce, véi Burgess
Meredith thu vai Chim canh cut va Cesar Romero thu vai Phang teo*. Thoi
dai hoang kim cua truyén hinh.

Birc twong cudi cung la anh cac khach hang cia Myron. May ngay nita
Christian Steele khoac ao xanh Titans cling nhap hoi.

Anh quay s0 ctia Madelaine Gordon. May tra 16i tw dong vang 1én. Giong
néi mém mai nhw lua cta chi. Nghe lai giong noi ay khién c6 hong anh kho
khoc. Anh cip may, khong dé lai tin nhan. Anh xem gid trén bitc twong phia
xa. Chiéc dong treo twong c6 hinh dang nhw mdt cai dong ho deo tay khong
v&i biéu twgng cta Boston Celtics ¢ giita.

Ba ruGi.
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Van con thdi gian t6i treong. Madelaine khong quan trong, nhuwng Myron
rat muon gap tay treéng phong. Va anh cling muén xuat hién bat ngo nita.

O ban Esperanza, anh néi, “Anh ra ngoai mot lic ddy. Can gi thi goi anh
trong xe nhé.”

“Anh di ca nhac day &?” c6 hai.

“Hoi hoi. Nguoi ctia Ache tan anh

“Oi. Thoi gdp anh sau.”

“Pau thau troi, nhwng anh chiu duoc.”

“U hit.”

“Purng c6 dién nita.”

“Trong long,” c6 ndi, “em dang chét day.”

“Tim cach lién lac v6i Chaz Landreaux ho anh nhé. Bdo véi cdu ay la
ching ta can néi chuyén.”

“Pugc roi.”

Anh roi di. Anh l1dy xe trong ga-ra. Win mé mét 6 t6. Ga yéu em xe dua
Jag mau xanh luc. Myron thi 14i mét chiéc Ford Taurus mau xanh dwong.
Anh khong phai mau ngwoi mé xe.

Mot chiéc xe dwa anh tir diém A dén diém B, thé thoi. N6 khong phai biéu
twong dia vi ctia anh. Ciing chang phai ngoi nha thit hai. N6 khong phai cuc
cung cua anh.

Chuyén di khong mat thoi gian lam. Myron di dwong ham Lincohn. Anh
di qua York Motel danh tiéng. Mot tdm bién dai:

11.99 d6/gio - 95 do/tuan
Phong c6 guong
Hiéen da co6 ga givong!

Anh nép phi trén Parkway. Nguoi phu nit trong bt dén 1a than thién. Co
gan nhw nhin anh khi thay cho anh tién thtra.

Anh dung dién thoai trén xe goi cho me, tran an ba rang anh van 6n. Ba
bdo anh goi cho bd di, 6ng méi la ngwdi lo lang. Myron goi cho b6, tran an
ong ring anh van 6n. Ong bao anh goi cho me di, ba m&i 1a ngudi lo ling. Bi
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quyét cia mot cudc hon nhan hanh phic.

Anh nghi vé Kathy Culver. Anh nghi vé Adam Culver.

Anh nghi vé Nancy Serat. Anh c6 vé nhitng duong thang ngan, két noi
ching véi nhau. Nhitng dwong thang nay, bat qua cling chi mong manh ma
th6i. Anh chac chan Fred Nickler, Ngai Tap chi Con heo la mot dwong thang.
Btrc anh tw n6 khong chui vao t¢ Nhi hoa dugc. Fred co vé quan ly cong viéec
rat chat ché. Lao phai biét nhiéu hon nhitng gi lao néi. Win dang dao sau
hoan canh cua lao, xem c6 bai ra dugc gi khong.

Ntra ti€éng sau, Myron dén treong. Hom nay lai la mot ngay hoang vang.
Trén san khong mot mong nguwdi. Lac dac vai chiéc xe. Anh d6 gan nha
tredng phong roi go ctra. Madelaine (anh van thich céi tén nay) ra mé. Chi
mim cwdi khi nhin thdy anh, vui mirng ra mat, nghiéng nghiéng dau. “Chao
anh Myron.”

“Chao chi.” Sy trd lai cua Quy ong Diu dang.

Madelaine Gordon médc b do tennis. Vay ngan mau trang.

D6i chan tuyét voi. Ao tring. Anh dé y thdy 4o cia chi moéng xuyén thau.
Quan sat tinh twong, biéu hién cia mot bac thay diéu tra. Madelaine dé y thay
anh dang dé y. Chi cé vé nhu khong ngai lam.

“T6i xin 16i da vo phép dén nha,” Myron néi.

“Vo phép gi chit,” chi néi. “T6i chi dinh di tam thoi ma.”

Hum. “Anh xa khong c6 nha ha chi?”

Chi khoanh tay dwéi bau ngyc. “May tiéng nita anh &y méi vé,” chi ndi.
“Anh nhan dwgc tin nhan cua t6i chwa?”

Anh gat dau.

“Moi anh vao nha.”

Myron néi, “Ba Robinson, ba dang tim cach quyén rii toi day a?”

“Xin 16i?”

“Phim Cu nhan*.”

“0.” Madelaine liém méi. Miéng chi rat goi cam. Ngudi ta ctt bé qua
miéng. Ho ndi vé mii, cam, mat, xwong go ma. Myron thi chd y t6i miéng.
“C6 18 toi thay chanh long ddy,” chi néi tiép. “Y tdi 13, t6i dau gia hon anh
dén thé, Myron.”
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“Chi néi ding. Rut lai trich dan.”

“Vay,” chi noi, “toi noi lai nhé. Moi anh vao nha.”

Myron trd 16i, “Vang.” Anh nhay mat that nhanh khién chi ng& ngang. Chi
biét phan ng thé nao véi cach doi dap sac sdo nhuw vay co chi?

Chi bién tr@ lai vao trong nha, tao ra mot khoang chan khong hit Myron -
tat nhién la di ngwoc lai y chi caa anh r6i - vao theo minh. Bén trong trang
nha, kiéu nha r6 rang tirng chitng kién nhiéu cudc tu hop. Can phong rong 16n
thoang dang bén tay trai. Den Tiffany. Tham Ba Tw. Twgng ban than nhitng
ong Phap quoc v6i mai téc xoan dai. Chi€c dong ho c6. Tranh chan dung
nhitng nguoi dan 6ng mat may nghiém nghi.

“Moi anh ng6i,” chi néi.

“Cam on chi.”

Goi tinh. Do la tww Esperanza dung. That hgp. Khong chi ¢ giong noi caa
Madelaine ma con & 16i &tng xt, cach di ditng, doi mat, biéu hién cta chi.

“Anh udng gi nhé?” chi héi.

Anh nhéan thay chi da pha do uong cho minh. “Vang, c¢ cho t6i do uong
giong chi.”

“Vodka tonic.”

“Nghe c6 vé ngon.” Myron ghét vodka.

Chi hoa do uéng. Anh nhap nhap, cé6 khong nhan mat. Anh khong chac la
minh dién dat cho lam. Chi ng6i xuéng canh anh. “T6i chua titng thang than
thé nay dau nhé,” chi noi.

“That a?”

“Nhung toi bi anh hut hon. D6 1a mot trong nhitng 1y do téi thich xem anh
thi dau. Anh dep trai 1am ay. T6i chac la anh phat 6m vi nghe cau dé r6i.”

“Unm, t6i khong biét liu phdt 6m c6 phai tir thich hop khong nita.”

Madelaine bat tréo chan. Khong phai kiéu ctia Jessica, nhung van dang
ngam. “Khi anh dén bén ctta hdm qua, t6i da khong muén bé 16 co hoi. To6i
quyét dinh liéu mot phen va ¢ thé ma lam thoi.”

Myron khong thé thoi cuoi toe toét. “Tdi hiéu.”

Chi ditng 1én chia tay cho anh. “Gi@ thi di tam nhé?”

“A, chiing ta néi chuyén truc duge khong?”
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Vé boi roi pha bong 1én khuoén mat chi. “Cé gi khong 6n a?”

Myron vO ngai ngung. “Khong phai chi da két hon r6i sao?”

“Piéu do6 lam anh ban tam a?”

Khéng han. “Vang. Co6 1€ vay.”

“Pang nguong mo that,” chi thot 1én.

“Cam on.”

“Ngoc nghéch nita.”

“Cam on.”

Chi cwoi pha Ién. “That ra 1a ngot ngao day. Nhung quan hé giita Truwéng
phong va t6i la kiéu ban mé.”

Hum. “Chi néi ré hon duwgc khong?”

“N6i rd hon?”.

“Chi dé t6i thay thodi mai hon vé moi chuyén th6i ma.”

Chi ngoi lai xudng. Chiéc vay trang 1é ra khong can & d6. Bé miéu ta doi
chén chi thi ti hgp nhat la ngon tuyét. “T6i chwa bao gid phai néi rd hon ca,”
chi néi.

“Toi biét. Nhung t6i quan tam.”

Long may nhuéng cao. ““Vé?”

“Chung ta bat dau vdi dinh nghia cua ttv ‘ban mé” dwgc khong?”

Chi thé dai. “Chong t6i va toi la ban thanh mai tric ma. B6 me hai bén
thuwong di nghi cing nhau & cang Hyannis. Ca hai ching t6i déu xuat than tw
nhitng ‘gia dinh kiéu mau’.” Chi lam dau ngoac khi n6i dén tir ‘gia dinh kiéu
mau’. “Chung t6i twdng thé la da. Nhung khong phai.”

“Thé sao khong ly hon?”

Chi nhin vé do héi. “Sao t0i lai ké véi anh chuyén nay nhi?”

“Po6i mat xanh chan thanh ctia t6i,” anh néi. “Chuang biét théi mién.”

“Co lé vay.”

Gio Myron lai khoac vé nhiin nhan bén 1én. Anh chang Pa dién.

“Chong t6i c6 dinh dang t6i chinh tri. Anh ay la dai sit. Twong lai sé la
hiéu tredng ké tiép cta treong dai hoc. Néu ching toi ly hon...”

“Thi xong doi,” Myron néi not.

“Phaéi. K& ca vao thoi nay thi chit xiu tai tiéng thoi cling c6 thé huy hoai
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mot sy nghiép va mot phong cach song. Nhung trén hét, Harrison va t6i van
la ban t6t. That ra la ban than. Chi la ching t6i can dugc giai téa bén ngoai c6
gidi han ma thoi.”

“Co gioi han?”

“Ct hai thang mot 1an,” chi néi.

Oi. “Hai anh chi tim ra con s6 d6 bang cach nao vay?” anh héi. “Phai
chang la mot kiéu thuat toan?”

Chi mim cwoi. “Da ban bac nhiéu lam ro6i day. That ra la thwong lwong.
Mot thang mat 1an thi c6 vé nhiéu qua. Mot hoc ky mot lan thi lai it qua.”

Myron gat dau vdi chi. Toto a, chiing ta khéng con & Kansas nita ddu.*

“Va chung t6i luon dung bao cao su,” chi n6i thém. “D6 la mot phan cta
su sap dat.”

“T6i hiéu.”

“Anh c6 khong?” chi héi. “Bao cao su dy.”

“Pang dung?”

Chi mim cuwoi. “Toi c6 mot it trén gac.”

“T6i héi thém mot diéu nira dwgc khong?”

“Néu can.”

“Lam sao vg chong chi biét ngudi kia gitt, a, gigi han?”

“Dé thoi,” chi dap. “Chuing t6i ké cho nhau nghe. Moi tht. Gitup khuay
dong cudc song thém chut it.”

Madelaine that la lung, diéu d6 chi khién chi cang hap dan hon véi Myron.

“Chong chi. Anh nha c6 bao gid lam chuyén dé véi cac nit sinh khong?”

Chi nga ra trudc, dat tay 1én dui. Cao nita. Cao, cao nita. “May chuyén dé
lam anh thdy hitng a?””’

“Vang.” Anh tht cuoi phong dang. Nhung phong dang khong hop véi
anh. Anh c6 thé thay trong anh mat chi rang chi khong tin diéu do.

Madelaine bé tay xuéng. “Anh dang am muu gi thé, Myron?” chi haéi.

“Am muu?”

“T6i c6 cam giac minh dang bi 1gi dung,” chi néi. “Nhung khong giong
kiéu t6i nghi.”

Troi a. “Chi dé c6 hitng thoi ma.”
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“T6i khong nghi vay, Myron a.” Chi cham chu nhin anh mot luc. “Nghiem
tic mot giay nhé. Chung ta co 1én givong khong?”

“Kh ong,” anh dap. “Chung ta sé khong lam vay.”

“T6i chwa bao gio bi tir chdi ca.”

“T6i cling chwa bao gio tir choi mot 10i dé nghi nhw thé nay ca,” Myron
néi. “Nghi ma xem, t6i chwa bao gio nhan dwgc mot 10i dé nghi nhu thé.”

“La béi la toi da két hon a?”

“Khong?”

“Anh dang di lai véi ai khac a?” chi hoi.

“Té hon thé. Toi dang ditng tredc mot nga ba dwdng rat quan trong vdi toi.
T6i khong biét minh sé di theo hwéng nao nita. Téi hoang mang qua.”

“Ngot ngao that.”

Anh lai trung ra vé bén lén.

“Néu chuyén khong thanh...” chi noi.

“Thi toi sé tré lai.”

R6i chi hén anh. Manh liét. Mot nu hon té nguwdi. Anh cdm thay diéu do
trong ngon chan minh.

“Chi la m& man thoéi,” chi néi.

Chwa dén man hai thi anh ciing toi r6i. “T6i thwc sy phai néi chuyén véi
anh nha. Chi cé biét bao gio anh ay vé khong?”

“Lau day, Nhung anh ay dang & van phong bén kia truong. Mot minh. Anh
phai go ctra that to thi anh &y mé&i nghe thay.”

Anh dung lén. “Cam on chi. “

“Myron a?”

“Vang?”

“Chung t6i khong bao gio nhac dén tén khi n6i vé cac moi quan hé ngoai
luong. Toi khong biét Harrison c6 quan hé vdi cac nit sinh khong. T6i rat
nghi ngo diéu do day.”

“Thé Kathy Culver thi sao?”

Chi giat minh thay ro6. Mat chi danh lai. “T6i nghi to6t hon la anh nén di
di.”

“P6i mat xanh chan thanh,” Myron noéi. “Hay ngam doi mat xanh chan
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thanh nay di.”

“Khong phai luc. Va khi t6i xem anh thi dau, t6i khong nhin mat anh dau.”

«0y?”

“Mong anh,” chi noi. “Trong rat dep trong may chiéc quan bé.”

Myron cam thay that ré tién. Hodc la ngdy ngat. Cé 1€ la ngdy ngat. “Ho
c6 ngoai tinh khong?” anh hai.

Chi khong noi gi.

“T6i sé lac moéng néu can.”

“Ho khong ngoai tinh dau,” chi néi chac chan. “To6i chi biét c6 thé.”

“Theé sao chi lai gian?”

“Thi anh héi liéu chong toi c6 ngoai tinh v&i mot nit sinh c6 kha nang da
bi giét khong con gi. T6i thay soc.”

“Chi c6 quen Kathy Culver khong?”

“Khong.”

“Anh nha c6 bao gio ké vé co dy khong?”

“Khong han. T6i chi biét co6 dy lam viéc trong van phong ctia chong t6i.”

Chi nhin chiéc dong ho c6, doan ditng 1én dan anh ra ctta. “N6i chuyén véi
chong t6i di, Myron. Anh ay dang hoang lam. Anh 4y sé néi cho anh moi
diéu anh can biét.”

“Nhu?”

Chi lac dau. “Cam on da ghé tham.”

Madelaine da chuyén sang ché do tat. Cé Ié bi ton thuwong vi k¥ thuat chat
van cda anh. Dung than hinh ran chac dé dat dugc diéu minh muén. Myron
chwa lam vay bao gid. Anh thich thé. Du gi cling con hon 1dy sting nén nghi
pham.

Anh quay buéc roi di. Madelaine chac dang ngam moéng anh. Anh vira di
vira khé lac mot chit réi rdo chan sang bén kia treong.
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"32.

Jessica tim thdy Bat dong san Getaway trong Nhitng Trang Vang Hat Bergen.
Van phong nay dwoc cai bién tir m6t ngdi nha tranh nam ké tiém McDonald
bén dudng 17 nam vé phia New Jersey trén ranh gi¢i New York-New Jersey.
Chuyén di chi mat hai mwoi phiat, nhuwng cdm gidc nhw thé co6 da lai xe vé
vung noéng thon. Co qua thye da nhin thdy mot civa hang thitc an gia suc.

Trong van phong c6 méi mot nguai.

“Chao quy khach,” nguoi dan 6ng néi véi nu cudi twoi qua mic. Ong ta
chitng nam lam tud6i, héi dau, véi chom rau bac dai bom xom nhw kiéu giao
st dai hoc. Ong ta ban so-mi vai Aanen, ca-vat den, quan jean Levis, va di
giay thé thao Converse dong Chuck Taylor mau do.

“Tdi 1a Tom Corbett, chu tich ctia Bat dong san Getaway.” Ong ta dwa cho
co tam danh thiép. “T6i cé thé gitp gi cho c6 day?”

“Toi 12 con gai cta bac si Adam Culver,” c6 néi. “Ong dy da viét séc
thanh toan 649 do cho van phong cua 6ng vao ngay 25/5.”

“Vang, co chuyeén gi sao?”

“Ong ay méi qua doi. T6i mudn biét d6 1a khoan gi.”

Corbett 1ti lai mot budc. “Toi thanh that 1ay lam tiéc khi biét tin,” ong ta
néi. “Mot nguoi tit té, bd co ay.”

“Cam on ong. Ong c6 thé cho t6i biét Iy do bd tdi dén chd 6ng dugc
khong?”

Ong ta nghi mot 14t, nhin vai. “Cé gi ma khong duwoc. Ong dy thué mot
cabin.”

“Co gan day khong?”

“Cach khoang tam, chin cay. Trong rung.”

“Trong bao lau?”

“Mot thang. Bat dau tr 25/5. Néu c6 muon st dung thi van con vai tuan
nita day.”
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“Cabin kiéu gi?” c6 hoi.

“Kiéu gi a? Um, n6 kha nhé. Mot phong ngi, mot phong tdm c6 voi tim
ding, phong khach, va mot can bép.”

Chéng c6 y nghia gi. “Ong xem c6 thé chi dwong va dwa toi chia du trit
khong?”

Ong ta cfing lai can nhic van d@é nay, nhai nhai trong miéng. “Hoi xa,” dng
ta n6i. “Hoi kho tim day, co nang a.”

Ngoai tir ‘cung’ va ‘ngudoi dep’, Jessica tha bi goi bang mot s6 biét danh
con hon la ‘co nang’. Nhung gio khong phai luc giai bay cam nghi cua c6. Co
can moi kim lai.

“Ngoi nha tranh cach biét moi thit,” Tom noi ti€p. “Kha la cach biét, néu
cb hiéu y t6i. San ban mot chit, cau ca mot chit, nhuwng cha yéu 1a yén binh
tinh ling.” Ong ta cdm chum chia khéa ning nhu thanh ta 1én. “Dé tdi ché co
di.”

“Cam on ong.”

Ong ta 14i chiéc Toyota LandCruiser va chuyén tro suét quing dwong, nhu
thé co la khach hang vay. “Day la hiéu tap hda trong vung.”

Do 1a mot siéu thi A&P khong 16.

Co ngac nhién khi ong ta ré vao mot con dwong khong trai nhwa. Ho dang
hwéng thang vao rirng.

“Dep nhi? Pep that day.”

“Um.”

Nhitng tan 14 xanh bao quanh ho. Jessica khong phdi kiéu ngudi wa hoat
dong ngoai troi. VGi c6, mién nong thon dong nghia véi sau bo, am wdt, dat
cat, khong cé nudc, chang cé buong tam. Con nguoi da tién hoa hang triéu
nam dé thoat khoi ritng. Sao con phdi dam dau trd lai? Nhwng quan trong hon
ca, b cd cling cing chung cam gidc. Ong ghét rirng.

Thé tai sao ong lai thué mot cabin ngoai nay?

Tom chi vao ranh nwéc phia trwdc. “Hai nam tredc ¢ dang kia c6 mot
nguoi bi thg san giét chét. Tai nan. Tay thg san twdng do6 la mot con nai, bén
ban thang vao dau anh kia.”

“Um.”
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“May xac chét duwgc phat hién trong ritng. Hai nam qua c6 ba céi xac, chac
vay. Mdi vai thang tredc con tim thdy mot co gai. Chay trén, nguoi ta doan
thé. Khé noi lam vi 0 ta thdi rita hét ca r6i.”

“Ong diing 1a mot ngwdi ban hang ba dao day.”

Ong ta bat cudi. “Um, tdi chi néi véi ai khong phai khach mua théi.”

Jessica dwong nhién biét chuyén vé mdy cai xac. Canh sat chwa bat dugc
ké sat nhan, nhwng quan diém chung la tén tdm than dy da tom dwgc thém
mot cO gai tré nita, co gai xau so chwa dugc tim ra.

Kathy Culver.

Liéu s6 phan ctia Kathy cé don gidn va khung khiép dén vay khong? Con
bé c6 phai mot nan nhan khac cia tén tdm than tuy hitng khong, nhw cach
moi nguoi nghi?

Khong, Jessica ty nhu. Qua nhiéu 16 hong.

“Khi toi con la mot dwa tré 16n len quanh day,” Tom noi, “nhitng khu rirng
nay tran ngap truyén thuyét. Cac cu ké c6 mot nguwoi tay moc song & day,
tirng bat céc nhitng thang bé hw va moi rudt ching bang cai moéc do.”

“Hay ghé.”

“Poi khi t6i ty héi han ta c6 chuyén muc tiéu sang cac thiéu nit khong.”

Jessica khong ndi gi.

“Han ta tirng duwoc goi la Bac si Moc day,” ong ta ndi tiép.

“Gi cg?”

“Bac si Moc. Tat ca ching toi déu goi han ta nhw thé.”

“Khong phai la ca si* do a?” co hoi.

“Gl co?”

“Thoi bé di.”

Ho lai xe cach xa nén van minh thém ching hai cdy nita. “Ngbi nha kia
kia,” Tom noi. “Trén kia sau rang cay.”

D6 1a mot cabin gé nhé vai khoang hién triedc thoang rong.

“Tho so nhi?”

Dung tinh tir d6 ndt thi thich hgp hon. Jessica xem xét khoang hién, nhung
chdng c6 nguwdi nha qué mém xéu nao choi song tdu bao gio ca.

“B0 t6i c6 noi sao 6ng ay lai thué cabin nay khong?”
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“Chi bao la 6ng ay can mot cho trong canh rirng nay dé lanh xa tat ca.”

Van cha cé y nghia. Du gi thi trong thang d6 bo cling chuan bi dén hoi
nghi bac si phap y mot tuan. Va Adam Culver khong phai kiéu ngudi lanh-
xa-tat-ca. Ong dwong dau vdi cai chét. Vao ky nghi 6ng mudn dén Vegas hay
Atlantic City hay mot noi nao d6 dong vui ndo nhiét. Thé ma ong lai thué
mot cabin & Walton.

Tom 14y chia m& cita. Ong ta vira ddy ra vira néi, “Co vao trudc di.”

Jessica budc vao phong khach. Va dung khung lai.

Tom dén sau lung c6. Giong 6ng ta thi tham. “Cai quai gi thé nay?” ong ta
thot lén.
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" 33.

Van phong cia Trudng phong Gordon nam trong Compton Hall. Toa nha nay
chi c6é ba tang nhung rong rai. Nhitng cdy cot Hy Lap bén ngoai la minh
chitng hung hon cho Ng6i nha Tri thitc. Mat ngoai bang gach. Nhitng canh
clra doi mau trang. Thang vao bén trong la mot tdm bang chi chit nhitng
thong bao cii. Cudc gdp gd cua nhitng nhom thong thudng trong treong: uy
ban Thay d6i My Phi, Lién hiép Bong tinh Nam nit, Nguwoi Gidi phong
Palestine, Lién minh Chong Pan ap Phu nit, Chién binh Ty do Nam Phi - tat
ca déu da nghi he. Oi cai thdi Pai hoc vui vé ay.

Tién sanh ménh mong khong mot bong nguwdi. Chu dé la cam thach. San,
lan can, nhitng cay cot déu bang cam thach. Tuwong pha day nhitng bitc chan
dung khong 16 cia nhiing ngwdi mac 4o c¥ nhan, ma phan 16n bon ho sé nhay
dung 1én néu doc duwgc bang tin. Tat cd den dom déu bat sang trung. Budc
chan cta Myron khua 10p cOp va vang vong trong can phong tinh lang. Anh
muon hét 1én “Vang vong,” nhung anh khong con la tré con nita roi.

Van phong cua Trudng phong Quan ly Sinh vién ndm cudi hanh lang bén
trai. Ctva khoa. Myron go manh. “Trudng phong Gordon?”

Co tiéng lach xach dang sau canh cita van ghép t6i mau. Vai gidy sau, ctra
mé. Truwdng phong Gordon deo kinh doi moi. Téc anh ta 10a x0a, cat theo
kiéu truyén thong, khuon mat dién trai vdi d6i mat nau trong sang. Buong nét
thanh nha, nhw thé xwong mat da dwoc got tron dé bé ngoai tré nén mém mai.
Trong anh ta dang hoang va dang tin. Myron ghét diéu do.

“Xin 16i anh,” trwedng phong noéi. “Van phong nghi téi sang mai méi mé.”

“Chung ta can noi chuyén.”

Vé béi roi lwét qua khudn mat anh ta. “Toi cé biét anh khéng?”

“Co 1é 1a khong.”

“Anh khong phai la sinh vien ¢ day.”

“Hau nhu khong.”
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“Xin hai anh la ai?”

Myron kién dinh nhin anh ta. “Anh biét t6i la ai. Va anh biét td6i mu6n noi
chuyén gi.”

“T6i khong hé biét anh dang am chi diéu gi, nhwng toi thye sy rat ban...”

“Gan day co doc tap chi gi hay ho khong?”

Toan than Treang phong Gordon co ram. “Anh ndi gi vay?”

“Co 1@ toi s€ quay lai lic van phong dong nguoi. Mang theo tai liéu doc gi
ddy cho ban giam hiéu, du t6i biét ho chi doc cac bai bao ma théi.”

Khong phan tng.

Myron mim cudi, ra chiéu biét téng. It nhat anh hy vong trong ciing c6 vé
nhu vay. Myron khong biét phan nao trong con ngudi tay tredng phong da
tham gia vao tro bi 4n nho nho ndy. O day anh phai tiép can nhe nhang thoi.

Truong phong ho vao nam tay. Khong phai ho that hay hang giong. Chi la
dé cau gio, cho anh ta co hoi suy nghi. Cudi cung anh ta lén tiéng, “Moi
vao.”

Anh ta bién mat vao van phong. Lan nay khong c6 khodng chan khong
nao, nhung Myron van di theo. Ho di qua may chiéc ghé trong phong doi va
ban thw ky. May chit dwoc gidu dwéi 16p vai che bui mau kaki.

Van phong cua Truwdng phong Gordon ngan nap kiéu can bo treong. Nhiéu
g0. Bang cdp. Nhitng phac hoa cili cia nha nguyén Dai hoc Reston. Nhitng
khoi nhya trong lucite in nhitng bai bao hodc giai thwdng trén ban. Gia sach
toan la dau sach phi hw cdu. Sach chang duwgc dong t6i. Ching la dao cuy,
nham tao ra cai vé truyén thong, chuyén nghiép, nang lyc. Bitc anh gia dinh
budc phai c6. Madelaine va mot cd bé trac mwdi hai, muwoi ba tudi. Myron
cam bitc anh 1én.

“Gia dinh dep qua,” anh noi. Vo dep.

“Cam on anh. M&i ngo6i.”

Myron ng6i xuong. “Thé Kathy lam viéc & dau?”

Trwdng phong toan ngoi bén khung lai. “Xin 16i?”

“Ban cua con bé ¢ dau?”

“Cua ai?”

“Kathy Culver.”
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Truwong phong Gordon cii minh ng6i xuéng, cham cham, nhw ngdm minh
vao bon nuwdc néng. “Em ay dung chung ban v4éi mot sinh vién khac & phong
bén canh.”

Myron tha mot cau, “Tién qua.”

Trwdng phong Gordon nhuwdng may. “Xin 16i. T6i chwa duge biét tén anh.”

“Deluise. Dom Deluise.”

Trudng phong cho phép minh né nu cuwdi guwgng gao. Trong anh ta xodn
dén mitc du ran cai nit chai rgu ra khoi mong. R0 rang nhan dwoc to tap chi
khién anh ta bi ap lyc. R6 rang viéc Jake ghé tham hom qua da khién anh ta
thém phan xoan xuyt. “Vay, anh Deluise, t6i cé thé gitp gi cho anh?”

“To6i nghi 1a anh biét day.” Lai la nu cuwdi biét tong. Két hgp véi doéi mat
xanh chan thanh. Néu Truédng phong Gordon la dan ba thi han anh ta da khoa
than roi.

“E la toi khong biét gi hét,” tay trudng phong noi.

Myron lai tiép tuc treng nu cuwdi biét téng. Anh cam gidc minh nhw mot
thang ngoc hodc la mot tay dw bao thoi tiét bubi sang trén truyén hinh cap,
néu c6 s khac biét nao gitra hai thit d6. D6 la mot meo cii ma anh dang c6 ap
dung. VO nhv minh biét nhiéu hon thyc té. Du déi phuwong néi ra. Téi dau
hay t&i do6. Tuy co ng bién.

