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Gidi Thieu

O tudi ba muoi sau, Marian Caldwell tao dyng dwgc mdt cudc séng tuwéng
nhw hoan hdo. Cho tdi cai dém c6 budc phai doi dién mot bi mat c6 da co
gang chon vui sud6t mwdi tAm nam...

Kirby Rose - c6 bé muoi tdm tudi duwgc cho di lam con nubi tr thud lot
long - luén cam thay lac 1ong giita cai gia dinh tran tré tinh yéu nhung
khong cting mau mu. Trwdc nguwong cira vao doi, co quyét dinh tim lai
nguon goc.

Canh ctra qua kh mién cedng md ra dé mot lan nita budc nhitng nguai
trong cudc nhin nhan nhitng chuyén da qua dudi mot anh sang mai. Nhitng
ngo nhan, day dut, tiéc nudi va ca nhitng dam mé nhen 1én tir dong tro tan
da dwogc 16t td v6 cung tinh té. Khong chi chita dwng nhitng tinh tiét l1at 1éo
va cam xuc phttc tap von la sé treong ctia ngoi bat Emily Giffin.

Cudn sach con la mét cau héi 16n: rot cudc, trdi nghiém hay viéc dat
dugc muc tieu mdi lam nén y nghia cudc doi? Va, trai tim hay ly tri mai
dwa ta vé dung cho?
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Chuong 1

Marian

T6i biét nguwdi ta ndi thé nao vé bi mat. T6i da nghe dén nham tai roi. Nao
la bi mat c6 thé &m &nh va chi phoi ta. Nao 1a bi mat cé thé lam ton thwong
cac moi quan hé va chia ré gia dinh. Nao 1a, rot cudc, chi c6 sy that mai
gidi thoat cho ta. C6 1€ diéu d6 xdy ra v&i mot s6 ngwoi va mot sd bi mat.
Nhung, bai toi that 1ong tin rang nhitng canh bao nhw vay la ngoai 1é doi
v&i toi, nén toi chwa tirng hé moi vai bat ky ai cai bi mat da ap G gan hai
chuc nam troi. K€ ca véi ban bé than nhét trong nhitng lic say mém, hay
v6i chang nguwdi yéu Peter trong nhitng phut riéng tw nhat. B6 toi chang hay
biét gi - ma véi me, nguwdi duy nhat cé6 mat khi moi chuyén xay ra, toi ciing
khong nhac dén nita, nhuw thé ching t6i da am tham thé sé gitt bi mat, budc
minh phdi quén di ma song tiép. To6i khong quén, du chi mot ngay, nhung
toi cling tin rang d6i khi qua khit qua thye chi 1a qua khi.

L€ ra t6i phai biét nhiéu hon. Lé ra t6i phai nhap tam 10i néi ay - 10i n6i
khai dau cho tat ca tir cai dém oi & da lau lam réi: Cau c6 thé chay nhung
khong thé tron.

Nhung ciu néi dy, cai dém hém ay, bi mat cia toi, lai 1a nhitng thi xa
vOi nhat doi vai tam tri toi khi Peter cung toi litng thitng xubi ph6 Bleecker
sau bita t6i ca ké tai Lupa, mdt trong nhitng nha hang ca hai wa thich nhat
trong thanh phd. Sau nhiéu lan ditt n6i, mua déng dwong nhv cling da qua
han, con tiét troi diu diu ctia dém xuan nhw am thém vi chai Baloro ma
Peter da goi. D6 la mdt trong nhiéu diéu t6i ngwdng mo & anh - khau vi tinh
t&€ cung vdi niém tin chac nich rang doi ngan thé ma dung rwgu xoang thi
phi lam. Thuyc ra 1a bat c thit gi xoang xinh. Khong thé bdo anh hgm hinh
béi anh qua tr té va lam viéc hét minh, tranh xa nhitng ké quen biét san tién
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nhung lwdi biéng “chang tw minh lam nén gi ca”, nhung ding la anh xuat
than tr tang 16p thuwgng lwy, ludn hoc trvong tw va giao lvu véi gidi quyén
thé. T6i chang thay kho chiu gi vdi cai thé gigi dy, nhung chi ding bén 1é
cho dén khi Peter kéo t6i vao vong xody cua may bay riéng, du thuyén, roi
biét thy nghi mat & Nantucket va St. Bart.

“A! Rot cudc thi via hé khong con tuyét dong nita ro6i,” t6i noi, sung
suéng dugce dién giay cao got va ao khoac len méng manh sau nhiéu thang
troi 1é ung cao su va ao phao phung phinh.

“Anh thdy r6i... Quel soulagement,”™ Peter thi tham, choang tay quanh
ngwoi toi. Toi thdy chi minh anh la néi chuyén bang tiéng Phap ma khong
c6 vé gi khoe khoang khé chiu, c6 1€ vi la con trai cia mot ngwdi mau thoi
trang Phap va nha ngoai giao My nén gan nhw su6t tudi tho anh da song &
Paris. Ké ca sau khi qua M¥ song tirt nam mudi hai tu6i thi lic ¢ nha anh
van dwgc phép chi néi bang tiéng Phap. Béi vay, ca phat am lan cung cach
cw x¢ cua anh déu khéng ché vao dau dugc.

Toi mim cwoi va ap ma vao bo vai rong cua anh con anh thi hon 1én toc
toi va noi, “Gio di dau day, Nha V6 Dich?”.

Anh dat biét danh nay sau khi t6i thang anh trong tro choi sap chit day
tranh cai tai budi hen ho lan thi¢ ba, tang gdp doi khoan dat cwgc va lai
thang lan nita, ha hé sudt tr dau chi cudi. T6i cuwdi réi pham mot sai lam tai
hai khi tiét 16 v6i anh rang “Nha V6 DPich” 1a cai tén goi tréu dua danh cho
con chd thud bé cta t6i, mot con ché san moi giéng Labrador c6 bd 1ong
mau sO cO la bi 1oa, bi tat mot chan, thé 1a tir ddy dong dinh ludn cach goi
au yém nay. Cai tén “Marian” nhanh chong bi giang xu6ng cho nhitng lic
c6 mat nguwdi khac, nhitng khi néi déa véi nhau, va nhitng lan tranh cai hoa
hoan.

“Hay la mua do6 trang miéng?” t6i ggi y khi cd hai ré & goc duong. Bon
toi tinh xem nén an banh Magnolia hay banh qué Rocco, nhung roi quyét
dinh la da no dén mitc khong nich n6i thit gi nita va sé chi di dao trong s
tinh ldng dé chiu, tha than qua may quan ca phé, quan bar va dam sinh vién
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treong Villagers ti man. Thé roi, dwgc regu cung tiét troi va mui nwdc hoa
nong nan cua anh xui khién, t6i budt miéng hoi, “Minh két hon nhé?”.

Ba muoi sau tudi va sau gan hai nam hen ho, trong dau t6i da nung nau
cau héi nay, do ciing la dé tai suy doan s6 mot cia dam ban t6i. Nhung dém
nay danh dau lan dau tién t6i dé cap thang chu dé nay véi anh, nén toi lap
tirc thay hoi tiéc vi minh da sai quy tac, va chuan bi tinh than dén nhan mot
cau tra 1oi khong nhuv y. Qua nhién, bau khong khi budi dém tirc thi doi
khac, va t6i cam nhan dwgc canh tay anh cang cing quanh nguwoi minh. To6i
tw nhu d6 khong nhat thiét 1a mot dau hiéu xau; co thé chi vi khong phai
lic. Ba vay, t6i con thoang nghi biét dau anh da tha san chiéc nhan - va
phan tng cta anh phan nhiéu la do t6i da gianh mat khodnh khac trong dai
1€ ra phai la cua anh.

“Qi, thdi quén chuyén dé di,” toi néi bing giong the thé va bat cudi
guong gao, lai cang khién cho tinh huéng tré nén khoé xit hon. Nhu thé khi
o rut lai cau “em yéu anh” hay xi x6a mdt chuyén tinh mot dém. Khac nao
0 lay lai bat nwéc da hat di.

“Nha Vo6 Dich nay,” anh noéi, ngdp ngtrng mdy gidy. “Minh & bén nhau
thé nay that hanh phuc.”.

Cau noi day tinh xa giao dé nghe that dé thwong, tham chi la hiva hen,
nhung con xa maéi la mot cau tra 10i - nén t6i khong nhin dwgc ben néi
thang ra vdi anh. “Vaaay diéu dé... chinh xac nghia la gi? Git nguyén hién
trang mai mai? Hay la t6i nay minh di dang ky két hn nhé? Hay la diéu gi
do6 & lung ching?”.

Nghe giong t6i c6 vé bong dua, Peter bén chdp lay thoi co dé lam diu
tinh hinh.

“Co 1€ rot cuoc minh ciing nén di mua banh théi,” anh néi.

T6i khong cwdi, do anh vé vién kim cuwong cat giac chit nhat nhiéu tang
ma anh gidu bén duwdi mot ban chan di gidy luwdi ctia Y nhoa dan.

“Pua thoi,” anh néi, ghi t6i sat vao ngudi anh. “Em hoi gi ay nhi?”.
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“Ho6n nhan. Chuyén vé hai ching ta. Anh nghi sao?”, t6i néi. “Co6 khi
nao anh... thoang nghi tdi chuyén do khong?”.

“Co6. buong nhién la co chr...”.

T6i cam thdy m6t chit “nhung” sap thot ra giong nhu ta cam thdy mua
trén mdt ngay sau mot tiéng sam vang troi. Qua nhién, anh n6i not, “Nhung
vu ly hon caa bon anh vita méi c6 phan quyét ma.” Lai mot cau 1ap ling
khong han mang tinh tra 16i.

“Phai r6i,” t6i néi, cam thay nan long, con anh thi liéc nhin vao trong
mot ctra hiéu da tat déen, c6 vé mé man may loai gidy viét thw va bit may
Montblanc treng bay. Toi tham ghi nhé sé mua cho anh mét cay, b&i dén
gi0 t0i da mua gan hét nhitng moén qua trong danh muc “phai mua gi cho
nguwoi da c6 moi thi”, nhat lai la ngwoi ki tinh nhw Peter. Khuy mang sét,
may thiét bi dién ti nho nhé, ky nghi cudi tuan tai nha nghi thon da & vung
New England. Tham chi cd mét birc twgng nai sttng tam, vat biéu tugng
khong chinh thitc cho Pai hoc Dartmouth than thwong ctia anh, dat hang
Lego lam.

“Nhung cudc hon nhan cta anh da chdm dit ti 1au r6i ma. Hon bon nam
nay anh dau con chung séng véi Robin nita,” t6i ndi.

D6 la mot diém t6i hay néu ra, nhung trong tinh huéng nhv thé nay thi
chwa bao gio, thwong la trong nhitng dip ching t6i di choi cung may cap
khac, dé dé phong c6 ké xem t6i 1a thu pham - & nhan tinh sa vao cuéom
chong nguoi khac. Khong giong véi vai ¢o6 ban c6 vé nhw chi chuyén vé
dan ong c6 vg, toi tham chi chua titng dé y dén mot cai nhay mat hay uéng
mot ly rirgu vang nao tir mot dan 6ng deo nhan bén ban tay trai, dong thoi,
trong suot nhitng nam thang hen ho truwdc khi gap Peter, toi cling tuyét doi
khong chdp nhan sy m& am, dua bén vdi tinh cdm, sg rang budc, hay bat ct
trieu chirng nao trong cai hoi chitng Peter Pan® dwong nhu da thanh bénh
dich, it ra la & Manhattan. Mot phan la vi nguyén tac va long tu trong.
Nhung phan khac la sy thye dung ma mot ngwdi ngoai ba mwoi phai cé.
To6i biét dich xac minh muén gi - minh muén ngwdi nhw thé nao - va tin
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rang bang no luc va quyét tdm minh c6 thé dat dwgc, cling nhu t6i dd bén
chi deo dudi sy nghiép trong nganh truyén hinh.

Con dwong ay ciing chang dé dang gi. Tot nghiép trieong dién anh tai Pai
hoc New York xong thi t6i chuyén dén Los Angeles song va lam mot trg ly
san xudt cap thap cho mat xé ri phim hai kich tinh huéng danh cho tudi teen
cta hang Nickelodeon chi ton tai dwgc mot thoi gian ngan. Sau mwoi tam
thang troi ¢t phai c6 ma nhG cac yéu cau goi mén cho bita tria va khong
viét n6i mot chir nao cho chwong trinh thi t6i kiém duwgc viéc trg ly bién
kich cho mot phim truyén hinh nhiéu tap vé nganh y. D6 la mot cong viéc
tam thoi tuyét voi, vi toi hoc hoi duwgce rat nhiéu, tao dwng dwgc nhitng moi
quen biét khé tin, tt* d6 di dan 1én thanh bién tdp vién kich ban, nhung to6i
khong c6 thoi gian cho doi song riéng, ma cling chang thue sy tha thiét véi
cong viéc. Vi vay, dén mot ldc, tdéi danh liéu tir bo sy an toan ctia mot
chwong trinh an khach dé chuyén vé New York song trong mot can ho am
cung c6é vuon xung quanh & khu Park Slope. D€ trang trai cudc song, tdi da
nhuong lai vai vu lam an va nhan viéc lam thém cho cac chvong trinh dang
lam d@. Cho t6i van thich dén ngoi viét rot cudc lai la mot quan bar nho do
gia dinh quan ly c6 tén Aggie, noi thwong xuyén dién ra nhitng man om
som gitta bon anh em trai nha dé, phan nhiéu la do mdy c6 con dau va ba
me dan Ai Len nhdp cu chdm ngoi. T6i bong thdy minh bo roi may dy an
khac dé phac thdo cau chuyén cé thyc vé ho, cho dén mot ngay bd phim
South Second Street bat chgt ra doi (t6i da doi cai quan bar dé tir Brooklyn
hién dai vé Philadelphia nhitng ndm bay mwoi). N6 khong nham muc dich
thu hut dong dao khan gia nhu xu hwéng dang tré nén ap dao trong nganh
truyén hinh, nhung t6i 1a ngwoi theo 16i cii, nén tin rang minh c6 thé sang
tao ra mot thé gidi co6 sirc thuyét phuc bang kha nang viét lach va cac nhan
vat - chit khong phai bang manh 16i quang cdo rum beng. Dai dién cua t6i
cling tin & t6i, nén sau khi ho thuyét phuc dwgc to6i ném doan thit nghiém
cho cd may hang truyén hinh 16n thi lién sau d6 da dién ra mét cudc dau gia
16n. T6i chon mot hgp dong tuy it tién hon ma6t chit (du van da dé t6i don
dén Manhattan) nhwng lai cé nhiéu dat sang tao hon. Va thé la gidc mo cua
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toi da thanh sy that. Cudi cung t6i cling da trd thanh gidm doc san xuat.
Mot nha quan ly san xuat phim truyén hinh.

Thé r6i, sau mot nam cat luc, toi gap Peter. Rat lau trwde khi gap anh, toi
da biét dén anh trong nganh va trong cac mau tin Variety: Peter Standish,
giam doc truyén hinh kha kinh dwgc nang tir mot hang truyén hinh khac, vi
cttu tinh twong lai sé lam xoay chuyén ty sudt ngudi xem toan dién dang
chat vat va danh bong lai tén tudi ching t6i. VGi tw cach CEO mdi, thi
chinh xac anh la sép t6i, tirc 1a thudc dién khong hen ho theo mot nguyén
tac nita cda td6i. Thé nhung, vao budi sang tinh cd gap anh & quan ca phé
Starbucks duwéi sanh toa nha ching to6i lam viéc, t6i da tw cho minh mot
ngoai 1é va vién cd rang minh khong phai nhan vién truc tiép dudi quyén
anh - da c6 giam doc chuong trinh dém gitta chuing t6i trong thang bac lanh
dao. Hon nita, t6i da co tén tudi. Xé ri phim cta t6i dwgc xem la chwong
trinh kha an khach, von la mot ky tich khé dat dwgc doéi véi mot chuong
trinh gitta mua, thé nén sé chang ai c6 thé budc tdi toéi 1gi dung anh dé tréo
cao hay khéi dong lai mot sy nghiép dang bé tac.

T4t nhién, vao lic do, khi t6i dang xép hang ngay sau lwng anh, nghe
lom anh goi mot “cappuccino ly duip, néng, dac vira, nhiéu bot” thi chuyén
do6 chi con la mé ly thuyét suéng. Anh khong deo nhan (t6i nhan ra ngay),
nhing anh toat ra mot vé kho gan khi t6i vo nhe 1én vai anh, tw gidi thiéu,
r6i chao hoi lién thoang va rat chuyén nghiép. T6i biét tudi anh qua cai
thong céo bao chi van con nguyén trong hop thw dén - b6n muoi bay -
nhung v6i mai téc den nhanh van chwa thdy sgi bac nao thi anh trong tré
hon toi twong. Anh ciing cao to hon so vdi hinh dung cua t6i, xem ra cai gi
cling 16n hon, ké ca ban tay dang cam ly cappuccino nhiéu bot.

“Rat vui dwgc gap co, Marian,” anh néi, hoi nghiéng dau duyén dang
nhing van chan thanh, dirng lai khi t6i goi mét coc latte ¢@ vira, tham chi
con nan lai khi c6 nhan vién pha ca phé cho t6i va bao rang t6i 1ap dugc ky
tich vGi chuwong trinh cia minh. “Chwong trinh d6 c6 kha nhiéu ngudi theo
doi, nhi?”.
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T6i nhiin nhan gat dau, c6 gang khong qua chu y dén dwong cat thanh
lich cia bo vest anh mac va cai cam ché trén quai ham vudng vitc, nhan
nhui cia anh. “Vang. Dén nay thi van la do may man. Nhung ching t6i c6
thé lam nhiéu hon nita dé tang thém lwgng khan gia... Anh da xem qua
chuong trinh d6 chwa?”.

That tdo ton khi choi kham sép nhw vay, va toi da biét cau tra 16i qua vé
ngap ngung cua anh, dong thoi thay anh dang can nhac xem liéu cé nén tha
that rang minh chwa tirng xem hay khong.

Anh nguong ngung khai that, roi n6i thém, “Nhung t6i nay toi sé xem.
Hwta day.”. To6i c6 linh cdm rang anh thyc sy la nguwdi biét gitr 107 - von
cling la pham chat nhiéu nguoi biét dén & anh trong mot nganh day nhitng
ké khon khéo ich ky va phéng dang.

“Cha, it ra anh ciling biét chwong trinh d6 phat séng vao toi thit Nam,” t6i
néi, cdm thay mot lan séng hap luc va chot nhan ra né khong han chi 1a mét
chiéu. Lau roi t6i méi cam thdy c6 chit gi gan nhw 1a hap dan & ai d6 - it ra
cling khéng phai la nguwdi qua on trén ly thuyét.

Sang hom sau, toi thich thu khi thiy ca hai ching t6i lai cham mat tai ctra
hang Starbucks lic 7 gi¢ 50, va t6i da khong khéi ban khoan rang liéu cé
phai anh cling cht y 1am thé gidong nhuw t6i khong.

“Vay, anh thiy sao?” t6i hoi anh, hoi bén 1én, von khong phai cung cach
thwong thay cua toi, nhat la & cho lam. “Anh xem chwa?”.

“Roi. Toi thich 1am,” anh néi, r6i goi ly ca phé y nhur hém tredc, nhung
lan nay lai chon kem dac dé chitng t6 la minh ciing c6 thé ngau hing. To6i
cam thay minh cudi twoi réi khi noi 16i cdm on anh.

“Kich ban chat ché. Dién xuat tuyét voi. Co nang Angela Rivers d6 chac
phai dit d6i lam, nhi?” anh hoi, &m chi c6 dao chinh t6c do, tinh tinh ky
quac nhung day trién vong van thuwong dugc vi véi Lucille Ball. Khi thi
vai, t0i dd mao hiém chon c0 ta thay vi mot ngbi sao c6 tiéng tam hon, va
dé 1a mét trong nhitng quyét dinh sang sudt nhat toi tirng dwa ra véi tw cach
nha san xuat.
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“Vang”, toi no6i. “Toi cé thé thay trudc 1a co ta sé gianh dwoc gidi Emmy
trong twong lai.”.

Anh git dau, c6 vé lvu y mot cach nghiém tic. “A, ma nay,” anh ndi, mat
anh lén vé twoi cuwdi triu mén. “Khong nhitng t6i da xem chuwong trinh do6
ma con quay lai xem tap pilot® trén mang nita. Va not ca nhitng tap con lai
ctia phan dau. Bé&i vay, c6 nén cdm on toi vi gidc ngt chwa day bon tiéng
dong ho dém qua day.”.

T6i bat cwdi. “Chiéu nay mdi anh mot ly espresso nhé,” t6i néi khi ca hai
buwdc téi day thang mdy. “Hiéu nghiém lam.”.

Anh nhay mat noéi, “Nghe hay ddy. Khodng bon gid rudi nhé?”.

Tim t6i nhw nhdy mua khi t6i gat dau. Ca ngay hom dé t6i dém nguwoc
tirng phut cho dén bon gio rudi, roi ca suét may tuan sau do nita. Chuyén
do6 tré thanh mot nghi thitc gitta hai chiing t6i, du ngoai mat chiing t6i van
vO nhu chi tinh co ma gap.

R06i mot hom, sau khi tdi vui miéng noi ra rang minh rat mé md, thi ngay
sau d6 c6 ngudi mang dén mot cai hdp ctia hang Barney. Bén trong la mot
chiéc mii n6i bang lua den ké soc ngang ngo nghinh cung tam thiép ghi:
Tang Marian, ngudi con gai duy nhat t6i biét da stc doat giai thuwdng nay.

Toi 1ap tirc quay so true tiép cda anh trong danh ba cong ty, thich thu khi
thdy anh nghe dién thoai riéng.

“Cam on anh nhé,” toi noi.

“C06 gi dau,” anh dap, va toi dam néi la kém v6i mot nu cuoi.

“Em thich lam,” t6i néi, mim cwdi twoi réi véi anh qua dién thoai.

“Thé con tam thiép? Anh dung tir ‘co6 gai’ cé dugc khong? Anh cit nghi
mai khong biét nén dung ‘co6 gai’ hay ‘phu ni’.” Phan doan do cta anh da
khang dinh la anh cé quan tdm - va con nhay cam nita. T6i cam thay minh
mé anh thém mot chut.

“V@i anh thi em thich dugc goi la ‘co gai’,” toi dap. “Em thich ca cai mi
no6i nita. Em thdy mirng la n6 khong cé hinh qua mam x6i.”.
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“Hay la mua ti* mot ctta hang do cii,” anh néi tinh bo. “Mac du anh thich
nhin thady em doi né. Va néu troi am...”.

To6i bat cwdi, cdm thdy phan chdn, nén nao trong da, va thac mac khéng
biét khi nao - chit khong phai liéu c6 khi nao - anh mai t6i di choi nhu mot
buodi hen ho chinh thrrc.

Ba ngay sau thi chiing t6i 1én chuyén co riéng cta hang dé dén Los
Angeles dv gidi Emmy. Du phim ctia t6i khong duge dé ct, nhung ching
to6i van nhan dugc rat nhiéu 161 khen nggi va t6i chwa bao gio thdy hai long
vé si nghiép ctia minh hon thé. Trong khi d6 nhiéu ngudi cling ban tan vé
Peter va toi, c6 vai 10i don thoi lan truyén, ro rang la do nhitng do6i dap cua
ching toi trong gio ca phé gidi lao. Nhung khi buwdce 1én tham do, chung toi
van gitt vé than nhién véi nhau, va tham chi con hon thé khi di nhitng bita
tiéc sau lé trao gidi, cho dén khi khong ai chiu dung thém dwgc mot giay
nao nita, va anh giti mot tin nhan t6i van con lwu trong chiéc iPhone cta
minh: Chiéc vay 16ng lay qua.

T6i mim cwoi, cdm thdy mirng vi minh khong chi vung tay cho chiéc vay
da hoi ctia hang Aiberta Ferretti ma con chon mau ngoc luc bao thay vi den
nhw moi khi. Biét minh dang dé mat, t6i bén quay dau nhin vé phia anh thi
lai nhan dwgc mot tin nhan nita: Mac du trong né sé con tuyét hon khi nam
dudi san.