Truwong phong dan tay lai dat 1én ban, c6 ra vé anh ta dang lam cha tinh
hudng. “Toan bd cudc ndi chuyén nay that ky la. Anh xem thé nao giéi thich
ly do anh ¢ day dvgc khong?”

“T6i nghi chung ta nén noi chuyén.”

“Ver”

“Trudc tién la vé khoa Ngit van cua anh. Anh van bat sinh vién doc
Beowulf+ day chii?”

“Xin anh thoi di cho, du anh tén la gi thi t6i cling khong co6 thoi gian lam
tro dau.”

“T6i cling vay.” Myron lay t& Nhii hoa ra quang lén ban. T¢ tap chi da bat
dau nhau nhi vi da qua tay bao ngwdi, nhw thé n6 thudc vé mét tay thanh nién
thira ho6c mon.

Trwong phong hau nhw khong them liéc qua. “Cai gi day?”
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“Gio ai dang lam tro day?”

Trwéng phong Gordon nga ngudi ra sau, tay xoa xoa cam. “Anh la ai?”
anh ta hoi. “That sy ay.”

“Khong quan trong. Toi chi la ngwoi dua tin thoi.”

“Pua tin cho ké nao?”

“Cho ai,” Myron chinh lai. “N6i nang cho dé nghe mot chit. Ma anh lai la
truong phong mot treong dai hoc.”

“T6i khong can néi chuyén y t¥ lam gi, chang trai tré a.”

Myron nhin anh ta. “Tinh lai di.”

Trudng phong hit khdng khi nhw chuén bi lao xuéng nuwéc. “Anh mudn
gi?”

“Khong phai dugc bau ban vdi anh 1a da vinh hanh r6i sao?”

“Pay khong phai chuyén dua dau.”

“Vang, ro rang la khong.”

“Vay thi xin anh thoi lam tro di. Anh muén gi & t6i?”

Myron lai tht né nu cuwoi biét téng. Trudng phong Gordon bdi roi trong
thoang lat nhung r6i dap lai nu cuwdi. Kiéu biét téng tong tong.

“Hay la toi nén noi 1a,” tredng phong bé sung, “bao nhiéu?”

Gio trong anh ta c6 vé lam cha tinh huéng hon. Anh ta da d& don va tiép
tuc cudc choi. Mot van dé da ndy sinh. Nhung c6 cach gidi quyét. Lubn cé
cach giai quyét trong thé gigi cta anh ta.

Tién.

Anbh ta 14y s6 séc tir ngan kéo trén cung ra. “Thé nao?”

“Khong don gian thé dau,” Myron noi.

“Y anh 1a gi?”

“Anh khong nghi la c6 nguoi nén tra gia a?”

Anh ta nhin vai. “Néu con s0 ra di.”

“Anh khong nghi la diéu nay dang gia hon tién bac a?”

Trong anh ta hoang mang, nhw thé Myron vira phd nhan sy tén tai cta
trong luwc vay. “T6i khong hiéu y anh.”

“Thé cong bang thi sao?” Myron héi. “Kathy bi ng cai d6. Mot mén 16n.”

“To6i dong y. Va t6i san long dén. Nhung gio tra thu thi c6 1gi gi cho em
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ay? Anh la ngudi dwa tin phéng?”

“Chinh t6i.”

“Thé thi vé bao vGi Kathy l1a hay nhan tién di.”

Myron rét tim. Ga nay, cai ga ro rang c6 dinh liu dén chuyén xdy ra dém
do, tin rang Myron la ngudi dua tin cho Kathy Culver dang song va hit thd.
Buéc nhe nhang thoi, Myron choi dep. Nhe hét mitc nao.

Nhung choi tro nay thé nao...

“Kathy khong hai long vGi anh,” anh thw tung chieu.

“To6i khong c6 y lam ton thuong em ay.”

Myron dat tay 1én nguc va ngudc dau lén vé rat kich. “Du y dinh cta
nguoi la dc hay la thién nhung trong nguoi c6 ddng muén duwgc hoi han thé
kia.”*

“N6i thé la c6 y gi?”

Myron nhun vai. “T0i thich dwa Shakespeare vao cac cugc noi chuyén thoi
ma. Lam t6i nghe c6 vé thong thai, anh khong thdy vay sao?”

Trwong phong nhan mat. “Chung ta quay lai pham vi van dé dugc khong?”

“Pugc chi.”

“Anh néi la Kathy khéng muon tién.”

“Phai.”

“Thé em 4y mudn gi?”

Hoi hay ddy. “Con bé mudn sy that dwgc cong khai.” V6 thwdng vo phat,
map ma, bo ngo.

“Su that nao?”

“Ping cb gid ngo nita,” Myron gat, gid vo cau. “Anh da dinh viét séc cho
quy tu thién yéu thich cua con bé dau, diang khong?”

“Nhung cudi cung t6i da lam gi dau?” anh ta rén ri ntra voi. “Toi d6 Kathy
da bé di. T bay dén gio t6i chwa gap lai em dy. T6i biét phai nghi gi hay lam
gi day?”

Myron ho nghi nhin anh ta. Anh lam thé vi khong biét phai lam gi khac.
Gio anh dang choi tro cua Jake, tro gitr yén Idng va hy vong déi phuong tyw
thdo go tro choi nut that. Cach nay dac biét hiéu qua vdi thé loai lién quan
dén chinh tri. Ho dugc sinh ra véi thit nhiém sac thé khiém khuyét khong cho
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phép sy im ldng kéo dai.

“Em dy phai hiéu rang,” anh ta ndi ti€p. “T6i da lam hét sitc minh. Em ay
bién mat. T6i phai lam gi day? Di bado canh sat v? D6 la diéu em dy muon a?
Toi khong biét gi nita. Toi nghi cho em dy. C6 1€ em dy da doi y. Toi chiu.
Toi chi c6 can nhac quyeén 1gi cia em ay thoi.”

Vé hoai nghi dén dé dang hon sau cau néi cudi cung dy. Myron chi wéc
minh biét tay tredng phong dang noi vé cai quai gi. Ho ngoi do choi mat. Roi
sac mat Trwdng phong Gordon thay déi. Myron khong biét chinh xac biéu
cam dé la gi, nhung toan bd dang vé cia anh ta chitng nhw xju xudng. Doi
mat nhiu lai dau dén. Anh ta lac dau.

“Pu roi,” anh ta khé noi.

“Cai gi da?”

Anh ta gap so séc vao. “Toi sé khong dén tién nita,” anh ta néi. “Béo vdi
Kathy la t6i sé lam bat ctr diéu gi em ay muon. T6i sé ung hé em dy bang moi
gia. Chuyén nay da tiép dién dua lau r6i. Toi khong thé song thé nay nita. Toi
khong phai thang khon nan. Em ay la mot c6 gai yéu dudi. Em 4y can gitp
do. T6i muodn giup.”

Myron khong trong doi diéu nay. “Anh that long chi?”

“Vang. Rat that long.”

“Anh mu6n gitp ngwoi yéu ci a?”

Anh ta ngang phat dau 1én. “Anh néi gi?”

Myron da mu quang trugt trén bang méng. Va lic nay cau binh luan cudi
cung cua anh cé vé c6 tac dung nhw mot chiéc dén han.

“Anh noi la ‘nguoi yéu’ a?”

Ab.

“Kathy khong ctr anh dén day,” anh ta noi tiép. “Em ay khong lién quan gi
tGi anh hét, phai khong?”

Myron khong noi gi.

“Anh la ai? Anh tén that la gi?”

“Myron Bolitar.”

“Ai cag?”

“Myron Bolitar.”
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“Anh la canh sat a?”

“Khong.”

“Thé chinh xac thi anh la gi?”

“Pai dién thé thao.”

“Gi cg?”

“Toi dai dién cho cac van dong vien.”

“Anh... Thé anh c6 lién quan gi dén chuyén nay?”

“T6i 1a ban,” Myron no6i. “T6i dang c6 gang tim kiém Kathy.”

“Em 4y con song khong?”

“Toi khong biét. Nhung xem ra anh nghi vay.”

Truwong phong Gordon mdé ngan kéo dwdi cung, ldy mot diéu thudc ra
cham lwra.

“Khong t6t cho anh dau,” Myron noi.

“T6i bé thuoc cach ddy nam nam réi. Hodc day la moi ngwdi nghi vay.”

“MOot bi mat nho nho khac a?”

Anh ta mim cwdi kho khoc. “Ra anh la nguwoi gi to tap chi cho t6i.”

Myron lac dau. “Khong phai.”

“Thé thi ai?”

“T6i chiu. To6i dang c6 tim hiéu. Nhung toi biét chuyén dé.

Va toi cling biét rang anh dang che gidu gi ddy vé sy bién mat ctia Kathy.”

Anh ta hit squ roi tha mot lan khoéi dai. “Toi c6 thé phu nhan. T6i c6 thé
pht nhan moi thi ching ta néi ¢ day hom nay.”

“Anh c6 thé,” Myron bat lai. “Nhung tat nhién t6i c6 to tap chi. Toi khong
c6 ly do gi dé noéi doi ca. To6i cling c6 mot ngwdi ban la Canh séat trudng Jake
Courter. Nhung anh néi ding. Cudi cung sé lai thanh ra 1i t6i chong lai 16i
anh thoi.”

Trudng phong Gorson bd kinh ra xoa xoa mat. “Khong,” anh ta cham rai
néi, “khdng dén nwdc ay dau. Y tdi 1a nhitng gi t6i noi lic trwde kia. Toi
muon giip em dy. T6i can gitp em ay.”

Myron khong chac phéi nghi gi. Nguwdi nay c6 vé dau kho that tam, nhung
Myron da titng chitng kién nhitng man dién ma dén dién vién ciling phai nga
mi. Anh ta c6 an nan that khong? Viéc anh ta dot nhién trat bé noi long la do
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lwong tdm can rit hay chi la tw bao vé minh. Myron khong biét. Anh ciing
chang quan tam lam, mién la anh ta noéi ra sy that.

“Lan cudi anh nhin thay Kathy la khi nao?” Myron hoi.

“Cai dém em 4y bién mat,” anh ta dap.

“Con bé dén nha anh a?”

Anh ta gat dau. “Luc d6 mudn lam r6i. T6i doan la tam muwdi mot gio,
muoi mot rudi. Toi dang & trong phong lam viéc. Vg toi ngu trén gac.
Chudng ctra reo. Khong chi mot lan. Ma lién tiép, gap gap. Xen lan véi tiéng
dap cwa thinh thinh. 6 la Kathy.”

Giong anh ta déu déu, nhu thé anh ta dang doc truyén cé tich cho con.
“Em ay khoc. Hay dung hon la nitc nd khong kiém soat n6i. Khoc dén noi
khong noi duwgce. Toi dwa em ay vao phong lam viéc. Toi rét cho em ay it
rugu brandy réi quan chan quanh vai em ay. Trong em ay,” anh ta ngting lai,
can nhac, “rat nhé bé. Bat lyc. Toi ngoi doi dién va nam tay em ay. Em ay
giat phat lai. Ping lic do 1é cling ngtring tuén. Khong phai tw tir, ma ngay lap
tirc, nhw gat cong tac vay. Em ay trd nén vo cung lang 16. Khuén mat trong
rong khong chit cam xtc. R6i em dy bat dau ké.”

Anh ta tho tay vao ngan kéo lay thém mot diéu thudc nita. Anh ta cho vao
miéng. Thi dén lan th tw diém méi chay.

“Em 4y ké tv dau,” anh ta néi tiép. “Giong vitng vang khac thuwong.
Khong hé ditt quang hay run ray - trong khi chi may phut trwéc thoi em ay
con kich dong nhw thé. Nhung 10i 1€ ctia em dy lai trdi nguge vGi giong noi
binh than. Em 4y ké cho t6i nghe mdy chuyén...” Anh ta lai ngirtng noi, lac
dau. “Néi gidm néi tranh thi do6 la nhitng cau chuyén gay sing sot. Toi biét
Kathy gan mot nam. T6i xem em ay la mot thiéu nit chin chan, dang mén,
dwong hoang. Toi khong danh gid dao ditc. Nhung em ay luén nhw nhitng gi
ma t6i coi la ¢6 dién. Va tai noi nay em ay da ké cho t6i nghe nhiing cau
chuyén ma ngay ca dam thuy thu cling phai do mat.

“Pau tién em ay ké vdi toi rang em ay da tirng la ¢6 gai ma t6i hang ngh.
Co hang x6m trong mong. Ai ai cling yéu mén. Nhung réi em ay da thay doi.
Em ay tr@ thanh, nguyén van 16i em 4y ndi, ‘mot con di hoang dang’. Ban
dau la v&i mdy cau ban cung 16p phé thong. Nhwng r6i nhanh chong lam liéu
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hon. Nguwai 16n, thay gido, ban ctia b6 me. Ca da trang lan da mau, dong tinh,
hai choi mot, tham chi ca tiéc sex. Em ay chup anh cac doi tac cia minh. bé
lai cho hau thé, em ay khinh khinh néi thé.”

“Con bé c6é nhac dén cai tén nao khong?” Myron héi. “Thay gido, nguoi
16n, hay bat ky ai?”

“Khong. Khong co cai tén nao ca.”

Ho roi vao im lang. Truang phong Gordon nom c6 veé kiét qué.

“Thé sau do thi sao?” Myron giuc.

Anh ta cham chdm ngang dau 1én, nhw thé viéc d6 mat sttc 1am vay. “Cau
chuyén cua em dy bat dau déi hwdng,” anh ta néi. “Theo chiéu huéng t6t 1én.
Em 4y n6i da nhan ra nhitng gi minh lam la sai trdi va ngu ngéc. Em ay bat
dau vugt qua van dé cda ban than. D6 la khi em ay gdp va yéu Christian. Em
dy muon bo lai tat ca dang sau, nhung moi chuyén khong dé dang. Qua khi
khong bién mat. Em 4y c cd, c6 mai, va roi...” Giong anh ta nhat dan.

“Var6i?” Myron hoi.

“Roi Kathy nhin t0i - t6i sé khong bao gio quén anh mat ay - va néi, “Toi
nay em bi cuong hiép.” Chi thé thoi. Dot ngot. Tat nhién la toi sitng so. ‘Bon
ching cé sau thang,” em ay noéi. ‘Hodc la bdy,” em 4dy ciing khong chac lam.
‘Cuong hiép tap thé trong phong thay do.” To6i hoi em ay chuyén xdy ra khi
nao. Em ay dap la cach day chwa day mot tiéng. Em ay da tdi phong thay do
dé gap ai d6. Mot ké tong tién. Mot ké trude day theo dudi em ay da doa tiét
10 céi qua khit kia. Em ay dinh tra tién dé han ngdm miéng.”

SO tién 16n rit tir tai khoan tin thac, Myron nghi.

“Nhung khi em 4y tGi phong thay do thi ké ndc danh khéng chi c6 mét
minh. May ké cung doi cling ¢ d6 v6i han, bao gom cd mot ké theo dudi khac
nita. Ching khéng lang ma hay danh em dy, ma em 4y ciing chang chong tra.
Bon chiing qua dong, va qua khoe.” Anh ta nham mat lai, giong thi thao.
“Chung thay phién nhau lam nhuc c6 bé.”

Im lang.

“Nhw t6i n6i vira ndy, Kathy ké cho t6i nghe moi chuyén véi th giong
binh than nhit ma t6i ti'ng nghe em &y néi. Anh mit 1 rang, kién quyét. Em
ay béo t6i rang chi c6 mot cach dé chon vui cai qua khit kia. Mot lan va mai
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mai. Em ay sé phai tryc dién duwong dau véi n6. Em phaéi phai day no ra ngoai
anh mat troi ryc sang dé n6 héo hat ma chét nhw con ma ca rong thoi Trung
c6. Em ay néi minh biét phai lam gi.”

Cang im ldng hon.

“Lam gi?”

“Kién nhitng ké cuwdng hiép em dy. B6i mat vGi qua khit roi dé n6 lai dang
sau. Néu khong thi n6 sé theo em dy su6t ca quang doi con lai.”

“Thé anh néi gi?”

Anh ta nhan mat tredc cau héi dé. Anh ta dap thudc réi nhin vao ngan kéo
cudbi cung nhung khong 1dy thém diéu nao khac. “T6i bdo em ay binh tinh.”
Anh ta bat cuwoi trede ky e d6. “Binh tinh. Khi ay, co gai dé6 qua vo cam, tho
0, dén mitc c6 thé doc mot quyén danh ba dién thoai. Thé ma t6i lai bdo em
ay la hay binh tinh. Troi a.”

“Con gi nita?”

“T6i bdo em ay la t6i nghi em ay van con soc. T6i ndi diéu do cling rat
that long. T6i bdo em dy nén can nhac moi chuyén, do dan cac lwa chon,
dirng voi vang ra mot quyét dinh ro rang sé anh hwdng t6i phan doi con lai.
T6i bdo em ay suy xét xem 16i qua khit ctia minh ra thi cé y nghia gi - véi gia
dinh, ban bé, hon phu, véi chinh ban than em ay.”

“N6i cach khac,” Myron néi, “anh da c6 thuyét phuc con bé dirng budc toi
ntra.”

“Co6 thé. Nhung t6i chwra bao gid noi 1a Iic do toi thue sy nghi gi. Mot ké
ti miéu ta minh la mot con di hoang dang dinh vao khiéu dam va tinh duc
btra bai tuyén bd rang minh bi mét nhém nam sinh dai hoc cudng hiép tap
thé, hai ké trong s6 d6 dugc em ay thtra nhan la da tirng cap ke. T6i mudén em
ay nghi vé tat ca nhitng chuyén do trudc khi lam gi néng voi.”

“Purng dé dai véi ban than thé,” Myron noéi. “Anh cha quan tam quai gi
dén con bé ca. Con bé dén tim anh nho gitip dd, thé ma anh nghi dén moi tht,
tri* n6. Anh nghi vé cai trvdng quy gia nay cua anh. Anh nghi vé vu tai tiéng.
Anh nghi vé doi tuyén bong bau duc dém tredc ngay tranh chitc v6 dich quoc
gia. Anh nghi vé sw nghiép ca nhan, chuyén con bé lam viéc cho anh sé thanh
ra thé nao, rang con bé thdy thodi mai ra sao khi dém hém khuya khoat dén
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nha anh. Anh sé bi dinh liu. Nguwoi ta sé diéu tra anh ky hon, c6 thé phat hién
ra thoa thuan hon nhan bat thwong cta anh.”

Cau noi do khién anh ta nhdy dung 1én. “Théa thuan hon nhan cta toi thi
sao?”

“Cum tr ‘hai thang mot 1an’ cé y nghia gi v6i anh khong?”

Miéng anh ta ha hoc “Lam thé nao...?” Anh ta ngirng lai, gan nhu mim
cuoi. “Chang trai tré, anh nam duwgc nhiéu thong tin that.”

“Biét tudt,” Myron chinh lai. “Nhu than vay.”

“T6i sé khong binh ludn vé cuéc hén nhan cia minh, nhung toi sé thiéu
trung thyc néu khong thtra nhan rang nhitng suy tinh ich ky ay da lwét qua
dau t6i. Nhung t6i cling lo cho Kathy nita. Mot sai lam thé nay...”

“M6t vu cudng hiép, Trudng phong a. Khong phdi ‘sai lam’. Kathy bi
cudng hiép. Con bé khong pham sai lam. Con bé khong phai thiéu than trong
ma thanh ra nhw vay. Mot nhém cau tha béng bau duc da ghi né xuéng trong
phong thay d6 va thay nhau cwdng hiép né.”

“Anh dang don gidn hoéa tinh huéng day.”

“Anh méi la nguwoi don gidn hoa tinh hudong. Anh chi dat Kathy xudng
cudi théi.”

“biéu d6 khong ding.”

Myron lac dau. Gio khong con thoi gian cho chuyén nay nita. “Thé
chuyén gi xay ra sau khi anh danh 10i khuyén vang ngoc cho Kathy?”

Anh ta c6 nhin vai nhung khong thanh. “Em ay nhin t6i la lam, nhw thé
toi da phan bdi em ay trong khi t6i chi tim cach gitp ma thoi. Hodc cé thé em
dy cling nhin nhan 10i t6i no6i theo cach cta anh. T6i khong biét nita. R6i em
dy dirng 1én bdo la sdng mai sé quay lai budc toi. R6i em ay bé di. Toi khong
hé hay tin em ay cho dén khi t& tap chi kia xuéat hién trong hom thw cta t6i.
Va cu dién thoai cach day vai dem.”

“Cu diéen thoai nao?”

“Céach day vai dém, muon lam, t6i nhan duwgc dién thoai. Mot giong nit -
c6 thé la giong Kathy, c6 thé khong - vang 1én, “Thudng thitc td tap chi di.
Pén ma bat t6i. T6i con song.”

“Pén ma bat toi. T6i con song?”
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“Dai dé thé, vang.”

“Co6 gai do coy gi?”

“T6i cling khong hiéu gi nita.”

“Anh nghi gi khi 1an dau nghe vé sy mat tich ctia Kathy?”

“Rang em ay bé tron. Quyét dinh rang thé la qua nhiéu roéi. Toi nghi em ay
sé trd lai khi nao san sang. Canh sat cling nghi vay, cho tgi khi tim thay d6 16t
cta em dy. Roi ho nghi la c6 bao lwc. Nhung t6i biét cai quan 16t d6 co 1é
khong phai tr vu cudng hiép, khong phai vu mat tich. Vi thé trong dau t6i
van nghi la em ay bé tron.”

“Anh c6 bao gio nghi c6 kha nang nhitng ké cudng hiép muon bit miéng
con bé khong?”

“T6i c6 nghi dén, c6. Nhung nhitng chang trai ay khong thé...”

“Nhitng ké cudng hiép,” Myron stta lai. ““Nhitng chang trai’ cudng hiép
tap thé mot co gai tré chwa tirng lam hai ho. Anh cé nghi chiing cé thé giét
nguoi khong?”

“Néu ho muon em ay chét thi ho da khéng bao gio dé em ay di,” truéng
phong vung vang phéan phéo. “D6 la diéu t6i nghi.”

“Thé nén anh da ngam miéng.”

Anh ta gat dau. “D6 la sai lam. Gio thi t6i da biét. T6i ct hy vong em ay
chi bo tron vai ngay dé suy nghi cho thong su6t. Khi may tuan tréi qua, toi
nhan ra da qua mudn dé noi bat cr diéu gi.”

“Anh chon cach song véi 10i néi d6i.”

“Phai.”

“Xét cho cung con bé chi la sinh vién. N6 tim t&i anh nho giup do trong
thoi diém kho khan nhét trong doi. Thé ma anh lai xua dudi né.”

“Anh twdng la téi khong biét a?” anh ta hét 1én. “Anh twdng la trong mot
nam rudi qua chuyén nay khong lam toi dau long a?”

“Vang, anh dung mot nha nhan dao dich thyc.”

“Anh mu6n cai qudi gid téi ha Bolitar?”

Myron ding 1én. “Tw chire. Ngay lap tic.”

“Thé néu toi khong chap nhan thi sao?”

“Thi toi sé 16i anh xudng, va sé té hon anh twéng gap van lan day. Ngay
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sang mai. NOp don tw chic di.”

Anh ta nguéc 1én, ngon tay d& cam. May phuit troi qua. Mat anh ta bat dau
gian ra nhu vira dugc xoa bop. Mat anh ta nham lai, vai chung xuéng. Roi
anh ta cham cham gat dau. “Pugc r6i,” anh ta cit tiéng. “Cam on.”

“Hanh dong d6 khong phai tat cd. Anh khong thoat khoi chuyén nay dé
dén thé dau.”

“T6i hiéu.”

“MGt diéu cudi cung. Kathy c6 nhac dén cai tén nao khéng?”

“Tén?”

“Cua nhitng ké cuong hiép?”

Anh ta ngap nging. “Khong.”

“Nhung anh c6 doan dugc khong?”

“Chang dva trén co s¢ vitng chac nao ca.”

“Ctt noi di.”

“MAy ngay sau khi em ay bién mat, t6i thdy mot sinh vién vung ra rat
nhiéu tién. Mot ké gay r6i. Vi cdu ta 1ai qua san chung nén t6i nhan ra cau ta
mdi tau mot chifc BMW mui tran méi. Lam dap nat bao nhiéu la c6.”

“Ai?”

“MGt cru cau thu bong bau duc. Cau ta bi dudi khéi déi vi ban may tuy.
Tén cau ta la Junior Horton. Ho goi cau ta la...”

“Horty.”

Myron bé di ma khong noi thém 101 nao, voi va ra khoi toa nha. Do la mot
ngay dep troi. Am nhung khong am wét, mét troi tan dan trong chiéu mudn
nhung chwa 1dn han. Khong khi thodng mui c6 méi cat va hoa anh dao né ro.
Myron muoén trdi mot cadi chan ra. Anh mu6én nam xudng nghi vé Kathy
Culver. Khong c6 thoi gian.

bién thoai trong con Ford Taurus reo khi anh m@ ctra. La Esperanza.

“Tinh hinh ché Lucy bé tac r6i,” c6 néi. “Adam Culver khong phai la
nguwoi mua anh.”

Lai mot gia thuyét khac bi vitt vao sot rac. Anh toan khéi dong xe thi nghe
thdy giong cia Jake Courter.

“Thé nao cling tim thay cau & day ma.”
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Myron ngé ra ngoai ctta s6 dé méd. “Co chuyén gi vay Jake?”

“Chuang to6i chuan bi céng bo tén Nancy Serat vdi bao giGgi.” Myron gat
dau. “Cam on chu da cho chau biét.”

“Khoéng phai vi thé ma t6i ¢ day dau.”

Myron khong thich tong giong 6ng dang noi.

“Chung t6i cling c6 nghi pham,” Jake noéi tiép. “Chung t6i da dua cdu ta
tGi tham van.”

“Ai?”

“Khach hang cua cau,” Jake noi. “Christian Steele.”

“Christian thi sao?” Myron hai.

“Nancy Serat thué can nha d6 cach day vai tuan,” Jake dap. “Co ay con
chwa do do6 ra.”

“Thé thi?”

“Thé thi sao dau tay cta Christian Steele - méi nguyén - lai & khap nha?
Trén nam dam ctta tredc. Trén coc uong nwdc. Trén mat 10 swai.”

Myron c6 khong to ra sttng s0. “Thoéi nao, Jake. Chu khong thé bat nguoi
dwa vao may thit nhu thé. Bao chi sé an twoi nudt song cau ay mat.”

“Toi quan tam lam quai g1.”

“Chu cha co gi ca.”

“Chung t6i c6 thé dat cau ta vao hién truong.”

“Pé lam gi? Chu cé thé dat Jessica vao hién trwong. Dinh bat ca co ay
lu6n ha?”

Jake céi ctic 4o khoac, dé 16 chiéc bung tron. Ong dang mic bd com-1é
mau nau, khodng doi 1972. No6i ngan gon: ve do. Khong phai no 1€ cua thoi
trang, dung la Jake. “Pugc ro6i, cau chang khon ranh,” 6ng néi, “cau mudn
cho toi biét khach hang ctia minh lam gi ¢ nha Nancy Serat ha?”

“Bon chau sé héi ciu ay. Cau dy sé noi chuyén v4i chi. Christian ngoan
lam, Jake a. Pirng huy hoai cau ady bang may 1oi phong doan.”

“Phai. T6i ciling ghét phdi huy hoai tién hoa hong cuaa cau.”

“Noi vay la si nhuc nhau do Jake.”

“Cau khong khach quan, Bolitar a. Thang nhoc dé la khach hang gia tri
nhat ctia cau, tdm vé dwa cau t6i dinh cao con gi. Cau khéng muén no c6 toi.”
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Myron nhin 6ng nhung khong noi gi.

“Pé xe ctia cau ¢ day,” Jake ndi. “T6i sé chd cau tdi don.”

Cach chwa dén hai cay s6. Khi ho do xe vao bai, Jake néi, “Tay uy vién
cong t6 mdi dang & day. Mot ké non choet c6 ti tai ma huénh hoang tén la
Roland.”

A 5. “Cary Roland?” Myron héi. “Téc xo0dn?”

“Cau biét anh ta a?”

“Vang.”

“Anh ta la ké ludn tim cach gdy chid y ctia dw luan. Nhin thdy minh trén ti
vi la da cléng hét ca 1én r6i. Anh ta gan nhw phéng tinh khi nghe thay tén
Christian.”

Myron c6 thé twéng twong dwge. Anh va Cary Roland 1a ban cli. M6i quan
hé khong phat trién dugc t6t dep. “Anh ta da cong bd tén cta Christian
chwa?”

“Chwa,” Jake néi. “Cary quyét dinh hoan lai dén mudi mot gio. Theo dé
c6 thé dugc cac mang lwdi truyén hinh cap nhat true tiép.”

“Va khoi thoi gian dé cudn 16.”

“Ca nhu thé nita.”
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34 .

Christian dang ngoi trong mot can phong nhé, chwa dén sau mét vuong. Cau
ngoi trén ghé sau ban. Khong c6 dén cong sudt cao. Chang c6 ai khac trong
phong.

“Roland dau?” Myron hoi.

“Sau guong.”

Kinh mot chiéu, ké ca trong mdt don canh sat xap xé nhuw thé nay. Myron
bwdc vao phong, nhin vao gwong, chinh ca-vat, kiém ché khong gio ngén tay
thoi vao mat Roland. Quy 6ng Trwdng thanh lai troi day.

“Ong Bolitar?”

Myron quay lai. Christian vay anh nhw thé nhan ra m6t gwong mat quen
trén khan dai.

“Cau khong sao chi?” Myron hoi.

“T6i 6n,” Christian dap. “T6i chi khong hiéu minh dang lam gi ¢ day.”

Mot nhan vién mdc dong phuc cam may ghi am buwdc vao. Myron quay
sang Jake. “Cau ay bi bat a?”

Jake ngoac miéng. “Suyt nita thi quén, Bolitar. Cau cling la luat su ntra.
Puogc gidi quyét v6i chuyén gia that tot qua.”

“Cau 4y bi bat a?” Myron nhac lai.

“Chwa. Ching t6i chi mudn hoi cau ta vai cau thoi.”

Nhan vién mac dong phuc lo phan so bo. R6i Jake bat dau.

“Cau Steele, toi la Canh sat truong Jake Courter. Cau c6 nhd toi khong?”

“C6, thwra 6ng. Ong thu 1y vu hon thé cta t6i mat tich.”

“Chinh x4c. Gio thi, cau Steele, cau cé biét c6 gai tén Nancy Serat
khong?”

“Co ay la ban cung phong cua Kathy & Reston.”

“Cau c6 biét Nancy Serat da bi sat hai to6i qua khéng?”

Mat Christian m& to. Cau quay sang Myron. Myron gat dau. “Troi oi...
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khong.”

“Cau la ban cua Nancy Serat a?”

Giong cau trong rong. “Vang, thuwa 6ng.”

“Cau Steele, cau c6 thé cho chiing t6i biét dém qua cau ¢ dau khong?”

“E,” Myron xen vao. “May gid dém qua?”

“Tw Iic cdu ta roi khoéi bubi tap dén khi di ngn.”

Myron luwdng ly. Day la mét cai bay. Anh c6 thé tim cach xoa diu tinh
hinh, hodc dé Christian gidi quyét theo cach riéng. Trong da s6 tinh huong,
Myron sé can thiép va té nhi canh bao rang tra 10i sai thi sé thé nao. Nhung
lan nay anh chi lang yén quan sat.

“Néu 6ng muon biét liéu dém qua t6i c6 & bén Nancy Serat khong,”
Christian cham cham noi, “thi cau tra 16i la c6.”

Myron thé tré lai. Anh quay lai nhin tdim gwong mot chiéu va theé 1wGi ra.
Quy ong Truwéng thanh 1an mat tam.

“Luc do la may gio?” Jake haéi.

“Tam chin gio.”

“Cau gap c6 ay ¢ dau?”

“O nha cb ay.”

“Ngoi nha ¢ 118 pho Acre?”

“Vang, thua ong.”

“Muc dich chuyén tham ctta cau la gi?”

“Sang hom ay Nancy di du lich vé. C6 ay goi dién bdo la can néi chuyén
Vi t6i.”

“Co0 dy c6 noi ly do khong?”

“Co ay noi 1a c6 lién quan tdi Kathy. Co ay sé khéng néi thém gi khac qua
dién thoai.”

“Chuyén gi xdy ra khi cau dén ng6i nha & 118 pho Acre?”

“Nancy gan nhu x0 toi ra khoi civa. C6 ay bdo t6i phai di ngay lap tic.”

“Co ay c6 noi tai sao khong?”

“Khong, thwa 6ng. T6i hoi Nancy la c6 chuyén gi thé, nhung c6 dy nhat
dinh khong néi. Co dy hita la mé6t hai ngay nita sé goi dién cho t6i ké hét moi
thit, nhung gio toi phai di thoi.”
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“Thé cau da lam gi?”

“T6i tranh luan vd&i c6 ay chirng mot hai phit. Cé dy bat dau roi tri va néi
nhitng 10i vo nghia. T6i cudi cung cling bo cudc di ve.”

“‘Nhitng 101 vo nghia’ ma c6 ay no6i kiéu nhu thé nao?”

“Gi do ve viéc chi em doan tu.”

Myron ngoi thang lén. “‘Chi em doan tu’ la sao?”

“T6i khong nhé chinh xac. Pai loai nhw ‘Da dén lic dé chi em doan tu’.
Co 4y thuc sy khong noi ro nghia lam, thwa 6ng.”

Jake nhin Myron. Myron nhin lai.

“Cau c6 nh¢ diéu gi khac ma c6 ay noi nira khong?”

“Khong, thwa ong.”

“May gi0 cau vé dén nha.”

“Khoang muoi gio muoi lam. Hodac mudn hon mot chat.”

“C06 ai xac nhan dugc thoi gian nay khong?”

“To6i khéng nghi vay. Toi chi vao chung cu & Englewood thoi. Cé thé hang
x6m nhin thay t6i, t6i khong biét nita.”

“Phién cau doi & day mot phit nhé.”

Jake ra hiéu cho Myron di theo 6ng. Myron gat dau, nga vé phia Christian.
“Pung noi gi cho tdi khi toi quay lai.”

Christian gat dau.

Ho bwéc vao phong khac. Néi cach khac la phia bén kia ctia tam guong,
uy vién cong td hat, Cary Roland titng hoc trwong luat Harvard véi Myron.
MGt tay sang da. Mot cudn tap chi chuyén nganh luat. The ky cho tham phan
Toa an To6i cao. Cary Roland da cé nhitng dau hiéu ban dau vé tham vong
chinh tri twr khi ra khoi tir cung me.

Trong anh ta van vady. Com-lé xam kém &o gi-1é (phdi, anh ta tirng maéc
com-lé di hoc). Miii khoam. Mat den ti hi. Téc xoan nhe, nhw kiéu cta Peter
Frampton* hoi thap nién 70, cé diéu ngan hon.

Roland lac dau. R6i anh ta th6t ra mot am thanh kiéu md6t niém tin bi ghé
tom. “Khach hang sang tao day, Bolitar.”

“Khong sang tao bang thg cat téc ctia anh dau,” Myron noi.

Jake nin cuoi.
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“T6i noi la ching t6i sap xép cho cau ta phat biéu roi ddy,” Roland néi
tiép. “Chung t6i sé cong bo diéu do & cudc hop bao.”

“Gio thi t6i hiéu r6i,” Myron noi.

“Hidu gi?”

“Cuong cirng, Khi anh néi tvr ‘hop bdo’.”*

Co tiéng cwoi hinh hich.

Roland no6i déa. “Van lam nghé si hai hir Bolitar? Hirm, khach hang cua
anh sap mat van roi.”

“T6i khong nghi vay dau, Cary.”

“Toi khong quan tam anh nghi gi.” Myron thd dai. “Christian da cho anh
10i giai thich hgp ly vé viéc c6 mat & nha Nancy Serat r6i. Anh khong cé gi
khac ntta dau, tirc 1a anh cha co6 gi ca. Vai lai, hay hinh dung ra nhitng dong
tit chinh néu Christian v6 ti di. Uy vién cong t6 tré tudi pham sai 1am 16n.
B6i nho tén tudi nguwdi hung dia phwong vi 1gi riéng. Gidm co hoi doat ctip
Superbowl ctia Titans. Tré thanh ké bi ghét nhat nuwéce.”

Roland nu6t khan. Anh ta chwa tinh dén kha nang nay. Bi mo mat vi anh
dén. Anh dén truyén hinh. “Canh sét truéng Courter, Ong nghi sa0?”

Thoi diém dao dong.

“Chung ta khong c6 lvya chon,” Jake ndi. “Chung ta phai tha nguoi thoi.”

“Ong c6 tin chuyén cua cau ta khong?”

Jake nhun vai. “Ma mdi biét dwgc. Nhung ching ta khong cé du bang
chitng dé gitt cau ta.”

“Puogc r6i,” Roland gat dau nang né. Ngwoi quan trong. “Cau ta dugc tha.
Nhwng t6t hon dirng roi thanh pho.”

Myron nhin Jake. “Pirng roi thanh ph6?” Anh bat cudi. Nac né. “Anh ta
nai la khong roi khoi thanh pho a?”

Jake c6 nhin. Nhung méi 6ng rung kha manh.

Mat Roland chuyén sang sac dé. “Au tri,” anh ta phut ra. “Canh sat
tredng, toi mudn dwgc cap nhat thong tin hang ngay vé vu nay.”

“Vang, thua anh.”

Roland quac mat nhin moi ngudi véi vé hét siec div dan. Khong ai khuyu
goi xudng ca. Anh ta nang né buwdc ra ngoai. “Lam viéc v6i anh ta,” Myron
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néi, “la cudi khong dit mat.”

“Nhu phim.”

“Christian va t6i di dugc chwa?”

Jake lac dau. “Keé t6i nghe cau dén gap Truwdng phong Gordon thé nao roi
moéi duoc di.”
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"35.

Myron ké cho Jake nghe. Ro6i anh ché Christian vé nha. Trén dwong di anh
cling ké lai cho Christian. Moi thit. Christian mudn biét. Myron khéng muén
cau dau long nhung anh biét minh chang c6 quyén gidu cau.

Christian khong hoi chen ngang. Thuc ra cau chang néi gi. Trén san co,
cau noi tiéng la binh tinh trong bt ct hoan canh nao. Gid day mat Christian
cling chang khac gi cach cau choi bong.

Khi Myron ké xong, khong ai néi gi trong vai phut. Roi Myron cat tiéng
hoi, “Cau khong sao chu?”

Christian gat dau. Mat cau tai nhot. “Cam on da thang than véi t6i,” cau
noi.

“Kathy yéu cau,” Myron noéi. “Nhiéu lam. Dirng quén diéu d6.”

Cau lai gat dau. “Chung ta phai tim ra c6 ay.”

“To6i dang tim cach.”

Christian xé dich trén ghé dé déi dién véi Myron. “Khi tat ca cac dai dién
16n theo dudi t6i, toan bo qua trinh d6 cam gidc nhuw - to6i khéng biét nita 1
chang co6 chat tinh cdm gi. Rat cling chi vi tién ma thoi. Thi van vay ma, toi
biét chit. T6i khong ngdy tho, nhung t6i biét la 6ng khac. Ban nang cho t6i
biét minh c6 thé tin twéng ong. Toi nghi diéu minh dang c6 noéi 1a, véi t6i,
ong khong chi 1a dai dién nita roi. T6i mirng la da chon 6ng.”

“Toi cling vay,” Myron néi. “Co 1é day khong phai Iic thich hgp nhat dé
héi, nhung thé nao ma cau biét tiéng t6i?”

“Co nguoi hét 10i ca ngoi gidi thiéu 6ng cho t6i.”

“Ai?”

Christian mim cudi. “Ong khong biét a?”

“Khach hang a?”

“Khong.”

Myron lac dau. “T6i nghi khong ra.”
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Christian nga nguwdi ra ghé. “Jessica,” cau néi. “Chi ay ké cho t6i nghe vé
lich st doi ong, vé thdi 6ng con choi bong, chan thwong, nhitng gi ong trai
qua, 6ng lam viéc cho FBI nhw thé nao, 6ng trd lai trvong ra sao. Chi dy noi
ong la ngwoi tot nhat ma chi ay biét.”

“Jessica khong tiét 10 nhiéu lam nhi.”

Ho roi vao im lang. Buwong cao toc thu phi New Jersey bi cam lan giita,
khién xe di ¢ nhuw bo trén dwong. Lé ra nén di dwong nhanh phia Tay. Myron
chuan bi ddi lan thi Christian néi gi dé khién anh suyt giam phanh.

“Me t6i tirng lam mau khoéa than.”

Myron twdng minh nghe nham. “Gi co?”

“Khi t6i con nhé. T6i khong biét nguwdi ta c6 tirng in tap chi hay gi khong.
Toi khong chac nita. H6i do me t6i khong thu hut 1am. Hai lam tu6i ma trong
ct nhu sau muoi. Ba lam gai mai dam & New York. Bitng duwong. Toi khong
biét bé minh la ai. Me t6i doan ong dy la mot trong nhitng ngudi ¢ biva tiéc
chia tay thoi doc than cta chu ré, nhung chang biét dich danh.”

Myron len lén li€c cau. Christian cham cham nhin thang phia trudc, van la
bd mat nhw khi thi dau dé.

“T6i twdng bd me cau nudi cau ¢ Kansas,” Myron than trong noi.

Christian lac dau. “Pay la 6ng ba t6i. Me t6i mat nam toi lén bay. Ho da
hop phap nhan nudi t6i. Chiing t6i cé cung ho, nén t6i ct gid vo nhw ho la bo
me that ctia minh.”

Myron néi, “Thé ma t6i khong biét. To6i xin 16i.”

“Dirng. Ho la nhiing bac cha me tuyét voi. Toi doan ho da lam nhiéu
chuyén c6 16i vGi me t6i, cai cach ma me t6i thanh ra nhw vay ay. Nhung ho
doi tot véi toi va yéu thuong toéi. Téi nhé 6ng ba 1am.”

Bau im ldng gio nang né hon. Ho 1ai qua Meadowlands. Myron nop phi &
cudi duwong cao toc va theo bang chi dan dén cau George Washington.
Christian dd mua mot cho cach dau cau hon ba cdy, cach san van dong Titans
ngot muwoi cdy. Mot toa nha ba tram can ho mang cai tén rat kéu la Cross
Creek Pointe, mot trong nhitng khu nha ¢ cuia New Jersey nom nhv dugc bé
ra t phim Yéu tinh* vay.

Khi ho ttr tir do lai, dién thoai trong xe reo. Myron nhac may.
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“Alo6?”

“Anh dang ¢ dau day?”

La Jessica.

“O Englewood.”

“DPi duong 4 vé phia Tay t6i 17 Bac,” ¢6 n6i nhanh. “Em sé gdp anh & bai
do xe siéu thi Pathmark tai Ramsey.”

“Co6 chuyén gi thé?”

“Clr dén gap em da. Ngay.”
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36.

Khoadnh khac Myron nhin thay Jessica ditng trong anh dén huynh quang 10
nho cda bai do xe siéu thi Pathmark, trong dep dén dau long trong chi€c quan
jean xanh dwong 6m sat hong va 4o so-mi dé hd cd, anh biét 1a c6 chuyén.
Chuyeén to.

“Té lam ha?” anh héi c6.

CO ma& ctra xe chui vao ngoi canh anh. “Con hon thé.”

Anh cam long chang diang. Anh khong thé th6i nghi rdang c6 xinh dep
nhwong nao. Trong cd nhot nhat, cap mat hoi triing. Co chwa c6 vét chan
chim, nhung nhitng nép nhan mdi da in dau 1én khuon mat. Nép nhan da & do
ngay hom qua hay vao céi ngay c6 dén van phong anh? Anh khong chac nita.
Nhung anh nghi c6 chwa bao gio suy sup dén thé. Nhitng khiém khuyét, néu
ta muon goi ching nhw vay, chi lam c6 thém chan that va vi thé cang dang
khao khat. Anh titng nghi phu nhan truéng phong Madelaine that quyén ri,
nhung chi chang thé tda sang chiit nao bén canh vé dep chéi 16a ctia Jessica.

“Mudn ké anh nghe khéng?”

Co6 lac dau. “Em mudn cho anh xem cai nay hon.” Co6 bat dau chi duong.
Khi ho dén mot con dwong dwoc dat mot cai tén rat hop la duwong Bat Do, co
néi, “B6 em da thué mot cabin & day.”

“Trong rirng nay a?”

“Vang.”

“Khi nao?”

“Cach day hai tuan. Ong thué mot thang. Theo 15i ngudi méi gidi thi dng
muoén mot noi yén tinh. Mot noi dé tranh xa tat ca.”

“Nghe khong giong bo em lam nhi,” Myron néi.

“Cha gidng ti nao,” c6 dong tinh.

Vai phat sau, ho dén cabin. Myron thdy khé ma tin rang Adam Culver,
nguwoi ma anh biét kha ro trong thoi gian ¢ bén Jessica, lai muon nghi ngoi &
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day. Ong gia ndy mé bai bac. Ong thich ngwa, banh xe roulette, ban xi dach,
ong thich hoat dong. Viéc 6ng mudn c6 mot khodng thoi gian yén tinh cling
giong nhu bu6i hoa nhac ctia Tony Bennett t6 chitc & song bai Sands vay.

Jessica ra khéi xe. Myron theo sau. Tuw thé w6n nguwdi hinh canh cung cua
6 that hoan héao. Ca dang di ciing vay, kiéu cach ma treeéc kia Myron van mé
madi ngam. Nhung gio buéc di dy loang choang thdy ro, nhuw thé chan cé
khong chac né c6 thé d& duwgce phan than trén kiéu diém sudt mot ldc 1au.

Tiéng bwdc chan kéo ket trén bac thém go. Myron phat hién thdy nhiéu
cho muc nat. Jessica mé khoa ctra treedce réi day vao.

“Nhin xem,” c0 noi.

Anh lam theo. Anh khong néi gi. Anh c6 thé cam thidy c6 dang dan mat
vao minh.

“Em da kiém tra thé thanh to4n,” cd néi. “Ong da tiéu hon ba ngan dé vao
mot noi trong thanh pho tén la Eye-Spy.”

Myron biét ctta hang d6. Pay han la san pham cia ho. Ba may quay nam
ngon ngang trén di vang. Panasonic. Tat ca déu la thiét bi lap rap nén cé thé
treo ¢ dau do. Con c6 ba man hinh ti vi nho. Ciing la Panasonic. Loai ta c6
thé bat gap trong phong an ninh & nhitng toa nha cao tang. Hai dau video.
Toshiba. Ca m& day, cap, va nhitng vat liéu twong tu.

Nhung d6 khong phdi thi gay dau dau nhat ma anh thay. Riéng may moén
do dién tr nay c6 thé hiéu dwgc. Nhung hai thiét bi khac - nhitng thiét bi thu
hit anh nhin cta Myron va khién anh khong roi mat néi nhw mot diva tré &
gan mot dong xu bong loang - da thay do6i moi thit. Ching la chat xtc tac.
Chuing hoan chinh mot sy két hgp qua nguy hiém kho c6 thé bd qua.

Dya vao twong la mét khau sung treong. Va nam dwdi san ké bén né, la
mot doi cong tay.

Jessica cat tiéng hoi, “B6 em lam cai quai gi ¢ day vay?”

Anh biét c6 dang nghi gi. Nhitng c6 gai thiét mang duwgc tim thay gan day.
Hinh anh nhitng thi thé ta toi, thoi rita dwoc ti vi phat lo Itrng trén dau ho nhw
nhitng bong ma am anh nhat.

“Bac mua may th nay khi nao?” Myron hdi.

“Céach day hai tuan.” Mat c6 tinh tdo, tv chd. “Nghe nay, em da c6 thoi
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gian suy nghi vé chuyén nay. Ké ca néu noi sg kinh khing nhat ctia ching ta
la that thi n6 cling chang ly gidi duwgc diéu gi. Bitc anh trong to tap chi la nhw
thé nao? Hay nét chit cia Kathy trén phong bi? Hay nhitng ct dién thoai. Hay
ca vu giét hai bé em nita?”

Myron nhin c6. Anh biét c6 dang tim kiém mot 10i giai thich - bat ¢ 1oi
gidi thich nao ngoai trit cai dang trirng tri'ng xody thang vao mat ho. “Em
khong sao chit?” anh hoi.

Co khoanh tay lai dwdi bau ngwe, mot tay dat 1én khuyu tay, nhw thé 6m
chinh minh. “Em thay,” c6 néi, “chéi vdi.”

“Em chiu them dvgc nita khong?”

Tay c6 budng thong bén minh. “Sao? Gi nita?”

Anh ngap ngung.

Co6 bung nd. “Khi that, dirng nang niu em nita!”

“Jess a...”

“Anh thira biét 1a em ghét céi kiéu ‘bao vé c6 nang nho bé’ vé van cta anh
ma! Ké em nghe la c6 chuyén quai quy gi di!”

“Kathy da bi mot s6 dong doi ctia Christian cuwong hiép tap thé vao cai
dém con bé mat tich.”

Jessica trong nhw thé vira bi gidng mot cai tat thang tay. Myron vuwon tay
ra. “Anh rat ti€c,” anh noi.

“Ctt ké em nghe chuyén la thé nao di. Moi thi.”

Myron ké cho c6 nghe. P6i mat tinh tdo, tw chd caa c6 trd nén trong rong,
v6 hon. C6 van im lang khac thuong.

“Li khén,” ¢6 gugng noéi. “Li khon troi danh thanh vat.”

Anh gat dau.

“Mot thang trong bon da giét con bé,” c6 ndi. “Hodc la ca 1i. € bit miéng
no.”

“Cé the.”
Co ngung lai, suy nghi. R6i mat c6 linh hoat tr¢ lai. “Khéng chirng,” c6
cham rai noi, “bd em da biét vé vu cudng hiép.”

Myron gat dau.

“Anh sé lam gi?” c6 noi tiép. “Anh sé phan ng thé nao néu do la con gai
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anh?”

“Anh sé khong tai nao quéen dugc chuyén do,” Myron dap.

“Anh c6 kiém ché dugc khong?”

“Kathy khong phai la con gai anh,” anh néi, “ma anh van khéng chac la
minh c6 kiém ché dugc khong nita.”

Jessica gat dau. “Vay co thé, chi la c6 thé thoi, diéu do giai thich cho toan
b6 canh nay. Nhitng thiét bi dién t, cong tay, sing treong. Cé thé bé em da
str dung noi trd an nay, sau trong ring, dé tim cach tom c6 tén cwdng hiép va
thi hanh chut cong ly theo cach riéng.”

“Kathy bi cwdng hiép tap thé. Bon chiing c6 sau thang. Noi nay trong nhw
duwoc xay cho mot dira vay.”

“Nhung,” c6 ndi tiép v6i thoang cudi ky di, “gid nhw b6 em & chinh xac vi
tri nhw chung ta bay gio.”

“Anh khong hiéu.”

“Gia nhu 6ng biét tén moi mot thang. Horton chang han. Thé thi 6ng c6
thé lam gi? Thé thi anh c6 thé lam gi?”

“Anh sé,” Myron ndi, “bat céc n6 va bat n6 khai.”

“Chinh xac.”

“Nhung khong thé nao. Sao anh lai phdi thu hinh? Sao anh lai can may
quay va man hinh?”

“Thu lai 161 thu t6i, ddm bao rang khong ké nao c6 thé chdi, em khong biét
nita. Anh co6 kich ban nao kha di hon khong?”

Anh chwa nghi ra. “Em da xem qua phan con lai cia ng6i nha chwa?”

“Em chwa kip xem. Ngudi moi gidi dwa em t&i day. Ong ta gan nhu v&
mach mau khi thdy mdy thi¢ nay.”

“Thé em bao gi véi 6ng ta?”

“Rang em biét may thit nay & day roéi. Rang b6 em la diéu tra vién chim.”

Myron lam mdt hé.

“Nay, em chi nghi ra dugc cé thé théi.”

“Ong ta c6 tin khong?”

“Chac c6.”

Myron lac dau. “Anh twdng em la nha van co day.”
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“Em khong gidi ttng bién. Em viét t6t hon no6i nhiéu.”

“Dua vao kinh nghiém trong qua kh ctaa anh,” anh noi, “thi anh khong
thé dong tinh véi em dwoc.”

“Pung la ldc thich hgp dé tan tinh,” ¢6 noi.

Anh nhun vai, “Chi tim cach xoa diu khong khi thoi ma.”

C0 gan nhu mim cuoi.

“Xem mot vong di,” anh noi.

Chang c6 gi nhiéu ma tim kiém. Phong khach khong c6 tu hay ngan kéo.
Moi thit déu dé thay - thiét bi dién t, cong tay, sting trudng. Bép chang c6 gi
bat thwong. Buong tam cling vay. Phong ngu ciing thé.

Phong nho xiu. C& phong ngu danh cho khach trong mot ngoi nha ven
bién. Chiéc giwong doi choan gan hét phong. Hai bén giwvong déu c6 den doc
sach, gan lién vao twong vi khong cé cho ké ti dau giwvong. Cling chang co
ban phan. Giwdng trai ga bang vai alanen. Ho kiém tra ta.

Ra r6i.

Mot chiéc quan den, 4o phong den, 4o ni den. Va té hon c4, mot tdm mat
na trugt tuyét den.

“Mat na trugt tuyét vao thang Sau?” Myron thac mac.

“Co thé 6ng can mat na dé bat céc Horton,” c¢6 doan. Nhung giong co cé
vé chang may tin twéng.

Myron quy xudng dom bén duéi gam giwdng. Anh thdy mot cdi tii nhya.
Anh vuon tay ra tom lay nd, kéo 1é qua san nha phu bui vé phia minh. Cai tdi
mau do. May chit viét tat BPHB in ¢ mat trudc.

“Bac si Phap y Hat Bergen,” Jessica giai thich.

Nom né nhw mot cdi tii cii ctia Lord and Taylor, loai déng mé bang khuy
bam trén dau. Myron giat n6 ra. Tui bat m@ danh puvc mét tiéng. Anh 16i
chiéc quan ni dai rat khong vién mau xam ra. R6i anh tho tay vao sdu hon
moc cai do len vang c6 chit T mau dé. Ca hai déu 1dm lem dat cat.

“Nhan ra khong?” anh hoi.

“Moi cai ao len vang th6i,” c6 dap. “Cai ao len cii cta trwong trung hoc
Tarlow ctia b6 em.”

“Giau thit nay duwéi gam givong & tan day thi ding la hay that.”
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Mat Jessica sang 1én. “Thong diép ctia Nancy! Troi oi, con bé n6i bd em
ké cho n6 nghe tat ca veé cai do len vang cua Kathy.”

“Khoan, cham lai mot teo nao. Chinh xac thi Nancy no6i gi?”

“N6 noi la - em trich nguyén van nhé - ‘Bac ké hét cho em vé céi 4o len
vang yéu thich ma bac tang Kathy. That la mot cau chuyén ngot ngao.” Chinh
xac tirng 10i. B6 em chwa bao gid mac né. Kathy thi cé. Kiéu nhw do nga
hodc 4o mac nha.”

“B0 em cho né a?”

“Vang.”

“Thé sao bac lai lay lai?”

“Em chiu. Em twéng né nam trong tai sdn ca nhan cta con bé & truong
ca.”

“Piéu do khong ly gidi tai sao ong lai hoi Nancy Serat vé cai 4o d6. Hay
tai sao no lai dugc gidu dudi gam giwong.”

Ho ding trong im lang.

“Chung ta bo qua diéu gi do6 r6i,” cd 1én tiéng.

“Co thé bo em thay diéu gi do6 trong m& quan 4o nay ma ta chwa thay.”

“Y anh la gi?”

“Anh khong biét,” Myron thi nhan. “Nhung mé quan 4o nay rd rang quan
trong véi bac ay. Co 1é bac tim thdy ching & noi nao d6 bat thwong. Hoac la
canh sat tim thay.”

“Nhung Kathy mdc d6 mau xanh vao cai dém né roi di ma. Diéu nay da
dwoc xac nhan roi.”

Myron nh¢ lai 161 khai ctia cac co gai trong hoi nit sinh va birc anh. Nhung
ma...

“Co6 mot cach duy nhat dé kiém tra diéu dé.”

“Nhu thé nao?”

Anh chay ra xe. Béng t6i cudi cung da che phtu hoan toan ngay he dai
dang dang. Anh bat dién thoai, hy vong ho van & trong ving phua séng. Chi c6
ba cot song nhap nhay. Pu cho dién thoai hoat dong. Anh thit goi dén van
phong cta Truwdng phong Gordon. Chudng reo hai chuc lan. Khong ai nhac
may.
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Anh th goi dén nha riéng cua anh ta. Bén hoi chudng thit ba thi c6 ngudi
nghe.

Trudng phong Gordon cat tiéng, “A 16?”

“Kathy mdc gi khi con bé dén nha anh?” Khéng can gigi thiéu tén tudi
hodc rao doén lich su.

“Mac? Ao so-mi va vdy thi phai.”

“Mau gi?”

“Xanh duong. Toi nghi la ao hoi rach.”

Myron ctip may.

Jessica néi, “Quay lai vach xuat phat.”

Co lé vdy, Myron nghi. Nhuvng mot hinh dnh xoet qua tam tri anh. Anh
khong thé nam bat dwgc, tham chi khong thé nhin ra dé chinh xac la gi.
Nhung n6 da ¢ do, va sé trd lai.

“Pi thdi anh,” 6 nhe nhang néi, ndm tay anh. Anh dén xe du sang dé thdy
anh mat c6 dang suy tw diéu gi. D6i mat tuyét dep, sac nhat dén noi gan nhw
nga vang. “Em mudn di khoi day.”

Anh dong ctra xe, dot nhién cam thay kho thé. Pén xe tat, nhan chim ho
trong béng t6i. Anh khong thdy mat ¢6 nita. “Em muon di dau?”

Twr trong béng t6i anh nghe thay giong c6. “Noi ma,” c6 néi, “chi c6 hai

»

ta.
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37 .

Ho tim thdy mot khach san Hilton cao tang & Mahwabh.

Myron thué phong suite sang nhat khach san. Jessica ditng ké bén anh.
Nhan vién cham s6c khach hang lia mat tir Myron sang Jessica, ngam Jessica
vé théem khat va nhin Myron day ghen ti. Trong sanh day cac cap doi. Ban
ong van tuxedo, phu nit dién vay dai. Nhung dan 6ng ai ndy déu mé dam nhin
Jessica, c6 nang mac quan jean va 4o so-mi do c6 cuc.

Myron da quen véi viéc nay. Hoi dau bén nhau, anh c6 mot niém vui tha
gan nhuv trai khody khi thdy dan 6ng si mé ngam co, cai diéu cuoi khay quen
thudc ctia giong duwc kiéu anh-cit-viéc-nhin-con-t6i-mdi-duwgc-cham-vao-
hién-vat. Nhung roi anh bat dau nhin sy viéc sau xa hon, va sy bat an dan 6ng
tham chi con quen thudc hon ct dao sau vao ly tri cua anh.