T6i dé mat va lac dau, anh ben gt tin nhan cubi cung: Anh hita sé khong
co gang tim hiéu néu nhw em chiu 1én trén gap anh. Phong 732.

Chua day muwoi phtt sau ca hai da & trong phong anh, cudi cung cling
duwoc & riéng vdi nhau, nhin nhau cwoi toét. Toi ct dinh ninh la anh sé hon
toi ngay lap tic, nhwng anh lai té ra kiém ché, diéu ma toi thay kho cé thé
lam noi, va cang khé hon sau moéi chau sam banh. Cang lic chiing t6i cang
chénh choang hon trong khi tro chuyén vé dua thi, tinh trang ctia nganh
truyén hinh, hang cta ching t6i, phim cua t6i, nhitng mau chuyén phiém vé
cac dién vién, va ca nhitng vu om som gitta gigi lanh dao véi nhau. Anh
cling ké cho t6i nghe vé cau con trai mudi ba tudi Aidan va vu ly di van
dang trong qua trinh hoan tat. Mdc du anh goi dua vo cii la “nguyén don”,
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nhung anh khong bién c6 ta thanh ké c6 16i. T6i thay day la mot diém khac
biét thi vi so v6i mdy anh chang da ly di khac ma t6i tirng hen ho. Ching
toi noi vé nhitng noi minh da di, nhitng khach san nha hang chiing t6i wa
thich, va nhitng noi ching t6i hy vong mot ngay nao dé6 minh sé dén, theo
ca nghia den lan muc tiéu sy nghiép. Chung t6i khac nhau vé mét s6 diém -
toi thich Caribé hay nhitng chuyén du lich dén cac thanh pho theo kiéu
truyén thong hon la nhitng noi nhw Roma va London, con anh thi thich kiéu
phiéu lrvu dén nhitng vung dat xa la, nghe néi da c6 lan anh titng dap xe di
khap ving Tam Gidc Vang & Thai Lan, lan khac thi leo 1én ngon ndi lira
Pacaya & Guatemala. Trong cong viéc, anh cling wa mao hiém hon t6i, ma
dwong nhién la mang lai thanh cong, con t6i n6i chung ludn tranh xung dot
va khong thich thay doéi diéu gi néu n6 van dang c6 hiéu qua, du chi la doi
chit. Nhung vé co ban thi ching t6i cing chung mot cach nghi, do6 1a niém
tin vao sy c6 gang dé dat dén dinh cao va khong bao gid an phan, la tinh
yéu danh cho New York va tat ca nhitng gi gan lién véi nd, la tinh than bao
tht vGi nén tang triét ly 1a phai biét chap nhan sy khac biét cia moi nguoi,
du niém tin chinh tri hay ton gido cua ho la gi di nita. Anh dién trai, ty tin,
thong minh va chu dao - 1a ngudi hoan hao nhat téi ti'ng quen.

R6i, khi bau trgi California tng 1én nhitng vét hong nhat dau tién, anh
md&i cam lay tay toi, kéo toi vao long, va hon t6i theo kiéu ma nhiéu nam
roi t6i chwa dwgc trai nghiém. it phiit sau, chiing tdi chiic nhau ngti ngon,
ré6i bat cudi, va noi 16i chao budi sang.

Sau vai tuan thi ching t6i da chinh thitc 1a mot cap, tham chi con néi
rang khong mudn gap g& nhitng ngudi khac nita. M6t budi t6i no, ca hai bi
chup anh dang an téi cung nhau. Tam anh duwgc dang trén muc gidi thiéu
sach trén trang sau, kém dong chu thich: “M6i quan hé tinh cdm cta bo doi
quyén lyc: giam doc diéu hanh Peter Standish va nha sdn xudt Marian
Caidwell.”. Khi ban bé va ngwdi quen da xem béo tdi tap goi dén, toi gia vo
vtra kho chiu vira buén cwdi, nhung thye bung thi rét thich thd, cat may bai
bdo d6 dem cat di cho nhitng dita con twong lai cta ching toi xem. Moi
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chuyén t6t dep dén kho tin néu nhuw khong phai trwedc do toi luén dinh ninh
rang minh cé thé - va sé - tim dugc nguwdi nhw anh.

Nhung, gio day, liéc nhin anh khi ca hai di vong qua goc pho, tay trong
tay, toi lai nghi c6 1é ding la moi chuyén t6t dep dén mitc kho cé thé thanh
su that dugc. Co 1€ ching t6i da sa lay. Co6 1é quan hé cta chung t6i sé chi
dirtng ¢ muirc nay ma thoi. Co 1€, suy cho cung thi toi cling chi nhw dam con
gai ay. Cho doi hoac an phan véi nhitng gi dang c6 - hodc két hgp ca hai
diéu d6 theo mot kiéu nao do6. Noi that vong va gian dir khong néi ra 1oi
trao 1én trong t6i. Gidn anh, nhuwng gian minh nhiéu hon, vi da khong chiu
nhin thang vao sv that rang khi nguoi ta tranh né mot deé tai thi thuwong la cé
ly do.

“Em nghi rang em sé vé nha,” t6i néi sau mot hoi lau im lang, hy vong
cau néi dé khong bi hiéu lam la than than hay toan tinh, hai con bai chwa
bao gio duwgc viéc trong cac moi quan hé - nhat l1a véi nguwdi nhu Peter.

“Thoi nao. Em vé that sao?” Peter héi, giong anh c6 vé nhuwgng bo, ma
toi lai mong nghe thay sy khan nai. Anh bao gio cling ty chu, chirng muc,
va mdc du moi khi t6i van yéu nhitng pham chat dé, nhung gic day t6i lai
thdy kho chiu. Anh dirng phat lai, quay sang nhin t6i cham cham, nam lay
ca hai ban tay toi.

“Vang. Em mét that ma,” t6i ndi doi va rut tay lai.

“Marian. Pirng lam vady,” anh phén déi qua loa.

“Em dau c6 lam gi, Peter,” t6i n6i. “Em chi dang c6 n6i chuyén véi
anh...”.

“Duwgc,” anh noi, thd ra, chi thiéu diéu ddo mat chan nan. “Vay thi noéi
chuyén.”.

T6i nuot cdi cuc kiéu hanh dang teo dan va, cdm thay nhuc nha, néi.
“Pugc. Vay... anh cé thé hinh dung minh sé tai hon khong? Hay cé mot
da con nita?”.

Anh thé dai, dinh néi gi, r6i lai thoéi, va lai c6. “Ddi anh chang con thiéu
gi, néu do la diéu em dang mudn hoi. Anh da c6 Aidan. Anh c6 em. Anh c6
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cong viéc. Cudc song tot dep. That sy tot dep. Nhuwng anh that 1ong yéu em,
Marian. Anh ton sung em. Em biét diéu d6 ma.”.

T6i chd nghe thém, nghi rang c6 khé gi dau néu anh do danh t6i bang
mot 10i hita chung chung kiéu nhu: Anh khong thay trude chinh xac diéu gi
trong twong lai, nhung anh thdy em trong d6. Hay: Anh mu6n lam em hanh
phtic. Hodc tham chi la: Anh khéng mudn bo di bat ci¢ thi gi. Mot cau gi
do. Gi cling dugc.

Thay vi vay, anh lai nhin t6i v&i vé bat luc trong khi hai chiéc taxi noi
dudi nhau xudt hién, mot sy tinh c@ bi t6i gan cho du thi y nghia. T6i vay
cai xe dau tién va gwgng mim cwdi, moi van mim chat. “Tho6i dé mai noéi di.
Puoc khong?” toi noi, cd vét vat chut gi con lai cia hinh dnh mét phu ni
manh mé, doc lap, va ty hoi phai chang doé chi la hinh anh twéng twong.

Anh gat dau va t6i nhan mét cai hon phét 1én ma. Roi t6i nhe nhang ngoi
vao taxi va dong cira lai, dé y dé khong sap qua manh, nhung ciing cha y dé
khong nhin vao mat anh khi xe rdi khéi 1é dwong, chay thang vé can ho cta
toi ¢ khu Thuvgng Pong Manhattan.

Ba muoi phit sau, t6i vira thay sang bo do ngu vai flannel cii nhat, thoai
mai nhat, cam thay tui than vo ctung, thi dién thoai ndi bo reo.

Peter.

Tim t6i dap ron rang bdi cdm gidc nhe nhom ngdt ngady dang xau ho khi
toi di nhw chay ra sanh. T6i hit m6t hoi that sau r6i bAm nit m@ ctra cho
anh 1én, nhin cham cham vao ctra nhw thé Nha V6 Dich trung tén véGi toi
dang cho nguoi dua thw. Toi muwong twong ra canh Peter va toi sé lam hoa,
lam tinh, tham chi con c6 ca nhitng dy tinh nita. T6i khong can nhan hay
10i hita hen sé c6 con, t6i sé noi thé, mién la biét anh cling c6 cam giac
giong nhw t6i. Rang anh thdy chiing t6i sé cung nhau chia sé cudc doi.
Rang anh khong twdng twgng nodi ching t6i cé thé chia lia. T6i ty nha doé
khong phai la cam chiu, ma nguwoc lai kia, d6 la diéu ta lam vi tinh yéu.

Nhung gidy lat sau, t6i di vong qua goc phong thi thay ngoai cira khong
phai Peter ma la mot thiéu nit c6 nét mat goc canh, khuoén mat thuon dai, va
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cai cam nhd, nhon. Co6 bé manh khanh, xanh xao, va cling xinh - it ra thi vai
nam nita c6 bé sé xinh, t6i nghi vay. Coé bé an mac ding kiéu ctia mot dira
tré md&i 16n, dén tan céi ba 16 qua kho va sgi day chuyén c6 biéu twgng hoa
binh, nhwng lai c6 mot vé diém tinh nhat dinh, khién t6i doan rang co bé
khong phai 1a ké hoc doi.

“Chao con,” t0i n6i, ban khoan khong biét c6 bé di lac hay bam chu6ng
nham nha, hodc la dang rao ban thi gi dé. “Co giup gi dugc con?”.

Co bé hang giong, chuyén chan tru hét bén nay sang bén kia, r6i li nhi
hoi, giong khao khao, “C6 c6 phai la Marian Caldwell khong a?”.

“Phai,” t6i ndi, cho dgi.

“Con tén la Kirby Rose,” cudi cung c6 bé noi, vén mai toc dai vang xin
ra sau tai, phia bén dau to hon hodc it nhat cling khéng can xitng so vdi bén
kia, mot dac diém toi biét rat ro, réi cdi gam xudng dbi ung den da tray
dwédi chan. Khi c¢6 bé nguwdc 1én nhin vao mat t6i lan nita, to6i nhan ra cai
mau sac rat riéng do - mau xam phang phat sac xanh va vién den. Va, trong
tich tac do, t6i da biét chinh xac c6 bé 1a ai va vi sao lai dén day.

“Co phai con la...?” t6i cd no6i hét cau, nhung hit thd con khong ndi,
hu6ng ho la néi.

Cam run run, co bé khé gat, roi quet l1ong ban tay vao quan jean, xo chi &
dau g6i bén trai.

T6i ditng chét lang, doan trudc nhitng 10i t6i van hinh dung, va khién t6i
lo sg, khiép ddm va mong mi su6t muwoi tdm nam qua. Thé r6i, ding lic t6i
nghi qua tim dang dap cuong loan ctia minh sap v& tung, thi cudi cung toi
cling nghe thay con bé néi ra cau dé: “Con nghi co6 la me cua con.”.
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Chuong 2

Marian

14 Thang Bay, 1995. Hom 4y la ngay néng nhat tirng dugc ghi chép lai
trong lich st Chicago, nhiét do do bang thuy ngan cham t&i 41°C r6i chi s6
cam nhiét dat dinh 49°C, mot ky luc van con ditng vitng dén nay, sau gan
hai thap ky. Bot néng dé la chuyén duy nhat ma ai ciing c6 thé noi dugc,
vOi cai hé qua la da cudp di bay tram nam muoi mang ngwoi, tao nén
nhitng cai tit con 16n hon cad khung hoang gidi gigi & Iran, chién tranh &
Bosnia, va budi trinh dién cudi cia ban nhac Grateful Dead tai sdn bong
bau duc Soldier Field - it nhat 1a theo B96, ngudn tin duy nhat cta téi hoi
toi muwoi tam.

Vao bu6i sang nhw thiéu nhw dét dy, khi dang nam dai bén ho boi tai nha,
mac bo bikini day trang dat hang theo catald ctia Victoria’s Secret, t6i chinh
dai dé bat song chuwong trinh cia Kevin va JoBo, nghe ho bong dua la cai
néng da khién cho thién ha lam nhitng chuyén dién r6: phai long nhau,
pham t0i, tran truéng chay nhéng khap phé. Hién nhién la ho dang néi dua,
nhw dam DJ van lam, nhwng nghi lai, thye tinh t6i tin rang it nhat cai nhiét
d6 kinh khing dé cling c6 phan dang trach trong chuyén xdy ra vao dém
hém ay & nha con ban than nhat cta t6i, Janie. Lé ra cau chuyén c6 thé da
khong dén mitc d6 néu né xdy ra vao bat cit mua nao khac, tham chi vao
mot ngay ha nong binh thuong.

Tat nhién, cting con c6 nhitng yéu té6 khac nita, chang han nhw rugu, toi
d6 wa thich cia moi ngudi, cu thé la bon chai Boone’s Farm vi dau wép
lanh t6i n6c xudng cai da day tron tron. Thém vao dé la cdm xtic manh liét
di kem v&i mua hé buon vui lan 16n chen gitta thdi khac t6t nghiép trung
hoc va phan doi con lai, 1a n6i chan ngan t6t do véi thanh pho qué huong,
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va mot chit den dui - hay may man, con tuy thudc vao viéc ta héi ai. Va di
nhién, yéu td cubi cung chinh la Conrad Knight.

Conrad khong phdi kiéu con trai toi thich khi nhin gan va tinh tdo, nhung
nhin ti* xa va trong lic dang tay tay thi cau ta gan nhu la kiéu con trai ma
dita con gai nao ciing thich. Buwong nhién toi cling khong cwdng lai dugc
cdp mat xam xanh quyén rii, mai téc tham mau dai vira phai va go ma ma
Janie goi la “dinh”, md4t tit ma nhiéu nam sau da bi lam dung. Cau ta c6 vé
bi 4n va hoi nguy hiém, kiéu hinh anh ma bon nh6éc méi 1én c6 trau tria -
nhung duong nhu chi minh Conrad la nhin khong c6 vé gugng ép. Cau ta
xam hinh trén bap tay, nghe dau la tén viét tat cia me cau ta va cai ngay vu
dam xe da cuwdp di mang séng cua ba. Cau ta hit thudc 14 cudn, 1ai chiéc
Mustang den cii k¥, va hat trong mot ban nhac Rock nghiép du ¢ khu trung
tam. C6 may dita con gai dung thé can cudc gia dén xem da vi giong hat
cta cau ta véi giong cua Eddie Vedder va cam doan rang mét ngay nao do
cau ta sé noi danh. B6 cau ta, thue ra la mét dién vién da vé vuon, tirng thu
vai chinh trong mot phim truyén hinh nhiéu tap da ngirng phat séng va
dong mot doan phim quang cao lic d6 van con dugce chiéu cho thuéc Tums,
thinh thoang lai vé Los Angeles dé thir giong va thuong dan Conrad di theo
sudt nhitng quang thoi gian dai. Du thuwong xuyén nghi hoc va cé két qua
hoc tap that thwong, nhung ciu ta van c6 vé thong minh va chat gi dé ting
trdi - hay it ra la hét sitc dirng dung vdi cai trat ty xa hoi & tredng trung
hoc, diéu dé khién cau ta trong c6 vé sanh soi. N6i tom lai la cau ta chang
c6 gi giong vGi may dang nam nhi lich 1am t6i titng hen ho su6t thoi trung
hoc - ma cling chang giong gi t6i - nhung cling khong phai cai kiéu phe
phai kinh dich, dong chut l1a gay han, chi don gian la con dwong ctia bon t6i
sé khong bao gig thuc si gap dwgc nhau. Thinh thoang ching t6i van chao
héi nhau trong hanh lang, nhuwng ti thoi tiéu hoc dén gio ching t6i chua tro
chuyén that sy bao gio.

“Marian Caldwell a,” Conrad goi khi t6i tinh cO gap cau ta trong san sau
nha Janie. Phéi dén phan ntta trudng Glencoe dén du tiéc sau khi nghe khao
la cha me n6 da di vang khoi thanh phé. Mat cau ta khong c6 biéu cam gi,
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nhung c6 diéu gi do trong anh mat cua cau ta mach bao to6i rang chiing t6i
sap c6 mot cudc chuyén tro day y nghia.

“Chao Conrad,” t0i no6i, co tinh lac Iw theo doan cao trao trong bai “Em
sé nh@ anh” cia Sarah McLachian dang vang ra tir cai may cat xét xach tay
dé trén ctra s6 phong ngu Janie trén lau.

Cau ta nhéch miéng cwdi, va roi, nhw thé ti€p ndi mot cudc chuyén tro da
bat dau twr tredc do rat 1au, cau ta noi cau ma toi sé nhd mai sudt nhiéu nam
sau do. “Cau co6 thé chay, nhuwng khong thé tron duoc dau.”.

Trong khi cau ta h6p mot ngum bia Dr Pepper thi t6i quan sat 16p rau
ngan chuwa cao trén mat va hit mui hwong da thit cau ta - mot th mui tron
lan giita hwong go tuyét tung, mudi, va nwdc hoa Eternity ctia Calvin Klein.

“Ai chay?” t6i héi. “Ma cau lam gi @ m6t bita tiéc nhu thé nay?”.

Nh6 lai cau hoéi do, toi van con nhan mat. Tai sao t6i khong néi mot buoi
tiéc “binh dan” ma ca hai déu biét t6i tai trg 1au dai.

“Tim cau,” cdu ta noéi, doi mat cling phang phat swong khoi giong nhw
nhitng cdp mat sang mau. T6i dwa mat nhin quanh, twdng cau ta dua, va cho
thdy mdy ga ban cung ban nhac hay ban gai cta cu ta ti* phong tam quay
ra. T6i chua tirng thay con bé do6 vi n6 hoc trwong khac, nhung c6 lan, khi
Janie tinh co bat gap hai ngwoi ho di cung nhau & trung tdm mua sam, né da
vé ké lai rang con bé dé trong giong hét Kate Moss, dén tan cai ao kiéu
digan, cai vay hoa dai va doi xang dan Birkenstock.

“Um. Hinh nhw 1 cdu da tim thdy t6 roi day.” T6i bat cudi, cam thay bao
dan hon Iic thwong khi cham vao bap tay cau ta, ngay ché may chit s6 xam
muc den, trong nhw thé chit noi Braille trén da cau ta vay, biét chac la cau
ta khong chi di mot minh ma con hoan toan tinh tao.

“Lau nay cau thé nao?” Cau ta li€c nhin cdi c6 tay tran dang 1é ra phai
deo mot cai dong hé. “Sudt sdu nam qua ay?”.

“Sau nam u?” t6i hai lai, réi nhac ciu ta nhd 1a bon t6i hoc chung tredong
tir hoi 16p bon.
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“Lan cudi bon minh néi chuyén kia,” cau ta néi, lia ban tay qua mai toc
don séong hon binh thwong vi do0 am cao dén mitc t6i cam thdy nhuw thé
chiing tdi dang gidm trén nuwéc vay. “Y t& 1a néi chuyén that sy. Lan do,
bon minh ngo6i xe buyt vé sau chuyén tham quan.”.

“O Shedd,” toi noi, gat dau, nhd lai chuyén di dén vién hai duong hoc
hoi 16p sau - va nhat la chuyén xe quay vé trueong.

Conrad mim cuoi, va ngay sau do trut bo cai diéu bo lanh lung. Trong
cau ta lai giong thang ban mwoi hai tudi héi nao, va toi néi vGi cau ta diéu
do.

Nu cuw0oi cua cau ta n@ rong thém va cau noi, “Cau chia cho t& ntra thanh
keo Twix va bdo té la cau muon trd thanh nha sinh vat hoc bién.”.

T6i cwdi roi dado mét. “U... nhung bay gid t& khdng con mudn tré thanh
nha sinh vat bién nira ro6i.”.

“Té biét,” cau ta ndi. “Cau sé di Michigan, vao hoc truong dién anh, réi
t6i Los Angeles hay New York dé lam chuyén lén va thanh cong ryc rd.
Tré thanh mot Nora Ephron ké tiép hay... a, d6 1a nit dao dién duy nhat t&
biét.”.

T6i ngac nhién nhin cau ta cho dén khi cdu ta tiét 16 nguon tin hién
nhién. “Nién giam. Nhé khong? Nhitng dv dinh cho twong lai?” Cau ta
phac dau ngodc kép trong khong khi, té rd vé giéu cot d6i véi toan bo hoat
dong ay.

“A phai,” t6i néi, thAm nghi ring chic hin cau ta ciing biét toi dwgc bau
la “nguwdi cé kha nang thanh céng nhat” - ciing y nhw toi biét rd cau ta sé
gianh gidi ngudi c6 “d6i mat dep nhat”.

“Thé cau cé dv dinh gi?” t6i hoi, c6 gi d6 mach bdo t6i rang cdu ta da dé
trong bang cau hoi trong cudén nién giam, cho dén khi t6i nhd ra cau tra 16i
cua cau ta la: Coi nhu khong co6 toi.

T6i hoi cau dé nghia 1a sao thi cau ta dap, “Pon gian la phan khéi noi
nay thoi.”.
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“Khong c6 gi... cu thé hon sao?” t6i hoi, di nhién ngu y chuyén vao dai
hoc, von dugc coi don gian la mét chuyén da dinh san trong dau t6i va dam
ban.

“Khong,” cau ta néi, néc can lon Dr Pepper. Cau ta bop cai lon bang mot
tay r6i ném vao thung rac gan dé. “Trit chuyén sé hén cau dém nay. Va c6
1é cd dém mai nita. Va néu cau khong can than... thi c6 1é cd dém mot
ntra.”.

To6i thdy minh run ray, mac du moé hoéi dang chay dai trén luwng. Roi toi
quyét dinh dé cau ta hén. Hay chinh xac hon la t6i ty tha véi 1ong minh
rang toi sé khong du stc tir choi. Nhung to6i vo nhuw dang hét sitc tu cha,
dwa tay lén chinh lai tim téc dubi ngwa dai, vang 6ng 4, bi hoi am phan tac
dung khién cho n6é von sudn thang nhwng gio ¢ rii xuéng. “Thé tai sao cau
lai mu6n lam vay?” toi hoi, tim dap thinh thich, e then nhin cau ta.

“V1 t6 thich cau.”.

Twr 4y von chi danh cho bon tré con, nhung ciu ta néi nghe sao khac han.

“Tw khi nao thé?” t6i noi, giong virng hon dau goi.

“Luc nao cling vay. T ngay dau tién.” Cau ta ndéi than nhién nhu thé
dang bao mdt thong tin vat vanh vé gio giac hay nhiét do trong ngay - rat
c6 thé van con trén 37°C, va dém t6i ciing khong thé lam diu di cai néng
ngot ngat chit nao. Roi cau ta lién thoang ké lai hang loat nhitng ky niém,
xua tan chit nghi ngd nao con soét lai vé tdm chan tinh ctia minh, néu khong
muon ndi la nhitng bang chitng cta cau ta: td c4 nhan cda t6i trong bon
nam qua & dau; vét seo trén dau goi trai ma cau ta cit dé y moi khi t6i mac
vay dén treong; chi€c vady mau tia t6i mac dy tiéc khiéu vii dén cuwu hoc
sinh, doi giay nhdy bang lua mém duwgc nhudm cho tiép mau.

“Té nhé cé bao gio cau di du tiéc khiéu vii dau,” toi noi, ngop tho.

“T6 dau co6 di,” cau ta noéi, van nhin thang vao mat t6i. “T¢ thdy hinh
trong hoc ti chia cai ga tén la gi quén mat roi.”.