Jessica thi thuan thuc réi. Co biét cach tang 10 nhitng anh mat d6 ma
khong té ra thd 0, khé chiu, hay thich tha.

Phong ctia ho nam trén tang sdu. Vira moi dong ctra la ho da tim dén moéi
nhau. LuGi Jessica ddo tron va nhe nhang lao tdi, khién toan than anh that lai
bat lwc. Anh bat dau céi cic 4o 6. Miéng anh kho khéc. Anh that sy hén hén
khi lai nhin thdy c6. Con hon hén khién anh cuéng nhiét hon. Anh khum tay
quanh bau ngywc am 4p, cdm nhan dugc sic ndng ngot ngao trong long ban
tay. CO rén ri noi miéng anh.

Ho lén givong.

Cudc ai an cua ho lic nao cling nong nan, tham thiét, nhwng lan nay khong
hiéu sao cam gidc nhuc duc lai nhiéu hon, nhu cau nhiéu hon, do vay ciing
mong manh hon.

Sau do, rat 1au sau do, Jessica ngoi day, diu dang hon 1én ma anh. ‘Tuyét
qua,” c0 noi.

Myron nhun vai. “Khong té.”

“Khong té?”
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“Veé phan anh th6i. Con vé phan em thi tuyét voi.”

Co vung chan khdi giwong va khoac ao choang khach san vao. “Em thoa
man lam,” c6 noi.

“Nghe that long ddy nhi.”

“Em hoi 6n ha?”

“Nhoém The Who biéu dién méi goi la hoi 6n. Em thi inh tai luén.”

Co ding trén dau giwong, mim cudi. Ao choang thit hy hitng, rong rai
khoe khe nguc va doi chan dai mién man, trong gan nhw uy hiép. “Em c6
nghe thay anh kéu ca gi dau.”

“Em hét thé thi cé kéu ciling chang ai nghe dwoc gi dau,” Myron néi.

“May gid roi?”

“Ntra dem.” Anh véi dién thoai. “Dodi a?”

C6 nhin anh v&i cai vé khién anh thay rdm ran noi ngén chan. Um, khong
han la ng6n chan. “Em déi ngdu di dwoc,” c6 ndi.

“Poi an di ma Jess. Doi an.”

O

“Pa bao gid em nghe dén ‘thdi gian hoi phuc’ cta dan 6ng trong 16p stc
khoe chwa?”

“Chac hém d6 em nghi hoc r6i.”

“Bao gom ba tir sau day. Sac pin, dudng sttc, h6i phuc.” Anh nhin thyc
don. “Chét tiét.”

“Gi thé?”

“Khong c6 hau.”

“Myron a?”

”O1.”

“Trong budéng tam c6 bon nwéc nong day.”

“Jess a...”

Co nhin anh vé ngay tho kiéu ‘em &’. “Chung ta cé thé ngam minh cho t6i
khi d6 an dén. Duong sitc. Mot trong ba tir.”

“Chi ngam minh thoi a?”

“Chi ngam minh thoi.”

Co ndi la ngam minh. Anh chac chan thé. Ngdm minh. Chi¢ khéng thoa xa
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phong. Nhung moi chuyén da bat dau nhw vay. Co thoa xa phong cho anh rao
ruc trd lai. Myron c6 cwdng lai, gan nhw e sg cdm gidc d6 sé tuyét voi biét
bao nhiéu. Nhung anh khong thé. Jess dua gion anh, day anh tGi bd chéng
chénh, dé anh chdi v6i, r6i kéo anh trd lai. Myron vo phuong chong do.
Nhitng tir nhw dia dang, ngdy ngat, thién dwong, my vi bong bénh trong tam
tri anh.

Pau hang hoan toan.

V6i mot tiéng thi tham, “Nao,” c6 budng anh ra. Cac dau mut than kinh
cta anh hung phan cao d6. Con phun trao néng béng that manh mé dir ddi, tai
anh ling bung. Anh dén ryc r& khién mét anh nhitc nhéi.

“Tuyét qua,” anh guwong noi.

C0 nga ra sau, mim cuoi “Khong té.”

Co tiéng go ctra. Chac la dich vu phong. Khong ai nhic nhac.

“Sao anh khong ra ma di,” co bao.

“Chan anh,” anh nhé, “khong di dugc. Co khi chang bao gid di lai dugc
ntta.”

Lai go cura.

“Em khong mac do,” co noi.

“Anh thi sao, san sang cho bu6i hgp bao chac?”

“Ca la anh biét cach che chan t té ma.”

Myron rén 11 tredc cau dua ay.

Lai go cua.

“DPi di Myron. Chi viéc quan cai khan tam quanh b6 mong quyén rii ctaa
anh r6i di thoi.”

Nguwoi phu nit thi hai trong ngay nhac dén b moéng cua anh. Cha. Anh
giat 1ay cai khan tam r6i di ra ctra. Tiéng go lai vang 1én.

“Dgi ti.”

Anh md& cita. Khong phdi 1a do an.

“Dich vu phong,” Win 1én tiéng. “Quy khach c6 can don giwvong khong?”

“Khong thay bién ‘Khong Lam Phién’ ha?”

Win liéc nhin ndm dam cua, “Xin 16i. Khong c6 néi thit tiéng Anh d6.”

“Lam thé quai nao cau tim ra bon toi thé?”
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“T6i lan theo thé thanh toan cua cau,” ga ndi, nhu thé dé la diéu tw nhién
nhat trén doi nay. “Cau dang ky ldc tdm gid hai hai phat.” Win reén dau qua
nguong ctra. “Jessica, chao em.”

Twr trong buong tam vong ra tiéng “Chao anh Win.” Myron nghe thay c6
bwdc ra khéi bé suc. Hinh anh nwéc chdy doc tam than tran cta co dp dén anh
nhuw mot cu thoi manh.

“Vao di,” anh lau bau.

“Cam on.” Win dua cho anh chiéc phong bi h6 so. “Chac cau muén xem
cai nay.”

Jessica tir trong budng tdm di ra. Ao choang dugc thit chit hon. C6 dang
lay khan lau téc. “Co chuyén gi thé?” co hoi.

“Ho6 so t0i trang cua tay Fred Nickler, hay con goi la Nick Fredericks,”
Win ndi.

“Biét danh giau tri twdng twong that,” Myron nhan xét.

“Cho mot tay giau tri twéng twong. “

Jessica ngoi xudng giwong. “Lao ta la chu bao khiéu dam phai khong?”

Myron gat dau. Ho so toi trang khong dai lam. Anh bat dau xem ti* nhitng
ngay gan day nhat. Vi pham luat giao thong, hai lan lai xe trong trang thai say
xin, moét lan bi bat vi gian lan thu tu.

“1978.”

Myron lwét xudng. 30/6/1978. Fred Nickler bi bat vi t6i gdy nguy hiém
cho quyén lgi tré em. Ban an bi bac bo.

“Thé thi?”-

“Lao Nickler tirng dinh dang dén khiéu dam tré em,” Win gidi thich. “Hoi
do lao ta chi 1a mot tay thg anh tép riu. Nhung dai dé la lao bi bat qua tang
lam viéc phi phap. N6i chinh xac hon, 1do da chyup anh mot thang bé tam
tudi.”

Jessica thot 1én, “Troi oi.”

Myron nhé lai cudc gap trede kia. ““Chi la mot ngudi dan o6ng chan chinh
cd gang kiém nhitng dong tién chan chinh.’”

“Qua vay.”

Jessica hoéi, “Sao ban an lai bi bac bo?”
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“A,” Win dap, chi mot ngén tay 1én khong, “dén day thi méi hay nay. Xét
trén nhiéu mat thi day khong phai chuyén bat thwong gi. Fred Nickler chi la
mot tay thg dnh. Mot con ca bé. Chinh quyén mu6n con ca to hon kia. Con ca
bé lam chi diém gitta dam ca 16n dé doi lay sw khoan hong.”

“Va ho bac an hoan toan?” Myron néi. “Tham chi ciing khong quy két la
toi nhe?”

“Ca thé cling khong. C6 vé nhu lao Nickler dong y thi thodng gitp canh
sat.”

“Vay diém quan trong la gi?”

“Toan bo su sap x€p nay dwgc thoa thuan gitta Nickler va mot nhan vién
chiu trach nhiém diéu tra,” Win néi. Ga liéc nhanh Jessica. “Nhan vién chiu
trach nhiém diéu tra 1a ngwdi ban 16n ctia em, Paul Duncan.”
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38.

“Anh chang cua chiing ta day ro6i/ Win néi. “Anh Junior Horton.”

Horty nom déng kiéu mot cyu cau thu bong bau duc. B6 Con luc lwdng,
han r6 gan guéc, mach mau. Tay y to nhu sic go. Y an van nhu dé quay video
nhac rap. Ao béng chay c6 ctic hiéu St. Louis Cardinals bé ngoai quan. Chiéc
quan soo6c rong thung thinh dai qua dau goi. Khong tat. Giay cao c6 Black
Reebok. Mii bong chay hiéu Chicago White Sox. Kinh ram den va du tht phu
kién.

Lic nay la chin gio sang. Pho 130 & Manhattan. Puwong pho yén tinh.
Horty dang ban ma tuy. Y da vao tu ra toi vo sO lan, mdt quang thoi gian dai
tw do trong mdy nam & Pai hoc Reston. Chu yéu la budon ban ma tiy. Cu6p
c6 vii khi, mot 1an. Hai an xam hai tinh dye. Hai tw tudi dau va la mot ké hu
héng toan tap. Nhu phan 16n ban tu, thdi gian sau chdn song y danh dé nang
ta. Ctr ta. Nha tu cta ching ta phat trién sitc manh thé chat ctia nhitng ga bao
lwe, dé khi ra tu, ching c6 thé uy hiép va gay thuwong tat cho ké khac véi ky
nang khung hon gap boi. Mot hé thong that tir té.

Jessica khong di cung ho. Co dang thu don do & van phong cia bo - titc
nha xac - va kiém tra xem c6 thém manh moi gi dang chd y khong. Myron
xoay x& mai mdi thuyét phuc duwgc co dirng voi déi dau véi Paul Duncan cho
t&i khi ho c6 thém chut thong tin. C6 mién cudng tuan theo, nhung du sao doé
cling la kiéu nghe 10i quen thudc cua Jessica.

Horton giao dich xong v&i mét thang nhoc trong khong qua mudi hai tudi,
dap tay vGi no, roi di vé hwéng Tay. Y khong deo Walkman, nhung di c@ nhw
thé dang nghe nhac vay. Ngo ngudy khong yén. Mat y dé ngau. Ci di vai
buwdc y lai khut khit va 1dy mu ban tay chui mii.

“Cac em, chung ta noi trr ‘con nghién’ nao?”

“Chac la bi cim,” Win noi.

“Can sa Colombia.”
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Ho lom khom tranh khéi tam nhin khi y t6i gan. Khi Horty dén dau ngo,
Myron budc ra chan tredc mat y.

“Junior Horton?”

Horty khinh khinh givong mat nhin anh kiéu dan anh chi duwong phé.
“Thang ch6 nao muodn biét co chi?”

“Pap tra hay ghe.”

“Tranh me n6 ra néu khong t6i da vao moéng 6ng bay gio.” Y trong thay
Win. “Ca hai cai mong.”

“Hai b0 mong,” Win stta lai. “Mo6i ngwoi mot bo. Hai ngwoi hai bo. S6
nhiéu.”

“Cai cho gi...”

“Chuang t6i muon néi chuyén vdi cau,” Myron noi.

“Nay, me cha nha ong.”

Myron quay sang Win. “Thang nay kinh that.”

“Qua vay,” Win no6i. “Toi té ra quan mat.”

Horty tién vé phia Win. It nhét y ciing phai cao hon gd mudi lam phan va
ndng hon ga ba muoi can. Chac Horty nghi minh khon ngoan lam, tim cach
tom song va uy hiép anh chang nho bé. Myron ¢6 nhin cuwdi khi Horty phun
ra, “T0i cling chtti me cha nha ong lu6n day.”

“Néu cau con chtti thé nita,” Win néi v6i giong gido vién mam non, “t6i
budc phai lam cau im lang day.”

“Ong?” Horty cudi ril regi. Y gidn ra mot lat roi chic mili xudng dén khi
gan cham miii Win. Win khong nhtic nhich. “Mau banh my trang thugng luu
nay dinh bat t6i im moém sao?”

Win hau nhw khong di chuyén. Tay ga vung 1én, gidang don long ban tay
vao e cta doi tha, réi trd lai bén hong trong khoang thdi gian chitng nhw chi
mot phan muwoi gidy. Horty ldo dao lui lai, thé nhw ca mac can, khong thé nap
chit 6xy nao vao phoi.

“T6i da bao cau la dirng chri thé r6i,” Win néi.

Horty mat gan ntra phut mdi hoi lai dugc. Y vira hoi lai xong la mém lai
phun tia lia. “Me thang ch6 choi ban,” y vira néi vira ditng thang 1én. “Tao xé
xac may ra bay gio.”
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Y lao vao Win, tay dang rong nhw chuan bi chan mot hau vé. Win né sang
bén doan tung nhanh mot ct da vong cau, mét lan nita tring ¢c. Horty gap
nguoi guc xuéng. Mat y la sy pha tron gitta ttrc gian, dau dén, sing sot, va tat
nhién la xau hé. Y ngé quanh dé chac chan khong ai nhin thdy. R6t cudc, y
lai bi ‘Anh chang Banh mi Than’ cho an don.

“Co thé nguoi cé 206 chiéc xwong,” Win binh than néi. “Lan sau tao sé bé
mot cai.”

Nhung Horty dau cé nghe. Mat y 16i ra. Con thinh no khién mat y nhan
nhim lai - chua n6i dén kha nang suy luan han ché. Horty ding day, loang
choang, gia v dau hon thyc té. Yéu td bat ngo. Khi Horty tién dén da gan, y
ra don.

Thang nay han la phé thudc r6i, Myron nghi. Hodc la ngu hét thudc chita.
Co 1€ 1a ca hai.

Win ngad ngudi tranh, doan tung mdét cu da tong ngang vao cang chan
Horty. Rac mot tiéng, nhu giam 1én canh cay kho. Horty gao 1én guc xudng.
Win gio chan lén dinh gidng mot da ché nhung Myron lac dau ngan ga lai.

“205,” Win néi, nhe nhang ha chan xudng, “va tiép tuc dém nita.”

“May lam gdy me...” Y ngitng lai, 6m chan lin t6i lui. “Ong 1am gay chan
toi roi!”

“Xuong chay phai cua may,” Win chinh lai.

“Cac ong... cac ong la ai?”

Myron lén tiéng, “Bon tao dinh hoi may vai cau. May phai tra 16i.”

“Chan t6i, 6ng anh oi. T6i can bac si.”

“Pén khi xong viéc da.”

“Nghe nay, t6i chi lam viéc cho Terrell thoi. N6 cho t6i dia ban nay. Cac
ong c6 khiic mac gi thi di ma néi chuyén vdi no, duge chii?”

“Bon tao khong mu6n néi vé chuyén do.”

“Xin dng ddy, t6i xin 6ng. Chan t6i.”

“May tung theo hoc Pai hoc Reston.”

Vé ngac nhién thay thé néi dau dén. “Phai, thi sao? Ong muén hoc ba ctia
toi a?”

“May biét Kathy Culver.”
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Gio thi sg hai. “Cac 6ng la c6m a?”

“Khong.”

Im lang.

“May biét Kathy Culver.”

“Kathy nao?”

Win no6i, “S6 205. Xuwong dui trai. Xwong dui la xwong 16n nhat trong co
thé...”

“Pugc roi, toi biét nd. Thé thi sao?”

“Hai nguoi quen nhau nhw nao?” Myron hai.

“0Y mot bira tiéc. Tuan dau tién né di hoc.”

“DPa hen ho bao gio chwa?”

“Hen ho.” Horty cudi trede cau hoi ay. “Khong. N6 khong phai kiéu dé
hen ho.”

“Thé con bé thudc kiéu gi?”

“Kiéu thoi ken cho thang Johnson ngay dém dau tién. Ca Willie nita.”

“Willie 1a ai?”

“Ban cung phong cua t6i.”

“Né6 choi bong bau duc a?”

“0.” Rdi y no6i thém. “Nhung chi trong doi dic biét théi,” nhw thé didu dé
ha y xuéng cdp thap hon.

“Tigp di.”

“Ong anh o1, sao 6ng mudn nghe chuyén nay?”

“Tigp di.”

Horty nhin vai. Chan y sung tuwéng 1én, nhing ma tdy van da lam té liét
con dau dé y cam cy. “Day, chiing t5i t6 chiic tiéc. O nha Moore. Noi & clia
tat cA ddm nam sinh. Kathy, hinh nhw né 1a dita con gai da trang duy nhat &
d6. N6 xuat hién v6i bd dang mot con di trong gid dong khach. Y tbi 13, né
chi nhu céi ngit y théi, ong hiéu chit? Chung toi bat dau doc rap, thé day. Hit
mot ti nhw may hidt bui Hoover thoi. N6 thich mén dy lam. Ro6i chiing t6i bat
dau khiéu vii cham.” Y cwdi hénh héch khi nhé lai chuyén cii. “Cuyc ky ludn,
ong biét day. R6i no6 dat tay 1én cai dé cua to6i. Bat dau xoa bop va dua thie. Thé
la t6i 16i n6 1én gac, va no thoi ken cho t6i. Nhung chwa hét. N6 1ay may dnh
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- cai may anh chét tiét - ra khéi tui va bao téi chup anh. Khong tin dwgc! Can
canh, n6 muon thé, né va céi cua quy.”

Bung da Myron lai co that. Win quan sat véi vé tho o quen thudc.

Horty héi tiép. “Dém hom sau, né quay lai. Choi ca téi va Willie cung lic.
Ching t6i chup thém anh, choi rat vui. Cé diéu lan ay t6i mang theo may
anh.”

“Thé la may tw chup vai tam.”

“Me kiép, phai.”

“May va Kathy c6, t'm, quan hé thém lan nao nita khong?”

“Khong. Nhung né chuyén sang may thang khac. Mot con nhdi xinh nhw
vay ma lai lam di. Toan la may thang t6c vang, co bap, dua thit.”

“Sau do may co6 noi chuyén vdi con bé khong?”

Y nhiin vai. “It théi. Chd mdy cau. Nhung khi né bit dau hen ho véi
Christian, ong anh a, thi chuyén hoan toan khac.”

“Y may la gi?”

“N6 trd nén vénh vao, nhu thé phan cia n6 khéng con béc mui nita vay.
Hai dita ching no ra vé yéu dwong tham thiét nhw dang hen ho trén chwong
trinh truyén hinh khong bang. Bong nhién con di nghi minh la ¢6 nang trong
tring. Y t6i 13, con di da cu®i giai nhw mot con ngwa hoang chét tiét, thé ma
gio cai cau lam-chuyén-do-nhw-thé-nao con khong ddm noi. Thé khong on.
Pon gian la khong 6n.”

Anh chang 1é do.

“Thé la may quyét dinh tong tién con bé,” Myron noi.

“Khong hé. Ai da.”

“Bon tao biét chuyén do, Horty. Bon tao biét con bé tra tién cho may dé
do6i lay may birc anh.”

Horty khut khit. “Me kiép, ddy khong phai la tong tién. Day la giao dich
lam an. Mot hém t6i goi cho n6 bao 1a c6 thé t6i phai lam né sang mat ra. Va
roi t6i n6i mot bitrc anh dang gia ngan 10i. N6 dong y hét va ndi san sang tra
tién cho nhitng bitc dnh tuyét voi nhu thé. To6i bao né la vai toi ching gia tri
lam. C6 rat nhiéu gia tri tinh cdm, du thit. Nhung cu6i cung bon t6i di tdi thoa
thuan. Mot théa thuan cé 1gi cho ca doi bén,” y nhan manh, “khong phai la
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tong tién.” Y 6m chan, nhan nhé. “Hét chuyén roi day 6ng anh.”

“May bo qua mot thir.”

“Thw gi?”

“Vu cuong hiép tap thé trong phong thay do.”

Trong y chang ldy gi lam ngac nhién. Y nhénh nhéch cudi, “Cuwdng hiép?
Ong anh 4, dng khong nghe rdi. Con nhéi d6 c6 da ba yéu t6 ma Horty thich:
Noéng béng, Hing tinh, Bi thda. Me kiép, nd sé tran truong nhdy vao chong
da néu n6 nghi trong do6 c6 ‘ran’ day. N6 thich thé. Bon to6i déu choi rat vui.”

Win nhin Myron. Cai nhin ngu y Ct binh tinh.

“Bon may c6 bao nhiéu thang?” Myron héi.

“Sau.”

“Tai sao,” anh tram giong, “may khong chi ldy tién théi, Horty? Sao may
lai phdi cuwong hiép con bé?”

“T6i da bao 6ng r6i, ong anh...”

“Con bé khong dén phong thay do dé dong y lam tinh vGi sdu ngudi. Bon
may da cudng hiép né.”

“Khong thé nao, ong anh,” y lac dau néi, “N6 la mot con di toan tap. Va
mot khi da 1a di, thi cd doi 1a di. Chinh la nhw thé day. BT lai con ra vé cao
quy, dai cac, du thi. Ngudi yéu cta chang tién vé. Co nang doi trudng doi co
vii chét tiét ctia nwdc My. N6 nghi minh la cai quai gi thé? Thé nén t6i cho né
thdy. T6i nhac né dén tr dau, né thuc sy 1a gi. Khong phai mét nit hoang vii
hoi chét tiét nao d6. Ma la mot con di. Mot con diém meé cu.”

Pén lic nay Win buéc dén tredc mat Myron. Bién phap phong ngtra.

“Ngoai ra thi,” Horty tiép tuc. “Nho phuwéc ban trai ctia né day. Mot mon
16n.”

“Christian Steele?”

“Phai. Thang do6 choi toi. Thi t6i choi lai n6. Chuyén tay nhau con di nho
bé kia. Chi la trd diia nhe nhang th6i ma, 6ng anh. V&i thang ché khién t6i bi
dudi khoi doi.”

“Khong,” Myron noi. “Khong phai Christian dau.”

“Ong dang néi gi vay?”

“Tao da no6i chuyén véi Huan luyén vién Clarke. Hai thang da dén tran dau
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trong trang thai phé thuéc. D6 la ly do may bi tong c6. Christian khong lién
quan gi ca.”

“0,” Horty nhtin vai néi. “Thi ra 1a khong phai.”

“Sw an nan ctia may,” Myron néi, “xuc dong lam.”

“Toi phai di bac si, 6ng anh oi. T6i dau chan mudén chét.”

“May khong sg bi bat a?”

“Gi cg?”

“May khong sg con bé sé trinh bao vé vu cudng hiép a?”

Horty nhan mit nhw thé Myron béng chuyén sang néi tiéng Nhat. “Ong
anh dién a? N6 dinh bao v6i ai? N6 dua t6i ca dong tién dé doi lay sw im
lang. N6 ma néi diéu gi thi sé 10 ra hét. Toan bd sy that kho coi. Ai ai cling sé
biét - Christian, bd me nd, thay c6 gido. Ai cling sé biét né da tra ngan ay tién
dé giau nhem moi si. Ma nhd n6 dia ngu dan dé néi ra thi sao? Thi c6é anh va
nhan chitng vu n6 choi ca Willie va t6i ¢ bita tiéc. Ai tin la né bi cuwong hiép
sau khi xem cai do6?”

Truong phong Gordon ciing noi y chang nhue vay, Myron nhd lai. Pung la
tw twdng 16n gap nhau.

“Nay, nghe nay 6ng anh, t6i dau chan dau mudn chét r6i.”

“May c6 bao gio gdp lai Kathy khong?” Myron xoay x0.

“Khong.”

“May la thang vt cai quan 16t di phai khong?”

“Khong. Mot thang trong bon lam, Twdng né gitt lam ky niém. Khi nghe
tin con kia mat tich, n6 sg qua bén dem vitt di.”

“Ai?”

“To6i khong ndi tén dugc.”

“Co day,” Win lén tiéng. “May noi dugce.” Ga dat chan 1én cho xwong chay
bi gay. Thé la du.

“Pugc r6i, dwgc réi. Nhw toi néi, bon t6i c6 sau thang. Ba thang trong hoi
nam sinh, hai thang da trang, mot thang Tau.”

Nhitng ké cuong hiép binh dang vé co hoi.

“Mot thang la chan siat, Tommy Wu. R6i dén Ed Woods, Bobby Taylor,
Willie va t0i.”
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“Vay la nam thang.”

Horty ngap nging. “Tha cho t6i di, 6ng anh. Thang kia la diva viit cai quan
16t. Nhuwng né la ban t6i, 6ng anh a. Van cho t6i tién khi t6i sa co 1§ van, 6ng
biét ddy. T6i khong thé t6 né dugc. N6 la thang c6 tiéng.”

“May no6i ‘c6 tiéng’ la y lam sao?”

“Choi bong bau duc chuyén nghiép, kiéu thé. Toi khong noi tén né dugc.”

Win ghi nhe chan y. Horty giay lén.

“Ricky Lane.”

Myron do ngudi ra. “Trung phong déi Jets?” Cau héi ngu ngdc. C6 bao
nhiéu Ricky Lane hién dang choi bong bau duc chuyén nghiép tirng theo hoc
Pai hoc Reston day?

“Vang. Gio thi nghe nay 6ng anh, t6i chi biét c6 thé thoi.”

Win quay sang n6i véi Myron, “Cau mudn hoi gi n6 nita khong?”

Myron lac dau.

“Thé thi di di,” Win noi.

Myron khong nhuc nhich.

“T6i bao 1a,” Win ndi tiép, “di di.”

“Khong.”

“Cau nghe no6 noi réi day. Cau sé khong bao gid két an né dugc. N6 ban
ma tdy cho tré con, cwdng hiép phu nit vo tdi, tong tién, an cap, gi gi gi gi
nita, va n6 cuoi vao chuyén do.”

Horty ngoi day. “Cai ché gi thé?”

“Pi di,” Win nhac lai.

Myron tran tru.

“Nay, ong anh, t6i biét gi thi da néi hét véi 6ng r6i day.” Giong Horty day
Vé run ray.

Myron khong nhuc nhich.

Horty gao 1én, “Dting bé t6i lai v6i thang ché dién nay!”

“Pi di,” Win noi.

Myron lac dau. “Khong. Tb6i ¢ lai.”

Win do xét Myron. Roi ga gat dau tiéng tdi cho Horty dang 16m com bo di
nhung chang dwgc may budc.
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“Pirng giét n6,” Myron ndi.

Win gat dau. Ga ra tay véi s chuan xac ky lwdng ctia mét bac si phau
thuat. Khuén mat ga khong thay doi cam xtic. Néu cé nghe tiéng Horty gao
thét thi ga cling chang dé 10 ra.

Mot Itc sau Myron bao ga dirng lai. Win mién cwdng xé ra. Ho roi di.
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Ricky Lane song trong mot khu chung cw & New Jersey twong tw Christian.
Win dgi trong xe. Khi dén gan ctta, Myron cam thay khong chi moi tiéng
bass phat ra tir dan am thanh ctia Christian. Phai sau ba h6i chuéng va vai
tiéng go ctra Ricky m@i xuat hién.

“Chao Myron.”

Cau dang mac chiéc 4o lua hodc la rt thoi trang hodac nom nhw 4o ngu.
Khé néi 1dm. Ao khong cai khuy, dé 16 than hinh cing nét. Quan cta cu la
quan dai raut. Cau x6é doi 1ép dé. Co 1é day la do ngl. Hodc d6 mac nha. Hodc
cau dang thtt mot vai di lai quanh quan trong phim T6i mo vé Jeannie*.

“Chung ta can n6i chuyén,” Myron ndi.

“Anh vao di.”

Tiéng nhac chat chia va that dang sg. Khién ‘Xét nghiém Pap’ nghe nhu
nhac Brahms vay. Tinh than chu dao la thoi thwgng. Nhiéu sgi thay tinh.
Nhiéu sac den trang. Nhiéu canh tron. Dan am thanh chiém tron mot bic
twong. Peén trén bo chinh am nhap nhay nhu trong phim Star Trek.

Ricky tat nhac. Sy im lang bao trum dot ngot. Myron cam thay ngwc minh
cling ngirng rung.

“Co6 chuyén gi thé anh?” Ricky héi.

Myron quang cho cau chiéc lo thuy tinh. Ricky bat 14y, vé do haéi.

“Pai vao di,” Myron bao.

“Cai gi?”

“T6i muon cau di tiéu vao chiéc lo nay.”

Ricky nhin chiéc lg. R6i nhin Myron. “T6i khong hiéu.”

“Kich c& moi caa cau,” Myron noi. “Cau dang dung steroid.”

“Khong doi nao, ong anh. Khong phai t6i.”

“Thé thi cho t6i mau nuwdc tiéu di. Ngay bay gio. Toi sé dwa di xét
nghiém.”

https://thuviensach.vn



Ricky cham cham nhin chiéc lo. Cau khong noi gi.

“Lam di Ricky. Toi khong co6 thoi gian dau.”

“Anh la dai dién cua tdi, Myron. Anh khong phai me t6i.”

“Ciling dang. Cau dang dung steroid a?”

“Khong phai chuyén cta anh.”

“T6i sé coi thé 1a co6.”

“Tuy anh nghi sao cling dugc.”