To6i tron mat nhin ciu ta va nhé ra minh da dan né trong ti ca nhan cua
ban trai, dé 1én tdm anh trong rd ngira mat chup Rebecca Romijn va Angie
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Everhart nam won trén bai bién trong s6 chuyén dé vé do boi cua Sports
[lustrated.

“Todd,” t6i nai.

“Phai. La han,” cu ta noéi, ddo mat.

“Bon td chia tay r6i,” t6i nai.

“T¢ biét. Lé ra phai lau roi.”.

“Con ban gai cau?”.

“Bon t¢ cling chia tay roi,” cdu ta néi. “Trung hgp nhi.”.

Cau ta buwdc mot bude vé phia toi roi bon t6i bat dau nhay diéu slow theo
nhac bai hat ctia Sade, ban tay cau ta dat trén lung t6i, hoi thd cua cau ta
pha vao tai tdi, cdi mui dic trung clia can sa thoang t6i. It phiit sau, giita
nhitng anh mat ngay nhin, bon t6i cung nhau di vao, thu vao mot goc trén
chiéc x6 pha boc vai tuyt trong phong sinh hoat chung cta gia dinh Janie,
nhitng than hinh nhé nhai m6 héi c uén éo xung quanh ching t6i. Trong
su6t hon mot tiéng, chiing t6i ng6i bén nhau, tro chuyén nhe nhang nhung
van cam thdy ndng né. Cé mét luong dién gitta ching t6i, cam giac vira
kham pha dugc thit gi d6 méi mé nhung cling rat doi than quen, diéu van
thuwong xay ra khi ta 16n 1én cung ai do, di ngang qua nhau trong hanh lang,
hét ngay nay sang ngay khac. T6i chot thdy ban khoan sao triéc day chiing
t0i chwa tirng tro chuyén nhw thé nay - nhung dong thoi t6i van biét chinh
Xac vi sao.

“Minh di tim ch6 nao yén tinh hon di,” cau ta dé nghi sau khoang im
lang dau tién cta cudc tro chuyén.

T6i gat dau, dan cau ta ra sanh, di 1én cau thang, roéi xudi hanh lang dén
phong ngh ctia b6 me Janie, bo qua tdm bang con ban da dan may chir
CAM VAO!!! Chiing t6i khong néi gi nita, ca hai déu cing thing nhung
van qua quyét khi khoéa trai cira, hon nhau, cdi d6 cho nhau, réi chui vao
dwéi chan trén chiéc giwvong doi co dai c6 bon cai coc. Bén mét ldc, cau ta
tho tay xudng san quo tim quan jean, roi rat cai vi tif trong tui sau ra. T6i da
biét cau ta dang lam gi tr tredc khi cdu ta 1y ra goéi gidy nhé hinh vudng
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r6i lan mo trong boéng t6i. T6i nham mat lai, d¢ mac moi chuyén dién ra,
cho doi, them muon.

Chuyén xay ra ti€p theo cling dé doan, chi c6 diéu ciing khong hoan toan
doan tredc duge, cho dén khi né xdy dén vdi ta, lan dau tién, sau biét bao
lan tr choi trwde do6. Toi nghi dén tat ca nhitng lan suyt lam chuyén dé vdi
Todd, c6 gang xac dinh xem lan nay c6 gi khac, réi quyét dinh rang tit ca la
do mot néi ham muon t6i chuwa titng cdm thay treedc kia. Ham mudn manh
liét dén mirc c6 cam giac nhw mét nhu cau.

“Cau chac chit?” cdu ta hdi, mac du ching t6i gan nhw vuot qua cai
nguong quay lai dwgc roi. Toi nhin vao mat cau ta, roi nhin lén tran nha,
cam thdy chong mat vi nhitng cam xtc trong long, ma ciling tai cai quat
dang quay vu vu bén trén, cd gang ra quyét dinh cudi cung trong ltc
Conrad gitt vitng than hinh phia trén t6i, thd va cho doi.

Tam tri t0i c mién man, nhitng y nghi roi rac va nhap nhoa - nhung
cling kha r6 rét. Toi tham nhu rang sé cé nhitng rui ro, rang sang mai, néu
khong muon ndi la sém hon, cé thé toi sé thay hoi ti€c. Toi tw nhua c6 thé
cau ta chi gia vo thich t6i ma thoi - rang thyc ra cau ta chi 1gi dung dé 1én
giwong vdi toi, rang chac chan toi chi la mot trong nhiéu ¢6. T6i ty nhu dé
khong phai chuyén ma mot diva con gai nhw t6i nén lam, nhat 1a véi mot ké
nhu cau ta.

Nhwng, cau tra 10i van la c6. Toan b con tim, t6i nghe thay ro tiéng “c6”
ay. Roi, t6i n6i nd ra thanh 101, nhin vao mat cau ta, d¢ khong con thay
quyét dinh ctia minh c6 gi sai lam. Néu khong tinh dén cai néng, noi ham
muon va rwgu thi toi biét chinh xac minh dang lam gi - rang toi dang cé
mot chon lwra khong thé rit lai, khong thé thay doi. Toi biét diéu do khi cam
thay cdu ta tir tir di vao trong toi, ndn na gidy lat réi mai rut ra dé deo bao
cao su va bat dau lai. T6i biét minh da doi khac, mai mai.

Thé nhuwng, trong cai dw am lang 1€, tran trui sau do, t6i van chwa hé
muong twong duwgc nhitng gi sé xdy ra tiép theo. C6 nam mo t6i cling
khong nghi rang no sé 16n lao hon mot khoanh khac trong cudc doi minh.
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MGt cau chuyén cua tudi tré toi. Mot chwong trong cai mua hé nam ay. Mot
dot nong c6 phan mé dau, dién bién, va mot két thiic dit khoat.
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Chuong 3

Kirby

Toi tén la Kirby Rose, va toi la con nuoi.

Toi khong dinh bién day thanh mot ban ty thu cta thanh vién Hoi Cai
rwou, mac du doi khi thién ha sé hiéu nhw vay, nhw 1a céi thit ma ho phai
thong cdm. T6i chi mudn noi rang do6 la hai sy that co ban vé t6i. Giong
nhw viéc ngwoi ta khong thé biét dich xac khodnh khac ho biét tén minh, t6i
cling khong thé nhé noi lan dau nghe bé me ké cau chuyén vé cu dién thoai
bat ngd goi tGi thong bao toi vira chao doi va trong vong bay muoi hai gio
nita t6i sé la con cua ho. Ho chi phai chay xe dén Chicago (mét chuyén di
ngan t* khu viec ho séng & phia Nam thanh phdé St. Louis, noi ca hai da 16n
lén va hién van dang sinh song), ky mot vai gidy to, roi don t6i tai bénh
vién. Ho chi viéc n6i rang ho dong y.

Hom &y la ngay Ca thang Tw nén me t6i da thoang nghi d6 la mot tro
dua, cho dén khi me ty tran an minh rang chang ai lai nhan tam dén d6 choi
kham kiéu dé véi mot cap vo chong da cé gang va wdc ao, chd dgi va cau
nguyén c6 duwgc mot mun con sudt chuc nam nay, gan nhu tir ngay cudi. Bo
toi la tho dién, con me lam trg ly hanh chinh tai mot hang luat 16n trong
thanh pho, nén ho cé thu nhap kha, nhung van khéng da dé tra chi phi thu
tinh cho bat ky trung tdm diéu tri hifm muodn va vo sinh von luon hét gia
cat ¢6 nao. Thay vi vay, ho quay sang xin con nudi. Mdéi dau, ho van kién
tri theo cac t6 chitc. Co doc gido trong nuwéc, roi dan dan ho dang ky véi bat
ky t6 chitc nao khong ké dén quéc gia kha di cho ho nhan nudi mot dita bé.
Trung Quoc, Nga, Colombia. BDam luat sw m¢& am. Chang quan trong. Ho
chi muon c6 mot dira con.
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Thé nén, di nhién me t6i da hét to 10i dong y trong dién thoai khi con
chwa biét mot chi tiét nao veé toi. Roi, khi bo t6i nhac cai dién thoai thit hai
1én, nguwdi phu nit goi téi maéi diém tinh thuat lai rang t6i la mot bé gai nang
hai can tdm, khée manh, dai bon muoi tdm xang ti mét, c6 cap mat xanh,
to, con dau thi day téc to mau da dao. Ba dy bdo t6i rat hau an va tinh tinh
dé thuong. Ba goi toi la “hoan hao”, r6i bao rang ho la nhitng nguwdi may
man dugc té chitc chon ra tir hang tram cdp vg chong xin con nuoi.

“Xin chic mirng,” ba ta noi. “Hen sém gdp lai anh chi.”.

B6 me t6i cip may va 6m nhau bat khdc roi lai bat cwoi trong khi nwéc
mat clf a ra thém. Ro6i ho hoi ha chay tGi civta hang do so sinh Babies “R”
Us nhu kiéu thién ha d6é x6 tdi tiém tap hda trudc mot tran bao tuyét. Ho
sam nao la nhitng bd quan 4o mau hong bé xiu, roi givong ciii, roi ghé tré
con dung trén xe 0 to, r6i do choi, roi bup bé nhiéu dén mic td6i khong nghi
sé choi hét dugc, va chd vé nha dé trang hoang phong may ctia me t6i
thanh phong tré son hai mau tim oai hwvong va vang.

Hom sau, b6 me t6i 1ai xe dén Chicago roi thué khach san & gan Bénh
vién Northwestern Memorial. Ho phdi cho them ba ngay nita mai dugc gap
t0i, cd hai khéng ai ngt duwgc qua vai phut chap chon, du biét day la lan
cudi cung minh dwgc nghi ngoi day dua trong sudt mot thoi gian dai sap t6i.
Trong lic d6 ho ban nhau dat tén cho dita bé. Me toi van dong nhiét tinh dé
lay tén thoi con géi cta ba la Kirby. Phai gap con da ch, b6 t6i khang
khang. Toi phai trong nhu mot Kirby - du do 1a gi.

B6 t6i toan bit dau tir doan dé. Ong ké ring 6ng da cita rach da trong liic
cao rau, hai ban tay 6ng run dén mic gan nhw phai dé me t6i chd dén bénh
vién, mot viéc ma ong chua tirng dé ba lam vi ba 1ai xe té kinh khting. Roi
ong chay bo trudc t6i dong gidy to va ho cudng cuong ky vao. Va, réi cling
dén gidy nguwdi phu nit ctia t6 chitc dé quay lai, bong theo dira bé - 1a t6i -
dwgc quan trong tam chan ni mau hong.

“Gap con gai anh chj di,” ba ta n6i roi trao t6i cho bé me. “Bé yéu, gap
Lynn va Art Rose nay. B6 me cua con day.”.
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T6i van thich nhat doan nay trong cau chuyén. Lan dau tién ho bé t6i, ci
dam du6i nhin xu6ng khuén mat t6i, cdm nhan hoi dm cta co thé toi trén
nguwc minh.

“Con bé c6 cai miii giong em nay,” bo toi dua, r6i tuyén bo toi la Kirby.

B6 me t6i bdo do la khoanh khac chiing t6i trd thanh ngwdi mot nha. Ho
bdo d6 qua thuc la mot phép la, khong khac gi phit gidy ho nhin thay
Charlotte, dita em gai dugc thu thai hoan toan bat ngd sau khi ho nhan nu6i
toi mot thoi gian ngan. Sy khac biét duy nhat, me toi rat thich ké phan nay,
la ba khong hé phdi chiu dau dén khi gap t6i. Va rang chuyén d6 xdy dén
sau.

T6i nghe chuyén do ca triéu lan tir bé chi 16n, kém theo nhitng cau trich
dan sw6ét mudt vé chuyén nhan con nubi, giong nhw cai cau dwgc 1ong
khung treo trong phong ngu cua t6i su6t nhiéu nam: “Khéng phai tir thit ta
ma ra, khong phai tir xwong ta ma thanh, vay ma ky diéu thay van la cua ta.
bung bao gio quén du chi mot phit giay, con khong 16n 1én qua tim ta ma
la trong tim ta.”. To6i biét nhitng ngwoi noéi tiéng tirng nhan con nubi, va
quan trong hon, la nhitng nguoi tirng dwgc nhan nudi, Steve Jobs, hai vi
tong thong trong dé cé Bill Clinton (van tai nhiém & Nha Trang khi t6i
chao doi), hai ngwoi xuat ching trong nghé thuat, Faith Hill va Tim
McGraw (tinh c@ cling la vg chong - thé c6 tuyét khong co chi?), Darryl
McDaniels ctia ban nhac Run DMC, va, nhe me t6i thinh thodng van nhac,
Moses va Jesus.

Du biét rdo minh la con nu6i nhwng t6i chang nghi gi nhiéu dén me dé, va
cha rudt thi con it mang hon. Ci¢ nhw ca hai la dién vién phu trong ca vd
kich, chang c6 vai tro gi néu khong nhd dong gép chit ADN can thiét.
Chac chan t6i cling chua titng cam thay bi hat hui vi ho da bé t6i. B6 me toi
chang hé biét gi vé me dé cua toi, nhung c gidi thich chac nich rang ba
khong hé “bé” hay “dem cho” t6i ma la sap dat mot ké hoach cho t6i, cai ké
hoach t6t nhat ba c6 thé nghi ra trong hoan canh ay, bat ké hoan canh do la
gi. Nho lai, t6i nghi c6 1é ho chi lam theo 16i khuyén trong mot cudén sach
vé con nudi nao dé, nhung hoi dé thi téi tin tudt tudt. Co chang toi chi thay
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thirong thay cho ba vi tin rang t6i la n6i mat mat caa ba chit khong phai ba
la n6i mat mat cua toi.

Thyec ra, lan dau tién toi that sy thac mac vé ba ma khong phai do con to
mo thoang qua la hoi 16p nam, khi ching t6i dwgc hoc vé to tién cia minh
trong mon tim hiéu xa hoi. T6i lam bdo cdo vé Ai Len, giong nhu nhiéu
dita khac trong 16p, giai thich rang gia dinh bén ndi t6i xuat than tw
Galway, con gia dinh bén ngoai thi géc nguwdi Cork. Di nhién, t6i biét rang
ho khong phdi la mau mu rudt ra hay t6 tién cua toi - trong bao cdo, toi
cling khong che gidu s that d6. Hau nhu ai cling biét t6i la con nudi, vi
chiing t6i hoc chung trrong tir mau gido, va lai chuyén ay ciing chang c6 gi
ghé gém, chi la m&t chuyén vat vanh, nhw c6 khép mém déo hay cé anh chi
em sinh doi giong hét thoi.

Vay nén to6i ct than nhién néi trede 16p la khong biét gi vé me dé ngoai
chuyén ba la nguwoi Chicago. T6i khong biét tén ba, gia dinh t6i cling chwa
hé thiy dnh ba, nhuwng dya vao mai téc vang va déi mat xanh ctia minh thi
toi dodn ba la dan ving Scandinavia - roi thu hep pham vi lai & Ban Mach,
c6 1€ vi t6i hdo ngot va con thich am thanh cua tir d6. Ban cung 16p xem ra
da hai long vé gia thiét nay, chi moi thang Gary Rusk dé ghét la gio tay lén,
r6i khong chd dugc goi, hdi t6i c6 gian me dé khéng va c6 bao gio dinh di
tim ba dy khong. Muong twgng minh trong nhw mot ké san tién thwdng
cung khau sung treong va cap ché san, t6i nhin sang con ban than nhat,
Belinda Greene. Roi t6i hang giong va than nhién dap, “T¢ c6 me r6i. Va
khong, t& chang gian ai ca.”.

Nhung cai mam moéng dé da gieo xudng. C6 1€ tdi nén gian; nhitng ngwoi
khac dwong nhién sé gian - it ra la thang Gary. N6 cit don to6i bang cai kiéu
gan hoi toc mach. “Néu muoén thi cdu c6 tim dwgc ba ay khong? Kiéu nhw
thué tham t tw ay?”.

“Khong. Té gan nhw con khong biét tén ba ay nita ma. Lam sao t6 tim
duwgc ba dy chit?” t6i ndi, nghi dén tat ca nhitng phu nit c6 thé da sinh con
tai cai bénh vién dé ¢ Chicago vao ngay Ca thang Tw nam 1995.
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Poc bado c4o xong, toi ngoi xudng, roi ching toi chuyén sang nghe di san
ti Y cia Debbie Talierco. Nhung suét thoi gian con lai cta gid hoc do, va
ca ngay hoc hom ay, t6i khong thé gat y nghi vé me dé ra khoi dau. T6i van
chwa mudn di tim ba, nhung toi ¢t ban khoan cé co may nao dé t6i c6 thé
tim duwgc ba khong.

Nén, t6i hom ay, bén ban an, gitta cudc chuyén tro chan ngat vé con cho
Yorkie ma gia dinh Gallagher m@i dem vé nudi, r6i nhitng la 6ng ta ¢t cau
véo con cho6 con chap chitng, r6i la ho phai cho con ché biét ai la chda, t6i
nhd lai cau héi Gary ddt ra, khong hiéu sao da biét trudc doé khdng phai la
thit b6 me t6i, nhat la me, mu6n nhac dén. D6 la chuyén ho chi néu ra
nhitng khi 10i cau nguyén ctia ho tng nghiém. Va t6i biét néu minh chu tam
vao ba ay thi do sé la m6t chuyén hoan toan khac.

“Vay thi ho kiém mot con Yorkie vé dé lam gi? Bang ra ho phai cttu vét
mot con ché chi,” Chalotte néi, con bé that long yéu thuong dong vat. “Y
con muon néi do la chuyén cttu mét sinh linh.”.

T6i bong cam thay minh giong nhuw con ché dugc citu vét, ding la mot
con cho lai, nhung van tinh bo rac twong A.1 1én miéng swon heo, théi quen
toi hoc tr bo, 6ng ruwdi n6 1én moi thit, ké ca tritng bac.

“Hom nay, con c6 bai bdo cdo vé to tién,” t6i mé 1oi. “Thé r6i, wm...
chuyén con la con nudi dugc néu ra.”.

Me nhin t6i cham cham, nhai, nu6t, cho doi.

“Du sao thi, con cting muon biét... c6 cach nao tim duwgc me dé con
khong? Néu con mudn thé? Y con muén héi 12 bé me c6 biét du chi 1a tén
ba dy thoi khong?”.

To6i biét ngay rang dat ra cau héi dé dung la sai lam. Khong khi cang nhw
day dan, r6i me bat dau chép mat dé nwdc mat khoi trao ra. Nwdc mat! Vi
mot cau hoi ngd ngan. Trong khi d6 Charlotte cii gam xudng céi dia, vé
madt nhw vira méac 16i, con b6 thi khoac 1én céi vé buon ruwdi regi, nhu sap
stta giang dao, giong moi lan thuyét giang véi hai chi em t6i bai hoc quan
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trong “khong dugc dung ma tiy”. Thay vi chi trd 10i cau hoi, 6ng noi, “A.
Pay la mot cht dé kha nghiém tic.”.

“Khong nghiém tuc vay dau,” toi noi.

“Khong, chac chan la nghiém tic ddy,” ong no6i. “Quan trong nita. Rat,
rat quan trong. B6 mudn néi la néu con thdy n6 quan trong thi bd me ciing
thay quan trong. Phai khong Lynn?”.

“Con khong muon di tim ba dy hay gi dau,” t6i rut lui. “Con chi mudn
biét minh c6 thé hay khong théi ma. Gioi a.”.

“Pirng c6 ba dau cling réo troi ra nhu thé,” me toi noi.

T6i néi lai rang minh noi tir d6 véi chit g, khong phai t, co6 nén cai thoi
thiic mudn hoi ba cé nghi rang t6i sé di tim cai do quy tha dy khong.

Charlotte nghe vay phi cu0oi, nén toi cling nhoén cuoi véi nd. Du con em
gai c6 lam t6i dién tiét thé nao thi t6i van thich lam né cwoi.

RO6i t6i nhin lai me va li nhi, “Y con 1a con khéng can biét gi vé ba ay ca.
Co 1€ con con ghét ba ay nita.”.

Me t6i trong c6 vé nhe nhom con bo thi néi, “Dting noéi thé con. Ba ay da
lam mot viéc can dam. Biéu t6t nhat cho con.”.

“Sao cling dugc,” toi néi liéu. D6 1a mot trong nhitng cau ndi cua to6i ma
bd me t6i khong wa nhat. “Cé gi ghé gém dau.”.

B0 t6i van gan héi. “Con c6 muon di tim ba ay khong Kirbs?”.

“Con da no6i la khéng r6i ma!”.

Ong gat dau, ro rang 1a khong tin t6i, vi 6ng lai tiép tuc giai thich cin ké
rang Heartstrings, t0 chitc da dan xép viéc cho t6i lam con nudi, c6 mot
diéu khoan trong gidy t0 cho phép t6i dwogc tiép can vGi thong tin vé me dé
khi t6i budc sang tudi mudi tam, trong tredng hgp té6i mudn gap ba.

“Tiép can thong tin w?” toi noi, co ra vé than nhién.

“Néu con mudn tim thong tin lién lac cta ba 4y, td6 chitc d6 sé cung céap
cho con,” bo t6i ndi. “Gia str 1a ba dy van cap nhat ly lich. Ba dy da dong y
vé diéu khodn nay, nhung hiéu rang viéc do la do con quyét dinh chit khong
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phai ba ay. Hién nay, ba ay khong hé biét gi vé con hay vé gia dinh ta, ba dy
cling khéng bao gio dwgc cung cidp nhitng thong tin do. Va lai,” 6ng noi,
nhwéng may nhu thé sap dé cap dén mot diém quan trong, “Ba ay chap
nhan diéu do.”.

No6i cach khac, ba ay khong muén tim t6i nén sao t6i lai phéi di tim ba
ay? T6i nhtn vai, nhw thé thdy chan 6n véi may chi tiét trong thoa thuan
phap ly d6. To6i tham thé véi ban than rang sé khong bao gid néu van de
nay ra nita, it nhat la véi bo me.

Nhung ké tiv hom ay t6i ngdm ngam tim hiéu vé van dé con nudi theo
mot kiéu hoan toan khac véi trwde day, biét rat ro nhitng cau chuyén nhirng
da con nudi di tim me dé va ngugc lai. Toi mai mé theo doi cac talk show
dan xép nhitng cudc doan tu va bi cuon theo nhitng cau chuyén cam dong.
DPoi khi cling c6 mac cam toi 16i va hoi han, déi khi 1a gian dit, thwong thi
la nhitng cdm xtc lan 16n phitc tap. Thinh thodng ciing c6 man sitc khoe
nguy kich - hay trong vai treong hop han hitu, c6é ca an mang, chuyén ky
bi, hay vu bat céc. Toi tap hgp cac giai thoai dé trong dau r6i ban khoan vé
me dé cua minh, vé cau chuyén cua ba. T6i chra hé nghi ba la nguoi me
th hai, ma chi nhv mot nguwoi ba con xa thi ding hon, mot ba di da lau
khong gap hay c6 chi ho dang lam nghé gi do6 thu vi hon rat nhiéu (t6i hy
vong vay) so vdi bat ¢t ai trong doi toi. Co 1€ ba ay 1a mot nhac si, hay mot
CEO, hay mot bac si phau thuat, hay nha truyén gido & mot nwdc thuoc thé
gidi thit ba. Toi khong c6 cam giac cay dang, oan gian hay bi bé roi, chi
thdy noi t0 mo ngay cang l6n va mét y niém hdo huyén thinh thoang lai
lw6t qua dau toi vé con nguwdi ba - va nhitng thit ¢6 1€ da tao nén con ngwoi
toi do di truyén. Trong tham tam, t6i c6 cdm giac ba la m&t manh con thiéu
ctia minh - r6i t6i tw hoi liéu ba c6 cam thay nhw thé khong. T6i van mot
hai ty nhu la t6i khong mu6n di tim ba, nhung lai cling dang manh nha tin
rang chirng nao con chwa di tim ba thi chirng do t6i con chwa thye sy hiéu
dwoc ban than.

T4t cd nhitng cdm gidc d6 cang trd nén manh liét hon khi t6i vao hoc
treong Trung hoc Gidm muc DuBourg, va nhan thdy minh lac 16ng ra sao.
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T6i khong ro minh la ai va dwong nhw chang thudc vé noi dau - ngay ca @
nhitng noi toi tirng thdy thodi mai. T6i bo doi bong chuyén, tranh 1€ mét va
bat ¢t gi c6 lién hé véi gido x1¢ chiing t6i, roi hoc hanh bé tré nita. Tham
chi t6i con cam thdy minh xa dan Belinda. Ching t6i van la ban than,
nhuwng t6i khong chiu noi cai kiéu n6 ct &m anh véi chuyén bi tang thém
tirng lang va may thang con trai khong c6 gi noi troi, té hon ca la ban nhac
Jonas Brothers va may ban nhac v& van khac cua hang Disney. T6i c6 thé
bd qua nhiéu chuyén, nhwng gu am nhac tam thwong thi khong.

Trong mot thoi gian ngan, toi chuyén sang choi v6i mot nhém méi ma
toi ngd c6 cung cam nhan hay it ra la cung gu am nhac. Nhung héa ra tui
né con gia tao hon ca dam dong tam thuwong kia, mat hang gid trau tria may
cai hinh anh thé hién tam trang trén mang, nghe dia cia may ban nhac u am
ctia may hang thu am ddc 1ap chang ai biét tén (r6i bé ngay khi c6 ké nao
dé ngoai nhoém “phat hién” ra), phi ca ndi tiéen & Hot Topic va Urban
Outfitters dé trong nhu thé minh vira dén mot ctra hiéu do cd, va vi du toi té
nhat, 1a vé nhitng vét seo gia trén c6 tay roi noi doi vé nhirng lan toan tu tur.
Toi quyét dinh rang tha choi véi Belinda con hon cai bon thich lam bd lam
tich do - vi it ra con ban t6i cling con that tha vé chuyén hoan toan khong
c6 s@ thich nao dang cap (va du t6i phai tha that 1a thi thoang rong twéng
mot bai cua Kelly Clarkson cling vui phét). Nhwng chu yéu la t6i van chi
muoén dugc & mot minh véi nhitng suy nghi va am nhac ctia minh. Qua
thire, am nhac - thit am nhac c6 dang cap dy - la mot trong nhitng thit hiém
hoi bdo dam sé lam t6i thay hanh phtic. B6 me t6i, von nghi rang khong khi
trong lanh dong nghia véi bat ky thit khong khi bén ngoai nao, hét sirc that
vong khi t6i ngbi hang gio trong phong, nghe dia, viét bai hat, hat (khi
khong c6 ai & nha ma nghe thay), va choi trong. T6i bat dau choi trong tw
héi 16p sau, khi thay day nhac bdo toi rang trong la nhac cu kho hoc nhat,
va mdc du toi da bo ban nhac tir 1au, nhwng trong la thit duy nhat t6i khong
boé han. Thyec ra, t6i choi trong suodt, danh dum tirng dong kiém dwoc tw
cong viéc goi hang tap héa @ tifm Schnuck cho dén khi da tién dé 1én doi
t* bo trong nho Ludwig ban dau sang md6t dan Pearl Masters MCX siéu
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hang, thung bang go thich tuyét hao c6 16p boc mau den long lanh. N6 la
thit dé thwong nhat toi tirng thay, nén may dém dau sau khi mua bo trong
Ve, toi ké no sat givong dé dwgc ngd ngay bén canh no, réi sang mé mat ra
nhin thay no tredce tién. B6 me chiéu t6i, c¥ vo nhw la hiéu dwgc noi dam
mé cda t6i lam ay. BO tham chi con mua mot cadi chiim choe HHX
Evolution Crash 18 inch ctia Sabian ma 6ng ty tim hiéu dé tang sinh nhat
t0i, chuyén nay thi 6ng qua tuyét. Nhung t6i dam néi la ca hai déu wdc to6i
lam gi do binh thuong va quang giao hon mot chut. Hay chi it thi cling tim
thdy mot sd thich yén tinh hon.

Nguwoi duy nhat cé6 vé nhu ton trong va chip nhan toi 1a thay Tully, co
van huéng nghiép trong tredng, nguwdi ma toi bat bude phai téi gap vi ly do
diém s6 ngay cang tut va chuyén toi, theo 16i moi ngwdi, chwa song xirng
vG6i tiém nang. T6i v buc bdi moi khi thay mdy céi phiéu tw van mau héng
duwgc dwa t6i, nhung bung thi mirng tham vi lai duge tdp vao van phong
thay, du thay c thic giuc t6i hat trong dan dong ca nghi 1é cua truong,
tham gia dan nhac giao hwéng hay jazz, hay it ra cling choi bo go trong
nhac kich cta truvong. (Sé khong cé bat cit viéc nao trong s6 dy xdy ra
dau.). Thay Tully con tré va vui tinh, lai dep trai nita, d6i mat nau nhat va
hai Iim dong tién xuat hién ngay cd khi thay khong cudi. Nhung, trén ca vé
ngoai hay tinh cach vui nhon, xem ra thay la thanh vién duy nhat trong
khoa - ngudi 16n duy nhat nita - thue sy hiéu rang cai quang doi 6i wong
néi chung la chan muon chét va chac chan khéng phai khoang thoi gian dep
nhat doi nhw bo me t6i van bdo, va c6 vé v@i Charlotte thi qua la vay. Khi
bi t6i nai ép, thim chi thay con cong nhan mdt s6 quy dinh cua trudng
ching t6i qua doc doan, chang han nhu viéc bat phdi doc mét 16i cau
nguyeén tredc moi gio hoc (mac du ban than thay la dan tot nghiép dai hoc
va cam doan rang mot ngay nao t6i sé ti hao vé diéu do, va néu t6i nghi ky
thi noi day c6 thé la bé phong cho mét sy nghiép vi dai nhw véi nha sang
l1ap Twitter, Jack Dorsey.). Du rang thay tuyét voi, nhung t6i khong bao gio
bdc bach moi thit vdi thay. T6i tin rang thay thich t6i, nhung toi cling biét
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thtra l1a thay linh lwvong dé té ra dong cam - nén dé dé phong, t6i khong dinh
thd thye véi thay 1ong minh thé tham thé nao.

No6i thém, trong mot budi tw van vé chuyén diém moén héa cua t6i bi tut,
chu dé vé em gai toi ty dwng ndy ra, thé la thay Tully hoi thang t6i cau chwa
ai ddm hoi: c6é bao gio toi thay budn long vi t6i 1a con nud6i con Charlotte
thi khong? T6i ¢t nghi mai vé cau tra 161, chd thém dén khi khong con thay
thodi mai nita méi lac dau. T6i tw héi minh c6 that vay khong. Thyc 1ong
toi khong dé tam chuyén d6. Charlotte chwa bao gid 1én mat véi toi vé
chuyén nay, hay c6 lan nhac tGi. Chi em t6i cling chang may khi xich mich
kiéu nhu nhitng cdp chi em khac, kha la la béi chiing t6i chi hon kém nhau
c6 muoi mot thang tudi va hoc cach nhau mot 16p.

T6i van thdy minh han con em vi nhitng 1y do khong goi dich danh ra
duwgc. Phai, n6 dang dep (hay it ra cling c6 dang trong khi t6i thi gdy nhang,
nguwc man hinh phang, va cao chwa n6i mét sau), nét mat co6 dién hon, mai
toc thi quan, day, tuyét hdo. Nhung t6i lai thich do6i mat xanh xam va mai
téc vang wom ctia minh hon cai két hop hai mau nau xin caa né. O truong
né hoc gioi hon, nhung chi vi né hoc cham gap déi va chu y gap ba t6i. N6
la mot van dong vien cuc dinh. Trong khi t6i chi la van dong vién bong
chuyén tam tam da vé vuon cia doi JV, thi con em t6i 1a m6t ngdi sao boi
16i, pha moi loai ky luc cua treong va tham chi ctia toan thanh phd, déu dan
xudt hién trén muc tin chinh cta t¢ St. Louis Post-Dispatch. Ban an nha
ching t6i kiém thém chitc nang trung tdm anh cat, mot cai dién tho chita
dwng nhitng bai bao cat ra viét vé nang lyc boi 16i ctia Charlotte. Nhung
ngay chuyén dy ciling chang khién t6i hoang mang. T6i chang ham tap tdi
hai mwoi gio mot tuan cai gi cd, du la choi tréng. Va lai, vao bubi sang mua
dong troi con téi om ma nhdy vao ho boi lanh cat da thi c6 vé nhw la mot
kiéu tra tdn bénh hoan.

Thé nén néu khong phai bdi né duwgc hoai thai mot cach ky diéu, hay vé
bé ngoai, dau 6c, hodc nang luc thé thao cta no thi toi tw hoi vi sao minh lai
thdy ghen ti, d6i khi con wéc duge la né. Téi khéng chac, nhung c6 cam
giac rang chuyén do6 co lién quan dén cach Charlotte cAm nhan. N6 c6 vé
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thue sy thich con ngwdi minh - hay it nhat cling cé cai xa xi la khong phai
nghi nggi gi dén chuyén do6. Tat ca nhitng thi dy khién tiéng tam n6 noi
nhw con. Bat cit ai, du thudc nhém nao - bon van dong vién, bon lap di, bon
hat hit, bon da trang hang bét - cling biét va yéu quy no, trong khi toi thi
gan nhw luén cam thay minh vo hinh that roi.

Ho6i nam cudi pho théng, c6 mot ngay dac biét toi té, cai ho sau ngan
cach Charlotte va toi dugc minh hoa moét cach kich tinh. Trudc hét, toi
khong dat trong bai kiém tra dot xuat vé lich sit nwéc MY vao cai ngay toi
da khong thém hoc bai ¢ nha trong tuan d6. Thit dén, t6i bi kinh nguyét day
ra khap diing quan kaki ma dén khi gidi sai bai lwgng giac trén bang trang
toi méi biét. Tiép do, toi con nghe rang con Tricia Henry da bat dau réu rao
toi la dan dong tinh (ma cé dung vay thi cling chang hé gi, mdc du né ngu
qua chang phan biét n6i) chi diya vao moi chuyén t6i choi trong.

Trong khi d6 thi Charlotte dwgc chon lam nit hoang cta 1é dén cuu hoc
sinh, du m&i 1a hoc sinh nam hai - qua la chuyén vo tién khoang hau tai
trrong DuBourg. Kha khen cho con bé vi n6 trong ngac nhién that tinh, réi
hét sitc khiém ton tir khan dai nha nhan di xuong dén giira san van dong, &
dé Seth O’Malley, anh chang banh trai nhat tredng, dap tay an mirng vGi né
r6i quang canh tay ran chac qua c6 né. Chang phdi t6i muon ra san chao
dén cuwu hoc sinh, cling chang mudn ca 16p nhin theo minh, vGi cai quan
dinh mau hay gi, ma t6i thay nhdi 1én ghen ti la vi tat cd nhitng chuyén ay
lai dé dang v6i n6é nhu thé. Lam sao né c6 thé ditng ddy ma khong chut
nguwong ngung, tham chi con vay tay véi mot nhéom con trai nam nhat dé
ghét dang rong twéng lén, “Charlotte qua hot!”. Té hon nita 1a Belinda c
liéc t6i ra vé thong cam trong sudt budi co vii d6 va hoi toi khong duwéi bon
lan rang toi c6 ghen ti véi con em khong, gidong cai cau thay Tully da hai
nhung thang thirng hon. RO rang la dang ra toi phédi cam thay nhu thé, ngay
ca trong mat c6 van huéng nghiép va ban than nhat.

Ciing ngay hom ay t6i di ngang Charlotte ¢ hanh lang gitta mot dam con
gai xinh twoi nhi nhanh. N6 van con deo dai bang do tir bu6i hop mat bén
ngoai 4o so mi trang dai tay, cai cic va vay len ké 6 mau doé. (T6i chwa bao
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gio hiéu dwgc lam sao ma né co6 thé khién bo dong phuc trong xinh dén thé
trong khi toi thi ngay nao trong ciing gdm chét. Nhung nghi lai thi c6 1€ vi
toi von hgp vGi do thun polo va quan kaki thodi mai hon du dit khoat la
khong hgp moét.). Chi em t6i nhin vao mat nhau, r6i né hén hd mim cuoi
Vi toi, dirng lai nhw sap siva bo doi. Nhung t6i khong dé no cé co hdi. Toi
cti mat budc tiép. Toi liéc lui vira da 1au dé thay la minh da lam ton thuong
tinh cAm cta noé, c6 1é tham chi con lam u &m mat ngay trong dai nay cua
né. Thay vi thdy c6 16i, t6i lai cam thdy mé6t sy théa man xdu xa, tro trén
rang minh da dap tat dwgc cai nu cuodi toe toét gan nhuw thwdng trure trén
guwong mat con em.

Du vay, chuyén d6 chang kéo dai dugc bao 1au, vi t6i hom do6 né lai hon
hén nhu cii, huyén thuyén véi me trong bép nhw hai nguwdi ban than. Lic
nao ho ciing cé chuyén dé tam tinh, néu ta c6 thé goi nhitng phat hién hoi
hot kiéu “gia ma dau xanh c6 mui vi ngon nhw banh s6 c6 la” réi “Suri
Cruise dai cac day ch nhi?!” la tam tinh, con né va bd thi cé chung niém
yéu thich la boi 16i. Vi bo thi hiém c6 gi thiéng liéng nhu thé thao, va t6i
thdy ong tran tré ti* hao moi khi b6 me tir may cudc thi dau cta no vé, thude
long tirng cudc dua chan 6m, roi ké di ké lai cac chi tiét. Nén t6i nghi
dwong nhién cudi cung bé me sé thich né hon, chi thiéu diéu budt ra cai cau
ho van nghi tham: “Con khong giong em con hon dugc hay sao?”.

Trong tham tam t6i biét ho yéu thwong hai dita nhu nhau, va sy thién vi
c6 chang thi bdi em t6i dem lai cho ho niém vui ngay ngay va don gian la
khi & bén né ho thay dugc thodi mai hon - chit chang phai vi n6 1a con ruot.
Song dan da, chuyén d6 duong nhién cang khién suy nghi cuia t6i trd nén té
hon. Ca chuyén ba ngudi ho trong giong nhau nita. B6 me t6i con bi twdng
nham la anh em, vi ciing c6 véc ngudi e lwdng, mai téc ndu quan, cai miii
Ai Len cao va thon, luén cé tan nhang 16m dom vi hay & ngoai trgi. Tinh
cach ho cling giéng nhau nita, tat ca déu da dwgc 1ap trinh san dé vui vé va
thodi mai, ngay cd vdi nguoi la. Ca ba déu néi khong ngirng vé bat ci
chuyén gi, vé moi chuyén hay nhitng thit chang c6 gi dang néi. Ho c6 thé
néi chuyén vaGi bitc twong khi gié nao do. Con toi thi khéng hiéu noi néi
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huyén thuyén cho c6 chuyén dé lam cai gi, nhat la véi ngudi la (khién 6ng
chu ctra hiéu Schnuck néi cau, vi c6 vé nhuw 6ng ta nghi rdng vira goi hang
vira tan chuyén vdi khach la viéc thiét yéu déi véi trai nghiém mua sam ctia
ho hay sao ay). D6 chi 1a mé6t vi du nita dé néi rang té6i cdm thady minh nhw
nguoi ngoai.

Moi chuyén t6i té hon khi t6i hoc nam cudi cdp. Cudc dua bat phan
thang bai lanh lung v6i bé me leo thang thanh mé&t cudc chién tranh céng
khai - va tin t6i di, b6 me t6i chang tan thanh chién lwgc “can nhac xung
dot” vdi con cai dau. Vi ho thi moi thit déu thanh xung dot. Ching toi
tranh cdi vi t0i nghe va choi nhac qua 6n (iPod lam t6i sap diéc roi, con
tiéng trong lam phién hang x6m). Chuing t6i cdi co chuyén t6i quyét dinh an
chay (d6i v6i mot dira con gai dang tudi an tudi 16n thi vay la khong khon
ngoan). Ching t0i tranh cai vé trang Facebook cua t6i (khong hiéu sao ho
lai thdy xtc pham vi t6i treo status “b6 me t6i chan vai”). Chung t6i cai
nhau vi phong t6i btra bon (thé thi ho dirng buwéc vao ngay tir dau cé phai
hon). Chiing t6i gdy g6 vé nhitng diéu thudc 14 va chai vodka ho “tim thay”
trong can phong bwra bon cua toi (gianh dugc them mot status nita vi ho vai
Gestapo). Chung t6i tranh luan vé nha tho Cong gido, chuyén t6i dy 1é mét,
viéc toi theo phai ngd dao (thoi duwgc, co 1€ viéc do chi la dé choc tiec ho
théi - tdi gan nhu ciing tin vao Ngudi). Ching to6i cai nhau vé Belinda sau
lan né bi bat tai tredng v6i mot tép ma tiy (nhd trdi ho khong tim thay tép
ma tdy cua toi trong cudc luc soat va tich thu trai véi hién phap do6). Ching
toi tranh cai vé quy dinh gidi nghiém lic mwoi gio ma to6i vi pham hong
phan doi vi cdi gio dé6 sém dén ngd ngan hon la vi téi cé chuyén gi doé thu
vi dé lam (dién dich: khong c6 gi tha vi dé lam va nhat dinh khong cé gi
dinh dang tGi bon con trai - chi cé bon dui que mé sttt mdi thich t6i). Chung
t0i cai nhau vi diém s6 té hai ctia toi (va thai do thi con té hon nita). Chang
hiéu sao chiing t6i con huc hac vé diém s6 nhap hoc SAT cao chodng vang
cta toi nita cht - vi, theo 11 ho, d6 1a bang chitng nita cho thay t6i chua
song xing vdi tiém nang cta minh. Va trén hét, ching toi tranh cai vi toi
khong chiu vao dai hoc - tham chi cling khong vao Truong Nhac tai Dai
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hoc Missouri, ké hoach 16n thay Tully chuan bi cho t6i (ma cé thé toi da
can nhac néu trong khi & do6 téi khong phdi hoc moén nao nita hay gap ai
khac tir treong trung hoc). Ching toi tranh cai vé moi thit.

Thé roi mot dém thang Giéng rét run (ching toi cling tranh cai vé bo
diéu chinh nhiét - c6 swong gia dong bén trong ctra s6 phong toi, lay Chua),
t0i day dé vao phong tam thi nghe duwgc bé me dang noéi chuyén trong bép.
Khi t6i rén rén bwdc qua hanh lang thi cai giong nhip nhang 1én xuéng va
tiéng chiéc thia me cam khua lanh canh khi va vao tach khién t6i thay
ngudi diu la lung, cling nhw t6i tham yéu tiéng Charlotte ngdy nhitng dém
con bé gap 4&c mong nén xin ngu chung. T6i thoang cam thay cai t6i tré tho
lan nita - roi tw hoi tai sao minh khéng bang long ma vui vé di.

D6 1a khi t6i nghe dugce tir “con nudi”. Ro6i, “me nd”.

To6i lang ngudi, hai ma néng ran du dang run cam cap, roi len 1én lai gan
lan can, nghénh c6 nghe, hy vong minh nham.

Nhung khong. Me ti tiép, “Ai ma biét co6 ta thé nao. Ai biét chuyén dé
thuwe hw ra sao.”.

“Anh hiéu,” bo t6i nbi. “Co thé to chirc con nuodi da noéi doi.”.

T6i déng tai nghe ma tim ¢ dap thinh thich. Tram cam... suy nhugc than
kinh... regu va ma tdy... ¢6 thai & tudi an chwa no lo chua téi.

Loi ho nhw quat vao t6i, khién t6i gian s6i. T6i biét minh la khoi that
vong tinh khi that thwong va khé gan, nhung vé nhiéu mat thi dwong nhw
d6 chi la chuyén thwong tinh & tudi nay - phai dau mat toi 16i ghé gom dé
ho ném da ngudi dan ba da sinh ra t6i roi cho ho cai ma ho van qua quyét la
“bau vat”. Song diéu tham hai nhat la bong dau t6i lai thdy tat ca nhitng
chuyén ay déu cé vé ding. Nhitng gid dinh ctia ho vé me dé t6i duong
nhién sé ly gidi dwgc doi diéu. Co thé ba la c6i nguon moi rac roi caa toi -
ba va bo dé t6i. Vi vay ma, gio day, ngoai gian di ra tdi con thdy ho then
nita. Mot két hop thu vi.

“Anh c6 cho la minh sé thuyét phuc dwgc né vao dai hoc khong?” toi
nghe me noi.
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“Néu n6 vao duwgce da chi.”.

Me t0i ndi ngay ca néu t6i vao dugc thi cling that vo nghia khi tra ca nui
tién d6 néu toi khéng chiu phan dau. Chat vat lam ho mdi bao dugc t6i dién
don xin vao Dai hoc Missouri la da dua té r6i. Ho khong dinh tiép tuc mém
com cho t6i nita. To6i sé phdi ty minh tim hiéu ldy cudc doi.

D6 1a khi ho dwa cau chuyén 1én mot tam mitc méi han, néi rang khé cé
thé thuc sy thay doi mot ngwdi. B6 bdo minh san sang lam tat ca dé duogc
vao dai hoc. Me thi néi gia nhu té6i c6 gang cham chi dwgc phan nira
Charlotte. R6i ho vé lai ding diém xudt phat, do 16i cho van dé sinh hoc
cta t6i, ndi thang ra luén do6 la thit duy nhat cat nghia dwoc sy khac biét
gitta hai dita. N6i cach khac, ban chat thang dudng duc. T6i khong phaéi do
16i ctia ho ma 1a 16i cia ba ay. T6i cling thdy ban than minh trach me dé khi
cam thay noi chua chat buon tai xam chiém lay t6i. Mac du bi ba dem cho,
nhuwng day la lan dau tién trong doi t6i mdi that sy cam thdy bi hat hai, bé
roi, hoan toan khong dugc yéu thwong. Ma 16i nay thudc vé bo me dé cia
toi.

Tan nat, toi trd vé giwong, trum chan kin madt, nam tay siét chat, dan long
dirng khéc vi néu khéng sang ra toi sé trong thé tham. To6i khéng chiu noi
phai xau xi hon hién gio nita.

T6i nham nghién mat, nghi dén ba nhw moi dém. Mot loat gwong mat lan
lwgt 16e 1én trong dau t6i, cho dén khi t6i dirng lai noi van dirng: mét sy
pha tron gitta Meryl Streep va Laura Linney. Nhung lan nay, ba la phién
ban 6m yéu, nghién ngdp cua hai nit dién vién do, khién nhitng mo mong
hdo huyén vé mot nguwdi me 16ng lay, thanh dat vut tat.

Trong khoanh khac do, t6i quyét dinh sé di tim ba. T6i phai tim cho ra sw
that ba la ai va tai sao ba lai dem cho toi di. Vai thang nita thoi toi sé buéc
sang tudi muwoi tam. Va cai ngay t6i dén tudi, ngay budi sang hom 4ay, toi sé
goi cho t6 chitc con nudi hoi tén tudi va dia chi ba. T nay dén do, toi sé
danh dum tién dé mua mot vé dén bat ctt noi nao ba dang séng. T6i sé cho
bo me thay, cho moi ngudi thady. Thay cai gi, toi cling khéng ro lam, nhung
khi 4y t6i sé hinh dung ra.
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Vay la hom Ca thang Tw (tro dua khting khiép nhét cho ngay sinh nhat),
t0i goi cho t6 chitc con nudi, réi, theo hwéng dan, giti cho ho td fax cé so
an sinh xa hoi va chit ky cuia minh. Hai phut sau, t6i nhan dwoc tra 10i trong
hop thw dén. Hai tay run run, tdi doc: Marian Caldwell, cung véi mot dia
chi tai thanh ph6é New York. T6i phdi c6 gang lam méi khéng vao Google
tim thong tin vé ba, nhung t6i lo 1a néu lam vay thi khéng hiéu sao toi sé
tim thdy mot cai cd dé thoi chi, du chang han chi don gian nhu trong hinh
ba 4y trong cé vé tam thuwong. T6i khong muon c6 bat ¢t diéu gi lam t6i
dao dong ma tr bé ké hoach. T6i khong mudén viét cho ba mot 14 thw roi
chd hang thang méi duge héi am - hay té hon nita, khong duwgc hoi am. Toi
khong muo6n bat ct chuyén gi dién ra theo y mudn ctia ba nita, vi tir dau
moi thit déu da choi theo ludt ctia ba réi. Gio thi dén lwot t6i. Va day la
cach cua toi.