“Horty ban cho cau a? Hay sau khi tot nghiép cau da c6 nha cung cap
mai?”

Im lang.

Ricky néi. “Anh bi sa thai, Myron.”

“T6i khong buon dau. Gio thi ké téi nghe vu cudng hiép Kathy Culver di.”

Lai thém im lang. Ricky c6 té ra than nhién, nhung ngon ngit co thé thi
hoan toan bat on.

“Toi biét hét ca r6i,” Myron noi tiép. “Tay ban Horty ctia cau da phun sach
sé. Nhan tién thi thang d6 dugc ddy. Pang mén hét sitc luon.”

Ricky lao dao lui lai. Cau dat chiéc lo xuong mot khoi bong loang ma
Myron doan la ban. Cau quay di. Giong néi gan nhw khong nghe ra. “Toi
chwa bao gio cham vao c6 ay.”

“V& van. Cau va nam thang khac da nhay x6 vao con bé trong phong thay
do. Cac cau thay nhau cuong hiép no.”

“Khong. Chuyén khong phai nhu vay dau.”

Myron chd dgi. Ricky cai ctc ao, lwng van xay vé phia Myron. Cau lay
CD ra khéi dau va nhét vao vo.

“To6i da ¢ do,” Ricky vao chuyén, ha thap giong. “Trong phong thay do.
T6i bi ngdo da. Ca li déu vay. Pau 6c do dan. Horty lic d6 méi dwa hang
mdi, va...” Cau nhin vai xua di phan con lai cia cau néi. “Moi sy bat dau
nhw mot 16i thach thite, anh biét ddy. Chung t6i biét 1a minh khong bao gio
lam t&i cung ca. Chi nghi la sé di thang tdi mép vic nhung con lau méi nhay
xuong. Chung t6i ct dgi ai dé dirng lai.” Cau lai ngung noi.

“Nhung khong ai dung lai cd,” Myron noi.

Cau cham cham gat dau. “R6i cling dirng lai that. Nhung qua mudn. Khi
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dén luot toi thi toi bao khong.”

“Sau khi nhitng ké khac xong xubi hét roi?”

“Phai. T6i ct ditng d6 quan sat. Toi tham chi con ¢6 vii nita.”

Im lang.

“Cau gitt quan 16t ctia con bé a?”

“Vang.”

“Khi nghe tin canh sat diéu tra, cdu da quang hién vat vao thung rac.”

Cau doi mat véi Myron. “Khdng,” cau noi v6i cai vé gan nhu thodng cuoi.
“To6i khong ngu dén mitc vitt n6 1én noéc thung rac dau. PBang lé t6i da dot
r0i.”

Myron can nhac trong thoang lat. Pay la diém vuot troi, anh nghi. “Thé thi
ai vat?”

Ricky nhtin vai. “Chac la Kathy, To6i da dwa cho c6 ay.”

“Luc nao?”

“Sau d6?”

“MAy gio sau d6?”

“Quang nita dém. Sau khi chuyén d6 xdy ra... sau khi c6 ay roi khoi
phong thay d6, ct nhw thé ai dé da cho chung t6i thudc gidi doc vay. Hoac
gia c6 nguwoi da bat dén lén, va ching toi cudi cung cling thay nhitng gi minh
vira lam. C4 1i déu im ldang va c thé budng troi. Trir Horty. N6 cuwdi nhw mot
con linh cdu chét tiét, cang lic cang ngao. Nhitng thang con lai vé phong
riéng. Khong ai néi mot 10i. Toi di ngh, du chi dwge mot lic. Roi t6i thay do
ra ngoai. T6i khong cé du dinh gi, Khong han. T6i chi muén tim c6 dy. N6i
diéu gi d6 vai cd ay. Toi chi mudn... khi that, t6i khong biét nita.”

Ngon tay cau nghich nghich téc, xoan né lai nhw mot dia tré. Gid trong
cau nhé bé hon. “Cudi cung to6i cling tim thay co ay.”

“O dau?”

“Ben kia truong.”

“Cu thé la ¢ dau?”

“Chac la gitta treong. Trén san chung.”

“Luc do con bé dang di hwéng nao?”

Cau nghi mot lat. “Nam.”
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“Kiéu nhu tt khu nha & ctia can bd khoa ra phéi khong?”

“Vang.”

Sau khi con bé roi khoi nha ctta Truang phong Gordon, anh nghi.

“Tiép di.”

“T6i dén cho co ay. Goi tén co ay. T6i nghi la co6 ay sé bo chay, anh biét
ddy. Troi t6i om. Nhuwng khéng. C6 ay quay lai tritng tritng nhin t6i. Co ay
khong sg, cling chang run ray. Co6 ay chi dirng d6 gwdm guwom khién téi phai
cup mat xudng. Toi ndi la t6i xin 16i. Co ay khong néi gi. Toi dwa cho c6 dy
chiéc quan 16t. Toi bao 6 dy la c6 thé dung n6 lam bang ching. T6i con néi
la t6i sé lam ching. T6i khong dinh no6i thé. La budt miéng thoi. Kathy cam
chiéc quan bé di. Co dy khong hé néi mét 10i.”

“Pé la lan cudi cau gap con bé a?”

“Vang.”

“Luc dé no mdc gi?”

“Mac?”

“Vao lan cudi cau gap né ay.”

Cau ngudc 1én, c6 nhd lai. “Xanh dwong thi phai.”

“Khong phai vang a?”

“Khong. Chac chan khong phaéi vang.”

“Con bé khong thay do sau khi bi cudng hiép chii?”

“Chac khong. Khong, van la quan ao cii.”

Myron di ra ctta, “Cau khong chi can mot dai dién mdi dau, Ricky. Cau
cling can mot luat sw gioi day.”
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Jake dang ngdi canh Esperanza trong khu vic chd doi. Ong ditng 1én khi
Myron va Win budgc vao.

“Co chut thoi gian khong?”

Myron gat dau. “Phong lam viéc cua t6i.”

Jake noi, “Gdp riéng.”

Khong noi mot 101, Win quay lung roi di.

“Khong c6 gi riéng tv dau,” Jake no6i. “Nhung cau kia lam t6i thidy ron
ron.”

“Chu vao di.” Anh dung lai bén ban Esperanza.

“Liéen lac duwoc voi Chaz chwa?”

“Van chwa.”

Anh dua c6 chiéc phong bi. “Bén trong cé anh ddy. Pua cho Lucy. Xem co
ta c6 nhan ra khong.”

Esperanza gat dau.

Myron theo sau Jake vao van phong. Diéu hoa dang bat hét cong suat.
Cam giac that dé chiu.

“Con gi6 nao dwa cha dén New York thé, Jake?”

“T6i ghé qua John Jay,” 6ng dap, “kiém tra vai thit.”

“Phong thi nghiém t0i pham a?”

“Phai.”

“Tim thay gi khong?” Myron hoi.

Jake khong dap. Ong sidm soi nhitng bitc anh chup khéach hang trén twong,
ruén nguoi ra tredc, nheo nheo mat. “Biét tiéng vai nguwoi & day roi,” ong
noi. “Nhung khong co siéu sao nao ca.”

“Khong, khong c6 siéu sao.”

“Khong c6 gi nhv Christian Steele.”

Myron ng6i xuéng. Anh gac ca hai chan lén ban. “Chu van nghi cau dy
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giét Nancy Serat a?”

Jake lam diéu bo gi do vdi vai. Co Ié la nhun vai. “Cw ndi la Christian
khong con la nghi pham chinh nita di.”

“Thé thi ai?”

Jake roi khoi chéd bitc tuwong treo anh khach hang. Ong ngdi xudng bét
chéo chan. “T6i diéu tra 1an sang vu sat hai Adam Culver. Phat hién thay vai
diéu thu vi. C6 vé nhu canh sat chi tap trung vao hién tredng an mang va khu
dan cv xung quanh. Khéng c6 ly do nao dé ho kiém tra bat ci thit gi khac. Ho
tin rang 6ng ay la nan nhan cta mdt vu bao lyc dwdng phé tinh cd. Toi dung
cach khac. Toi tham do khu dan cw nha Culver & Ridgewood. Mét thi tran
dep. Toan la ngudi da trang. Nha nao biét nha nay. Chac la cau dén dé r6i?”

Myron gat dau.

“Du sao thi, t6i da néi chuyén véi mot nguwdi song cach nha Culver hai
nha. Ong ta n6i dém ay dét ché di dao. Ong ta khong nhé 1a mdy gid, nhung
c6 1€ 1a khoang tam gio. Hinh nhuw 6ng ta nghe thay nha Culver cai nhau to.
Am 1. Ong ta n6i minh chita bao gi® nghe thdy bat ky tht gi nhw thé ca. Té
dén noi Ong ta suyt goi canh sat, nhung 6ng ta khong mudén ché miii vao. Ho
da lam hang x6m hai muwoi nam réi. Thé nén 6ng ta ké.”

“Ong ta c6 biét ho cii nhau vé chuyén gi khéng?”

Jake lac dau. “Khong. Chi thay to tiéng thoi. Tiéng cia Adam va Carol.”

Myron ngoi im, van dya vao ghé. Adam va Carol Culver da cii nhau may
tiéng tredc khi Adam bi giét. Myron cd ghép thong tin nay vdi nhitng gi anh
da biét. Lan dau tién moi thit bat dau khép nhau.

“Chu biét dugc nhitng gi nita?” Myron hoi.

“Vé vu sat hai Adam Culver 4? C6 thé thoi.”

Im lang.

“Nguoi ta tim dwgc,” Jake noi tiép, “vai sgi téc ¢ hién trudng vu sat hai
Nancy Serat. Trén ngudi luon. Cu thé hon, dwgc nam chat trong tay Nancy.”

Myron ngo6i thang day. “Coé thé nao co ay bitt dugc tir chinh ké giét ngudi
khong?”

“Co thé,” Jake noi. “Nhung t6i da dem may sgi toc di xét nghiém & co s&
cda riéng ching t6i va sang nay da dugc John Jay xac nhan. Cho téc do thudc
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vé Kathy Culver.”

Myron cdm thay da thit minh hoa da. Anh khong thdt nén 10i.

“Chung t6i c6 lwu may sgi toc caa co ay trong ho so,” Jake ndi tiép, “tw
tredc do. Phong khi tim thdy xac hodc mudn kiém tra dia diém. Lay tu lwgc
chai téc caa co ay ¢ treong. Ca hai phong thi nghiém déu tién hanh moi xét
nghiém do6i chiéu cé thé roi. Khong noi nao nghi ngo gi cad. Bé la téc cua
Kathy.”

Myron lac dau. Anh cdm thdy chénh choang. Pau anh vang di vang lai
tiéng hét cua Robot trong phim Lac 16i giita khong gian*, “Khong dwa ra
duoc két qua!”

“Cau nghi thé nao vé viéc nay, Myron?”

“Gidng nhu chu dang nghi thoi.”

Jake gat dau. “Nhitng gi Christian n6i.”

“’Pén luc dé chi em doan tu’,” Myron nhac lai.

“Phai. Gio mang mot y nghia hoan toan mai.”

“Nhung né khong ly gidi dugc hét moi thit,” Myron néi. “Ct cho la Kathy
Culver con séng. Cit cho la Nancy Serat biét diéu nay. Sao Kathy lai phai giét
co ay?”

Jake nhiin vai. “Tdi thi t6i nghi Kathy c6 thé di gian qua mat khon. Y ti
1a, dau tién co6 dy gdy nén cai qua khit khé hiéu kia. R6i c6 ay yéu mdt chang
trai. R6i c6 ay bi tong tién. Bi cuwdng hiép tap thé. Ro6i bi tay trudng phong
quay lung lai. Co ay mat kiém soat. Bi suy sup. Bé tron. C6 thé c6 dy da ké
v6i Nancy Serat, c6 thé khong. Nhung bang cach nao dé6 Nancy da phat hién
ra. Nancy sap xép mot cudc doan tu - cé 1é 1a mdt cudc doan tu bat ngo gitra
hai chi em. Kathy dén sém. C6 dy khong hai long véi sy ngac nhién ma
Nancy mang lai.”

“Thé la con bé giét ban?”

“Co thé,” Jake néi. “Kathy bi mat tri. C6 ay khong muon bi tim ra. Chét
tiét, khong chirng c6 ay con giét b6 minh vi ly do twong ty. Co ay phat dién.
Khéng hiéu sao ma c6 4y muén tra thu. B6 minh, ban than, tham chi ca
Christian va Truwdng phong Gordon va bat cit ké nao khac ma co dy gui cho
t0 tap chi dién r6 ay.
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Khong hop ly v6i Myron chit nao. “Thé con tran cai nhau to gitta Adam
vdi Carol Culver thi sao? Lam thé nao dé khép véi moi chuyén?”

“Toi biét thé quai nao dwgc,” Jake néi. “Toi chi dwa ra gia thuyét khi gié
nay trong khi tién hanh diéu tra théi. Biét dau tran cai nhau chi la tinh co. C6
1é 6ng gia Adam cang thang vi sap gdap con gai minh. C6 1€ ba me biét nhiéu
hon nhitng gi ba ay noi.”

Myron ngam nghi diéu nay. That r6i ren, nhuwng phan cudi cau thi hgp ly.
Co 1€ Carol Culver biét nhiéu hon nhitng gi ba néi. Hon cé c6 1é. Myron tham
chi con doan ra dugc ba dang giau giém diéu gi.

Pén lic ghé tham Carol Culver mot chuyén roi.
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41.

Myron do lai tre6c can nha quen thudc kiéu Victoria trén duong Heights &
Ridgewood. Anh ngap nging. L& ra anh nén cho Jessica biét, nhung c6
nhitng chuyén ma mot nguwoi phu nit san long ké cho nguwdi quen nghe hon la
con gai. Pay cé thé 1a mot trong nhitng chuyén nhw vay.

Carol Culver ra m¢ ctta. Ba deo tap dé va gang tay cao su cong nghiép.
Thdy anh, ba mim cwdi, nhung chi 1a nu cwdi gia tao. “Myron day a.”

“Chao co6 Culver.”

“Gio Jessica khong c6 nha dau.”

“Chéau biét. Chdu mudn n6i chuyén véi co, néu c6 cé chit thoi gian.”

Nu cwdi van ¢ d6. Nhung nét mat thoang sa sam. “Vao di,” ba néi. “Chau
uong gi? Tra nhé?”

“Thé thi nhat r6i a.”

Anh vao trong. H6i con bén nhau, anh va Jessica khong thwong xuyén dén
day. Mot hai dip 1€ 16n, vay th6i. Myron chwa bao gid thich ng6i nha nay. N6
mang cai vé ngdt ngat, nhw thé bau khong khi qua nang né khong thé tha
binh thwong dugc.

Anh ngoi xuong chiéc di vang citng nhw ghé bang cong vién. Phong cach
trang tri that uy nghiém. Nhiéu ky vat ton gido. Nhiéu twgng Bitc Me, thanh
gia, va tranh vang 1a. Nhitng khuon mat thanh than 14p 14p hao quang ngudc
len cao xanh.

Hai phut sau, Carol tré lai, da thao gang tay va tap dé, mang theo tra va
banh quy. Ba 1a mét phu nit thu hut. Ba khéng giong hai cd con géi lam,
nhung Myron c6 thé thdy day dé sy hién dién cua ba & ca hai chi em. Dang
nguoi thang tap cua Jessica. Biéu cwoi bén 1én cua Kathy.

“Dao nay chau thé nao?” ba noi.

“Da binh thwong, cam on ¢o6.”

“Lau lam r6i méi gap chau, Myron a.”
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“Vang.”

“Chau va Jessica?” Ba v@ boi roi. Diéu bo nay ba da lam nhiéu lan r6i.
“Co xin 16i. D6 khong phai viéc ctia c6.” Ba roét tra. Myron nhdp mot ngum
ro6i nhadm nhap banh quy. Carol Culver ciing vay.

“Mai la Ié twdng niém,” ba néi. “Adam da hién xac cho truong y, chau biét
ddy. V@i ong ay tinh than la quan trong nhat. Thé xac chi la 16p mé vo gia tri.
Co 1€ dé6 la phong cach cua nha bénh ly hoc.”

Myron gat dau, nhdp mét ngum nita.

“Um, co6 that khong tin néi cai thdi tiét ndy,” ba cau nhau, nu cudi sao
nhang dong cing trén khuén mat. “Ngoai dwong néng kinh. Néu khong s6m
c6 mua thi toan bd bai co6 tredc nha sé nga nau hét. Mua trwdc nha co6 da phai
thué nguoi gieo hat lai...”

“Canh sat sé sém dén day,” Myron ngat 10i. “Chau nghi ta nén néi chuyén
trugce.”

Ba dat tay 1én ngue. “Canh sat?”

“Ho sé mudn no6i chuyén véi co.”

“Co? Vé chuyén gi?

“Ho biét vé vu cai nhau,” anh noéi. “Lic do c6 ngwoi hang xém dat choé di
dao. Ong ta di nghe thdy tiéng c6 va bac si Culver.”

Ba do nguoi ra. Myron cho dgi, nhung ba khong ndi gi. “Khong phai la
dém do bac si Culver bi mét phéi khong?” Mat ba khong con chtt than sac.
Ba dat tach tra xuéng va lay khan an chdm chdm miéng.

“Chua ay chwa bao gio c6 y dinh t&i hoi nghi y khoa & Denver, phai vay
khong, co Culver?”

Ba cti dau.

“Co Culver?”

Khong dong day.

“Chau biét la chuyén nay khong dé dang,” Myron nhe nhang néi. “Nhung
chau dang c6 gang tim Kathy.”

Mat ba van dan xudng san nha. “Chau c6 thyc s nghi la minh c6 thé lam
dugc khong, Myron?”

“Co6 thé. Chau khong muon c6 hy vong hao, nhung chau nghi 1a c6 thé.”
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“Thé chau nghi con bé con song khong.”

“C6 kha nang, co.”

Ba ngang dau lén. Mat ba wét dam. “Chau ct lam nhitng gi phai lam dé
tim ra con bé di, Myron.” Gigng ba virng vang, manh mé khong ngo. “N¢ la
con gai c6. Con gai yéu cta c6. N6 phdi dugce dat 1én hang dau. Bat chap moi
dieu.”

Myron dgi Carol Culver néi tiép, nhung ba lai chim vao im lang. Sau gan
tron mot phat, Myron 1én tiéng, “Bac si Culver chi gid vo dén hdi nghi y
khoa.”

Ba hit sau, gat dau.

“Chéu nghi 1a sang hom dé chu dy da roi nha.”

Lai mot cai gat dau nhw may.

“Roi cha ay lam c6 bat ngo.”

“Phai.”

Giong ndi nhe nhang cua Myron nhv oang oang trong can phong nay.
Chiéc dong ho c6 diém tirng nhip dién dau. “Co Culver, cha dy nhin thay gi
khi vé nha?”

Lé bat dau tubn trao. Ba cti dau thap hon.

“Chu ay bat gap c6,” Myron noi tiép, “vdi mot nguwdi dan 6ng khac?”

Khong phan tng gi.

“Nguoi dan ong dé la Paul Duncan?”

Ba ngang dau lén. Mat ba cham mat anh. “Phai,” ba noi. “C6 & véi Paul.”

Myron lai cho dogi.

“Adam da dat bay,” ba tiép tuc, “va bon c6 da mac bay.” Giong ba lai
vitng vang, manh mé tr& lai. “Ong 4y da nghi ngd. Co khong biét 1a bing
cach nao. Thé la 6ng ay lam nhw nhitng gi chau néi, gid vo téi hoi nghi &
Denver. Ong &y con bao cd dit chuyén bay cho 6ng dy, dé c6 chic chéin Ia
ong dy di.”

“Chuyén gi xdy ra khi chu bat gap co6 nhu thé?”

Nhitng ngén tay run rdy xoa xoa ma. Ba dirng lén quay di. “Pung nhw
nhitng gi chau hinh dung khi mot nguwdi dan 6ng bat gap vo va ban than cta
minh trén givong. Adam phat dién. Ong ay da uéng kha say, diéu d6 chi 1am
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tinh hinh té hon. Ong 4y quat ¢, goi c6 bing nhiing céi tén kinh khang. Co6
déang thé. Co dang bi gap trim ngan Ian thé. Ong ay doa Paul. Bon cd c6 xoa
diu 6ng ay, nhung tat nhién la khong thé.”

Ba lai cam tach tra 1én. Moi 10i dugc ndi ra lam ba manh mé hon mot chut,
dé thd hon mot chit. “Adam lao ra ngoai. Co6 s¢ qua. Paul dudi theo 6ng ay.
Nhung Adam da 1ai xe di. Sau day thi Paul ciing di.”

“Co va Paul Ducan da... bao 1au r6i?” Giong anh liu riu.

“Sau nam.”

“Con ai khac biét khong?”

Sy binh tinh sup d6. Khong hé cham. Nhung nhw thé mét qua bom nhé da
no ngay gitta mat ba. Ba co rum lai, kh6c nht mwa. Myron chgt hiéu ra. Anh
cam thdy mau minh dong lai.

“Kathy,” anh thi tham. “Kathy biét.”

Con nirc n@ cang di doi hon.

“Con bé phat hién ra,” anh néi tiép, “nam 16p mudi hai.”

Carol ¢6 nin khoc, nhung viéc dé ton khong it thdi gian. Myron nhé Kathy
tirng ton thd me minh, ngwdi phu nit hoan hdo, ngwdi phu nit can bang nhitng
gia tri truyén thong véi nét hién dai. Carol Culver la mot nguwdi ndi trg kiém
cha ctta hang. Ba da nudi ba dia con xinh dep. Ba lam cho cdc con minh
thdm nhuan khong chi la céi tw twdng ma gid dwoc goi pho bién la ‘gia tri gia
dinh’. Nhitng gia tri ctia ba l1a thi hoc thuyét bat di bat dich ma ba nhat dinh
bat cac con phdi tuan theo. Jessica da phan khang. Edward cling vay. Chi cé
Kathy la bi kiém gii* thanh c6ng, nht mot con sw tit bi nhot trong cai chuong
nho xiu.

Va con bé cudi cung da tron thoat.

“Kathy...” Carol Culver ngtrng lai, nham nghién mat. “Né da bat gap bon
co.”

“Va do chinh la lic con bé thay d6i,” Myron néi nét.

Carol Culver gat dau, mat van nham nghién. “Co da lam thé v&i con bé.
Moi su thanh ra nhuw vay la tai c6. Chua tha tdi cho con.” R6i ba lac dau.
“Khong. Co khong dang dugc tha thit. C6 khong muén. Cé chi muén con
minh tré lai thoi.”
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“Kathy da lam gi khi thay hai nguoi?”

“Khong gi ca. Pau tién la thé. N6 chi bo chay. Nhwng hom sau thi chia tay
v6i cdu Matt, ban trai nd. Va tir do, n6 co hét sttc dé chac chan rang c6 phai
trd gia cho nhitng gi minh lam. Sudt bao nam c6 da lam ké dao ditc gia. Suot
bao nam c6 da noi déi n6. Né mudn lam c6 tén thwong theo cach toi té nhat
c6 the.”

“Con bé bat dau quan hé btra bai,” Myron néi.

“Phéi. Va né con dam bdo rang c6 biét hét may chuyén do.”

“Bang cach ké vGi c6?”

Carol Culver lac dau. “Kathy khéng néi chuyén véi co nita.”

“Thé sao c6 phat hién ra?”

Ba ngap nguwng. Mat ba nhan lai, da dinh sat vao go ma. “Nhitng birc anh,”
ba chi n6i c6 thé.

Mot chuyén khac trd nén sang ro. Horty va cai may anh. “Con bé duwa cho
co nhitng birc anh chyup né véi dan ong.”

“Phai.”

“Da trang, da mau, doéi khi nhiéu hon mot nguoi.”

Mat ba lai nham chat, nhung ba gugng néi, “Ma khong chi c6 dan 6ng thoéi
dau. Chuyén bat dau tw tir. Hai bitc dnh khoa than ctia con bé. Gidng cai trong
to tap chi.”

“C0 da nhin thay cung bitc anh do6 tw trwdc roi 4?”

“Phai. N6 tham chi con c6 tén nguoi chup in ¢ phia sau.”

“Global Globe Photos?”

“Khong. Hinh nhw 1a Trai Cadm.”

“Co0 con gitt birc anh khong?”

Ba lac dau.

“Co vt di r6i a?”

Ba lai lac dau. “Co6 muon tiéu hiy ching. Co6 mudn dem dot hét roi gia vo
nhu chwa bao gid nhin thady ching. Nhung co6 khong thé. Kathy dang trirng
phat c6. Giir ching lai la mot hinh thitc sdm héi. C6 chwa bao gid cho ai biét
vé may bitc anh, nhung c6 khong thé c& thé vitt di dwge. Chau hiéu van de
ma, phai khong Myron?”
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Anh gat dau.

“Thé la c6 dem giau trén gac. Trong mot hop dung do cli mem. C6 nghi &
d6 ching sé dugc an toan.”

Myron hinh dung dugc chuyén thanh ra thé nao. “Chu da phat hién ra?”

“Phai.”

“Khi nao?”

“Vai thang trwéc. Ong ay chwa bao gid ké cho c6 chuyén dé. Nhung tat
nhién nhin cach 6ng ay cw x 1a c6 biét. Co kiém tra gac xép. Nhitng bitrc anh
da bién méat. Adam cho ring Kathy d gidu ching trén d6. Ong dy khong biét
la con bé gtti cho c6. Hodc cé khi la ong ay biét. C6 1€ thé nén dng ay mai
nghi ngd Paul va c6. Co khong biét nita.”

“C0 c6 biét chu lam gi vGi mdy bitc dnh khong, c6 Culver?”

“Khong. Chung that dang sg. Qua dau long dé nhin. C6 nghi Adam da tiéu
hay r6i.”

Myron khong chac lam. Ca hai ngo6i lang thinh vai phit. Cuéi cing Myron
1én tiéng. “Jessica sé muon biét.”

Carol Culver gat dau. “Chau ké vdi n6 di, Myron.”

Ba dan anh ra ctta. Anh dirng lai bén xe r6i quay lung lai. Anh cham cha
nhin ngdi nha kiéu Victoria mau xam. Hai sdu nam trudc mot gia dinh tré da
chuyén dén. Ho dung xich du trong san sau va vong bong r6 noi 16i vao. Ho
c6 mot chiéc xe, cung nhau dén xem giadi bong chay nhi va budi tap hat cua
ca doan, di hop phu huynh, t6 chitc nhitng bita tiéc, Myron gan nhw cé thé
thay tat cd nhitng chuyén d6 xay ra, nhu mét doan quang cao bao hiém nhan
tho phat trong dau.

Anh chui vao xe va bo di.
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"42.

Myron lai nghi vé nhitng sgi noi.

Nhitng sgi néi nhw Gary Grady. Truéng phong Gordon. Nancy Serat.
Carol Culver. Christian Steele. Fred Nickler. Paul Duncan. Ricky Lane. Horty
va dam du c6n. Nhung c6 mot sgi néi ma anh da bé qua.

Otto Burke.

Gia nhu Jake néi ding. Gid nhw nhitng to tap chi dwgc giti dén dé tra thu
hodc c6 1€ dé thoa man con gian lam lac, v6 ly. Du sao chang nita, né c6
nghia la nhitng ai nhan dugc td Nhii hoa déu c6 lién quan dén Kathy Culver.

Ngoai trtv Otto Burke.

Lam thé nao ma han an khép vdi chuyén nay dwgce? Han tham chi con cha
biét Kathy Culver.

Hay la c6?

Myron ra khoi duwong 4 ¢ trung tam thwong mai Garden State va di duong
17 Nam dén duong 3. New Jersey, vung dat ctia nhitng tuyén duwong. Anh tap
vao Meadowlands va do gan van phong cua nhan vién Titans. Anh tim thay
van phong tong giam doc va xin gap Larry Hanson.

Anh dwgc cho vao gan nhw ngay lap tirc. Anh mau man gidi thich ly do
chuyén tham.

Larry Hanson nhin anh v6 cam. Doi ban tay to twéng dan vao nhau ddt 1én
ban. C6 ga khién chiéc cic do trén cung cang ra. Larry ¢ nam muoi tudi,
nhung chwa bi nhao co. Nom ga, Myron nghi khong phdi lan dau tién, nhw
Trung si Rock trong bo truyén tranh c¢i mem. Lé ra nén gdm mot diéu xi ga
bu chang nita.

Van phong dugc trang hoang bang cac giai thwdng. Larry da gianh dugc
danh hiéu ‘Cau tha Uu ti’ hai lan. BDwgce vinh danh ‘Cau thu Xuat sac nhat
gidi’ mwoi hai 1an. Ga dwoc bau vao ‘“Toa Danh vong’ trong lan bé phiéu dau
tién. Cé rat nhiéu bitc anh cii thoi ga con choi bong, tir cdp ba qua dai hoc va
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buwéc vao con dudng chuyén nghiép. Anh den trdng va anh mau. Cung kiéu
dau cua. Dang chup khéc nhau, gom cé kiéu dugc wa thich trong nhitng nam
gan day la quy goi dang tay.

Khi Myron xem xong, Larry sam soi doi ban tay to ban cua minh trong
thoang lat, nhw thé: no la thi ga chua titng cha y trede do.

“Sao lai héi t6i?” ga néi. “Sao cau khong di ma héi Otto Burke vé to tap
chi ay?”

“Pgi ddy ma anh ta cho toi biét. “

“Thé diéu gi khién cau nghi t6i sé lam thé?”

“Vi anh khong phéai mdt ga khon toan tap.”