Thé nén, ngay sau sinh nhat, va trweéc ky nghi cudi tuan bon ngay dai, toi
1ap ké hoach tai tinh ma Belinda tiép tay dan xép thanh hanh dong (tai tinh
vi dé i la dé). To6i chi viéc xin phép bé me cho t6i di cing Belinda va me
n6 dén Mobile tham di ctia Belinda (sau khi thi san vai cau néi déi nho nhé
tng khau rang ba di d6 khi xwa la nha truyén gido Cong giao). Toi dugc bo
me cho phép sau khi goi cho me Belinda dé nghe x4ac nhan. R6i tdi bado me
Belinda rang toi thdy khong dwoc khoe, trong cdy vao yéu té may man duy
nhat la ba Greene sé khong goi cho b6 me t6i bdo tin t6i hity. Qua nhién, ba
khong goi, thé 1a hom sau to6i xudng tram xe buyt trén dwong 15 mua mot
vé khit h6i hai tram bay mwoi lam dé la di NewYork, roi 1én mot chiéc xe
buyt Greyhound boc mui va cit nhw chita toan pham nhan mdi ra tu, tinh
lubn ga tai xé trong rdo &m mudi.

Su6t hai mwoi bon gio sau do, t6i ngodi trén chi€c xe ay vuwot nita chang
dwong dat nudc, nghe iPod va ban khoan vé me dé va cau chuyén cua ba.
Phdi chang ngay ay ba qua ngheéo, qua tré, hay qua 6m yéu nén khong thé
gilr t6i? Hay 1& nao chi vi ba khong mu6n nudi t6i? Cé bao gid ba hoi tiéc
quyét dinh cta minh khong? Tt d6 ba c6 no lwc vion 1én dé doi doi hoan
toan khéng? Ba c6 mudn t6i tim dén ba khong? C6é bao gio ba tim kiém t6i
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khong? Gid ba cé gia dinh chwa? Ba c6 nhitng dita con ma ba giit lai dé
nuodi va la chi em cung me khéac cha vdi t6i khong? Cha t6i la ai (trong ho
so khong thay noi gi dén 6ng)? T6i da nhan moi thit gien kém céi twr ba, tr
ong, hay cad hai? Ho c6 con & vdi nhau khéng, nuoi day mdy chi em rudt
cta t6i? Gap ba roi t6i cé hiéu ra dugc vi sao minh nhw vay khong? Hay chi
cang lam t6i thdy thé thdm hon? T6i 1dp mot danh sach nhitng ly 1€ tan
thanh va phéan doéi cho tirng kich ban. Néu ba 1a ké kém céi kinh khing thi
bd me toi ding - va toi tit cling sé nhw vay khéng chirng. Nguwoc lai, néu bd
me t0i sai vé ba, t6i sé bac bo gia dinh ctia ho, nhwng lai phai déi mat mot
van dé khac. Tai sao ba khong muén c6 t6i? Va doi t6i cé tot dep hon
khong néu ngay ay ba mudn c6 t6i? Trong long t6i c6 cam thay nhw gio day
khong - chan nan tuyét vong bo vo? Cé vé nhu chang cé co thanh cong -
ma chi thdy kha nang rat 16n la sé that bai. Nhung thé thi cling c6 gi méi
dau.

Cudi cung toi cling t6i bén cudi Port Authority, mot ong cong kinh tém,
béc mui con kinh hon chiéc xe buyt ma t6i van twdng la khing khiép nhat
r6i. Toi dwva mat nhin quanh chang biét phai di 16i nao. Ba ngudi t6i hoéi
tham thi hodc khong néi tiéng Anh hodc chang bu6n tra 16i. Cudi cung, toi
thdy mot bién bao danh cho taxi nén cit theo may mii tén di ra t&i con pho
d6 va budc vao dai 10 8, trong chang giong gi cai thanh phé New York t6i
da xem trén ti vi va phim anh. Mét pho, to6i bat gap mdt cong nhan mac
dong phuc dang quat thdo moi nguwdi. Chi ta nhin qua t6i, nhwng t6i ¢t 16n
giong hoi chi ta day c6 phai la noi t6i cé thé bat taxi khong. Chi ta chi ra
phia sau mot hang nguwoi dai. Trong luc cho, toi cham chd nhin mot nguoi
dan ba vo gia cu bén kia duwong. Ba ta co ro dudi mot chiéc chan mau xam,
mot bién hiéu bang gidy bia dung twa vao ngudi, cai coc gidy dé dwdi chan.
TGi ty hdi liéu ba ta c6 phai me t6i khong - biét dau ba vira bi tong c6 khéi
dia chi ma t6 chitc con nuéi da gi.

Hai muoi phtt sau téi da leo vao trong mot chiéc taxi, sach sé dén kinh
ngac, mot dau hiéu hita hen. T6i néi cho tai x€ céi dia chi da thudc long
trong lic ong ta nhan ga hét toc lyc trong tranh phéng vé phia trudc, ci
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cach vai toa nha lai dirng r6i chay tiép, quang canh nhanh chéng dé chiu
hon. Ching t6i chay qua mé6t khu nhiéu cdy c6i ma t6i doan la Cong vién
Trung tam, roi tién vao mot noi trong nhuw khu dan cw. Lat sau 6ng ta ding
xe, nhin t6i, chi dong ho. N6 hién 9,6 do. T6i dwa 6ng muwoi mot db - va
nh¢ 10i bo dan: khi khong biét phdi lam gi thi ct boa. T6i dwa 6ng ta thém
mot do nita. Roi t6i chup 1ay cai ba 16 dé & ghé bén, xuéng xe & cho giao
cat gitta dwong 88 va dai 10 Madison roi nhin 1én toa nha ctia me dé.

Khi that, t6i nghi. Minh dén noi roi.

Toi liéc xudng cai dong ho Swatch mau den, bon chon ndi 16ng sgi day
nhwa tong hop ra mét khac, roi lai gai vao nhu cii. Lic d6 da gan mudi mot
gio, c6 1é da qua khuya va khong thé dén go ctra nha ba, nhung t6i khong
thé nao cho dén sang mai dé biét dugc su that. Toi nhac minh day la thanh
pho khong bao gid ngt, hy vong ba con thitc, roi lai hy vong khong cé ai &
nha.

T6i budc trong béng t6i trén via he, long da réi boi. Khé ma biét t6i
muon gi hon - muén minh thich ba hay muén ba thich minh. Lan I¥a vai
gidy, cudi cung toi cling budc minh buwdc t6i 0 cira toa nha dé ma r6i duwa
mat nhin quanh tién sanh. N6 that sang trong, san lat cam thach trang xen
lan den sang loang, ban ghé vat dung thi trang trong. Muong twgng vé mot
0 nghién nao do tan bién ngay, nhwng t6i lai thay lo lang hon 1a nhe nhom.
Tim t6i dap thinh thich, m0t ngwdi gac civa dot nhién xuat hién, héi t6i can
giup gi. Toi giat thot, roi cdt 10i chao. Anh ta chao lai, kha than thién. Téc
anh ta den béng, ngbi 1éch, vudt gel gon gang. Anh ta mdc bé dong phuc
vang nhii va xanh nuwdc bién c6 mii cuing mau. Bang tén ghi JAVIER -
nhung trong giay lat toi lai nghi la “Caviar™ - cai mon toi hinh dung ba
dang an @ mot tang nao do trén kia.

“Em dén gdap ba Marian Caldwell,” t6i noi, co ra vé trinh trong hon cai
bé ngoai quan jean, do thun, va 4o khoac len dai tay da x6 16ng. Toi hoi hop
ngat may tum 16ng noi tay 4o, wéc gi minh da tim hiéu ba trén Google
tride. Belinda néi ding - t6i nén san sang hon cho gidy phut nay. Dang 1é
toi phai mdc cai gi tir té€ hon chit. Ma co6 1€ t6i chang nén dén day nira kia.
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“Ba dy dang chd em a?” Javier héi, td mo quan sat nhanh t6i mét lwot.

To6i hot hoang, lo rang anh ta da dugc bao truwde la c6 thé mot dira choai
choai khich dong nao do6 sé xuat hién. Ro6i, khi nhé ra rang Belinda dan t6i
khong dwgc hoang hot, né thwong khuyén t6i nhw vay, t6i tw trdn an la
Javier khong biét gi vé minh ca - anh ta chi dang lam phan s thoi. Nén, du
sao thi cling la phong xa, t6i bén mim cwdi, dé it nhat cling khong co6 vé gi
la dang khich dong ca. Roi toi hang giong noi, “Phai... y em 1a, rat cé thé ba
ay dang mong.”.

Theo nghia den thi diéu d6 dung. Co thé ba dang chd t6i, mong t6i, hy
vong toi sé téi. Xét cho cung thi ding la ba da ky vao van ban néi rang to6i
dwgc quyeén biét tén ba vao ngay sinh nhat thtt muwdi tdm - ma mdt tuan
trwdc han ba da duwgc nhac cho nhé. Han ba cé theo doi sinh nhat toi.
Chuyén do6 cé vé la diéu toi thieu ma mot ngwoi dan ba, ban biét day, da
sinh mot dita con ra r6i dem cho, c6 thé lam. Tham chi, biét dau nam nao
ba cling ctt hanh riéng mét thu tuc hay nghi 1é nho nhoé nao dé. Ba c6 thé
nhap sdm banh cung ban bé than thiét hay v&i chinh me ba, tifc ba ngoai
t0i. C6 thé ba nwéng banh, méi nam lai thém vao mot cay nén. T6i thac
mac ba c6 mé s6 ¢o la nhv minh khong. Hay biét dau ba sé néi théi hdo
ngot la di truyén tir bd dé cua t6i. Chi may gidy nita thoi c6 1€ toi sé cé
dugc cau tra 10i.

Khi Javier quay lai bAm mot cai mit trén bang diéu khién 16n, toi da dit
khoét tinh bai chuén. Nhung ro6i tdi c ditng ngdy ra nhv mdy pho twgng
cam thach dat & hai bén thang mady, tham chi con nin thé trong lic muwong
twgng giong ndi cta ba hdi xem ai muon gap minh. Nhung chi c6 mot am
thanh dién ti kéu to dap lai r6i Javier quay qua t6i ma néi, “Em lén dugc
r6i!” va khoat tay nghiém trang vé phia thang may.

T6i xem do6 la mot dau hiéu t6t lanh. Nhw vay la tinh ba thudc dang niém
nd, chuwa biét ai ngoai ctira ma da cho vao tham. Nhwng trdi lai, cling c6 khi
ba twdng nham tdi la ai khac. Cé 1€ ba c6 mot dira con gdi that dang chay ra
ctra hang mua keo cao su hay sita gi day, nhung thwong xuyén quén chia
khoa.
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Bat luan thé nao, gid ching thé quay vé dugc nita réi. “Um... tang
may?”.
“Can ho penthouse ay!” Javier noi, chi 1én trén vGi vé rat chi tao nha.

To6i gat, nhw thé ngay nao cling dwgc bao 1én penthouse vay, nhung bung
da t6i dang hodng ca 1én vi cau do. T6i chinh lai ba 16, nu6t khan, réi buéc
may bwdc dén ctra thang may sach bong. Cira tregt mé thi mot 6ng gia mac
quan cap cao dat con ché canh 16ng xu dugc tia t6t gon gang mdc ao len
hong co6 dinh pha 1€ buwdc ra. Nguwoi va ché trong chang an nhap gi v6i nhau
ca, trit viéc cd hai déu ng6 toi t6 vé ché bai khi tdi budc qua. Khi da ¢ mot
minh trong thang may, t6i hit mot hoi that sau ré6i bam nut PH. Va lic ctta
khép lai t6i lién tap nhanh man gidi thiéu, moéi lan khac nhau doéi chut.

Xin chao. Con la Kirby Rose. Con gai cua co.

Xin chao. Con la con gai cua co. Kirby Rose.

Chao. Con tén la Kirby Rose. Con nghi con la con gai cta c6?

T con gai c6 vé than thiét qua, nhung qua thuc chang con tir nao khac
ma dung (ngoai tre nhitng tr mang tinh hanh chinh nhv “con dé” hay “con
cai”), lai khong c6 phu tir dé lam rd méi quan hé, nhuw & tir me dé. Dong suy
nghi cua t6i ngirng phat lai khi cira thang may mé thang vao tién sanh cta
mot can ho. Phia trong gian sanh, t6i nhin thdy phong khach c6 nhitng 6
ctra s6 16n phu ca birc twong. Moi thit déu ngan nap, sang trong, hoan hao
va khong c6 dau hiéu ctia con cai hay tré nhé. N6i nhe nhom trong t6i vé
chi tiét nay lam toi thay bt rivt. T6i da dé y qua ky roi.

R6i, ba ay kia, duyén dang buwéc vé phia téi, mac bo do ngu bang vai
béng mau hong sang chanh c6 in hoa tiét xanh 14. B6 do trong hoi thung
thinh, nhung t6i dam néi la dang ngwoi ba manh mai, tam thuwéc. Ba trong
tré hon b6 me t6i, khodng ba mwoi lam, méac du tudi nguwdi 16n thi khé doan
lam. T6c ba vang sang, nhuém highlight con sang hon, budc ra sau thanh
mot dudi téc 16n xon nhung kiéu cach. Guwong mat ba gay va dai, va trong
tich tac t6i nhw nhin thdy chinh minh noi ba. Miii hay cam ching t6i chang?
T6i quyét rang do chi la mo mong hdo huyén. Ba xinh dep hon t6i.
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T6i nhin xuéng doi chan tran caa ba, thanh td va thon tha, méng chan
son mau man chin - khac han ban chan to, san, v6i mdy ngén chan ky cuc
ctia me t6i. T6i nhin lai gwong mat ba, mat ba, réi cho la trong ba cling c6
vé ti t&. It nhat thi ba cling khong c6 vé cau kinh, c6 18 ba con théng minh
va cham chi nita, vi ké ngu dan, lwdi biéng dau thé song trong can ho
penthouse thé nay. Nhuwng trai lai, biét dau ba c6 bé me giau su, nhung lai
khong c6 céi vé giong nhu Paris Hilton, tic 1a hw héng ay.

“Chao con,” ba ndi, giong ba nhe nhang va dé chiu, vé mat to mo. “C6
giap gi dugc con?”.

To6i hang giong roi hoi, “Co c6 phai 1a Marian Caldwell khong a?”.

“Phai,” ba ndi, roi, trong giay lat, t6i c6 cam giac ba da biét. Nhung roi
toi thdy mot thoang kho chiu. Pita bé ba da sinh ra mwoi tdam nam trwde la
th ba tuyét khong hé ngo dén.

T6i cui gam, hit mot hoi that sau, c6 dé khong ap ung. “Con la Kirby
Rose.”.

Khéng c6 phan tng gi, di nhién roi. Ba dau biét tén t6i. Toi vén téc ra
sau tai r6i budc minh nhin vao mat ba lan nita. Trong 4y, c6 cai gi do da
bién doi.

Qua nhién, ba noi, “Cé phai con la...?”.

Nhip tim t6i dap nhanh khi t6i gat dau, c6 thd, co khong ngat. Ro6i t6i néi
cau da nham trong dau ca ngan lan. “Con nghi c6 la me ctia con.”.

Nu cuwdi trén mat ba vut tat, khong con chit sac héng nao trén lan da von
da trang cda ba khi ba nhin cham cham vao mat t6i. Trong ba con s¢ hai
hon ca t6i, lang ngwoi di. Duwong nhu ca ngan nam troi qua ba méi dua tay
ra cham vao canh tay t6i va néi, “Oi... Troi 0i. La con sao?”.

T6i mim cuwdi, nhung c6 hong se that dén noi khong mé miéng ra dugc
va dam lo 1a minh sap khéc. Du vay, t6i khong khéc. Cam twdng nhw mot
thang lgi kha 16n.

“Nao. Vao di,” ba noi, lui lai, ra hiéu cho t6i buéc tdi.
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T6i budc may budc ngdp ngirng roi néi, “Con xin 16i vi duong dot xuat
hién & nha c6 thé nay. Khi khac con quay lai ciing duoc...”.

“Pirng. O lai di. Xin con hdy & lai,” ba noi.

To6i gat dau, tw nhu rang ba that long noi thé. Rang it nhat ba cling phai
vui mung doi chut khi gdp lai toi.
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Chuong 4

Marian

D6 1a chuyén phi thye, chan dong va dich thuc 1a do diéu nhat tirng xdy ra
vdi toi. Nhung dong thoi téi cling khong hiéu vi sao minh lai s6c dén vay.
Suy cho cling, t6i van ludn biét phiit gidy nay c6 thé xdy ra va biét ro rang
con bé da buéc sang tuéi mudi tdm vao ngay dau tién cda thang nay: cai
sinh nhat quy bau khi né chi viéc goi dén t6 chitc con nu6i héi thong tin
lien lac ma c vai nam toi lai cap nhat, nhv mot chuyén duwong nhien. Toi
khong c6 nghia vu phap 1y phai lam vay - 1€ ra t6i da c6 thé chon dé trong
tén - nén t6i khong ro diéu gi da khién minh lam thé. Co 1€ chi dé giam nhe
t0i 101, vi dwong nhw lam vay la ding. C6 1€ phan nao trong t6i dang chg
biét chac rang con bé 6n - rang t6i da khéng trao n6 cho mot gia dinh nghéo
ting, dot nat, bat binh thwong. Nhung co6 1€, & dau do trong t6i, t6i mudn nod
tim vé véi toi. Co thé t6i muon lai dwgc nhin thdy va cham vao né mot lan
nira.

Bat ké vi sao toi lam vay hay t6i muon gi thi thyc tinh t6i cling khong
ngo con bé sé tim cach lién lac véi toi, it nhat thi cling phai nhiéu nam nita,
cho dén khi n6 da c6 con. Va dit khoat to6i khong hinh dung dwgc rang
chuyén do sé xdy ra hoan toan bat ngd lic muwdi mot gio dém trong mot
thanh ph6 ma nhitng cudc dén tham dot xuat don gidn la khong xay ra,
ngay ca giita ban bé than thiét nhat. Lai ngay sau mdt vu cai va véi anh bo
md&i chét. Nhung gio thi mdy chuyén ay chang lién quan gi nita réi. Vi con
bé dang & ngay day, ding truGc mat toi, cho toi noi gi do.

Boi boi cam xuc, toi c6 nai né vao, lang lang treo do khodc cta né vao
cai ti dé ngoai hanh lang r6i xép gon gang cai ba 16 nang triu ctia n6 xuéng
duwéi cai ghé ném dai khong c6 tira & tién sanh. T6i ling ting dirng lai, can
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nhac chon ch6 cho cudc chuyén tro dau tién v6i con. Phong khach c6 vé
qua trinh trong, trong khi phong lam viéc nhé, noi toi cat gitt moi ky vat ca
nhan, lai qua than tinh. T6i khong nghi minh c6 y gidu giém gi vdi con bé
ca, ma chi la khong muon lam né thay bi ap ddo - hay bang cach nao do tao
cho minh lgi thé san nha. Nén t6i chon can bép, bat dén 1én, van ma& bdt, roi
lai van sang trd lai. T6i ra hiéu vé hai cai ghé dau dat bén canh ban bép 6p
cam thach r6i chiing t6i ngoi doi dién nhau, hoi hop nhin nhau cham cham,
muon nd nu cwdi nhwng mat van do ra. To6i biét minh bén chon, nhung chac
con bé con bon chén hon toi, bdi né chi bang nira tudi t6i va dang & trong
mot khung canh xa la.

T6i cudng cudng nghi ra cai gi dé ndi, cai gi do sau sac hon may cau
chuyén phiém, nhung nhe nhang hon nhitng sy that lanh lung tran trui vé
chuyén cudc doi con bé da bat dau ra sao. Cudi cung, téi chang nghi dwoc
gi va cang lo lang, hoang mang hon.

“Con doi khong?” Cudi cung téi ndi, ditng 1én mad ta lanh. T6i nhin mot
hang chai nwdc vitamin, mot tdi rau diép nhap khau tir chau Au, mot hop
long trang tritng, va mot hop 16n sita chua Hy Lap, tham ria minh hom qua
da khong tat vao siéu thi Dean & Deluca trén duong di lam vé nhu thudng
1é moi chiéu thit Sau.

“Khong a, cdm on ¢0,” con bé néi khi tdi tham nhac lai tén n6 trong dau,
cdi tén toi chwa tirng thac mac téi trong su6t bay nhiéu nam. Kirby. Kirby.
Kirby. To6i chiu khéng n6i dwgc minh ghét hay wa cai tén ay, nhung cho
diém b6 me con bé vi tinh doc dao - va cwdng lai noi thoi thdc bat chgt ap
dén la hoi tham vé ho. Ho lam nghé gi? Quan diém chinh va ton gido cta
ho la gi? Ho trong c6 giong no6 chit nao khong? Nhuw t6i va né ay, toi nghi,
van con giat minh vi sy giong nhau gitta minh va con bé, cai diéu moi lic
mot ro rang du rang toi khong bao gid gidi nhin ra nhitng nét giong nhau.
T6i nén lai moi cau hoi vé ho, e sy to mo sé dwgc hiéu la xam pham hay d6
ky, cling nhw lan dau tién to6i nhan ra qua thyc minh cling c6 chit ghen ti
rang mot nguwoi dan ba khac da gop mot tay nhao ndan nén con ngwoi dang
ngoi tredc mat minh day. Cai sy that rang toi tuyét doi khong cé quyén cam
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thay nhu thé, rang trao né cho ho hoan toan la quyét dinh cua t6i, chi cang
khién noi nu6i ti€c 16n dan ro6i lan rong trong 16ng nguc toi. T6i ty nhu rang
minh chang hé phai vat va nudi con chit nao, rang giong nhw xem mot
cudc dua marathon r6i wéc gi chinh minh dang vé dich. T6i ty ddn long
ding c6 lady minh lam trung tdm nhw thé nita. Pém nay phai danh cho
nhitng gi ma con bé can, chit khong phai toi, va mac du khong phai me né
theo ding nghia cua tir nay, t6i van co goi ra cai gi dé thudc ban nang lam
me. T6i nghi dén me minh, va cach ba giadi quyét bao nhiéu van dé: thitrc an
dé tiéu va giac nga ngon lanh.

“Con khong déi that ch? Minh goi do an dén ciing dugc ma. Gan day c6
mot tiém ban do6 an ngon lam, trong vong mudi pht 1a c6 banh mi kep phd
mai nwéng va sup ca chua. Ci¢ nhw Iic nao ho ciing c6 san va hinh dung la
trong vong mudi day pho c6 ngudi bong thay them ay.”.

Nhan ra minh dang huyén thuyén, t6i im bat, réi con bé lac dau va lai
cam on.

Bi chodng ngop bdi dong cam xiic mdi trao dang, to6i bén quay vé phia ta
lanh dé gidu mat di. “Thoi thi c6 lay chit gi cho con udng nhé? Ca phé?
Tra? Hay nwdc vitamin?”.

Con bé ngdp ngirng, r6i n6i nhw thé vi mudn chiéu y t6i, “Da dwoc. Cho
con nwdc vitamin.”.

“Vi gi?” toi hoi. “Cam hay chanh?”.

“Gl cling dugc a.”.

“U. Cb ciing nghi 1a chuyén dé ching quan trong that,” t6i n6i véi minh
hon 1a véi né. Toi ti tay cho d& run khi chon mét chai hwong vi cam, r6i
md& nap, rot ra mét ly cao.

“Con dén day bang gi?” t6i héi, théem dwgc biét diém khai dau cho
chuyén di cia no, khao khat mudén nghe td vé khu n6 &, vé ngoi nha va
phong ngu cta né. Chua bao gio toi lai thiét tha muon biét thdng tin dén
vay - ngay ca khi md&i bat dau hen ho, khi nguwdi ta ham hé, tham chi 1a thiét
tha, muon biét moi thit vé ai d6. Toi chgt nghi rang ngoi ddy ma nhin dam
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dam khu6n mat con bé, chd nghe né néi, qua cling hoi giong lic phai long.
Co6 to mo va triu mén, thém mot chit ty yéu va mudn dugce yéu.

“Con di xe buyt,” con bé trd 10i va t6i dé y thdy hoan toan khong co
giong dia phwong. Hay it ra la trong giong con bé khong cé gi dé t6i lan ra
mot vi tri dia 1y cu thé. “Greyhound”.

“Oi,” toi noi, that kinh, nhd lai chuyén mot nguoi dan 6ng chit dau
nguoi ngdi chung trén mot cai xe buyt Greyhound.

“Phai. N6 ciing hoi kinh that. Nhuwng nhd n6 ma con dén dugc day.”.

To6i gat dau r6i héi, “Thé con song & dau?”.

“St. Louis.”.

“Con song ¢ do tr dau tGi gio sao?”.

“A. Ban dau thi con & Chicago co,” né ndi, liéc t6i mot cai sac lem.
“Nhung ding vay, tir nhd dén gio con song ¢ St. Louis. Chua tirng chuyén

»

nha.”.

Toi co hiéu diéu nay cung vdi céi ky tc la lung vé lan dau tién va duy
nhat dat chan dén St. Louis, khodng mwoi nam trudc, co 1€ khi ay Kirby do
bay tam tudi. T6i di dyw ddm cwdi mot ngwoi ban, roi sau 1é cwdi, thay vi di
thang dén budi tiép tan, toi lai di dao mot minh, tha than quanh may day
ph6 quanh nha tho. T6i nhé nhv in cai khong khi lanh buét va am wét, bau
troi mot mau xam thép, va nhitng dam may mong, sa thap, tat ca cang lam
té thém cai cam giac 1é loi ndy sinh khi ta di d@ dam cwéi mot minh. T6i
van nhd tiéng got giay minh giam sao sao trén xac 1a cudi thu tan tac va
dién mao ctia mdy ngdi nha gach mot tang don so mai ngoi hai swon, ctra
s0 kinh mau, cung nhitng khodnh san cat xén gon gang. Nhitng can nha am
cung noi ti€p nhau, nhiéu nha con treo cd cd My, bon hoa cira s6 khoe sac,
va nhitng cai ctra kinh han sat trang tri bang cac chit cai. Toi nhé nhat 1a lic
vong qua mot géc phd dé quay lai bai dau xe cua nha thd thi chgt nhéi 1én
mot noi dau da diét, gan nhw mot no6i mong nhd, cung cdi cam giac rung
minh rang con bé dang & dau day thoi. Nghi lai, dwong nhw dé 1a mot diém
bao ky la, phi 1y - nhung r6i t6i nhan ra cam giac ay khong bat thwong chat
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nao. T6i cam thdy nhw vay hau nhw moi 1an & trong mét khung canh mdi,
bén nguadi la, doi khi ¢ chinh khu nha minh. Nhung gio t6i van dem cau
chuyén dé6 ra ké lai dé néi cho con bé biét vé su tring hop do.

N6 c6 vé ho nghi nhuwng chiéu y t6i. “Chinh xac thi dam cwdi ¢ dau? Cho
nao trong thanh pho?”.

“Co khong nhd nita,” toi ndi vai no. “Po la mot nha tho Cong giao to.
Do sd. Xay bang da. Cé kinh mau. St. Joseph a? Hay la Mary?”.

Con bé noi, “That ra thi cai do cting dau thu hep dugc pham vi.”.

Cau doi dap cta n6 khong vo 1€, nhung tir do t6i biét dwgc thém la con
bé khong chi thong minh ma con c6 kha nang thanh mot ké ta day.

“Phai. Co cling thay vay,” toi noi.

“Nhung biét dau c6 thé n6é nam trong khu nha con,” né néi, mém mong
hon mét chat. “Con song & phia Nam nha tho St. Louis. Gan nha tho Téng
thién st Gabriel. Nha con thudc gido xt d6 ma. Liéu dam cwéi ay cé thé
dién ra ¢ d6 khong nhi?”.

“Cé 18,” toi noi, muwong twgng con bé dang nhdy chan sao doc via he
gitta mot dam con gai liu lo, mac dong phuc ni* sinh mau trang va xanh
nuwdc bién caa trwong Cong gido. Vay ké 0 xép li va tat len dan kiéu van
thirng dai t&i gbi. Trén dwong dén quan giai khat. Mot dita trong dam thach
mdy dita kia hit diéu thudc ma Kirby tir choi.

N6 van nhin vao mat t6i réi ngdp ngirng, hit mot hoi that sau. “A, co biét
sao khong?”.

“Sao ca?” toi hai.

“Du c6 sinh ra con & Chicago... nhung con van luén c6 cam giac la c6
song & New York.” N6 nhin vai nhv thé nguong vi tha thyc nhw vay trong
khi t6i ban khoan khong biét n6 da biét gi vé minh roi. N6 da thay tam anh
nao trong so vai tam it éi trén bao chup t6i tai cac su kién quan trong? Hay
tham chi la ca céi bai viét vé toi va Peter trén muc gidi thiéu sach & trang
sau?
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“Phai,” toi néi. “Co song & day vai nam nay ré6i. C6 lam trong nganh
truyén hinh - nén dai loai la & day hodc Los Angeles.”.

Con bé c6 vé sirng sot khién t6i cling thdy ngac nhién. “Truyén hinh u?
Co la dién vién a?”.

“Khong. C6 la nha san xuat.”.

“Phim u?”.

“Khong. Truyén hinh. Con da nghe néi t6i phim South Second Street
chua...?”.

“Co a!” con bé vira n6i vira nhdy nhom 1én thich chi ding kiéu con gai
va cuoi toe toét. T6i dé y thady rang ham dwdi ctia né hoi khap khénh, hai
rang gitta khgp 1én nhau. R6 rang con bé khong deo niéng rang, va toi thac
mac liéu cé phai bo me n6 khong lo n6i hay chi vi thdy con bé khong can
lam, c6 khi con mu6n dé nu cuwdi ctia n6 cé nét riéng.

T6i mim cuwdi dap lai. “Phim cta co day.”.

“Con thich phim d6 lam. Hay tuyét,” con bé n6i. “Con thich ga nha thau
d6. Tén la Shaba Derazi phai khong?”.

Toi gat. “U. Ong ta 1a ngudi tot... Thuc ra lic nay ong ta dang déng
phim ¢ Toronto. V&i Matt Damon.”.

N6 c6 vé ngdy ngat vi cdi tin tay trong do - du khong chan dong nhu toi
khi thdy né biét va thich tdc phdm ctia minh. Nhuwng déng thdi, t6i cling
cam thdy c6 16i khi khong hay biét gi vé nhitng noi lo lang, dam mé hay
wdc mo cho twong lai cua con bé. Toi khong biét n6 thién vé tw duy hay
sang tao, wa thé thao hay khong cé kha nang phoi hgp, hwéng noi hay
hwéng ngoai. Toi khong biét né da tirng yéu chwa hay da bao gio that tinh
chwa. Va mac du hiéu rang khong hay biét vé nhitng diéu nay la mot phan
trong thoa thuan cho con nuodi, it ra la nhitng thoa thuan cho con nuoi bi
mat, t6i van thdy mot noi ho then vi mu tit vé chinh mau thit ctia minh. T6i
nhin di cho khéc, hoi twéng nhanh quang thoi gian mudi tdm nam qua, gan
mat va tén con bé vao moi canh twgng pho bién ma t6i da tirng muong
twgng ra, diéu thwong di ngwoc lai cai quyét tam tuyét doi khong nghi dén
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né nita. Kirby nam gon 1on trong chiéc n6i c6 man che. Kirby hoc bo, hoc
di, hoc néi. Kirby tréo 1én cai xe buyt mau vang to co cta truong ngay dau
di mau gido. Kirby bi rung chiéc rang dau tién. Sang Giang sinh Kirby thic
day phéng xudng lau trong chiéc vay ngu bang vai flannel mau dé thi thay
Ngbi nha Ky diéu ctia bip bé Barbie. It ra thi toi cling dd mong d6 1a nhitng
hinh &nh trong cudc song cua no, chit khong giong vdi nhitng d&c mong toi
16i thinh thoang t6i van mo thay. Kirby, déi, lanh, bo vo, bi ngwgc dai. To6i
nhin con bé, 1ong day nhe nhdm khi thdy né 6n. It nhat thi cling c6 vé 6n.

“Nao. Ké co nghe nita di. Ké c6 nghe vé con ay,” toi ndi.

Con bé khoanh tay r6i néi. “Coé muon biét gi?”.

“Co xin 16i. C6 khong c6 y nhu dang phong van con.”.

“Khong sao,” n6 ndi, nhung van chang tiét 16 thém thong tin.

“Thoi dugce. Co biét tudi con roi nay,” tdi noéi. “Mudi tdm”.

No gat dau, mat tinh khong biéu 16 gi. “Phéi. Con phdi muwdi tam tubi
m&i dugc hoi tén co.”.

To6i gat, nhd ra céi thoa thuan da ky - va ca 10i néi doi trong to khai dwoc
tuyén thé va ky. T6i khong biét nhan than cta cha dita bé. Toi gat cau ta ra
khoi dau, nhw van lam ca ngan lan trede day, va it nhat ciing ca hon chuc
lan t6i nay.

“Vay la con dang hoc nam cudi cap?” toi hai.

No gat.

“Sang nam con c6 vao dai hoc khong?”.

“Con cling khong biét. Con vira dugce nhan vao Pai hoc Missouri... Tuan
treedc.” N6 nhuin vai, r6i li€c ra ngoai ctta so, nhin qua dai 10 Madison t6i
om. “Nhwng thye ra thi con khong muo6n vao dai hoc.”.

Cau trd 10i cua né lam toi that vong, nhung téi vo nhw khong ling ting
gi. “Con c6 thé nghi mot nam dé can nhac chuyén d6 ma,” t6i n6i. “C6 tirng
lam vay.”.
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Giong t6i nhé dan. N6 nhin t6i, va t6i ddam néi la con bé dang nghi ngo
nhitng gi t6i da lam trong nam ay, nhung khong hoéi. Thay vi vay, né hang
giong roi no6i, “Con chac la c6 dang thac mac tai sao con lai dén day...”.

Khong chit dan do hay nghi ngoi, toi dua tay qua ban ap 1én ban tay né.
M4y ngon tay con bé mat rugi, thon tha, thanh ti, ngén gitta c6 vé nhé di vi
cai nhan to c6 mat da mau ngoc lam phu dén tan cai khép dot. Con bé tra
nén cang thang, nhung cling khong rut lai. T6i ben rit tay vé, dé vao long.
“Con dau can phai c6 ly do,” t6i noi.

N6 ném cho t6i mot cai nhin ma t6i khong doan dwgc an y, roi néi, “Con
chi... can gap co... Con c6 cam gidc nhu... con thiéu cai gi doé... co biét
ddy... khong biét... c6i ngudén ctia minh, kiéu vay...”.

To6i tinh may méc lap lai cau nay, ngu y la trong doi minh ciling thiéu mat
cai gi do, nhung biét diéu do khong that. Méi tdi nay thoi, thit duy nhat t6i
thdy thiéu 1a 10i cau hon tw Peter.

“U, c6 ming 1a con da dén day,” toi chi n6i vay, du kha chic chin day la
néi qua néu khong mudn goi la néi doi trang tron.

Con bé nu6t khan va chd doi, trong lic cd toéi va ndé nhin nhau cham
cham, ngwong nghiu, réi cung ngodanh di.

“Puwgc roi. Théi vay di,” téi néi, dam dam nhin vao mot dom vang trén
mat ban da cam thach. “Co sé héi con mot cau. Roi con hoi c6 mot cau. Ta
sé luan phién nhau. Héi gi cling dugc.”.

N6 gat dau trong khi t6i nhan ra d6 1a mot tro choi nguy hiém cho minh.
Minh sé ndi sao vdi con bé day khi né hoi vé cha né? Sy that, di nhién roi,
nhing dad c6 qua nhiéu tang bac va cach dién giai vé sy that dén mic mot
diéu nhu thé, & dang thuan tiy, hdu nhu khong hé ton tai. It nhat 1a né da
khong ton tai trong doi toi - va c6 1€ véi moi ngudi cling vay.

“Pugc roi. Xem nao... Con c6 anh chi em nao khéng?” t6i hoi.

“M0ot dira em gai,” né noi, réi ké t6i nghe rang bé me né twéng minh
khong thé cé con nhung r6i lai thu thai ngay sau khi nhan nu6i né. “Con bé
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tén Charlotte. N6 1a mot phép la,” Kirby n6i thém, mat khéng chut biéu
cam.

“Con va em gai c6 than nhau khong?”.

N6 nhdn vai. “C6, tinh Charlotte dugce lam. Rat ti¥ té. Vi lai no la tay
boi 16i siéu hang c6 lan boi budém dat ky luc nhanh nhét trong lich st thanh
pho. N6 la van dong vién tiém nang gianh huy chuwong Olympic - giéi c@
d6.”. Con bé ddo mat day an y roi ndi, “Ai cling yéu quy no.”.

“Cha. C¢ I€ hoi qua hoan hao nhi?” toi doan.

“Noi vay cling dung.”.

T6i mim cwoi, nhwng mat con bé van tinh bo.

“Pén lwot con,” t6i noi.

N6 can moi, réi bat chuwéce t6i, héi lai rang toi c6 anh chi em nao khong.

“Khong. Co la con mot. B6 me ¢6 thich di day di dé nén cho rang mot
dita con thi sé dé dang hon,” t6i noéi, 10i giai thich t6i van luén chap nhén
theo y nghia bé ngoai ctia n6 bong nhién nghe c6 vé khoi hai.

Con bé gat dau, r6i néi khé. “Dén lugt c6.”.

T6i liéc nhin 1én hai chup dén treo bang crom bén trén ban bép va nhd lai
lic xem Peter thay bong den hoéi tuan trudc. Mot nét khéo l1éo nita & anh.
“Con c0 ban trai chwa?” toi hoi, hy vong cau tra 10i la chwa.

N6 lac dau ro6i héi lai lién, “Chwa. C6 thi sao?”.

T6i gat, nghi dén cudc chuyén tro vai Peter, ltic nay twéng nhu da dién ra
it nhat cling hai tuan treéc chit khong phéi chwa day hai gio trwée. “Co.
Bon ¢6 gan b6 vGi nhau mdy nam ro6i.”. T6i ngung & do, quyét dinh rang
bat cit thong tin nao nita cling déu qua nhiéu, it ra la lic nay. R6i toi nudt
khan va hoi vé mon rudt ctia n6 @ truong.

“Con khong c6 mon rudt nao ca,” no noi.

“Ciing hop ly,” t6i n6i, roi chd dén lugt no.

“Pugc. Con biét héi cau nay sé la hoi tho 16.” cudi cung né noéi. “Nhung
nam nay c6 bao nhiéu tudi.”.
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T6i mim cwoi roi dap, “Bon nam nita thi sé khong tho 16 nita dau. Co6 ba
muoi sau.”.

T6i nhan thdy con bé dang nham tinh trong dau sau khi t6i trd 10i né.
“Vay la co6 muoi tdm khi sinh con. Bang tudi con hién gio.”.

N6 hit manh. “O”, né néi, lai liéc nhin di chd khac. Téi ngam ky nét mat
nhin nghiéng cta n6 roi nhan dinh rang tuy cam ching t6i giong nhau,
nhung cam con bé dep hon, trong manh mé hon cam t6i mot chit ma van
nit tinh. Xwong go ma cling sac canh hon, va toi biét cai xwong go ma ay tu
dau. Luc nay t6i lai nghi dén cdu ta, nhitng hinh anh trong ky tc lai ua ve.
To6i ban khoan khong biét liéu con bao nhiéu cau nira thi ching t6i sé cham
t¢i cau ta. To6i cam thdy mubn ngap va c6 nhin nhung phai dau hang. Con
bé cling ngap theo, khién t6i nhé da doc & dau dé rang con buon ngu la
phédn &ng sinh hoc manh mé trwdc sy cang thang va dau dén, va téi dang
cam thay ca hai diéu ay.

“Con phai di thoi,” n6 ndi, vira ldc t6i nhan thdy nhitng quang tham dwdi
mat no. “Con biét 1a da khuya r6i.”.

Tim t6i that lai, nhung phan 16n hon trong t6i nhe nhom khi biét con bé
sé khong & lai. Nho vay ma tén cau ta sé khong dwgc nhac dén - va c6 1é sé
khong bao gio duwgc nhac dén. Biét dau t6i sé khong bao gio phai ké vdi né
nhitng ky c dau long ma t6i da mat mwoi tam nam c6 chon vui.

N6 ding 1én, cham rdi budc ra ctra.

“Con dinh di dau?” toi hoi, mong con bé sé ndi la n6 c6 mot dira ban hay
ba con trong thanh phé nay.

No rit trong tii quan sau ra mot mau gidy nhau réi doc tén mot nha tro
danh cho thanh nién cé dia chi gan khu ph6 Tau. T6i thay tran ngap mot
madc cam t6i 16i r6i lac dau. “Khong dwgc dau. Con sé & lai day.”.

N6 md miéng, nhu thé san sang phan doi, nhung, roi lai thoi, trong kiét
sttc dén noi khong phan doi noi nira.

“Con chuyén nay nita,” t6i n6i, chuan bj san tinh than.
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N6 nhwéng may, khi t6i hang giong roi héi b6 me n6 cé biét n6 dang &
day khong.

N6 nhin cham cham vao cai coc ciia minh, o rang la khong.

“Con c6 con song chung vGi bé me khong?” t6i hai.

N6 gat, trong hoi phan ng, réi néi, “Con khong bé nha di, néu do la diéu
c6 dang muon héi.”.

“Co xin 10i,” t6i noi. “Co chi... thdc mac...?”.

“B0 me con twéng con dang & Alabama. V&i ban con va me né.”.

“Thé ho khong biét con da c6 ké hoach... lam chuyén nay sao?”.

“Lam chuyén nay?” né néi v6i mot thoang thu dich, du n6 han phai biét
toi dang mudn noi gi.

“T6i gdp c6 ay,” toi gidi thich.

N6 lac dau, gio thi da cong khai thach thirc. Toi doi cho n6 bat gap cai
nhin ctia minh, biét rang ching t6i dang & vao mot thoi diém quyét dinh.
T6i biét minh nén lam gi - di&t khoat bao né goi cho ho - nhung t6i khong
dam lam vay. Nh& né noéi gian thi sao? N6 sé bo di va khong bao gio quay
lai nita thi sao? Nhuwng mat khac, n6 la dita con gai méi 16n ma da di xa bo
me cd ngan cdy s6. T6i hdi né vi sao lai néi déi bd me, c6 tim hiéu hoan
canh cua con bé trudc khi c6 mot quyét dinh hay phan doan.

“Chuyén nay chang lién quan gi dén ho ca,” né néi. “Vdi lai, néi thang
ra la cling chang can du gi dén c6.”.

“Thoi dwgc. Nghe ¢6 néi nay... Co sé khong cd budc con lam gi ca,
nhung...”.

“Nhung sao?” né ngat 10i, mat 16e 1én, quai ham danh lai thanh mot
dwong budng binh. Du biét minh khong phai me that ctia n6, nhung day la
lan dau tién t6i ném mui lam me la thé nao. N6 khién toi tran ngdp mot cam
giac sg hai va khong xitng dang. “Cd gi phai goi dé cho ho lo. Va lai, con
da muwoi tdm tudi roi. Lon roi. Veé luat. Thé nén, c6 sao dau.”.
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T6i gat dau, khong dam ép con bé e chi t6 lam sup do sy cam thong
mong manh ma ching t6i vira vun dap dugc trong it phit qua. “Pugc roi.
D€ sang mai hang néi,” t6i néi. “Co chi - c6 chi muén con 6n théi. Du bat
ké chuyén gi da xdy ra trong doi con. Du con cadm thay thé nao... Co chi
muon giip con ma thoi.”.

Toi that long khi ndi thé - it ra toi nghi la vay - nhwng 10i néi ra thi nghe
yéu 6t. Cit nhw mot dién vién chang c6 cam xuc gi v6i canh dién, dén noi
phai boi bac ha cay 1én mi mat méi khoc dugc vay.

“Cam on c6,” n6 néi, va ching toi lai cung ngap mot lwgt. Roi tdi va nod
ding day, doi dién vdi nhau.

“Chao mirng con, Kirby,” t6i néi. D6 la lan dau tién tdi goi to tén con bé,
va t6i ty héi lam sao toi lai c6 thé khong hé biét tén né. Tham chi tirng nghi
con bé tén la Katherine, cai tén toi goi n6 trong ba ngay dau mdi dé - lic
nay nghe c6 vé qua trinh trong, qua truyén thong, qua tam thuong so vGi
dita con gai nhu t6i dang thay day.

T6i dan con bé trd lai hanh lang, cam 14y cai tii cia nd, réi dan né dén
phong ngu danh cho khach, canh phong t6i. T6i chi cho né thdy nha tam
trong phong do, cai ti dung day khan tam va chan dw phong, va ngan kéo
cat cac vat dung phong tam cia khach san phong khi né quén thit gi. Roi t6i
chiic con bé ngui ngon va bao né ct sang hoi téi néu can gi. Bat c thit gi.

Mot gid sau khi udong vién an than Ambien t6i van thitc chong chong,
mat mé thao ldo, nhin tran trdn vao béng t6i den kit trong phong ngu cta
toi - mot thit kho cé dugc & thanh phé New York, nhat la trong mét toa nha
nam & goc dwong. Toi nhé cai ngay toi bao nguwdi thiét ké ndi that toi thué
rang t6i khong dé tam lam chuyén ching t6i hgp mau lanh hay mau néng,
tam van dau giwvong boc ném hay giwong sat, chi cot sao c6 cach x ly ctra
sO theo y t6i hong chan triét dé anh sang hat vao tir con pho bén dugi. Thé
ma, dot nhién lan dau tién trong quang doi trwdng thanh, t6i lai thay sg
bong toi - hay it ra la sg & trong béng téi. B4 la mot cdm giac vo ly, nhung
to6i van lan qua bat that nhanh dén 1én nhuw héi con nhd, mat lia khdap may
goc phong. Toi chot nghi cé 18 minh sg cho Kirby, nhung t6i ¢d nén khong
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chay sang xem con bé thé nao. Chuyén do6 c6 vé qua vugt quyén sau muoi
tdm nam chang doai hoai.

Neén, thay vi vay, t6i kiém tra dién thoai, wéc gi c6 ai dé budn chuyén vé
cai tin trong dai nhat vdi t6i tir ngay con bé chao doi. Khéng can phéi néi
nhiéu, chi c6 mot chon Iwa duy nhat - me t6i. Nhung toi biét ba dang nam
ngu canh bd va cach duy nhat goi ba la danh thitc ca hai day. B6 toi sé nghi
dén chuyén toi té nhat - rang cé mot tin khung khi€p. Ma néu biét thi c6 1€
ong sé xem chuyén nay nhw vay. Pay chinh la mot trong nhitng 1y do khién
me va t6i quyét dinh giit kin khong cho 6ng biét ngay tir dau. Va lai, thyc
long t6i cling khong muon noéi chuyén nay véi ba, du sao thi cling chwa, khi
nhd ra la ba da khuyén t6i phét vao 6 khac trong t& don dy. Tot hon hét 1a
con cat ditt moi lién lac di. R0 rang d6 la cai ba mudn, va mdc du t6i chwa
hé biét do la vi ba, vi t6i, hay vi ca hai, nhung ky trc ay thwong khién t6i
khong may khi dé cap t6i chuyén nay véi ba.