Miéng Larry rim lai nhw sap ndn ra mot nu cwdi, nhwng ga kim lai. “Cau
ma noi thé thi cé y nghia nhiéu lam.”

Myron khong néi gi.

“Diéu nay quan trong ha?”

Myron gat dau.

Larry nga lung ra sau. “Burke khong nhan dugc to tap chi trong hom thu
dau. Anh ta biét qua mot tay tham t tw.”

Myron nhtic nhac trén ghé. “Otto thué nguwdi diéu tra Christian a?”

Giong Larry than nhién. “Mot nguoi chinh trie khong ban cdi gi nhu Otto
Burke khong bao gid ha cidp nhw vay dau.”

“Duwéi ban,” Myron néi, “anh dang bdt tréo ngon tay* chi gi?”

Lai la kiéu raim miéng/cuoi dy. “Diéu nay khong dwgc phép lot ra khéi can
phong nay, Bolitar. Cau hiéu chit?”

“T6i thé.” Myron dat tréo tay 1én nguc.

“Burke c6 c6 cd mot doi an ninh,” Larry gidi thich. “Ching xia vao tét ca
moi ngudoi trén bang lwong. Bao gom ca cai than toi. Chung cling c6 mot
mang lwdi nguodn trdi khap noi. Cwong linh kha don gian: Néu c6 ké nam
duwgce diém yéu cta bat ct ai ¢ Titans, Burke sé trd hang dong tién cho viéc
dé. Vi thé c6 nguon da phat hién ra to tap chi.”

“Nhu thé nao?”

“Chiu. C6 thé han hay doc sach bao.”

“Anh biét tén han khong?”
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“Brian Sandford. Mgt thang khon dich thi. Han lam viéc & Atlantic City.
Tuyén duwong casino. Theo déi cac con bac, dai loai thé. Ngwoi & Titans ma
dat mot dong 25 xu vao may danh bac thi han sé bao cao, dac biét tir sau vu
bai bac ctia Michael Jordan. Burke muén dwgc cung cdp thong tin thuwong
xuyén. Cho anh ta lgi thé trong dam phan.”

Myron ditng day. “Cam on. T6i cdm kich 1am.”

“Nay, Bolitar. Viéc nay khong bién chiing ta thanh ban hay gi dau. Ching
ta ma noéi chuyén lai, t6i van ghét cau nhw xuc dat do di. Cau hiéu chit?”

Myron noi, “Chung ta dang than mat ma, phai khong Larry?”

Hanson chong khuyu tay 1én ban, chia ngén tay vao Myron. “T6i van coi
cau la thang nhai khuing dién thoi. Va lan sau gap cau, t6i sé chitng minh diéu
do.”

Myron dang tay. “Théi nao, Larry. Om mot cai nh4?”

“Lau ca lau tom.”

“Thé tic la khong ha?”

“Giup toi nhé, Bolitar.”

“Néi di cung.”

“Phan khoi van phong t6i ngay.”
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43 .

Myron goi cho Brian Sandford. May tra 10i tw dong, Myron noi anh c6 mot
vu 16n 1am, dugce trd muwdi ngan do, va anh sé ghé qua van phong han lic bay
gio t0i nay. Brian Sandford sé cé mat thoi. Vi mwoi ngan d6, mot thang nhw
Sandford cé khi con dé mac ba b6 bi ban thung bung cling nén.

Myron quay s6 van phong minh.

Esperanza nghe mady, “Pai dién Thé thao MB.”

“Em da cho Lucy xem anh chuwa?”

“Roi.”

“Var?”

“Anh tim thdy ngudi mua réi day.”-

Myron noéi, “Lucy chac chi?”

“Chac luén.”

“Cam on em.”

Anh cip mdy. Con khong day mot tiéng nita. Myron ben dén van phong
bac si phap y hat - van phong cti cua bac si Adam Culver. Chi la linh cam
théi, nhung dang kiém tra.

Van phong la tda nha gach mét tang. Mang phong cach hanh chinh, gan
giong nhuw mot treong tiéu hoc nhé. o6 dac 1a may chiéc ghé kim loai 16t dém
mong, lai giong ghé cua gido vién. Pam tap chi trong phong doi c6 tir trudc
vu Watergate+. San nha lat gach nitt v& va 6 vang vi thoi gian, nom nhuw hinh
anh ‘tredc’ trong thwdc phim quang cdo chat tay riva Mr.Clean.

“Bac si Li c6 trong van phong khong?” anh héi 1é tan.

“D&é t6i goi chi dy.”*

Sally Li ban d6 bénh vién, nhung khong hé dinh méau hay gi ca. Chi la
ngwoi Hoa, ngét bon muoi, nhung trong tré hon tudi nhiéu. Chi deo kinh hai
trong. Mot bao thudc 14 nhét trong tdi trwdc. Thudc 1a vdi do bac si phau
thuat. Nhuw giay bowling v&i bo tuxedo vay.
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Trudc day ho da tirng gdp nhau déi ba lan. Sally Li da dén dv nhiéu sy
kién gia dinh ctia nha Culver. Muoi nam qua chi la canh tay phai dac lyc cia
Adam. Myron hon lén ma chao chi.

“Jessica noi cau dang diéu tra cai chét cia Adam,” chi néi khong rao truéc
don sau.

Anh gdt dau. “Ta néi chuyén mot 1at duwgce khong chi?”

“PDugc chit.” Chi dan anh vao phong lam viéc. Lai la phong cach hanh
chinh. Khong c6 dau an ca nhan. Nhiéu sach bénh 1y hoc. M6t chiéc ban kim
loai. Ghé kim loai. Mot may ghi am c& nho cé 1é duge dung trong lic kham
nghiém ti thi. Bang cap cua chi treo trén twong. Chi chwa két hon, chwa c6
con, vi thé chang c6 birc dnh nao trén ban. Tuy nhién cé mot ci gat tan 16n.
Pbay tran.

Chi danh diém cham thudc, doan noéi. “Cau khée khong?”

“Bac si phap y ma lai di hat thuéc,” Myron néi. “Chep, chep.”

“Bénh nhan cua t6i c6 bao gio phan nan dau.”

“Co ly.”

Chi rit mot hoi thu6c that sau. “Thé cau mudn biét gi?”

“Chi va chu Adam da bao gio ngoai tinh vGi nhau chwa?”

“Ro6i,” Khong ngan ngtr. Chi nhin thang vao mat anh. “Khodng bon nam
trwdc. Kéo dai mot tuan.”

“Chu Adam c6 hay ngoai tinh khong?”

“Ai ma biét dwgc. Chac la vai vu. Sao cau lai héi thé.”

“T6i chi tim cach rap ndi cac tinh tiét th6i.”

“Lién quan dén vu sat hai 6ng ay a?”

“Vang.”

Chi bo kinh ra. “Chuyén tinh ai cia Adam thi c0 lién quan gi?”

“Co thé 1a chang lién quan gi,” Myron thita nhan. “Adam hanh x@ thé nao
trong may thang cudi doi?”

“Hoi khung,” chi noéi. Lai khong chiit ngan ngtr.

“Theo kiéu nao?”

Chi nghi mot 1at. “Theo kiéu dan lam an kinh doanh &y, 6ng ay khong dé
t6i gitip nhitng vu 16n nita. Ong 4y ci? gitt khu khw mot minh.”
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“Thé c6 bat thwong khong?”

“Chua tirng thdy luén. Ching to6i toan lam nhitng vu 16n cing nhau ma.”

“Nhitng vu d6,” Myron néi, “la nhitng c6 gai duwgc tim thdy trong rirng &
man Bac phai khong?”

Chi nhin anh. “Cau mu6n cho t6i hay lam thé nao ma cau biét khong?”

“Chi doan thoi.”

“Poan trung that day, Myron.”

“Chi noi la nhitng vu 16n. Toi c6 doc bao. Bo6 1a nhitng vu 16n ma ho c@
nhai di nhai lai mai.”

Sally khong tin anh, nhung chi cling chang van veo gi.

Myron ndi, “Con gi khac nita khong?”

Chi lai rit mot hoi that sau. “Ong 4y sao nhing lam. N6i chuyén véi 6ng
ay thi 6ng ay gat dau, nhung chang nghe gi dau.”

“Gl ntra?”

Sally dui tat diéu thudc, du van né van con dai. Chi cham diéu khac.
“Cach bo thuéc mdi day,” chi néi. “T6i van hut ting ddy diéu moi ngay,
nhung rit thudc it hon. Gidm dan cho dén khi bé han. Véi téc do nay chac
khong qua muoi hai nam.”

“Chic may man.”

“Cam on.”

“Thé con gi nita khong?”

Lai rit mot hoi nita. “Adam da cho tién hanh hang déng xét nghiém ky
qudc vdi c6 gai cubi cung ma ho tim thay trong rirng.”

“Chi noi ‘xét nghiem ky qudc’ la y lam sao?”

“Nhirng xét nghiém thira thai. Du sao ciing la y kién cta riéng t6i.”

Myron n6i. “Moi nguwoi khong hé biét nhan dang ctia c6 ay, phai khong?”

“Phai.”

“Vay c6 1é 6ng dy tién hanh xét nghiém dé xem c6 biét dugc co ay dén tw
dau khong.”

“C6 thé. Nhung mdi lan dng ay chi dwa mot mau xét nghiém. Ong ay doi
c6 két qua xong méGi dwa mau tiép theo di. Cac phép do nhan chung, hinh
dang va kich c@ so, xwong chau, sy cot hoa, dwdng néi khép so - moi lan mot
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mau.

“Thé chi c6é doan ra gi khong?”

Chi lai nhin vai. “T6i cha doan gi cad. Pay chi la vi du cho viéc 6ng ay
hanh x la lung th6i. Sao nhang. Vu dé la mot trwong hop ky di dé mé dau.
So cua co gai da bi thu pham dap nat, nhung d6 khong phai la nguyén nhan
gay tir vong. Noi cach khéac, co ta bi chén song trong ritng. Co6 ta da chét
trong luc tim cach dao thoat.”

Im lang.

“Co gai do,” Myron lén tiéng, “mac gi?”

Sally do ra mot lic. R6i chi nhoai nguwdi ra trede. “Pwoc r6éi, Myron,
chuyén la thé nao day?”

“Chang thé nao ca. Sao thé?”

“Cau biét tai sao ma.”

Myron ngitng lai. “Quan 4o cia c6 gai da mat tich.”

“Phai.”

Anh cam thay tim minh rét thang xuéng 16m thwong vi, nhw mét nguoi
nhdy du véi chiéc du bi rach. “Oi, khén nan.”

“Gi vay?”

“Sally, nho chi lam xét nghiém nay cho t6i.”
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44 .

Dia chi cta Brian Sandford, tham t¥ tw, la mot cau lac bo dém nam cach khu
nghi dudng Merv Griffin mot khu nha. Atlantic City la vay. Nhitng khach san
16n twa nhitng bong hoa dep khong bi sy nghéo déi va ban thiu nhw dam cé
dai chwéng mat bao quanh cham t6i ma lam phién. Nhitng bong hoa dep ay
khong lam khu dan cu dep lén nhu nhitng tay chu song bai da hita. Sy twong
phan chi lam cé dai gdm gudc hon trong thay.

Cau lac bo dem mang tén Hdi ly Hdo hirc, va n6 y chang nhu nhitng gi
ngwoi ta nghi. Bién hiéu nhap nhdy véi nhitng chit cai bi khuyét bén ngoai
ctta. Khap quén bar lap day dén mo, trén san khiu thi ryc r& dén mau: Nhitng
nguwoi phu nit té nhat lan lwgt nhay, phan 16n chang hit mat. Rat nhiéu ma&
thira. Rat nhiéu cay ghép. Rat nhiéu mun rdp.

Myron da pham sai lam nghiém trong la buéc vao mét noi cé thé tam goi
la nha vé sinh. Bon tiéu nhét day da cuc - mot sy thay thé twong duwong,
Myron nghi, cho co ché xa thuc sy. Khéng c6 vach ngan giita cac bon, thé thi
khong ngan dwgc mui xd ué. Mot gd dang ngoi xom cuwdi cwdi, vay vay
Myron.

Myron quyét dinh minh cé thé doi.

Anh goi mét tay pha ché. “Cho tdi héi dén van phong cta Brian Standford
di 16i nao?”

“Michelob, Bud, Bud Light, Coors.”

“T6i chi muon biét...”

“Michelob, Bud, Bud Light, Coors.”

Myron chia nam do ra. Tay pha ché nhét vao tui

“Ctra phia sau. Lén tang trén.”

Ga khong dgi Myron cam on. Chu nghia tuw ban.

Mot gai nhay dang dwoc tam nghi tién dén chd anh. A nhe ring ra cuoi.
Rang xién xeo, moi chiéc mot hwdng, nhu thé miéng a la tuyét tac cua mot
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tay bac si nha khoa khung dién.

“Anh,” a noi.

“Em.”

“Anh dé thuong qua.”

“Anh khong cé tién dau.”

A quay ngoét bo di. Cha, lang man that.

Cau thang khong kéu cot ket. Ma ran nitt. Myron ctt chd ching sup xudng.
Trén chiéu nghi c6 méi mot canh ctra. Ctra mé. Myron go 1én twdng réi dom
vao.

Myron goi to, “Co ai khong?”

Mot tay ma anh doan la Brian Sandford di ra ctra. R4t twoi tan. Van bo
com-lé mau be dugc la lan cu6i trong su kién Vinh Con heo*. “Anh la nguoi
dé lai tin nhan phai khong?”

“Vang.”

Van phong la mét song bai nhé. Khong cé ban ngoai triv mot chiéc ban
roulette. May danh bac & géc phong. Nhitng b6 bai & khap noi. Xic xac lvu
niém, loai c6 16 khoan & giita, rai khap phong. Bang ca cwgc dua ngua cling
vay. Bai Keno ciing thé.

Han chia tay ra. “Brian Sandford. Nhung moi ngwoi déu goi toi 1a Xi
Dach. Anh biét ai dat cho t0i biét danh d6é khong?”

Myron lac dau.

“Frankie. T6i goi ca si Frank Sinatra nhuw thé ddy. Frankie. Khong phai
Frank. T6i goi ong ta la Frankie.” Han ngirng lai, cho doi.

Myron néi, “Biét danh hay day.”

“Biét khong, mot dém Frankie va toi choi & Sands, va toi dang thang lién
tiép, anh biét day. Thé la Frankie quay sang t6i bao, ‘Cha, xem tay Xi Dach
nay. Pung la khong biét thua la gi.” Chi thé thoi. Frankie noéi, ‘Nay Xi Dach.’
Bat ngo, T6i chét cai tén do luon. Gio ai cling goi t6i la Xi Dach. Tat ca la
nho Frankie.”

“Chuyén hay that,” Myron noi.

“Thé, rm, anh biét r6i day. Vay toi c6 thé lam gi cho anh, anh...”

“Olson. Merlin Olson.”
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Xi Déach cwoi vé biét téong. “Pugc 16i, choi thé nay cling dwgc. Ngbi di,
anh Olson.”

Myron ngo6i xuong.

“Nhung trede khi ching ta vao dé, anh Olson, t6i phai n6i thang vd&i anh
diéu nay.”

Han dang nam mot vién xuc xac, vé vé trong tay theo kiéu mot s6 nguoi
thwong lam véi may qua béong Tau ma ho cho la sé gitp lwu thong mau tot
hon.

“biéu gi?”

“T6i ban 1am. Lic nay dang c6 bao nhiéu chuyén quan trong. Anh biét toi
dat chan vao nganh nay nhu thé nao khong?”

Myron lac dau.

“Toi tirng lam tredng bo phan an ninh cho Cung dién Caesar & Vegas. Sép
song luon. Anh biét thé tirc 1a sao r6i ddy. T6i & Vegas, phai khong nhi?
Nhung Donny - t6i goi ty phi Donald Trump la Donny - da bao t6i dén phu
trach an ninh cho khach san dau tién ctia 6ng ay trén dai dat nay. Roi 6ng ay
lai ni néo t6i thanh 1dp d6i an ninh & Taj Mahal. Thé 1a t6i bdo ong Ay,
‘Donny a, tdi ban ngap dau ngap co roéi, ong biét khong?’”

Myron ngwdc 1én. Mot chiéc may bay tham rudong nhé bay trén dau, dé lai
dang sau ca dam phan bo.

“Van dé cuaa toi la nhu thé, anh thay day. Sang mai t6i c6 mot cudc gap véi
Stevie - Steve Wynn. Ngay dau ngay, dung bdy gi0 sang. Mot nguoi tuyét
voi. Stevie dy. Mot ké wa day s6m. Thitc day lic nam gio sang moi ngay.
Anh c6 biét 1a 6ng dy gan nhv mu khong? Bi duc nhan mét hay gi d6. Ong ay
giadu khong cho ai biét. Chi ké v6i ban bé than thiét thdi. A ma Stevie muén
toi lam vai viéc cho 6ng ay. Thwong thi toi sé tir chéi, nhung day la giup do
ca nhan, ma Stevie lai 1a ban t6t nita. Khong giong nhw Dortny. Toi phat dién
vi Donny. Cho 1a minh ngon lam vi gi¢ da v& dugc Marla.”

“Thwa anh Xi Déach...”

“Thoi thdi,” han vung tay 1én noi, “ctt goi toi la Xi Dach dugc r6i.”

“T6i muoén hoi anh vai cau, a, Xi Dach. T6i can chuyén moén cu thé cta
anh vé mot van dé quan trong.”
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Han gat dau. Hét sttc thau hiéu. Han khéng x6c quan 1én vé ta day, nhung
1é ra nén thé. “La chuyén gi vay?”

“Gan day anh c6 lam cht viéc cho ban t6i,” Myron néi. “Otto Burke “

Gio thi cuoi toe toét. “Phai ro6i. Otto. Cau chang hoi bi dwgc. Khén ngoan
nhw chdy. C& khi nao c6 chuyén la cau ta lai goi cho t6i.”

Chac lai goi 1a Ottie, Myron nghi.

“May ngay trdc anh dwa cho anh ta mot td tap chi. To Nhii hoa.”

Gio trong Xi Dach c6 vé canh gidc. Han tung xi&c xac lén ban. Ba.
“Chuyén day thi sao?”

“Chung t6i can biét anh phat hién ra nhuw thé nao.”

”*Chung t6i’ 1a ai?”

“T6i lam viéc vdi anh Burke.” Ké cd noi thé khong thoi cling khién Myron
bu6n non.

“Thé sao Ken khong goi dién? Thuwong van la anh ta lién lac ma.”

Myron nhoai ngudi ra trudc, vé thong dong. “Van dé nay quan trong hon
Ken, Xi Dach a. Ching t6i cdm thay chuyén nay ngoai anh ra thi khong thé
tin twdng bat ky ai khac.”

Han gat dau. Lai la cai vé hét sirc thau hiéu.

“That long day, Xi Dach, va chuyén nay phai dugc gitt kin.”

“Téat nhién r6i.”

“Anh la Iya chon dau tién cta ching toi dé thay thé Ken. Nhung ching toi
biét l1a anh ban thé nao ma.”

Mat han 16e 1én mét chat. “T6i cdm kich 1am, anh Olson, nhwng véi nguai
nhw Otto Burke, t0i c6 thé tim cach ma...”

“Ct n6i vé vu nay tredc da. Anh tim ra to tap chi bang cach nao?”

Vé than trong trd lai. “Pirng hiéu lam y t6i,” han néi.

“Nhung lam sao téi biét anh lam viéc v6i Otto? Lam sao t6i biét anh
khong phdi tay at 0 nao trén pho?”

Myron mim cuwdi. “T6i biét ma.”

“Gl co?”

“T6i da bao vai Otto rang anh la nguwdi thich hgp cho viéc nay. Anh khéng
phai ké du td. Anh rat can mat. Chung t6i thich thé. Ching t6i can diéu do.”
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Xi Déach nhun Vai. Han cam vién xtdc xac 1én, lai tung lan nita. Nhot. “Toi
la dan chuyén nghiép ma,” han noi.

“Ro la thé,” Myron dong tinh. “Thé sao anh khong tw goi cho Otto vao
dwong day riéng ay? Anh ta sé xac nhan moi thi¢. Toi chac la anh biét s6 ma.”

Chiéu nay lam han hoi chitng lai. Han nu6t khan, c6 che gidu thai do, ngé
quanh nhw mot con thé bi dén vao chan twong. Myron c6 thé thdy dam banh
xe dang quay tit mi. “A, ching c6 1y gi ma 1am phién Otto chuyén nay,” Xi
Dach néi. “Anh biét 1a anh ta ghét diéu d6 thé nao ma. T6i thdy anh cling
trung thuc. V@i cd, lam sao anh biét vé td tap chi néu Otto khong cho anh hay
ch?”

Myron lac dau. “Anh dinh that ddy, Xi Dach.”

Han phay tay vé khiém ton.

Myron lac dau.

“Anh tim ra t0 tap chi bang cach nao?” Myron héi.

“Chung ta néi vé mic phi cda t6i da chit nhi? Trén dién thoai anh néi la
khoang muoi ngan.”

“Otto no6i anh la ngwoi dang tin. Anh ta n6i ¢t gti héa don qua Ken. Bat
c* mic phi nao ma anh thay hop ly.”

Lai gat dau. Han cam xuc xac lén. Tung lan nita. Lai la ba. Tap hoai, tap
mai, “T6i khong tim thay td tap chi,” Xi Dach néi. “Ma la n6 tim thdy t6i.”

“Y anh 1a gi?”

“T6i dugc thué lam mot viéc. Mot phan cta cong viéc la gwi to tap chi do
tGi mot s6 nguwoi.”

“Christian Steele 1a mot trong s6 dé a?”

“Phai. Thanh thi t6i mdi nghi ngd. Y tdi 13, dam phong bi dugc guii dén
cho t6i da ghi san dia chi va niém phong can than. T6i khong nhan ra cai tén
nao ca, ngoai triv Christian. Otto titng tuyén bo la anh ta muén bat ci thit gi,
bat ct¥ thit gi, vé Steele. Thé 1a t6i mé ra dom thit. B4 1a lic téi nhin thay birc
anh.”

“Ai thue anh gui may to tap chi do?”

Xi Dach dat mot xéng vao cita do, mot xeng vao ctra 1é. Han quay banh xe
roulette. ” Anh muon dat vai xeng khéng?”
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“Khong. Ai thué anh?”

“That ra, difm nay méi la nay. T6i khong biét. Té6i nhan dwgc mot buu
pham 16n trong hom thw kém chi dan hét sttc chi tiét. Ca tién nita. Nhung
khong co tén.”

“Co dia chi gui lai khong?”

“Khong. Chi cé dau buu dién thoi.”

“Tw dau?”

“Ngay tai Atlantic nay. Toi nhan dwgc khoang muoi, muoi hai ngay
trugce.”

Banh xe roulette dirng lai. Hai muoi hai. Pen.

Xi Dach thot 1én, “Chét tiét.”

“Anh van con giit ban chi dan ch?”

“Vang, con chit.” Han m@ ngan kéo 1dy mau gidy ra dwa anh. “Day.”

Van ban dugc danh may.

Gui anh Sandford.

V&i téng so tién la ndm ngan d6 (cong thém phu phi), nho anh thuc hién
nhirng dich vu sau:

1. Kém theo ddy la bdy phong bi. Hdy gtti hai trong s6 dé tir hom thu néi
bé cta trivong Pai hoc Reston vao thir Sdu. Phan con lai giri ttr hom thw buu
dién theo tirng thanh pho ho cu tru.

2. Cung luc hdy gui to quang cdo cua cong ty dién thoai New Jersey Bell
dén tirng nguoi trong danh sdch.

3. Hdy Idp mét s6 dién thoai md vung 201, logi str dung Dich vu Goi lai. S6
nay sé ngdt ngay Idp tifc néu cé ai goi lai hay nghe mdy. T6i muén anh két
nbi mdy trd loi tw dong cé bdng ghi am vdi dién thogi. R6i anh hdy dung s6
mdy ndy goi tdi tirng so dugc liét ké dudi ddy. Trong hai dém dau tién - thu
Bdy va Chu nhdt - anh hdy goi lién tiép, cwt gitr mdy khi ho nghe dién, va
ditrng néi gi cd cho dén khi ho ctip mdy. Vao ngay thw Hai, anh hdy goi dién
noéi cdu sau day. ‘Thudng thirc to tap chi di. Pén ma hat téi. Téi con séng.’
Gia giong ni* va nghe mo ho vao. (Nhu anh biét ddy, cé nhitng logi dién thogi
co thé gia giong va lam méo tiéng nghe giong giong nir.)
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4. Gui kém theo day la ngan phiéu tri gid ba ngan dé. Khi nhiém vu dugc
hoan thanh, téi sé lién lac riéng voi anh vao khodng ngay 9 thang nay va tra
nét hai ngan dé cong thém phu phi.

T6i phdi an danh. Cam on vi da hiéu cho toi.

Myron ngudc len. “Toi cho la to quang cao cua cong ty dién thoai New
Jersey Bell 1y giai cho dich vu Goi lai.”

Gat dau.

“Bdy nguoi do 1a nhitng ai?”

Xi Dach nhtn vai. Vién xtc xac lai dugce tung lan nita. Lai la nhot. Ga nay
tai that. “T6i khong nhg. Mot 1a Christian. R6i dén mot tay trudng phong. Toi
con gwi cho mot ngwoi & thi tran GlenRock.”

“Cho mot tay Gary Grady nao do.” V.

“Phai, chinh la cai tén do. To6i con guri cho ba nguoi nita @ New York.”

“Mot trong s6 d6 la cho Junior Horton phai khong?”

“U, hinh nhw thé. Junior. Nghe quen quen.”

“Con ngudi cudi cung?”

“M0ot noi & New Jersey. Gan Glen Rock.”

Myron khyng lai. “Ridgewood?”

“Phai. Cai gi wood dy. Tén phu nit. Toi nh@ vi tat ca nhitng ngwdi con lai
la dan 6ng.”

Myron noi, “Carol Culver?”

Han nghi mat 1at. “Phai. Chinh n6, Mot cai tén c6 hai chit C.”

Vai Myron chung xudng.

“Nay, anh ban, anh khong sao chi?”

“Khong sao,” anh khé noi. “Nhitng cu dién thoai thi sao?”

“So6 dién thoai & trang khac. Xong viéc 1a téi quang di hét roi. T6i goi cho
Steele r6i ciip mdy vai lan. Pén khi t6i goi lai dé lai tin nhan thi duong day da
bi cat. Chac la cau ta chuyén di r6i.”

Myron gat dau. Thoi diém dé Christian chuyén tw ky tic xa dén khu can
ho.

“Ga 6 New York - Junior dy - khong bao gid ¢ nha nén t6i cha bao gio lién
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lac dugc ca. Nhitng ngudi khac thi toi déu ctip may va dé lai tin nhan.”

“Bao nhiéu ngudi trong s6 do st dung dich vu Goi lai?”

“C6 moi hai nguoi théi. Christian va céi gd & Glen Rock. Ma may ga &
New York khong xai dwgc cai nay. Dich vu Goi lai chi hoat dong cho ma
vung nay thoi.”

“Anh da nhan dugc tin cua khach hang chwa?”

“Chwa. Va hom qua la mung 9. T6i bao cho anh biét, tot hon 6ng ta dirng
c6 xu Xi Dach Sandford.” Lai ra vé ta day bénh hoan. “Néu 6ng ta biét cai gi
la tot cho minh.”

“Um. Anh c6 thé cho t6i biét thém gi nita khong?”

“Vé vu nay a? Khong. A, ma anh mudn ghé qua Merv khong? O d6 ho
biét toi day. T6i c6 thé 1ay cho ching ta mot ban ti té. Choi xi dach mét chuit.
Xem huyén thoai choi thé nao.”

Hap dan day, Myron nghi. Nhu kiéu dang c6 con rao ruc trong ngudoi vay.
“Thoi dé dip khac.”

“Danh vay. A ma anh nghi t6i nén doi Otto bao nhidu? Nhu anh néi day,
toi muén hop ly ma.”

“0), 1a t6i thi toi s& doi anh ta hét mitc ludn.”

“Ca muoi ngan do?”

“Phai. Anh rat httu ich ma, Xi Dach. Cam on anh.”

“Vang, bao trong. C ghé qua choi luc nao cling dwgc nhé.”

“0), con mot viéc nita.”

“Gi vay?”

Myron noi, “Cho t6i dung nhd nha vé sinh.”
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435 .

Khi Myron dén nha Paul Duncan thi da la muwoi reGi. Dén van sang. Myron
khong goi dién tredc dé hen gdp. Anh mudn gay bat ngo kia.

Ngo6i nha la m6t miii Cod gidn di. Pep. C6 1€ can mot 16p son méi. San
tredc c6 nhiéu luéng hoa dwong khai nu. Myron nhé la Paul thich lam vwon
nhitng lic thw nhan. S& thich cta nhiéu canh sat.

Paul Duncan cam t& bao ra m@ ctra. Chiéc kinh doc sach tré nai trén song
mili. Mai téc hoa rdm dugc chai gon gang. Ong ban d6 mic nha cua hing
Hagar mau xanh hai quan va deo dong ho Spidel. Mot nguwdi dan 6ng mdoc
mac xai do ctra hang ban 1é Sears. Ti vi dang bat. Tiéng khan gia vo tay 6n
ao. Paul & mot minh, ngoai ra c6 moéi chid cho giong retriever 16ng vang dang
cudn tron say ngu trede ti vi nhw thé do 1a chiéc 16 swdi trong dém mua tuyét.

“Chu Paul, chiing ta can néi chuyén.”

“Khong dgi dén sang duoc a?” Giong 6ng cang thang. “Sau lé twdng niém
Adam?”