T6i bon chon xem lwét cac email va tin nhan, thac mac khong biét Peter
con thitc khong. T6i bong nhé anh, va ao wéc rang ching t6i da khong két
thic bu6i t6i nay nhw thé. Quan trong hon, to6i wéc gi anh da biét bi mat cia
toi. Toi wdc gi minh da ké cho anh nghe, va chgt thay tiéc cai quyét dinh
khong cho anh biét. T6i nhé lai moi thoi diém thich hgp da c6 - mai khi
mot nguwdi ban cé con; khi anh ké cho t6i nghe chuyén sinh Aidan, Robin bi
vd nudc 6i khi dang xem mot v& opera va suyt dé rét trén taxi & dai 10 3;
hay khi anh thu that nhitng bi mat sau kin nhat cta anh - rang anh da dao
mot bai bdo hoi con hoc ¢ Dartmouth va c6 lan ngt vdi vii nit thoat y trong
mot bita tieéc doc than ¢ Vegas. Toi da khong phan xét anh - va khong tin
anh sé phan xét t6i. Thé nhung, biét dau anh c6 thé sé lam thé. Anh cé thé
sé cho rdng nguoi dan ba da bé con thi khong phiu hgp dé 1am me. It nhat
thi ciing khong phai me ctia con anh. It nhét anh ciing c6 thé c6 van dé vé
chuyeén to6i gitt kin bi mat d6 vdi cha minh, véi cha cta dita bé. Pon gian la
no tiém an qua nhiéu mao hiém, qué nhiéu bat 1gi. Cit dé yén nhw vay sé dé
dang hon. Trong sach hon. Pon gian hon. An toan hon. Hay la toi twong
vay, cho dén luc nay.
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Toi tat dén r6i nham mat lai, nhuwng cam giac thiét tha muén néi chuyén
v6i anh chang chiu ngudi ngoai. Thé 1a t6i giti cho anh mot tin nhan, héi
anh con thitc khong. Vai gidy sau, dién thoai rung. T6i chdp 14y, hao hitc
cho thdy 10i anh, lan nao nhan tin cho anh ciing vay, nhung dém nay tha
thiét hon nhiéu. T6i c6 bam that nhanh, an long dan sau moi tin nhan.

PETER: Co.

MARIAN: Khong ngt dugc a?

PETER: Khong. Cam thay lic ndy anh cw xt¥ té qua.

MARIAN: Khong sao.

PETER: Khong. Anh thi khong. Anh xin 16i.

MARIAN: Em ciing vay. Udc gi anh & day.

PETER: Em c6 mudn anh qua khong?

T6i chwa kip tra 161 khong thi dién thoai reo va t6i ham hé nghe may, van
theo ban nang da an sau la gitt bi mat, bia ra nhitng cai c@, nhitng 16i bao
chtra.

“Em c6 sao khong, em yéu?” anh hoi, giong anh quyén rii va khan khan.
Toi nghe thay tiéng da lanh canh trong ly va biét anh dang nhap ruwgu
Scotch, thudc an than cuda anh.

To6i ¢ gang tra 10i nhwng khong thé.

“Nha Vo Dich?” anh néi. “Em con dé cha?”.

“Em day,” t6i dap, co néi giong déu déu va binh thuwong.

Anh lai hoi t6i c6 sao khong, giong hoi hoi 16i - dén lwgt t6i ciling cam
thdy hoi 16i vi da lam lién luyy dén anh. Lam sao t6i c6 thé trong dgi mot
nguoi dan 6ng gan bé véi minh su6t doi trong khi t6i lai bé qua mot chi tiét
quan trong nhu vay vé doi minh?

“Khong,” t6i dap. “Em day.”.

“Em c6 muon anh qua khong?” anh diu dang héi.
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T6i dang mudn c6 anh & bén chét di duwgc, nhung lai nghi dén Kirby &
phong bén nén trd 10i khong, da khuya r6i, sang mai t6i sé goi cho anh.

Nhwng anh van khang khang. “Anh qua day,” anh noi, r6i cliip may truéc
khi t6i kip phan doi.

Hai muoi phiat sau anh da & trong phong t6i, danh moi cai quan dui bo
sat nhan hiéu Brooks Brothers mau trang, loai duy nhat anh van mac. Mui
da thit anh xoa diu t6i, ca hoi &m ctia than thé anh dang ké sat bén toi nita.

“Nao,” anh néi. “Thé nay sé dé hon nhiéu. N6i anh nghe di.”.

Toi liéc vé phia ctta, du anh dang thi tham, lo con bé sé nghe thdy ching
toL.

T6i nu6t manh, ban khoan khéng biét phai néi gi, bat dau ra lam sao.

“Anh xin 16i da 1am em bu6n,” anh m@ 101, 6m 14y t6i.

“Khong dau. Lo6i tai em ma...” téi néi, co6 ngan anh ngay tai d6, cam giac
héi 16i bat dau lam t6i nghen 10i.

Nhung anh van noéi tiép, “Khéng. Em da c6 néi vé twong lai hai dita
minh, thé ma anh lai ctt... thd 0. Gio ta n6i vé chuyén dé nhé.”.

“Thoi,” toi noi.

“Sao lai th6i? Thoi nao, Nha Vo6 Pich... Anh khong c6 y néi rang anh sé
khong bao gid két hon 1an nita... Anh chi muén néi la...”.

Cudc noéi chuyén toi tirng tha thiét bong tré nén nho nhat khi t6i ndi,
“Peter. Khong nhv anh nghi dau. Em khong budn vé chuyén dé... Y em 13,
lic ndy em c6 buon... nhung chuyén nay... khac.”.

“Gi vay? La gi thé?” anh hoi, giong tr ton nhung c6 chit that vong va
sot rudt.

T6i nghi that nhanh, biét chinh x4c cach di thang vao van dé: Peter, dita
con gai mudi tdm tudi ctia em dang ngu & phong bén.

Nhung t6i lai khong thoét ndi cau ay thanh 101, ma cling khong biét phai
md& dau cau chuyén thé nao.
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Trai lai, toi dp ung, “La chuyén khac co - mot chuyén ma em phai cho
anh biét. Em - em da gidu anh mot bi mat.”. Ngay khi thot ra dwgc may 10i
ay, toi thay nhe ca long. Nhung dong thdi, téi cling hoi tiéc vi cai 10i ma
dau chwong trinh truyén hinh Cudc doi day bi an ctia minh.

“Bi mat kiéu gi?” anh hoi.

“Mot bi mat kha quan trong,” t6i noi.

“Sao? Em giét ai a?” anh hoi va bat cwoi lo lang. Ro6i lai néi ngay, “Anh
xin 16i. Chuyén d6 chang buén cudi chit nao. Du em ¢6 lam vay thi ciing
c n6i vdi anh. Em c6 thé noi véi anh bat cit chuyén gi.”.

“Em khong giét ai ca, Peter,” t6i ndi, nghi dén tir dy, pha thai, cai tw da
am anh t6i mua hé nam ay. Lam vay cé phai la twéc di mot mang nguoi
khong? To6i khong xac dinh duwgc, ca hoi dy lan bay gio. Toi chi biét moi
mot diéu la minh khong thé lam dén cung viéc do6. T6i ty hoi néu luc ay t6i
chon khac di thi liéu c6 gitt kin dugc ca chuyén dé khong. Toi ty hoi minh
sé cam thdy thé nao néu phai thui nhan diéu dé vdi Peter. Noi ho then co
khting khiép hon Iic nay khong. T6i ti nhti rang minh da lam ddng - sinh
con bé ra va cho né di. Roi t6i vui mat vao goi khi anh hai tiép.

“Chuyén d6 xay ra trwdc khi gip anh a? Y anh la... chuyén dé khong
phdi vé bon minh, ding khong? Em khong ngu v6i Damien Brady day
chit?” anh hoi, am chi ng6i sao nam trong phim cuta t6i. Anh dang dua,
nhung t6i tw hoi khong biét anh xem chuyén nay hay chuyén phan boi nang
hon.

“Khong,” t6i no6i, vui mat vao goi. “Khong phai vé anh. Hay vé em. Ma
la mot chuyén da xdy ra v6i em muoi tdm nam truée.”.

“Chuyén gi? La chuyen gi, Marian? C& néi anh nghe di. N6 sé khong
thay doi dwgc cam nhan cta anh vé em dau.”.

“Purng co hira trede vay,” toi noi.

Anh hit mot hoi that sau, réi dua tay ra 6m va hén téi, mot nu hén cuéng
nhiét, m& miéng, kéo dai. Ludi anh mém, am, do danh. Khi ching t6i tach
ra, anh bao, “Xé bang vét thwong ra di, Marian. C¥ n6i anh nghe.”.
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Va thé la toi ké, 10i 1é ¢t tudn ra 16n x6n, cau chuyén dugc tiét 16 ¢ dang
co ban nhat, bat dau tr cai mua he nam ay, roi két thuc & tiéng go ctra vai
gio trwdc. Toi khong thé nhin anh cho dén khi ké xong, sg phai thiy cai
diéu co thé sé thay. Ché trach, that vong, phan xét. Va qua nhién, khi toi
nhin anh thi tit ca nhitng diéu ay déu hién ra, du anh dang c6 sttc che giau.

“Em chwa hé ké véi ai,” téi néi, nhw thé diéu d6 lam cho chuyén toi
khong ké cho anh dd t6i té hon. “Trir me em.”.

“U. Cam on em cudi cting ciing cho anh biét,” anh néi.

“Anh c6 con yéu em khong?” t6i hoi anh.

“Di nhién,” anh noéi, va du giong anh nghe rat thuyét phuc nhuwng téi biét,
gitra yéu va tin c6 mot sy khac biét 1on.

“Anh chac khong?” toi hoi.

“Chac,” anh dap.

Nhuwng anh con biét néi sao? Ca hai déu biét anh khong thé rit lai 101 hita
cao thuong vira thét ra khi ndy. it nhat ciing khong phai dém nay, & day,
trong béng tdi. It nhat khong phai trueée khi anh nghe dugce cai phan toi da
co tinh bo qua.
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Chuong 5

Kirby

Sang hom sau t6i thay bitc hinh Marian chup véi hai nguwdi han la bé me
ba, tirc la 6ng ba ngoai toi, khi ron rén di quanh phong khach sang trong &
nha ba, mot mat dé & ctra phong ba dang dong, can than dé khong bi bat
qua tang dang toc mach. Trong phong cé rat nhiéu tranh trttu twgng, va do
la hinh chup duy nhat - mot tdm hinh trang den kho tdm muwdi 16ng khung
bac, khac may chit cai dau tén ctia Marian. Trong hinh, ba va me mac vay
dy tiéc, vay cua me ba dinh hat, cta ba thi tha thwét va cé in hoa. Bo ba
mac bo com lé that ca vat ng buém. Ho dang ditng trong mdt vuon nho,
bén canh mot cdy 6 liu, trén phong nén la thung liing va rang ndi xanh
trong rat an twgng. Marian ditng gitta, dang hai tay 6m choang qua ngudoi
bd me, va ca ba déu dang cwoi. T6i c6 cam giac 1a bo ctia Marian méi noi
dtia mot cau vi 6ng c6 cai kiéu khoan khoéi khi ta vira néi gi khéi hai. Ong
gdy va cao, mii dai trén guwong mat dai, va ham rau quai nén cat tia gon,
khién t6i nhé dén mot Atticus cé rau quai nén hay mot Abraham Lincoln
thoi hién dai. Va du 6ng khong dep trai dén thé, nhung cé gi dé trén khudn
mat 6ng khién ta ci mu6n nhin mai. Me ba thi trai lai - nhé nhan, tao nha
va xinh dep, nhung khong c6 gi dac biét. Mai téc bob cua ba xit keo trong
kiéu cach, trén ngudi ba 16ng lanh nhitng kim cwong. Marian trong cling
gan giong bay gio, chi c6 diéu tré hon va gay hon, toc dai hon. Ba di chan
tran, doi giay day hat trén bai cé phia trudc, khong deo trang sitc gi ngoai
mat day chuyén vang nho c6 vé 1a mot chit M duc kiéu nghé thuat. T6i hinh
dung rang ho dang c6 mat tai mét dam cwéi gia dinh, & mot dia diém sang
trong nao do kiéu nhw thung liing Napa (mac du t6i con khong biét chinh
xac cho dé ¢ dau). Va chi it phut nita théi, mét chiéc banh that to nao do sé
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dugce cat, regu sdm banh hong sé rét ra, va mot dan kén dong sé choi nhac
cta Sinatra trong lic ai ndy déu khiéu vii theo phong cach thinh phong duéi
bau trdi sao.

Khi cam tam hinh Ién nhin k§ hon, t6i chgt cam thdy ma6t noi khat khao,
du t6i khong thé mo ta chinh xac vi sao. Dang 1€ t6i phai la mdt phan trong
cai gia dinh nay? Hay chi la t6i dang w&c minh c6 madt tai bita tiéc dem do?
Toi dat khung anh lai mat ban, mét thyce té€ dinh hinh trong dau: Marian
giau c6. Toi nghi dén may birc anh & nha minh - anh chup 16p xép doc
twong cau thang va may bitc anh chyup nhanh m¢& nhat chen chiic trén bé 1o
swdi - va khong khoi thac mac doi minh sé khac biét may néu ba git t6i lai.
Du bé me t6i khong nghéo, nhung t6i van wdc thé. Ai chang mudn giau?
Va lai, ba sé khong con dem chuyén thiéu tién ra lam cai c¢@ cho t6i di dwoc
nita. Lé ra ba da c6 thé dé dang lo liéu dé nudi t6i. Chuyén dé c6 thé lam
dwgc. Chi la ba khong mudn thoi. Toi khong thdy gian khi vo 1€, nhung qua
la c6 hoi budt nhéi. Toi khong khéi cam thdy cé chit chua chét khi thay ba
thi & day song sung swéng, trong khi ba biét 1a toi c6 thé da phai song qua
ngay bang phiéu thuyc pham duoc trg cdp. Khong hiéu sao y nghi nay lai
khién chuyén cho t6i di tré nén giong hanh dong hat hai hon la phai tw bé.

Toi lai dang sofa trang vuong vitc ngoi xudng, loay hoay dé dugc thoai
mai trén may cuc ném citng danh, réi xem qua may cuén sach to, béng lang
trén ban ca phé mat kinh, tim hiéu xem ba thich cai gi, ba la ngudi thé nao.
T6i cam lén mot cuon nhan dé Hamptons Havens roi 14t trang. N6 c6é nhiéu
hinh hon céi t6i vira xem, va t6i thac mac khong biét Marian c6 can nha
nghi mat nao & dé6 khong. T6i dam chac la ba c6 - mot can nha to ma ba
van goi la nha riéng & qué. Hay co 1€ ba thich ddo Martha’s Vineyard ¢ Miii
Ca Tuyét, Nantucket, hon. T6i chang phan biét noi tat ca nhitng dia danh &
vung New England do, va trong chiing chi c6 vé quen quen nhd noi am anh
ctia me toi vé dong ho Kennedy.

Lat sau, toi nghe ctta phong ba mé. T6i hoi hop gap sach lai, ¢o hét stic
dé khong gay cha y, von qua la kho khi 1u lu trén cai sofa trang 10p giita
can phong ngdp anh nang thé nay. T6i nhin vé phia khung ctra khi ba xuat
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hién, mdc chiéc 40 nhung xam dai tay chui dau. Téc ba dwogc bui 1én va gitr
bang mot chiéc lwgc, va ba deo kinh gong d6i méi mau nau, cha trach nao
toi bi can thi.

“Cha, con hay day sém day nhi,” ba noi khi thay to6i, giong ba qua cao,
qua than thien, gia tao.

Toi gwong cwoi dap lai, nhung cam thay né tat dan khi nhin qua mot ga
chd miii di sau ba vai bwdc. Thac mac khong biét 6ng ta dén héi nao, gitta
dém hay sang nay, t6i c0 y khoanh tay phia trwéc cai 4o ni chui dau cua
Gap, buc titc vdi 6ng ta vi da t6i day va véi Marian vi da cdm thay can thiét
phai cau vién. Khi ong ta lai gan, toi thay la 6ng ta gia hon Marian - chac
ca chuc tubi - nhung dep trai theo kiéu dan 6ng 16n tubi, va trong quyén
thé. Qua cach ba nhin lai 6ng, va 6ng gat dau khich 1€, t6i dam ndi rang ba
rat dé tam dén danh gia ctia 6ng ta vé ba - danh gia cua 6ng ta thoi, chdm
hét. T6i thoang phan van cé thé nao 6ng ta la cha rudt ctia minh khéng, vi
da nghe mdy cau chuyén vé nhitng cap dem cho dira con dau long, dé roi
sau do6 lai cwdi nhau. Nhung t6i biét kich ban cé kha nang hon nhiéu la bo
dé cua minh chang gidng gi v4i nguwdi dan 6ng nay ca.

“Kirby, c6 mu6n con lam quen vGi bac Peter. Peter, day la Kirby.”.

“Vui dugc gap chau, Kirby,” Peter n6i giong tram tram, ty tin ctia mot
binh luén vién thai sy. Ong ta buéc vé phia t6i, dang diéu cling hoan hao
nhw nu cuwoi, réi chia tay ra. Anh ning 14p l6a trén cai dong ho mau vang
ong ta deo khi toi ditng Ién dé dat bat tay. Di nhién, cai bat tay cia ong ta
chat dén phat dau. T6i thac mac c6 phdi 6ng ta dang co thé hién gi dé
khong. Mac ké, toi da quyét la sé khong thich ong ta - it nhat thi t6i cling
khong thich mau nguwoi nhw 6ng ta. “Han hanh dwgc gap chu,” t6i li nhi,
liéc nhin qua Marian, chd ba 14p di khoadng ldang. Nhuwng ba khong néi gi, ba
ching t6i tao nén mot tam gidc ngai ngung. Cudi cung Peter héi mot cau
vang khap phong. “Vay la, chd nghe ké chau dén hoi t6i qua?”.

Toi gat, lai khoanh tay, r6i dap phdi, giong li nhi, trong khi giong ong ta
thi sang sdng. T6i nhan ra minh dang ban khoan khong biét ong ta c6 thyc
su biét t6i la ai khong, va ba da giai thich v4i 6ng ta thé nao vé chuyén toi
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dén day. Ba vui? Hay buén? Hay khé chiu? Hay sttng s6t? Ba c6 lo 1a t6i sé
doi don dén & va lam roi tung cudc song hoan hédo cta ba khong? Co 1é d6ng
ta da canh bao ba rang tuy ching t6i mau mu rudt ra, nhwng ba chang hay
biét gi vé cai ké xa la dang & trong nha ba nay ca. Nh& dau t6i dén dé 14y
cap do hay dang dém lén vao phong tdn cong ba. Pém qua ba sg qua nén da
goi cho 6ng ta chang? Co phdi vi vay ma 6ng ta dén day? Dé bao vé ba?

Néu c6 nghi ngo dong co cua t6i thi ong ta cling lam bd rat giéi (toi ca la
ong ta ludn thé), oang oang noi, “Tot lam. Tot lam.” Va r6i, “Thé hom nay
hai c6 gai dinh lam gi?”.

Marian nhin vai dap, “O, em chua biét. Em nghi c6 1& bon em chi tham
quan khu Thurgng Bong chut xiu. Bi loanh quanh. Cho Kirby xem khu nha
em dang song.”.

“Cong vién nhé? Guggenheim? Banh mi nuwéng kiéu Phap & quan
Grazie?” Ong ta noi.

Marian néi, “Lam ca ludn di. C6 1€ mua sam chit dinh nita. Néu Kirby
muon.”.

To6i gat roi guwgng cuwoi, nhung that long khong thé tin n6i ba lai goi y
chuyén mua sam. Khéng nhitng chang wa mua sam ti nao, ma chi nghi dén
toi da thay lo, cling ngang véi chuyén khong biét phdi dung nia nao khi vao
nha hang.

“A. Barney. Sao t6i lai quén dwoc nhi?” Giong Peter chdm choc. Ong ta
nhdy mat va nhin t6i. “Can than ddy. Marian tirng bi mac ket trong toa nha
do, toi nghiép.”.

Ba ddo mat bao 6ng ta im di, nhwng ong ta lai tiép tuc pha tro bang cach
ké rang ong ta da phai cttu ba khoi ham con quai tha d6 trén dai 16
Madison. Chuyén ding kiéu Hollywood, ding chat Manhattan. R4t ky cuc.

Ong ta cudi may tiéng nita roi xoa xoa hai 16ng ban tay vao nhau ma néi,
“Thoi. Anh di day. Phai déon Aidan & cho me né.”.

T6i dang 10 mo hiéu la 6ng ta da ly di thi 6ng ta nhin t6i va giai thich,
“Con trai chi. Néu chau & lai mot thoi gian biét dau chau sé gap né. No
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cling trac tudi chau. Mudi 1dm. A khoan. Nhic lai chti nghe chéu bao nhiéu
tudi roi?”.

“Muoi tam,” toi noi. “Nhung trong chau nhw méi muoi lam.”.

“R06i c6 ngay con sé ldy d6 lam mirng ddy,” Marian noi.

Toi nhin Peter cti t&i hon 1én moi Marian, nguoi ho khong cham nhau,
roi 6ng ta buwdc ra ctra. Khi t6i lai ngdi xudng sofa, 6ng ta quay lai nhin ba
mot cai nhin ma t6i chiu khong doan ra dugc. C6 1€ 1a ting ho tinh than, ma
cling c6 1€ la thong cam. Nhung du dé la gi thi khi liéc ba toi cling vira kip
thdy mo6i ba map may, Cam on anh.

T6i lang di cho khac, tw hoi ba cam on 6ng ta vé chuyén gi, c6 lién quan
dén t6i hay khong.

Muoi lam phut sau Marian va toi budc vao quan Caffe Grazie, mot nha
hang nhon nhip trong can nha pho hai tang gan can ho ctia Marian. Ba chu
quan mim cwdi nhan ra Marian, r6i dan ching t6i dén mot buoéng hep cudi
phong. Marian day thyc don qua mdt bén réi noi la chi cé mot Iya chon tot
nhdt thoi.

“Banh mi nuwéng kiéu Phap a?” t6i no6i, nhd lai 101 Peter.

“Tat nhién,” ba noi khi c6 phuc vu mang t6i hai ly nwéc da va ca phé cho
Marian.

“Em c6 mu6n uoéng khong cung?” c6 phuc vu héi téi, cam cai binh dung
nuwdc 1én.

T6i cdm on va tr chéi, nhung sau khi li€c cai thwe don va thady nwdc cam
sau do la mot ly thi t6i i nhi la sé dung nudc thoi.

“Chung to6i dung banh strng bo s6 c6 la kiéu Phap,” Marian néi.

Co phuc vu gat ro6i nhanh nhéu roi di trong khi Marian nhin t6i n6i, “Thé
nao? HOm nay con c6 mudn lam gi dac biét khong?”.

T6i lac dau, thay mudn ndi cho rd la to6i dén day chinh xac khong phai dé
xem twgng N than Ty do hay toa nha Empire State. Va néu ching t6i phai
di tham thu dé tranh phdai néi chuyén that sy thi t6i tha tim hiéu toa nha
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Carnegie hay Nha hat ngoai troi Brooklyn hodc Bao tang Jazz ¢ Harlem
hay mot trong nhiéu ctra hang ban nhac cu trong thanh pho ma t6i thay trén
Internet. Vi du nhw Thé giéi Trong tich trit da ca, to phach cta hang
Epstein lam bang g6 hong sac va go mun den cho dén dui trong danh cho
nhac jazz ctaa hang Albright Milt Jackson, mot dan Rogers loai cii tir nhitng
nam bdy muoi c6 day mat trong ctia hang Dynasonic dai ba muwoi nham
phan rudi. Hién nhién la t6i khong da tién mua th nao cd, nhung néu c6
thé tdn mat chiém nguwdng va choi thi thi t6i chét cling cam long. Trong
Rogers c6 am thanh tram hon, du duwong hon hau hét cac loai tréng khac,
chu yéu do c6 mat tréng 16n. D6 1a nhitng cai trong s6 mot hanh tinh - am
thanh tuyét voi hon, lai con dep mé ly. Nhung t6i khong hé mot diéu gi vé
nhitng chuyén nay - chu yéu la vi tdi cdm thay that tinh ba chang mudn
biét.

Vi vay, t6i nhin vai dap, “Con sao ciing dwgc. Co mudn lam gi con ciing
thay on.”.

“Um... Xem nao,” ba néi khi t6i nhin chim cham d6i hoa tai to nam kim
cuong ba dang deo. “Khi nao thi con phdi di hoc lai?”.