Myron lac dau budc thang vao nha. Tiéng khan gia vo tay trén ti vi lai
vang lén. Myron li€c nhin man hinh. Chwong trinh Tim kiém Ngéi sao cia Ed
McMahon. Ngudi mau quang ba san pham khong xuét hién, thé nén Myron
quay di.

Paul déng ctra. “Chuyén nay la thé nao vay, Myron?”

Trén ban ca phé co to National Geographic va TV Guide. Con c0 ca hai
cuon sach - 4n ban mdi nhat caa Robert Ludlum va Kinh thanh Vua James.
Moi thit déu ngan nap. Bitc chan dung chi ché Golden Retriever hoi nho treo
trén twong. Phong duwgce trang tri véi nhiéu bic twgng gdm st nho. Ca mot
cdp dia Rockwell nita. Hau nhu khong mang béng dang can nha sinh dong
ctia nguwdi doc than hay mot cai 6 cam do.

“Chéu biét chuyén chd va co6 Carol Culver ngoai tinh v4i nhau,” Myron
phu dau.
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Paul Duncan v¢ binh than. “Ta khong biét cau dang n6i chuyén gi ca.”

“Thé thi dé chau néi ré6 hon nhé. Vu ngoai tinh nay da kéo dai sdu nam.
Hai nam trwéc da bi Kathy bat qua tang. Chi Adam ciing da bat gap hai
nguoi vao cai dém cha ay bi giét. Cé chuyén nao nghe quen quen khong?”

Mat 6ng xam ngoét. “Lam thé nao...?”

“Co Carol ké cho chau.” Myron ng6i xuong. Anh cam quyén Kinh thanh
1én, lat gid qua loa. “Chac cha da bé qua phan dirng thém mudn vg cta hang
x0m, phai khong chu Paul?”

“Khong phai nhv cau nghi dau.A

“Cai gi khong phai la nhv chau nghi?”

“Ta yéu Carol. Ba ay cling yéu ta.”

“Nghe bui tai that day, chu Paul.”

“Adam déi xtt v6i ba ay té 1am. Ong dy danh bac. Choi géi. Lanh nhat véi
gia dinh.”

“Thé sao c6 Carol khong ly di?”

“Ba dy khong thé. Bon ta déu la tin do Cong gido. Nha thd sé khong cho
phép viéc do.”

“Vay nha tho ung ho ngoai tinh hon a?”

“Khong phai chuyén dang cuoi dau.”

“Vang, dung thé.”

“Cau la ai ma dam phan xét bon ta? Cau nghi c6 chuyén nao trong s nay
la dé dang a?”

Myron nhin vai. “Chud da khong dirng lai. Ngay ca sau khi bi Kathy bat
gap.”

“Ta yéu Carol.”

“Pdy la chi nghi thé.”

“Adam Culver 1a ban than ctia ta. Ong ay c6 ¥ nghia rat 16n véi ta. Nhung
ve chuyén gia dinh thi 6ng ay 1a ké dang trach. Ong ay cung cap cho ho day
du vat chat, nhung chi c6 thé. Hoi Jessica di, Myron. Con bé sé n6i cho cau
biét. Ta da luén bén né. T hoi né con nho. Ai dwa nd di bénh vién khi no bi
nga xe dap? Ta. Ai lap xich du cho n6? Ta. Ai chd né dén Duke nhap hoc?
Ta.”
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“Chu c6 hoa trang thanh thé Phuc sinh nita khong?” Myron hoi.

Ong l4c dau. “Cau khong hiéu roi.”

“N6i cho ding la: Chau cha quan tam. C6 sy khac biét day. Gio quay lai
cai ngay Kathy bat gap hai ngudi. Cho chau biét chuyén gi xdy ra di.”

Sac mat 6ng trd nén gian dit. “Cau biét chuyén gi xdy ra roi con gi. N6 di
vao bat gap ching ta.”

“Luc do hai nguoi khong mac gi a?”

“Ha?”

“Chu va co Culver dang quan hé a?”

“Ta sé khong ha minh tra 10i cau nay dau.”

Pén ldc choc gian chit dinh roéi day. “Tw thé nao? Truyén thong hay kiéu
t* sau lvng? Co ai deo cong tay hay madt na con lgn khong?”

Ong budc t6i ditng tric dién véi Myron. Ai cling nghi ddy 1a mot sy uy
hiép khung khiép, vuot troi hon han ké thu dang ngo6i. Nhung su thuc la
Myron c6 thé tung don long ban tay vao hang trwéc ca khi mot ngwoi binh
thuwong kip gio nam dam 1én.

“Can than day, con trai,” Paul ndi.

“Kathy phan t&ng thé nao khi bat gap doi uyén wong vay?”

“Chang phan tng gi ca. N6 chi chay di théi.”

“Co ai dudi theo né khong?”

“Khong. Noi that 1a, ca hai bon ta déu qua soc.”

“Han r6i. Chu cé bao gid noi chuyén nay véi Kathy khong?”

Paul bwdc ra cho khac, di vong quanh r6i ngbi xudng chiéc ghé canh
Myron. “N6 chi nhac dén mét lan thoi.”

“Khi nao?”

“MAy thang sau chuyén do.”

“Nhu thé nao?”

Ong ngoanh di, cip mit dao quanh tim noi an toan dé ha xudng. “Chuyén
nay khong dé néi.”

Myron gat dau, vo thong cam. “Chu ¢t néi di.”

“Kathy tan tinh ta.”

“Chu c6 dinh khong?”
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“Ha?”

“Kiéu nhw ‘dinh phai lwdi tinh’ ctia con bé ay?”

Sac mat 6ng lai birng birng gian dit. “Tét nhién la khong.”

“Chu tr choi n6 a?”

“Ta vo nhw khong biét n6 dang noéi gi.”

“N6 c6 nhang nhang khong?”

“Co. Nhung ta ¢ 10 di thoi.”

“Chac 1a chu thdy kich thich 1am nhi. Me va con gai. Ca hai déu wa nhin.
Chac han chi mong twéng tit mu 1én nhi.”

Con gian d* chuyén sang thinh nd. Cu6i cung 6ng cling giat chiéc kinh
doc sach ra. Rat kich tinh. “Canh cdo lan cudi day, cau nhoc.”

“A ha. Gio thi cho chau biét vé Fred Nickler di.”

Choc titc 6ng. Nhanh chéng doi dé tai. Khién 6ng bat an.

“Ai?”

“Canh sat ma néi doi nhw vay,” Myron néi, “thi dé qua. 1978. Chu da dé
Nickler thwong lwgng nhan toi vu khiéu dam tré em. Chau biét hét vé moi
quan hé cua chi véi ldo ta, chd Paul a. Chau chi khéng biét 1a 1do ta dong vai
tro gi trong toan bo chuyén nay thoi.”

“Thi thoang lao giap ta vai viéc. Cac vu an.”

“Bao gom ca vu Kathy Culver mat tich?”

“Co thé coi la c6.”

“Nhuw thé nao?”

“C6 18 ching con 1y do gi ma khong cho ciu biét nita.” Ong ho vao nim
tay run rady. Chd ché retriever 16ng vang mé& mot mat nhung khong nhic
nhich. “Adam tim thdy anh cia Kathy trén gac xép. Ong ay bi mat mang anh
dén cho ta. Mat sau mdt bitc anh c6 tén studio Trai Cam. Ta khong thé tim ra
no6. Thanh thit Adam va ta dén cho Nickler. Nickler cho chiing ta biét gio Trai
Cam doi tén thanh Global Globes. Lao cho ta dia chi.”

“Thé 1a chi dén mua hét cho anh va phim am ban cta Kathy?” Mot cau
hoi thwra thai. Lucy da xac nhan Paul Duncan sau khi xem anh.

“Phaéi. Bon ta mudn bao vé danh dy ctia Kathy. Nhuwng bon ta cling mudon
biét danh tinh cta tén stc sinh da dwa Kathy téi studio do.”
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“Gary Grady.”

“Cau biét r6i a?”

“Chéu thao tin 1am,” Myron néi.

“Unm, ta diéu tra Grady dén chan to k& téc. Khong nghi ngd gi, hin 1a ké
khuat tat. Mot gido vién cdp ba vdi cac dwong day dién thoai khiéu dam. Han
quang cao trén it nhat nam muwoi tap chi con heo. Ta da bAm du6i han hai
tuan, cam dau theo doi nhitng Iic ranh roi. Ta cling ghi am dugc dién thoai
ctia han mot thoi gian. Nhuwng cudi cung bon ta cha dat dugce gi ca.”

“Chi Adam phén &ng thé nao véi viéc nay?”

“Khong tot 1am. Adam thudng xuyén dén cho ta néi vé mét khia canh méi
trong vu Kathy, chu yéu do tuyét vong ma ra. Ta khong trach ban minh. Con
bé la con 1t ctia 6ng ay. Dita tré ma 6ng dy rat gan giii. Adam san long lam
bat ¢ viéc gi dé tim ra nd. Cé lic 6ng ay con mudn bat céc Gary va tra tan
han dén khi nao han khai thi théi. Ta bdo v&i dng dy rdng ta gitup gi cling
duge, nhung phai trong khudn khé luat phap. Ong dy khong thich nghe diéu
de.”

“Ké chau nghe vé cai dém chi Adam mat di.”

Paul hit sdu. “Ong ay da gai bay bon ta rat tai tinh.”

“Chuyén dé chau biét hét roi. Con sau khi chud ay bat gap chi va co6 Carol
trén givong thi sao?”

Paul Duncan ding long ban tay xoa xoa mit. “Ong ay phat dién. Ong ay
bat dau goi Carol bang dua thi tén. Nhitng céi tén kinh khing. Chiing ta c6 néi
chuyén v6i 6ng ay, nhung biét néi gi day? Mot lic sau 6ng ay bdo muén ly di
r6i bo di.”

“Sau do cha lam gi?”

“Ta vé nha!”

“Trén duwong vé chu cé dung lai khong?”

“Khong.”

“C0 ai xac nhan la chu ¢ nha khong?”

“Ta s6ng mot minh.”

“Co ai xac nhan la chu & nha khong?” Myron nhac lai.

“Khong, chét tiét. Thé nén ta véi Carol mdi khong ké vai ai. Bon ta biét la
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chuyén do c6 vé thé nao ma.”

“Chang ra gi,” Myron dong tinh.

“Ta khong giét ong ay. Ta c6 16i vGi 6ng ay. Ta la mot ngwoi ban toi.
Nhung ta khong giét ong ay.”

Myron khé nhin vai. “Xem ra cht la mot tng vién kha dwogc ddy, cha
Paul. Chu n6i déi vé cai dém xdy ra an mang. Chu ngoai tinh 1du nam véi vg
nguoi ta, ma chi khi dng chéng chét chd méi 1dy dwgc ba ay. Ong chong bét
gap hai nguoi trén givong vao cai dém minh bj giét. Pira con gai mat tich cua
ong ay la ngudi duy nhét biét chuyén hai ngudi tdng tiu. Anh ctia con bé lai
xuat hién trong to tap chi dugc ké chi diém cua chd xuat ban. Khong, cha
Paul a, chau phai néi la chuyén nay c6 vé that khon nan.”

“Ta chang lién quan gi ca.”

“Chu lam gi v6i anh cua Kathy?”

“Téat nhién la ta dwa cho Adam.”

“Chtr c6 gitt buic nao cho riéng minh khong? Coi nhu la mot ky vat nho
nho?”

“Tat nhién la khong!”

“Va chu chwa hé thay lai bat cit birc anh nao trong s6 d6?”

“Chwa he.”

“Thé ma cha hiéu sao anh cua Kathy lai xuat hién trong tap chi con heo.”

Paul cham cham gat dau.

“T¢& tap chi con heo dwgc Ong ban Fred Nickler cia chd xuét ban.”

Lai gat dau.

“Gio dén cau hoéi quan trong nay, chd Paul: Lam thé nao ma anh cta
Kathy lai xuat hién trong tap chi cua Nickler?”

Chéng ca hai tay 1am don bay, Paul Duncan ditng 1én. Ong ra tét ti vi.
Hinh dnh nhitng vii cong nhi tat dan, Chd ché khéng nhiic nhich. Paul sam
soi man hinh den ngdom mét Itic réi mai cat tiéng. “Chuyén nay nghe dién ro
lam.”

“Chau nghe day.”

“Adam da dan xép chuyén dé. Ong 4y cho anh Kathy vao to tap chi.”

Myron ch¢ doi. Xwong song bat dau ram ran.
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“Ta cling khong hiéu,” Paul néi tiép. “Hom qua Nickler goi cho ta. Lao lo
lang 1am, noi la cau chd mii vao va phat hién ra c6 chuyén khoéng 6n. Ta
khong biét lao dang noi gi. Ro6i lao giai thich. Adam da bao Nickler cho biic
anh do vao t0 tap chi. Cau biét day, Adam da gap Nickler trong khi ching ta
O tim studio kia. Thé la Adam quay lai cho ldo, v nhu van dang lam vu nay
cing ta. Ong 4y bao Nickler cho anh Kathy vao muc quang cdo cia Gary
Grady. Ong &y con bao néu c6 ai héi thi ditng néi gi hét, chi xiy ra biét danh
va dia chi cta han tho6i.”

“Pu manh méi,” Myron noéi, “d€ ai dé tim ra Grady.”

“Cé vé la thé, phai.”

“Nickler c6 cho chi biét tai sao 6ng dy chi gai anh vao moi t& Nhii hoa
khong?”

“Khong. Néu cau muon thi ta c6 thé goi dién hoi.”

Myron lac dau. “Khong can thiét.

“P4¢ la tat ca nhitng gi ta biét. Ca doi nay ta cling khong doan dwoc lac dé
Adam dinh lam gi. C6 1é 6ng &y mudn bay Grady. Hodc gid 6ng ay chi néng
gian. Nhung s thue 1a, ta khong hiéu tai sao Adam lai cho anh con géai minh
vao to tap chi do.”

Myron ditng 1én. Anh da biét kha r6 tai sao.
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40 .

Win soi guong. Du da gan ntra dém, budi t6i ctia ga chi méi bat dau. Ga vuot
toc, mim cuwoi vdi hinh anh cua minh trong gwong, doan noi, “Troi a, minh
dep trai qua.”

Myron lau bau.

“Cau co dinh goi cho Jessica khong?” Win hoi.

“T6i muon ra lai moi chuyén da.”

“Ngay bay gio a?”

“Ngay bay gio.”

“Bat ghe ctra toi doi a?”

“CO ta sé song sot thoi.”

“Cau khong hiéu ré6i. Co gai nay rat dac biét véi t6i.”

“Ho cua co ta la gi?”

Win nghi mot 1at, nhdn vai. “Dugc r6i, cdu muén xem lai van dé gi?”

“T6i ké vGi cdu moi diéu toi biét r6i day,” Myron n6i. “T6i muon biét cach
nhin nhan caa cau.”

Win quay di khoi chiéc guwong c6. Can hé ndam & phia Tay Cong vién
Trung tam cua ga la mon qua cua nguoi ong dang kinh. Mot noi hoanh trang,
tri gia hang triéu do, va dugc trang tri nhv Cung dién Versailles. Myron cha
dam cham vao thit gi. Anh dang ng6i trén mot chiéc ghé c6 véi tay cam bang
g0 cr cham vao xwong swon anh.

“Toi tach vu nay thanh ba phan riéng biét dwgc chit?” Win noi.

“Sao cling dvgc.”

“Xong. Thé thi bat dau nhé. Phan thit nhat: Kathy Culver mat tich. Trong
sudt nam 16p muoi hai, Kathy tré tinh tré nét vi nhitng 1y do ma me con bé
vilra n6i vGi cau. Kathy tim cach lam me dau long bang cach quan hé btra bai.
Dan dén nhitng bitc anh phéng dang ma Kathy giti cho Carol. Nhung Kathy
Culver khong nhan thiy sy nguy hiém trong hanh déng ctia minh. Con bé cho
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rang viéc minh c6 thé chdm ditt moi chuyén bat cit khi nao minh muon la 1é
dwong nhién. Nhung khong phéi vay. Khi né mudn dirng lai - khi né gap
Christian - thi xem ra n6 khong thé ct thé cho qua dugc.”

Myron gat dau.

“Pén lwgt Junior Horton vao cudc. Han quyét dinh kiém chac chut dinh twr
cd bé Kathy Culver trong sach mé&i mé nay bang cach téng tién. Kathy dong y
trd cho han dé doi lay sy im ldng va may bic anh. Bém ay Horton goi cho
Kathy lic d6 dang & nha nit sinh. Con bé dong y gdap han & phong thay doé.
Pén noi thi n6 bi Junior Horton va dam dong pham cwdng hiép tap thé.”

Win ngirng 161, dén cho binh loc reegu. “Lam ti rgu cognac nhé?” ¢

“Thoi khoi.”

Ga rét chut rwgu vao chiéc ly bau. “Vu cuong hiép da day con bé dén qua
nguong chiu dung,” ga noi ti€p. “N6 tréd nén nong gian. Dot nhién n6 khao
khat trd thu va cong ly hon hét thdy. N6 1ap tirc dén nha cta Truéng phong
Gordon dé trinh bao vé vu tan cong. Trwdng phong Gordon la sép cua né, va
né co thé xem anh ta la ban. Con bé ké véi anh ta chuyén xdy ra trong phong
thay do. Phan &ng ctia anh ta hodc la thtra thai hodc 1a bat 1gi cho cach giai
quyét cia nd. Cau thir chon xem.”

“Co 1é 1a bat 1gi,” Myron xen vao.

“Phai, c6 1é la bat lgi. Du sao Kathy ciing buén ba roi khoi nha Trudng
phong Gordon. Toi twdng tuwgng ra con bé di quanh san truong trong trang
thai mé muy. Ricky Lane dén cho né. Cau ta xin 16i va dwa cho con bé chiéc
quan 1ot - bang chitng t6i 4c gdy ra vGi n6. Sau doé thi ai ma biét? Chuing ta
dam sam vao bitc twong gach to twéng. Piéu duy nhat ta biét chac la chiéc
quan 16t dwgc tim thay trén noc thung rac may hom sau. Dén day con cau hoi
nao khong?”

Myron lac dau.

“Thé thi chuyén sang phan hai: Sy lién quan ciia Adam Culver. Mot thoi
gian sau khi Kathy mat tich, bo con bé tim thay nhitng bitc dnh phéng dang
ctia ¢d cong chuia nho trén gac xép. Ta biét la Carol Culver da giau ching &
day. Nhung t6i chdc chin Adam khong nhan ra diéu dé6. Ong &y cé nhién cho
rang Kathy da gidu anh. Ong 4y ciing c6 nhién cho ring nhitng bitc anh c6
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lién quan dén chuyén con gai minh mat tich.”

“Hop ly ddy,” Myron nhat tri.

“Phai, kha hgp ly.” Win xoay xoay ly cognac, cham chu nhin mau rugu.
“R6i Adam Culver ra Paul Duncan cung diéu tra. Ho truy ra nguén goc cho
anh nho sy giup do cua Fred Nickler. Ho cting phat hién ra Gary Grady. Ho
tiép tuc diéu tra, nhung khong cé thém tién trién nao. Paul mudn bé cudc.
Adam thi tuyét vong, tuyét vong dén noi 6ng 4y muon ra tay theo cach ngang
nguwgc nhat.”

Win ngirng lai, can nhac. “Pay,” ga noi, “la ché chuyén trd nén v6 clung
tha vi. Ta biét la Adam Culver nam trong tay choé anh. Ta biét la 6ng ay da
thu xép dé gai anh vao tap chi con heo. T6i thay diéu quan trong la bitc anh
chi xuédt hién trong to Nhii hoa.”

Myron nhoai nguoi ra trudc. Ho dung la tw twong 16n gdp nhau. “To tap
chi c6 lwgng an ban thap nhat - gan nhw khong ton tai.”

“Van dé nay ngay tr dau da khién cau phai nghi ngoi roi,” Win noi.

Myron gat dau. “Cé ngwoi khong muon to tap chi dé bi nhiéu nguwoi xem.”

“Nhu b6 c6 bé.”

“Phai.”

“Va,” Win tiép tuc, “ta biét la Adam Culver hay lui tGi cac song bai &
Atlantic City. C6 thé Ong ay da gdp anh ban Xi Dach ctia cau trong mot lan
dén choi hodc it nhat cling biét tiéng han ta. Cé thé ong ay da thué nguoi gia
chit viét con gai minh. Biét dau ong ay cling c6 mdt cudn bang thu giong con
bé ti* mot mdy tra 15i tw dong cit. Nhw vay 1a Adam da sdp xép moi thit. Ong
ay gui tap chi dén nhitng nguwdi c6 thé lién quan t6i viéc Kathy mat tich.
Chang han nhw vi hén phu cua con bé. Nhitng nguwdi c6 mat trong anh, nhw
Junior Horton.”

“Sao ong ay lai giti cho ca vg minh?” Myron hoi.

“To6i chiu.”

“Ca Trudng phong Gordon nita?”

“Co 1é tay trwong phong cé mat trong dong anh trén gac xép. Hodc gia
Adam phat hién ra dém dé Kathy t&i nha anh ta. Cé thé nhat la Adam chi can
nhac titng kha nang thoi. Nhung n6 khong thue sy lién quan dén vu nay. Cai
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lien quan, tuy nhién, lai la cau héi tai sao Adam khong nho Paul Duncan gitp
ntra.”

“Bai vi,” Myron n6i,“Adam phat hién ra Paul ngu v6i vg minh.”

Win gat dau. “Paul khong con 1a ban hodc dang tin nita. Adam chi con mot
minh. Ong &y gtri g6i hang dén chd Xi Dach, dam bao ring minh khong thé
nao bi lan ra. R6i Adam lai giang cai bay nho nho thit hai, nham vao vg minh
va Paul. Ong dy bt qua tang ho, bé di, roi bi giét.”

“Vay ké nao da giét 6ng ay?” Myron hoi.

Win dat chiéc ly bau xudng cdy dan clavico ti thé ky mudi bdy. Ga chum
dau ngoén tay vao nhau, gé nhe. “Cé hai kha nang 16n,” ga néi. “Thi¢ nhat,
Paul Duncan. Khong thé b6 qua 6ng ta duwoc. Ong ta c6 dong co va co hoi.
Th¢ hai, Adam muon kich dong ké giét nguwoi, diéu nay la kha ré rang.
Nhung c6 1€ to tap chi gay ra nhiéu rac r6i hon la 6ng ay twéng.”

“Ngoai trir mot diém,” Myron xen vao. “Khi d6 may to tap chi van chwa
1én dwong. Hai ngay sau khi Adam mat, Xi Dach méi gt di.”

“Vay khong chirng cé ké da phat hién ra y do6 cia Adam trwdc khi hang
dwgc gui di.”

“Otto Burke?”

Win nhtn vai.

“Nhung Otto chang lién quan gi dén Kathy cd,” Myron néi.

“Viéc nay ta khong thé nao biét dwgc. Thé nén mdi dan t6i phan ba: nhitng
n s6. An s6 chinh, theo t6i nhin nhan, 1a Nancy Serat. Ta c6 thé gia dinh la
c6 dy da cung cap cho Adam Culver thong tin gia tri. Nhung ta khong biét ai
giét cd ay. Hodc cd ay cé y gi khi bdo Christian rang da dén lic ‘dé chi em
doan tu’. Va nhat la ta khong biét tai sao toc cua Kathy Culver lai dugc tim
thdy trén thi thé co dy.”

Win kiém tra lai t6c tai. Hoan hdo. G mim cwdi, nhay mat, thiéu diéu hon
luén vao hinh phan chiéu cia chinh minh. “Ta cting khong thé giai thich vé
cabin trong ritng ctia Adam Culver. C6 1€ 6ng dy da du tuyét vong dé bat nghi
pham va ty tham van. Hodc gid 6ng ay tim cach bao thu tat ca nhitng ké c6
mat trong déng anh doi bai dy. Nhitng ké nhv Gary Grady. Hodc Junior
Horton. Nhung khong hiéu sao tdi khong thé hoan toan chap nhan gia thuyét
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nao trong so do.”

Myron gat dau. Anh ciing cam thay khong on.

“Va gid ta n6i dén an s6 cudi cing. An s& quan trong nhat: Chinh ban than
Kathy Culver. Con bé con séng khong? C6 phéi né ding sau tat ca nhitng
chuyén nay khong? N6 c6 lién quan theo bat ky cach thitc nao khong?”

Win cam chiéc ly bau 1én khoi cay dan clavico. Ga nhdp mot ngum
cognac, dé regu von quanh luwdi/ roi nuot. “Hét.”

Ca hai ng6i lang thinh. Myron cay x6i lai cac dit kién trong dau. Khong cé
gi thay doi. Win cham chd nhin sac dién anh.

“Pay chi 1a tro luyén nao thoi,” Win néi. “Kiéu nhu chay thir xe dy.”

Myron khong néi gi.

“Cau biét chuyén gi xdy ra ma. Cau biét trwdc ca khi t6i n6i mot 16i.”
Myron duwa dién thoai cho Win. “Hodn hen di. Ching ta cé nhiéu viéc phai
lam lam.”
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47 -

Lé twdng niém.

Myron lén vao mudn, lom khom sau mot cay c6t. Anh can tam rt¥a, cao
rau, va chgp mat gap. Qua ding nhu vay.

Anh nhin thay Jessica ngoi & hang ghé trwéc. C6 ngoi gitta me va Edward.
Ca ba déu khéc.

Linh muc doc bai diéu van chuan muc nhe mot dién vién nam ro 101 thoai.
Khong c6 phat ngon nao mdi mé hay doc dao. - Khong c6 quan tai. Khong cé
thi thé dwgc an van tinh twom trong gidc ngu binh an. Linh muc c6 vé kho
chiu vé viéc nay, vi thiéu dao cu théng thvong. Ong ta cit lwét xudng ding
lic, dé roi danh thoi khi phat hién ra rang chang con gi tredc mat nita.

Myron ng6i khuat tam mat. Nha thd dong nghet. Paul Duncan ng6i ¢ hang
hai, ngay sau Carol. Thi thoang Paul lai ddt tay 1én vai ba, nhung khong hé
nan na lau. Hinh thitc. Christian ngo6i ké bén 6ng, cdi dau cau nguyén. Otto
Burke va Larry Hanson ng6i sau vai hang. Chiéu PR hiéu qud. Canh béao chi
chac chan sé dwgc giac ngd vé su quan tam that long caa Otto Burke tdi hoan
canh ca nhan cuda cau thua. Lai 1a hinh thitc.

Win ngoi gan hang cudi. Bén tay phai ga la Sally Li. Mat chi tréng tham
ndo, nhu thé phdi xai thudc 14 dén noi. Dém qua Myron da n6i chuyén véi
chi. Chi da xét nghiém xong. Két qua ding nhv Myron nghi ngo.

Truwong phong Gordon va vg ngoi xa bén tay trai. Tredng phong Gordon
trong rau ri. Madelaine Gordon nom khé dep trong bo do6 den. Myron nhan ra
vai khuon mat khac trong ddm dong, nhung anh khong thé nhd ra tén hay ho
dén tir dau. Cha quan trong.

Linh muc no6i vai 10i cudi cung vé kiép sau, y Chua, doan tu cung nhitng
nguoi thwong yeéu trén thién duwong. Toan than Jessica rung 1én trong con nic
nd. Khong ai choang tay om co.

Khong ai vo vé c6. Trong co6 nhé bé va yéu dudi. Myron cam thay c6 hong
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minh nghen 1.

Bat dau thoi.

Khi buoi 1é két thiic, Myron khong chan chit. Anh sai budc day muc dich
trén 16i di gitta. Jessica ao vé phia anh khong do dy. Ho 6m nhau, ca hai déu
nham mat. Khach dén viéng quay lung di ra cita. Win bam sat Otto Burke,
Larry Hanson, va Truwdng phong Gordon.

Jessica cudi cung ciing budéng ra. “Vira ndy anh & dau?” c6 héi.

Myron nu6t khan. Anh git dau vd&i Paul Duncan, bat tay Edward va
Christian, hon phét 1én ma Carol.

“Anh khong biét phai n6i thé nao,” Myron cit tiéng.

“Co chuyén gi vay?”

Anh nhin thang vao mat c6. “Anh tim thay Kathy r6i. Con bé con séng.”

Nhom nguoi roi vao im lang.

Jessica ha miéng, r6i khép lai.

“T6i nay anh sé gdp n6,” Myron néi.

Jessica cudi cung ciing thot nén 16i. “Em khong hiéu.”

“Chuyén dai lam. Nhung con bé con song. Téi nay anh sé dwa né vé nha
cho em.”

Jessica nhin Carol. Carol nhin lai. Ai ndy déu nhin nhau.

“Em di voi anh,” Jessica noi.

“Khong dugc.”

“Khong dugc la thé quai nao.”

“Anh hita vdi n6 roi,” Myron néi. “Chi anh thoi. Minh anh. N6 sg.”

“Sg gi?”

“So ké tim cach giét n6.’

“Ai?”

Myron lac dau. “Con bé khong cho anh biét. Khéng néi qua dién thoai.”
Anh nam tay Jessica. Ban tay lanh bang, citng do. Nhw cam thach. “Anh sé
dwa thang n6 vé nha. Anh hita. R6i chiing ta n6i chuyén sau. Nhung ta khong
thé mao hiém lam n6 sg ma bo di mat dugc.”

Jessica lac dau. Tréng c6 ngo ngac. “Anh sé gap né ¢ dau?”

“Trong rung.”

5
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“Rirng nao?” Jessica hoi lui lai. “Anh néi em cha hiéu gi ca.”

“Anh khong héi dugc, Jess a. Anh hita vdi con bé r6i. Kathy néi do 1a noi
né bi bé mac cho chét. N6 mudn cho anh xem noi xay ra vu viéc.”

Cang im ldng them.

Paul Duncan lén tiéng, “Chua 0i.”

Carol gan nhu ngdt vao vong tay ong.

“Tw bdy dén gio n6 ¢ dau?” Jessica hoi.

“Qua diéu tra anh chi biét chuat théng tin roi rac théi. Cha yéu né phai
phuc hoi sau thuong tich. N6 con ¢ Caribe mot thoi gian. Mot hon dao tén la
Curacao. Anh lan ra dau con bé tir dang ky nhap vién dém dé ¢ bénh vién St.
Mary. Vao cai dém né bién mat, mot bénh nhan dwgc tim thay trong trang
thai bat tinh gitta dwong. Con bé ndi tén minh la Katherine Pierce.”

Carol thé doc. “Pierce? D6 la tén thdi con gai cta t6i.”

Myron gt dau. “Chéau chwa biét hét moi chi tiét. Con bé bi danh vao dau.
Cu danh lam nit so. Ké tdn cong twdng no6 chét roi. Nhung khong. Han chon
né trong ring. N6 tinh lai va c6 dao thoat. N6 song sot duwgce qua ding la
phép mau.”

Mat Jessica rung rung. “Vay la né con song?”

“Phai.”

“Anh chac ch@?”

“Chac.”

Jessica 6m cham lay me. Edward ciing hoa vao. Christian va Paul chét
lang ding nhin. Myron quay ra ctta. Win dang ding dé6. Cai gat dau cua ga
nhe nhu gié thoang.
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Myron do xe trén con duong dat. Bon thwong doc ma. Bong ho trén xe chi
8.30 t6i. Anh vo0 1y den pin di thang dén diém hen.

Bui cdy ram rap. Mdy canh cdy quat qua mat anh. Anh lang nghe nhitng
thanh &m khéc. Tiéng dé ni non thwa dan. Khong con gi khac. Anh dén pin
xuyén qua béng toi day dac, tao nén con dudng cho anh di theo. Myron nghe
thdy tiéng chan minh lao xao trén canh vun va 14 kho. Miéng anh khé khéc.
Ct vao nhitng khoanh khac nhw nay 1a né lai thé.

Anh dén gan hon, cach chwa day hai, ba chuc mét.

“Kathy 0i?” anh goi to.

Khong 10i dap.

“Anh Myron day, Kathy. Anh dén m6t minh.”

Khéng 16i dap. Nhung roi Myron nghe thay tiéng 16t xét dang trudc. Co gi
dé lot vao tam mat. Mot mai dau. Mot mai téc vang dai.

“On 16i,” Myron nhe nhang néi. “Anh dén mot minh.”

Co ngap ngiing budc vé phia anh. Ban tay phdi che mat khéi anh dén pin
choi 16a. Myron chia den di ché khac. “Khong sao r6i,” anh ndi.

Co tiép tuc di vé phia anh, mdt cai bong 16 mo. Buwéc chan co6 cham chap,
nang né, nhv mét con quai vat trong bé phim hang B song day.

“On r6i,” Myron nhéc lai. “Khong ai lam hai duwgc em nita dau.”

“Mong la thé.”

Giong ndi khong phat ra tir ¢c6. Ma vang lén dang sau anh. Myron nham
mat. Vai anh chung xuéng. “Chao Christian.”

“Cam nhuc nhich, 6ng Bolitar. Gio tay 1én.”

“Sao phai phién ha thé?”

“Ha?”

“Cau dinh giét ching t6i. Nhu cau da tim cach giét Kathy. Nhw cau da giét
bd con bé va Nancy.”
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“T6i chwa bao gio c6 y lam hai bat ky ai,” cau ta noi.

“Nhung cdu da lam r6i.”

Christian gio sung len. “Gio tay 1én. Ngay.”

Myron cham cham gio tay 1én. “Dém do6 Kathy da triut hét long minh véi
cau. N6 ké cho cau moi diéu, moi chi tiét nhdp nhuia trong qua khit cta né.
N6 muon lam lai cube doi.”

“Co ta no6i doi t6i!” Christian hét 1én. “Téat ca thoi gian ching t6i bén nhau
chi 1a 16i néi d6i.”

“Nén cau tim cach giét con bé.”

“Kathy muon t6i van yéu c6 ta, 6ng Bolitar a. Nhung 6ng khong thay sao?
T6i chia bao gio yéu c6 ta ca. Toi yéu 16i n6i doéi. Co ta mudn t6i dirtng bén
ngoai 10i néi doi trong khi ké cho cé thién ha biét chuyén nay. Co ta muon toi
ban ditng dong doi, vit bd co hoi gianh chitc vo dich quoc gia va cip
Heisman - tat ca chi vi mot a diém doi tra.”

“Mot 4 diém doi tra,” Myron ndi, “giong me cau.”

Cau ta gat dau. “Ong Bolitar, bao véi c6 ta di. Bdo véi ¢6 ta cudc choi nay
c6 v nghia gi vé mit tién bac, danh tiéng, thé dién. Ong hiéu ma, 6ng Bolitar.
No6 gitip t6i c6 dugc ban hgp dong do.”

“Cho nén cau danh vao dau con bé.”

“T6i khong c6 y. Chuyén c xdy ra théi. T6i twdng co ta chét réi. To6i
khong tim thdy mach dau ca.”

“Thé 1a cau chd no ra day chon xac. Cau hy vong ngudi ta sé khong bao
gig tim thay no, hoac néu c6 thi toi 16i sé dwge d6 1én dau tén giét nguwsi hang
loat.”

Christian tién lai gan hon. Cau ta gio sung 1én. “Chuyén tro da roi,” cau ta
néi. “T6i khong dinh dé 6ng cau gio cho ngwoi dén dau.”

“Can gi. C6 nguoi ¢ day tr nay roi.”

Win 16 dién tir sau mdt than cay, cach Christian chwa day mot mét. Ga ké
khau .44 vao tai Christian va n6i. “Bo6 xuong, néu khéng la c6 moén nao nhoi
thit day.”

Christian bé sting xuong.

“Keét thuc r6i,” Myron ho to.
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Twr khodng cach xa hon, hai canh sat mac dong phuc tién dén. Ho cong tay
Christian.

Jake Courter loang choang dang sau ho, nhidc cao chan budc qua dam co
dai. “Gia qua roi khong chiu ndi céi thit cia ng nay nita,” 6ng lam bam. Khi
dén khoang rirng thwa, 6ng noéi, “Bay hay day, Bolitar.”

“Nhiéu chi tiét. Bi quyét cho mot mwu do thanh cong.”

“KEé t6i nghe chuyén gi dang dién ra dwogc roi chir?”

“Vang. Jess a?”

Jessica bo m& téc gia mau vang ra, budc vé phia anh.

Miéng Christian ha hoc. “Cai gi...”

“Cau da giét Kathy,” Myron néi, “nhung khong phai do cti danh vao dau.
Con bé bi chét ngat trong lic c6 dao dat dé thoat than.”

Jake trong boi roi. “Thé xac dau?”

“Trong nha xac. N6 da ¢ do tw khi duwgc canh sat phat hien ra cach day hai
thang. Dém qua Sally Li da xac nhan nhan dang r6i.”

“Vay sao trede do khong dugc nhan dién?”

“Vi bac si phap y hat 1a b ctia Kathy. Ong 4y biét ngay, nhung lai v& nhw
khong hay gi.”

“Tal sa0?”

“Nghi thit ma xem, chu Jake. T quan diém ctia Adam Culver. Muoi tam
thang troi vu ctia chd khong c6 tién trién gi. Adam biét dieu d6. Ong ay ciing
biét cai xac khong cung cap thém bang chitng mdi nao. Thanh thi 6ng dy cho
rang cach duy nhat dé tom dugc ké thu ac la du ran ra khoi hang. Bang cach
nao? Bang cach khién hung thu twédng Kathy van con séng. Xét cho cling, con
bé van con song khi bi bo lai trong rirng. Vi thé 6ng ay gidu kin danh tinh t
thi khong cho ai biét - canh sét, ban bé, ké ca gia dinh. Ong 4y ciing cho ring
dong anh khéa than c6 lién quan dén tat ca chuyén nay. Nén 6ng ay st dung
chung.”

“Y cau la 6ng ay gai anh vao td tap chi?”

Myron gat dau. “Adam Gulver da sap dat moi thit. Ké ca nhitng cu dién
thoai bi an néi rdng ‘Pén ma bét tdi. T6i con séng.” Ong ay da 1am moi thi
c6 thé dé trong c6 vé nhw Kathy con song.”

https://thuviensach.vn



Jake gat dau. “Vay nhitng gi cau dang lam...”

“La hoan tat ké hoach cia Adam Culver. Man dién & nha tho sang nay da
gieo nhitng hat giong nghi ngd cudi cung.”

“Cau bat Christian tién hanh va dién cho cau.”

“Chinh xac.”

“Pinh that. Tat cd moi ngwdi déu tham gia a?”

“Jessica,” Myron no6i. “Ca me va em trai cO ay nita. N6i doi ho thi tan
nhan qua. Nhung Paul Duncan khong biét. Khong ai khac biét nita, va Win
dam bdo rang tat ca nghi pham - Otto, tay trieéng phong, tham chi ca Gary
Grady - biét 1a Kathy con song.”

“Vay cau khong chac hung thu la Christian?”

“C0, chau chac.”

“Chi 1a cau co6 choi dep.”

Myron gat dau. “Thanh ra chdu méi khong néi gi vdi chii. Chau muén chu
chitng kién chuyén xdy ra ma khéng co bat ci thién kién nao. “.

“Pugc roi,” Jake noi. “Tiép di.”

“Adam Culver hiéu rang chi cé ké giét ngwoi méi biét noi nay. Néu ong ay
khién hung tha twdng rang Kathy con séng, thi han hay thi sé phéi quay lai
day dé chac chan la Kathy da chét. Do 1a ly do Adam thué can cabin gan day.
DPo la 1y do dng ay c6 dong thiét bi dién t& d6. Bé ghi am hung tha. Bé co
bang chirng.”

“Bat ké giét nguwdi quay lai hién truong t6i ac,” Jake noi.

“Phai.”

“Nhung c6 mot diém to6i khong hiéu. Adam bi giét trwée khi to tap chi
duwgc gwri di. Lam thé nao Christian phat hién ra viéc d6?”

“Cau ta khong phat hién ra. Nén nhé Adam 1a nha bénh hoc. Ong &y
khong phai diéu tra vién. Ong ay di bé qua mot manh méi hét sic quan
trong. Ngay tu dau.”

“Manh méi nao?”

“Quan 4o cua Kathy.”

“Thi sao?”

“Khi xac cia Kathy dugc tim thay, con bé mdac 4o len vang va quan ni
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xam. Nhung may c6 géi trong hoi nit sinh lai bdo rang ltic roi nha né mac do
mau xanh dwong. Bon cuwdng hiép bdo rang né mdc d6 mau xanh dwong.
Truong phong Gordon bédo rang né mac d6 mau xanh duong. Ricky Lane bao
rang n6 mdc d6 mau xanh dwong. Cac c6 gai trong hoi nit sinh cling khang
dinh la Kathy khong hé tré vé nha. Vay cau hoi dat ra la: Chiéc 4o len vang
va quan ni xam tir dau ma ra?”

Jake nhun vai.

“MA4t mot thoi gian Adam mdéi nhan ra tdm quan trong cia m& quan ao do.
Nhung khi nhan ra roi, 6ng dy t6i cho nguon tin hién nhién nhat. Ban cung
phong cua Kathy.”

“Nancy Serat.”

“Phai. Nhung 6ng dy khong muon dé 10 ra chuyén da tim thay xac Kathy.
Vay nén 6ng ay héi Nancy la c6 thé tim chiéc 4o len vang ma con bé thich
nhat ¢ dau - vo lam mot nguwoi cha dién hinh dang hoai nhé con gai. Nhung
nghi ma xem. Néu Kathy khong quay tré vé nha nit sinh thi né thay quan 4o
¢ dau.”

Gio Jake da nhin ra van dé. “Nha Christian,” 6ng bat ngoén tay danh tach.
“Kathy thuong xuyén ngu lai d6. Chac han c6 bé phai dé quan &o & day.”

“Phai.”

“Va Nancy vd&i Christian la ban,” Jake noi, tiép néi van dé. “Cé bé cho
rang ké hét vGi Christian vé chuyén tham cia Adam ciing chang sao. C6 khi
con thdy chuyén nay hay hay ciing nén.”

Myron quay sang Christian. “Cau s¢ hai khi nghe tin Adam do héi vé
chiéc 4o len vang. Cau biét 1a 6ng 4y sap phat hién ra r6i. Nén dém doé cau di
theo 6ng dy. Cau nghe tiéng 6ng ay cai nhau véi vg. Cau thdy ong ay lao ra
khoi nha, va cau nghi dé la co hoi ly twéng dé giét ong dy. Mot chiéu danh lac
hwéng hoan hao khac.”

Christian khong néi gi.

Jake thac mac, “Cau néi ‘mét chiéu danh lac huéng hoan hao khac’ 1a y
lam sao?”

“Khi bat dau diéu tra vu Kathy mat tich,” Myron ngi, “chu tap trung vao
ai?”
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“Christian,” Jake dap. “Nhu t6i da néi, ching t6i luén kiém tra cac cau
ban trai.”

“Thé Christian da lam gi? Khi bao vé luc tung trudng tim manh maéi, cau
ta da virt chiéc quan 16t 1én néc thung rac.”

“Chiéc quan 16t,” Jake bo sung, “cé tinh dich cia ké khac.”

“Chitng minh rang cau ta khong lam viéc do.”

“That khong tin n6i.”

“Cau ta con dung Nancy Serat danh lac huéng ching ta. Cau ta bop co
Nancy. R6i dé lai hién trudng may sgi toc ctia Kathy.”

“Nhung cau ta 14y toc & dau?”

“Kathy thuwong xuyén ngu lai phong cau ta, ding khong? Chac han ngoai
quan 4o, con bé con dé lai nhitng vat dung khac nita. Lwgc chang han.”

“Thang khon.”

“Ké hoach gan nhw hoan hao. D6 tdi cho nguwdi chét. Ma néu Kathy chwa
chét - néu con bé thiyrc s song sot - thi cau ta sé bién né thanh ké dién. Ai ma
tin nhitng 10i 1€ dién dai cia mot dita con gai giét ban cung phong cili chi?
Nhung Christian khéng lwong dwgce viéc Jessica dén nha Nancy. Cau ta
hodng. Cau ta danh vao dau c6 ay r6i bo chay. Van deé 1a, cau ta da dé lai dau
van tay. Nhung Christian rat nhanh. Cau ta tham chi con 1gi dung cai dé lam
1gi thé cho minh. Sang hom sau khi bi chu 16i 1én don, cdu ta ngay lap tic thu
nhan la da & nha Nancy. Va roi cau ta nghi ra mot cau chuyén hay ho vé viéc
chi em doan tu.”

“Mot chiéu danh lac huwéng hoan hao khac,” Jake noi.

“Co diéu cau ta da quén mat chiéc ly.”

“Ly nao?”

“DAu van tay cta cdu ta dwgc tim thdy ¢ vai noi trong nha, bao gom ca ly
uong nudc. Thé nhung Christian lai ké v6i ching ta rang Nancy hau nhw
khong cho cau ta vao nha, rang c6 ay gan nhw vira day cau ta di vira 1am bam
vé viéc chi em doan tu. Trong hoan canh dé ma c6 dy mdi cau ta uéng nuwdc
thi chang phai ky qudc qua sao?”

Myron nhin Christian. Cau ta cup mat xuong.

“T6i... téi khong cé y lam hai bat ky ai trong s6 ho, 6ng Bolitar a,” cdu ta
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s

noi.

“Cau muu mo tha doan lam,” Myron noéi. “Cau tinh hét duwong di nuéc
buéc, ké ca khi cau thué t6i. Toi chi la tép riu. T6i c6 thé bi diéu khién. Cau
biét hoan canh cua t6i, rang toi tirng la mot diéu tra vién kinh nghiém. Cau
biét néu c6 van dé gi ndy sinh, toi sé gitt kin. Rang toi sé thdng tin cho cau
day du. Rang t0i sé tim cach bao vé cau. Cau coi téi nhw thang ngu vay.”

Ai ndy déu im lang cho dén khi Jake 1én tiéng, “Dugc roi. Pva cau ta ra
khoi day.”

Nhitng nhan vién mac dong phuc dan Christian di.

Myron quay lai nhin Jessica. Co van khong néi mot 16i. Lé lan dai trén ma
c6. Sang nay c6 1é khong mot giot nwdc mat nao nhé xudng vi bd c6. Nhung
lic nay phan nao ching la danh cho 6ng.

Win lac dau. ““Ndo nhoi thit.” Toi khong tin 1a minh lai n6i ‘ndo nhoi
thit’.”

Jessica thoi khoc. Co tham chi con hé cudi. Myron choang tay om co, kéo
6 lai gan. Ho cung nhau quay trd ra xe.
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Ba ngay sau, Myron ch@ Jessica ra san bay.

“Ctr tha em xudng nha ga la dugc r6i,” c6 noi.

“Anh sé doi ¢ cong cung em.”

“Anh quay vé di.”

“Anh c6 thoi gian ma.”

“Ro0i lai ket xe mat.”

“Anh mac ke.”

“Myron a?”

“Gl em?”

“Ctt tha em xuong. Bi ma. Anh biét 1a em ghét may canh swét muwét ma.”

“Anh khong lam gi sw6t muét dau. “

“Anh ltic nao ma cha lam may tro swét muwdt.”

Im lang.

“Gary Grady roi sé thé nao?” c6 hai.

“Anh da gtri hét thong tin cho ban gidm hiéu va bao chi dia phwong. Anh
khong biét han c6 bi tong vao tu khéng, nhung han xong phim r6i.”

“Trueeng phong Gordon thi sao?”

“Sang nay anh ta ti chirc réi. Anh ta sé ra lam tw.”

“Con bon cudng hiép?”

“Cary Roland la uy vién cong t6 quan. Vu nay dwoc chay tit 16n day. Anh
ta sé lam hét sitc minh. Ricky Lane sé t6 cado dong pham.”

“Anh da khach hang cua minh a?”

Myron gat dau.

“Anh con mat Christian nita.”

Lai gat dau.

“Tyu chung 13,” c6 noi, “vu nay chang mang lai anh hwéng kinh té tich
cuc nao cho anh ca.”
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“Anh lo vé anh hwéng ca nhan hon.”

“Ttc 1a?”

“Tic 1a em tré lai doi anh.”

“Thé khong tot a?”

“Cé chir. Moi t6i la em sap di.”

“Chi mot hai thang la cing. Mot chuyén quang ba sach théi ma.”

Anh d6 lai truéc nha ga.

“Em sé tré lai,” co noi.

Anh gat dau.

Jessica hon anh. Anh niu chat. Cudi cung c6 ciing day anh ra. Anh mién
cuong budng roi.

“Anh yéu em,” anh noi.

“Em cling yéu anh.” Co ra khoi xe. “Va em sé tr¢ lai.”

Anh nhin c6 tién vao ga. Anh nhin c6 di qua ctra kinh tregt, nhin c6 di vé
phia ctra soat vé, nhin ¢6 bién mat theo thang cudn. Khi c¢6 da khuat tam mat,
anh van nhin theo cho dén khi mot nhan vién bao vé go 1én cira so.

“Khu virc cam don tha khach, anh ban. bi di!”

Myron nhin lai thém mot lan nita. R6i anh 1ai xe vé van phong.

WKW R W
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http://www.goodreads.com/book/show/23908937

Danh hiéu danh cho cau tht béng bau duc sinh vién xuat sac nhat cia My
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Pocahontas (1595-1617) tén khai sinh 1a Matoaka, sau nay dwgc biét dén véi
tén Rebecca Rolte, la ngwdi Anh Diéng noi tiéng vi da tham gia vao viéc thiét
lap thudc dia tai Jamestown, Virginia
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Nguyén van: Fabulous Ladies of Wrestling nghia 1a nhitng nit d6 vat biéu
dién tuyét voi
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Nhan vat trong bo phim truyén hinh sitcom noi tiéng ctia My, Leave It to
Beaver
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Phillip John ‘Phil’ Donahue (1935): Nha van, nha sdn xuat phim, chu tri
chwong trinh Phil Donahue Show noi tiéng ctia My
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Nguyén van: A Current Affair
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Nguyén van: The Elements of Style, mot tac pham viét vé ngon ngit hoc
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Phéat am gan giong Doggy - mot tw 16ng c6 nghia 1a quan hé tinh duc tr phia
sau
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Tén Myron c0 nghia twong duvong vGi ‘mot noi thiéng liéng’
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Windsor la mot cai tén co y nghia quy toc
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Nguyén van: pregunta - mot tir tiéng Tay Ban Nha
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Nguyén van: Man of La Mancha
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Khat khao ngat tha
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Vo6 duong
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quyén phap
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Nguyén van: snatch the pebble from your hand - mét ti bat nguén tir bo phim
truyén hinh Kungfu do David Carradine thu vai chinh. Cum ti* mang y nghia
la thdu hiéu mot khdi niém hay phdt trién mét ky ndng dén mitc thuong thira
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Trung phong noi tiéng va chi cé chiéu cao la 1m73
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Trung phong noi tiéng va chi cé chiéu cao la 1m75
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Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826) vo James Madison (1751-1836) la tong thong
thit 3 va 4 ctia My, dong thai 1a ban beé than thiét
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1 yard = 0,9144m
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Nguyén van: phone-icator - mot cach choi chit ctua tac gia. Cach doc cua tw
nay giong nhu fornicator, c6 nghia la ké doi truy, thong dam
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Hau vé béng bau duc nbi tiéng ctia My
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Nguyén van: Tough Titties, nghia den la nhii hoa cirng
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Mon vO xudt xt tit Han Quoc c6 moi lién hé gan giii véi Aikido qua nhitng
don thé quat, bé khdp....
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Nguyén van: COMPUTER WEENIES HAVE THE BEST HARDWARE.
Mot cach choi chit trong d6 weenies vira c6 nghia la ga mot (‘mot’ trong tw
‘mot sach’) vira twong duwong véGi tr dung dé goi co quan sinh duc nam.
‘Hardware’ c6 nghia la phan citng may tinh nhung cling cé thé hiéu la ‘bd
phan ctng’
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Dién vién hai n6i tiéng ngwoi My trong loat phim The Love Bug
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Dién vién noi tiéng nguwoi My
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Tac gia choi chit, ghép ti bear (gau) vao ton nhitng nguwdi noi tiéng: William
Shakespeare, nha soan kich vi dai ngwoi Anh; Rhett Butler va Scarlet O’Hara
(Cubn theo chiéu gid); Babe Ruth, huyén thoai béng chay M§y; Humphrey
Bogart va Lauren Bacall, dién vién n6i tiéng nguoi My
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Nguyén van: born-again - mot khai niém trong Thién chia gido dé mo ta
nhitng ngwdi da ‘tai sinh vé tinh than’ hay noi cach khéc la tdim hon da giac
ngo triét Iy cta Thién chua gido
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Nguyen van: Kiss my grits - Mot cau noi quen thugc cta nhan vat Flo trong
chwong trinh truyén hinh Alice. Cau n6i mang y nghia thach thic
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B0 phim My san xuat nam 1974 va duwgc lam lai nam 2005, n6i vé nhitng tu
nhan 1ap ra mot doi bong bau duc dé thach thitc cac quan gido. Trong phim cé
canh cau thu doi tu nhan ném boéng vao trong tai dé dan mat do trong tai x@
ép doi nay
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Nguyén van: Christian has balls (Christian van c6 bong), lai mot cach choi
chit ctia nhan vat. Balls ¢ day ciling dugc hiéu la tinh hoan, has balls vita c6 y
la gan da vtra co6 nghia la ‘co tinh hoan’
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Nhén vat trong tiéu thuyét trinh thdm The Maltese Falcon
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Nguyén van: I laughed, I cried, it became a part of me - cau néi ndi tiéng cua
dién vién Selma Diamond
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Dbiém dat dwoc khi d6i tdn cong dwa duwge bong dén vach cudi san cta doi thu
trong mon béng bau duc
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Mot loai hgp chat gitp co thé tang tredng manh va lam gidm sy mét mai khi
tap luyén, tuy nhién lam dung c6 thé dan dén tir vong
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Nguyén van: Cujo - tén mot tdc pham kinh di cta Stephen King vé mdt con
ché dai
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M1 truyén théng ctia nguwdi Mexico
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Nguyén van: Operation Shylock
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Peach basket: Truéc nam 1906, khi choi bong rd6 ngwdi ta van dung loai 16 ¢
day, moi khi bong vao r6 lai phai 1ay ra bang tay, rat bat tién
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Nguyén van: Dean-nessa. Mot kiéu choi chit ctia nhan vat. Dean la chic
danh treong phong ctia ngwoi chong, nessa 1ay tir Vanessa von la ton cua rat
nhiéu dién vién nit xinh dep. Ghép lai dé am chi nguoi vo xinh dep cua
treéng phong
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Mot chwong trinh truyén hinh My véi béi canh 1a viing néng thon My
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MGt nhan vat noi tiéng trong chuong trinh Green Arces
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To tap chi lau doi cia My
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Poan mua thoat y gom cac chang trai c6 ngoai hinh dap
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Mot tir trong tiéng Tay Ban Nha c6 nghia la con cdo hodc tinh ranh
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Nguyén van: Tiny
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Cam giac da nhin thay trong qua khi¢ diéu ma minh dang nhin thay
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Nguyén van: Hookerville - Mdt kiéu choi chit, hooker c6 nghia la gai diém,
ville thuwong la phan cudi tén cdc thi tran trong tiéng Anh (vi du: Marrickville,
Hooverville v.v.)
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Nguyen van: The Big Apple, biét danh cua New York

https://thuviensach.vn



Xét nghiém té bao c6 tir cung
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Nguyen van: Dickens meets Blade Runner (Dickens gdp Blade Runner) - Mot
hinh anh so sanh ctia nhan vat. ‘Dickens’ dé n6i dén nha van Charles Dickens
- an du cho nhitng gi xwa cili - con Blade Runner la tén mot bo phim vién
twong cia My san xuat nam 1982 - an du cho nhitng gi méi mé
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Nguyén van: West Side story
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Nguyén van: Where the sun don’t shine - cum ttr 16ng dé chi hau mon
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Nam ca si da mau giong tram nguoi My
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Mot tro hanh ha ctia ciép bién: nan nhan bi bit mat, tréi tay, phai di trén tam
van dat chénh vénh bén man tau
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Nguyén van: Let’s make a deal - Mot chuong trinh tro choi truyén hinh cta
My
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Van dong vien mon Hockey nguwoi My (1911-1989)
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Biéu twong ctia hang 16p xe Michelin
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Nguyen van: Le Cirque du Soleil - mQt cong ty gidi tri cia Canada
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Nguyén van: The Glass Menagerie - Mot v@ kich cta tac gia Tennessee
Williams
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Tap chi danh cho dan 6ng cia My
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Phim tai liéu vé thé duc thé hinh
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Nguyén van: Goldilocks - Nhan vat trong cau chuyén c6 tich ‘Chuyén ba chu

5

gau
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Cum twr tiéng Piic c6 nghia la “Ro, thwa chi huy*
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Nguyén van: Hogan’s Heroes - mgt phim truyén hinh My ve trai tu ctia quan
Phat xit trong thé chién thit 2
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Nguyén van: Fiddler on the Roof, The Pajama Game, How to Succeed in
Business Without Really Trying, Man of La Mancha, Les Misérables, La
Cage aux Folles A Chorus Line, West Side story, Phantom
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Nguyén van: Adam’s Rib
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Nguyén van: Night at the Opera
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Nguyen van: Joker
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Nguyén van: The Graduate
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Nguyén van: Toto, we’re not in Kansas anymore. Trich dan tit Phu thuy xut
Oz, y néi, ta khong con & chon quen thudc nita
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Bac si Hook (Dr. Hook) la tén mot ban nhac rock cua My
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Tén mot bai tho ¢6 bang tiéng Anh
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Nguyén van: Be thy intents wicked or charitable, thou com’t in such a
questionable shape - Mot cau trong vé kich Hamlet cua Shakespeare
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Ca si, nhac si, nha san xuat nhac Rock nguwdi Anh
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Nguyén van 1a press. O day tac giad choi chit, cau trén dung ti* press
conference (hop bao), cau duéi dung tir v4i nghia la an, bop
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Nguyén van: Poltergeist
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Nguyén van: I Dream of Jeannie - Mot bo phim hai truyén hinh cia M§

https://thuviensach.vn



Nguyén van: Lost in space - b0 phim truyén hinh gia twéng ctia My
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O céc nudc Anh, M, ngudi ta thuong bét tréo ngén tay khi noi déi dé lwong
tam khai bi can rit
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Vu bé boi trén chinh treong My tir nam 1972 dén 1974
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La m6t vinh nam & bd bién phia Nam tinh Matanzas, Cuba. Pay la noi da
dién ra cudc d6 bo cua nhitng ngwoi Cuba lwu vong nham tan cong lat do
chinh quyén Cong san cta Fidel Castro vao ngay 17/4/1961. Nhitng ngudi
nay dugc CIA huan luyén va dugc chinh quyén M¥ ung hd. Tuy nhién, cudc
1at do bat thanh
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