T6i biét ba dang muon néi gi - khi nao thi toi roi khoi day? - nén t6i ndi,

“Thit Tw. Nhung... Con 6 thé di tredc hém dé. Y con 13, c6 mudn sao
cling dugc... Con c6 thé di bat ci¢ lic nao. Hoan toan tuy c¢o.”.

“Vay tdi dau hay t6i dé nhé,” Marian noi, cé hoi vui vé thai qua. “Con
c? & lai it nhat 1a dém nay, dugc chi?”.

No6i cach khac 1a khong phai hai dém, t6i nghi, r6i 1i nhi cam on.

Ba dinh néi gi d6, nhuwng lai thoi, réi vo vao to bdo mang theo. “Con c6
doc to Times s6 Chu nhat khong?”.

T6i néi khéng, nhwng so ba nghi t6i 1a mét con nhéc mdéi 16n tho o, dot
nat, ben dé thém, “Nhung con c6 doc bdo. Nha con mua t& St. Louis Post
Dispatch.”.

Y t6i 13, t6i thd 0, nhung chi vé doi minh, chit khong phai ca thé gidi, va
t0i c6 theo doi cac s kién dang dién ra, khong nhw hau hét bon tré t6i biét.
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Ba mim cuwdi roi néi, “Sao? Con c6 mudn xem qua khong?”.

To6i noi toi sé xem trang dau néu ba khéng can noé nira, long thac mac tai
sao ching toi lai di doc bao trong khi chi méi dé cap dugc mdt phan tram
nhitng gi to6i nghi chiing t6i can dé cap. Vi du bao gom chuyén, 0, t6i cling
khong biét nita, b6 t6i la ai va sao ho lai dem cho t6i. Nhwng hinh nhuw ba
khong cam thay nhw vay, vi ba dwa t6i trang dau nhw thé ching t6i van
cung nhau doc s6 bdo Chu nhat bao nam nay. T6i cam ldy, thit vong tran
tré, cui dau doc mot bai vé vu danh bom ty sat & Tel Aviv. T6i khong tap
trung noi vao bat ci chuyén gi ngoai viéc ba dang ngoi do6i dién tdi qua
ban, mot diéu ma t6i bong thay khong gi ky quac bang, va sy im lang chi
cang khién né thém bat thwong. T6i c6 cam gidc ba cling van chwa hét kinh
ngac vé cudc doan tu cia ching toi, vi choc choc toi lai thay hinh nhuw ba
ngudc lén nhin toi qua muc Phong cach. Nhung co 1€ dé chi la mo mong
hao huyén. Co6 1€ thyc ra ba chi dang xtic dong khi doc thdy cai gi do trong
bao théi. Cai gi do chan dong, chang han nhu chuyén quan 6ng loe da thinh
hanh tré lai.

An sang xong, chiing t5i thd bd qua mot toa nha dé t6i dai 16 5. Tai day,
lan dau tién t6i thoang thdy Bao tang Nghé thuat Metropolitan. Toa nha do
sO va bé thé, kéo dai qua vai khdéi nha - chirng ntta cay sé theo 16i Marian.
Nguoi kéo dén dong khap ca may bac thém, so thi chup anh, s6 nita ngoi
doc sach huwdng dan, s6 khéc thi chi ditng thoi. Con c6 cd m6t nhém truot
patanh trac tudi to6i mdc 4o c6é mil trum dau va quan sodc c6 tui to lwgn 16 &
d6 c& nhw day la cho choi hang ngay cta ching vay. Khac xa Cong vién
Francis cho bon t6i hay tu tap - du an madc thi cling twong ty va dita nao
cling c6 vé mat chan chuong.

Ba nhin t6i ghi nhan tat ca nhitng canh 4y roi n6i, “An twgng chit nhi?”.

T6i néi phai, roi vo tinh thét ra khung quy chiéu van hoc dich thyc duy
nhat toi c6, du la cta thanh thiéu nién thoi. “Con thich cuén Trich ttr tap but
cta ba Basil E. Frankweiler,” t6i n6i, c6 nhd ra may chi tiét vé cai con bé
bé nha di r6i tron trong vién bao tang. T6i nghi tén con bé dé la Claudia.

Mat ba sang 1én khi n6i hoi bé ba cling thich cuén dé.
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Ro6i ba héi, “Thé con da doc Thoi tho ngdy ctia Edith Wharton chwa?”.

Edith Wharton nghe quen quen, nhung t6i chwa doc cudn dé - nhiéu nam
roi téi chwa doc giai tri cuon nao trir bo truyén Chang vang (t6i thich bo dé
trir viéc né lién tuc mo td Edward quyén rii - y t6i 13, tac gid c6 thé néi vai
ching ta bao nhiéu lan va theo bao nhiéu cach rang anh chang do6 dep trai
co chi?).

“Hai nhan vat chinh bi mat gap nhau & day, r6i mot nguwdi néi, ‘T6i nght
mot ngay nao dé né sé la mot vién bao tang vi dai’... Ba ta qua thuc gan
nhu c6 vai tro kha quan trong trong viéc 1ap ra no.”.

T6i khong thé khong cham chui nghe titng 10i uyén bac cua ba, du t6i c6
cam giac nhu ba dang khoe mé. Hay té hon la dang thi t6i. Giong may buoi
phong van vao dai hoc ma ho lam b6 nhw dang tro chuyén, nhwng that ra
ghi nhd trong dau xem ta thong minh ra sao. Hay, trong tredng hop cua toi
thi ho muon xem t6i dan don dén mic nao.

Chtng t6i dang di bd qua mot day phd vé hudng Bac thi Marian chi mot
toa nha da voi trang c6 mai hién xanh 14 phia bén kia dwong. “Thdy toa nha
dé khong?” ba ndi. “1040 ay? Jackie O da don dén do6 sau nam JFK bi am
sat. Ba song ¢ d6 ba muwoi nam. Trén tang mwoi lam.”.

Ba tiép tuc ké rang can hd ctia quy ba dé khong sang trong nhu ta twdng;
né con khong c6 hé thong diéu hoa trung tdm. “Nhwng né nhin ra ho Cong
vién Trung tam va dén Dendur ba ngan bon tram tudi ma ba ay da gop cong
dwa tir Ai Cap dén Metropolitan.”.

T6i gat, nhd mot diéu me t6i van néi vé Jackie - ba la mot ngwdi me tam
cd thé gidi doi voi John va Caroline - chuyén nay bong duong nhw quan
trong hon cai dén nao d6 nhiéu. Toi li€c nhin Marian, thac mac khi nao -
hay c6 chang - ba tr& vé véi thuc tai.

Chung t6i di tiép, cudi cung t6i Guggenheim, mdt tdoa nha hién dai, do
s, xoan tron & dai 16 5 nhw mot dai ruy bang trang khong 16. Khi t6i nguwdc
1én nhin cham chud, Marian lai sa vao céi 16i hwéng dan vién du lich, gigi
thiéu do6 1a cong trinh 16n cudi cung cua Frank Lloyd Wright va rang n6 gay
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tranh cdi rat nhidu khi khanh thanh vao nam 1959. Ong mat mudi 1dm nim
va phai phac hoa téi bay tram lan mdi ra dwgce ban thiét ké do, ba néi, roi
bat cudi va lai néi thém, “Ong ta titng néi ring né sé lam cho Bao tang
Nghé thuat Metropolitan trong nhu cai nha kho ctia nguoi theo dao Tin
lanh. Con thay sao?”.

“Con thich n6,” t6i dap, van hoi cam thay chit gi d6 vira sg sét vira oan
gian, ban khoan khong biét minh trd 16i cé ding y ba khéng. “N6 trong kha
tuyet.”.

“Co mé no,” ba néi. “Cd muodn néi Metropolitan von di la vay, nhung noi
nay la mot trong nhitng cho rudt cia c6 trong thanh ph6. Con mudn vao
khong?”.

T6i nhin vai va gat dau, roi theo ba vao trong tién sanh lanh 1o, téi om.
Ba di thang t6i quay vé, con toi thi tho than di tdi gitta cai sanh, ha hoc
miéng nhin 1én khodng tran hd xody tron 6¢ thong 1én dén tran. Cling nhw
bén ngoai, kién tric bén trong chang hé giong vaGi bat cir thit gi toi tirng
thdy. Cé vé nhiéu nguwoi cling nhat tri véi t6i, vi tang trét tran ngdp du
khach nghénh c6 nhin 1én tran, chup anh. T6i 1ay dién thoai chup mot tdm
r6i gii cho Belinda kém tin nhan (dau nhw la lan cap nhat tin ttc thi tw tw
lic t6i téi): Pang & Guggenheim. Ba ay kha dang cap. Ké thém sau.

To6i chgt nghi minh lai dang thém that vé chuyén di roi, nghe lac quan
hon cam giac that cta t6i cho t6i Idc nay. R6i t6i thdy minh ty hoi rang
dang c6 ching to diéu gi, nhat 1a khi Belinda nhan lai: Troi. Tuyét qua!
Chuyp ba ay mot tam di!

To6i cat dién thoai vao trong tui xach, tham nghi dirng c6 mo, va thong
thd cung Marian di 1én hét c4c tang ctia bdo tang. Marian lai ti€p tuc binh
luan véi cdi giong on ton, thong thao. Ba ké rang, lic dau, bao tang khong
chi bi gidi kién tric chi trich, ma con bi nhiéu nghé si phan déi vi cho rang
kiéu twong cong va ngdéc ngach khong thé hién ding tdc pham cuia ho.
Nhung t6i nhan ra minh khéng thé tap trung vao 10i ba, hay cac cong trinh,
cling nhu t0 bao ban ndy, ma chi cha y giong néi va vé madt cua ba sang lén
moi khi chi vao may bi¢c tranh ctia Chagall va Picasso wa thich.
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Khi ching t6i di dén cudi tang trén cung ctia bao tang, ba néi, “Con biét
diéu gi la luing khong?”.

“Gl a?” toi hoi, hy vong cudi cung ba cling noi diéu gi do sat thyc mot
chut.

Ba nhin t6i, r6i lai nhin xudng cai tién sanh hun hut bén dwdi. “Co da
ditng ngay day, chinh cho nay, nghi vé con. Ban khoan khong biét con dang
noi nao. Con c6 hanh phic khong?”.

Du t6i khong mudn, nhung mot cdm giac néng am, nhoi nhoéi ct dang
day 16ng nguc. Nhung t6i khong dé 16 cho thdy la 16i ba lam t6i xtic dong.
Thay vi vay, toi nhin xudng, lwu lai cai quang canh mdt mau trang tinh roi
néi, “A, gio thi co biét roi day.”.

“Phai,” ba dap. “Gio thi co da biét.”.

Khi ching t6i lai buwéc ra via he thi troi da @m 1én va nguwoi da dong
thém. T6i cdi do khoac ni ra budc quanh eo roi ca hai thong tha buéc xudng
dai 16 5, nan lai trén may bac thém trwdc ctra Bdo tang Metropolitan, ngam
nhin moi ngudi, va di doc via hé dén ché bong ram cia Cong vién Trung
tam, cho dén khi téi khach san Plaza, noi c6 can phong thiéu nhi Eloise.
Chung t6i sang duong tredc cira hang do choi FAO Schwarz, roi di tiép qua
bén kia dai 10 Madison, cu6i cung t6i gian hang hiéu Barney, ding nhw
Peter noi luc trudc.

“Con thich mua sam khong?” ba héi.

“Co,” t0i dap, du bung ghét cay. Trudc hét la vi toi mac gi trong cling dd
- hay it ra thi cling khong khéc gi v6i dita nh6¢c mudi tudi, trai hay gai. Thi
nita, nha toi cling khong duv gid dén do thira tién ma di mua sam. Bd&i vay,
chuyén do lan nao ciing gay that vong & ché roi rot cudc lai tao ap luc qua
thé. Va cudi cung, toi tha chi tién mua nhac trén iTunes hay nhac chuéng
hay vé xem ca nhac con hon la 4o xong. Nhung toi biét khong nén tra 16i ba
nhw vay, nén chi gat r6i cwoi véi ba ngu y, Con gai dita nao ma chang
thich?
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Marian cudi twoi dap lai roi chiing téi bwdc qua ctra trwdc, di qua may
nhan vién bao vé va truc ctta, va gian trung bay nhitng cai tui xach trong
nhw nhya c6 logo 1a la, téi cai quay 16n c6 mat kinh, bén trong bay day nit
trang. R6 la Marian da thudc long cho nay vi ba di thang téi mot cai goc,
r6i di dén goc khac, chi cho t6i mdy nhan hiéu wa thich: Jamie Wolf, Irene
Neuwirth, Mark Davis, du tht.

To6i gat, thac mac khong biét may mén trang sitc d6 gia vai tram hay vai
ngan do. Chuyén dé cling chang c6 gi quan trong khi ma ta khong mua noi
moén nao. Khi da qua ca ba quay, ching t6i lai di t6i cudi phong, tha than
ngang may cai tii xach c6é tén nuwdc ngoai chang biét doc nhw thé nao.
Balenciaga, Nina Ricci, Givenchy. Marian nan lai mot lat, kéo mot cai tui
Givenchy to mau xam khoi méc. Ba khoac né lén vai, ngdm nghia trong
mot cot gwong.

“Con thich céi nay khong?” ba hoi t6i, lai nhin vao gwong, lan nay chau
may. “Hay con thdy né to qua?”.

T6i chdp 14y goi y ctia ba ma dap, “Um. Phai. Hoi to nhi?”.

Ba dong tinh, treo né lai trén maéc roéi dan toi téi cho thang cudn, 1én vai
nhip dén mot tang quan do dwgc bay bién dep mat, c6 chira khoang trong
rong gitta cac gia. Khi chung toi di mot vong quanh phong, Marian xem
qua may chiéc vay, quan va ao, chang may khi xem gia, cit nhw chuyén doé
chang sa gi. Xem dwoc mét lic thi ching t6i tinh cd gap mot ba an mac
kiéu bohemian 10ng lay, t6c dai tia nhiéu tang. Ba ta 6m cham lay Marian
roi néi bang giong Pong Au, “Tdi dang dinh goi cho c6 day. Toi c6 mot cai
vay Giambattista Valli tuyét voi ma c6 phdi thtt méi dvgc. Mau xanh luc
bdo. Long lay. Bung la danh cho ¢6. T6i con c6 ca mot cai ao len cardigan
thuwong hiéu L"Wren Scott mau héng diu hon cai mau tim hong c6 thir 1an
trede. Co co thoi gian thit khong? Nguwoi khach hen toi lic mot gio vira huy
hen, nén t6i dang ranh.”. Ba ta li€c nhin t6i lan thi¢ hai khi Marian dan do
roi e dé gidi thiéu. “O, xin 16i. Agnes, day 1a Kirby.”. Mat mot lic ling
ting ba mdi noi tiép, “Kirby & St. Louis dén tham.”.
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Cai cach dién dat mo ho cua ba khong lot qua mat t6i. R6i ba néi tiép lwru
loat hon, “Nho Agnes ma c6 c6 duge phong cach nay day.”.

Agnes cudi néi, “Pirng cé tin. Marian sinh ra da c¢6 phong cach r6i.”. Ba
ta quay lai nhin t6i mot lwgt khong té y gi roi noéi, “Dang chau xinh day.
Chau c6 mdc vay khong?”.

“Chau chi mac dong phuc théi,” t6i dap. “Con khong thi phan nhiéu la
quan jean.”.

Agnes bao thé thi t6i da dén trung ctra hiéu ban do jean roi, va ba sé san
long bdo nhan vién xudng lau 1dy mdy mén cho t6i xem. “Chau c6 mudn
thir vai moén do khong?”.

“Chac chan r6i,” Marian dap thay t6i, r6i chwa gi t6i da ding trong
phong thay d6 & van phong ctia Agnes, 6m mot m& quan jean, va ca chuc
cadi 4o dinh cwom tréng rd thoi thugng. Pén khi ditng mot minh trong
phong thay do, mdc cai quan jean nhan hiéu J.Brand loai dac biét va x6 doi
giay dé xuoéng Prada du khién con gdi ca tredng phai ghen ti, toi bén chup
hinh minh trong guwong ro6i gii cho Belinda: Tai Barney. C6 nang siéu phu
phiém. T6i chuyp riéng mot tam can canh doi giay roi dén cai gia dan trén
hop. Bon tram nam muoi d6 méi khiép.

Vai gidy sau, dién thoai kéu rinh bao tin nhan lai ctia Belinda: Troi.
Khoéng doi nao.!!! Cau hén quaaa di mat!

To6i dinh tra 10i thi vira lic nghe Agnes hoi Marian ba vdi toi quen biét ra
sao.

Toi sitng nguwoi, rwdn co t6i cira phong dé nghe ba tra 101, hy vong ba sé
néi sy that, néi mot cach tw hao ay, cho Agnes biét. Trai lai, toi chi nghe
thay ba khé dap. “A. Chuyén dai lam.”.

Tim t6i that lai khi li€c nhin minh trong gwong va thdy nu cuwdi tat dan.
T6i ty nhu rang ba khong can phdi tam sy chuyén doi minh cho moi anh A
chi B, va rang t6i qua nhay cam, c6 1€ tai to6i dang thi nhitng bd quan éo,
giay dép ma co6 1€ chang ai trong doi td6i mua noi.
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Chot t6i nghe Marian hoi, giong to hon nhiéu, “Pa c6 gi cho ching toi
xem chura nao?”.

“Um, roi day,” téi néi, mé ctra va léng ngéng trong chiéc 4o hai day den,
quan jean bé sat, va giay dé xuéng ném t6i vao nhom chiéu cao “chuan”.
Agnes bao t6i xoay lai r6i ca hai déu khen b6 d6 vira van. “Tuyét voi! Quan
jean do trong hgp véi chau ghé,” Agnes noi, roi dwa cho to6i mot céi do len
cardigan lt'ng mau den. Toi bén mdc vao. Ba ta chinh cai phéc mo tuya,
xan tay ao hai lan, mat lanh te, ngam nghia hoi 1au r6i mégi phan. “Tuyét,”
ba ta noi, gat dau nghiém trong. “Xinh qua.”.

“Cha. phai. Con sé lay hét,” Marian n6i. “Tréng con mac tuyét lam.”.

“Con khong nhan dugc dau,” toi noi.

“Con phai nhan ch,” Marian noi.

T6i toan phan doi lan nita, cling vi cai ly do t6i da tir choi ly nwéc cam
sau do la, nhwng Marian lac dau. “C6 nan ni day. Co tang ma.”.

“Pat qua,” t6i 1i nhi, nhin xudéng hop giay Prada m& bung gitta san.

“Con lam vay la twéc mat niém vui dwge di mua sam véi...”.

Ba ngap ngitng, cd hai ching t6i déu biét ba dang nghi gi, nhung ba chi
két cau bang chir “con”.

“Khong dau,” t6i néi. “Con cdm on ¢6 nhiéu lam. Co6 t& té qua.”.

“Cé gi dau con,” Marian dap trong lic Agnes rit mot cai ao cardigan vay
ca trén gia xuéng roi noi dén luot ba.

Khi t6i nhin Marian khoac céi 4o d6 bén ngoai chiéc do trang dang mac,
khéo léo cai nut y nhu lic Agnes kéo day phéc mo tuya ao cho toi, toi nghi
bung chuyén dau c6 dai dén thé.

“Ho la b6 me c6 a?” t6i héi Marian, chi bic hinh 16ng khung trong
phong khach, pha tan bau khéng khi im lang kéo dai dwong nhw bao trum
1én ching t6i ké tr lic roi khoi Barney. Toi xem day la phan mao dau cho
cau minh dang muén hoi - va chi dé ma ro rang ba dang lang tranh: B6 t6i
la ai?
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“Phai,” ba ndi, li€c vé hwdng do, gat dau, lo dang.

“Ong ba tén gi?” t6i héi, quyét tim budc ba phai néi.

“Pamela va James. Jim,” ba dap, roi nhin di, nhw thé t6i vira tinh c¢o hoéi
ba vé hai ngudi qua dwong nao dé chir khong phai danh tinh nhitng ngudai
ruot thit caa toi.

“Ho song bang nghé gi?” t6i hoi.

“Ong 1a luat su tda so tham. Ba & nha noi trg.”.

T6i kién nhan cho, nhung ba khong cho biét gi thém. T6i thay that vong
é ché khi hang giong hoi, “Ho la nguoi thé nao?”.

Marian nhtn vai r6i ngap. “O, c6 ciing khong biét nita. Nhan xét vé bd
me minh bao gio ciing khé ma, phai khong? Ho chi la... b6 me minh théi.”.

T6i nheo mat r6i cham cham nhin lai ba, hy vong vé mat cia minh
truyén dat dugc cai y nghi rang day dung la mét cau tra 10i vé van va tuyét
doi khong chap nhan duwgc. Ba c6 vé da hiéu y vi ba hang giong néi, “Me
c6 quang giao va dé gan lam... Ba thich m& tiéc va chiéu dai. Ba c6 rat
nhiéu ban bé va s& thich riéng. Ba chang bao gid chiu ng6i yén.”. Ba cuoi
mim, roi tiép. “B& cd thi tram tinh hon. Nghiém nghi. Ong 1a ngudi hay suy
nghi. S6ng hwéng noi.”.

“Co giong ai hon?” t6i hai lai.

“B6. Buong nhién roi,” ba dap. “Y c6 13, ¢ ciing c6 thé tiéc ting. Lam
viéc gi la c6 toan tdm toan y. Giong nhw bd ¢6 c6 thé thu phuc boéi tham
doan va than cha. Nhung do khong phai la con nguoi that cua ong. Me co
thwong phai 16i 6ng dén moi bita ti€c va s kién tir thién ctia ba. Bao gio
ong cling thich duvgc ¢ nha hon, doc sach, choi bai, xem nhitng bo phim ct
va cac chwong trinh truyén hinh. Ong con thich ngdm chim nita,” ba néi,
cudi cung cling cwoi thue sy, “Chang giong gi cai ngudi ta thay tai toa.”.

“Ong 1a luat sw chuyén vé cac vu hinh sy a?” t6i héi.

Ba lic dau. “Khong. Ong lam trong mang tranh tung doanh nghiép. Ong
c6 cac khach hang 16n nhw GE, Abbott Labs, Dell. Tham chi ca Oprah.”.
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Du khéng mudn nhung t6i van bi an twgng. “Oprah a?”.

“U. Ong kh4 co tiéng.”.

“Ong... ndi tiéng u?” t6i héi, nghi rdng moi chuyén thwdng dién ra ngugc
lai md&i phai - dita con nuodi tré nén noi tiéng chit khong phai cai gia dinh da
tlr bo nd. T6i cam thdy noi chua chat chém trd lai khi chd nghe ba tra 16i.

“Luat sw ma vay la néi tiéng roi, c6 nghi thé. Ong titng tham chinh mot
thoi gian... h6i 6 con bé... Thi trwdng thanh phé Glencoe... R6i 6ng dinh
tranh ¢ vao quéc hoi, nhung lai thdi...”. Giong ba nhé dan trong khi t6i
ban khoan chuyén dé xay ra khi nao, sy nghiép chinh tri ctia 6ng két thic
thi c6 lién quan gi dén tai tiéng vi c6 dira con gai méi 16n chira hoang
khong.

“Ong theo ddng Cong hoa a?” t6i héi.

Ba gat. “Bo me c6 déu vay.”. Duwong nhu thay triedc cau hoi tiép theo cia
toi, ba ben noi, “co thi theo dang Doc lap.”.

“B0 me con theo dang Dan cha,” t6i n6i khong can dwgc héi. “Du ho cuyc
lyc phan doi pha thai.”.

Ba khong hiéu 1oi am chi d6. T6i cam thay noi that vong 16n dan, nhung
tham nha phai kién nhan. T6i da chd doi lau thé nay réi. Thém vai gio nita
nham nho gi dau? Roi t6i sé c6 cau tra 10i, du phai truy héi ba rao riét. Va
lai, du khong néi chuyén gi nghiém tic thi t6i cling c* vay ma ngoi nham
nhap nuwdc khodng Perrier va hinh dung doi minh sé ra sao néu ba khong
cho t6i di. Nhung r6i t6i chgt nghi rang du cho ba cé gitt toi lai thi c6 1€ t6i
cling chang hop véi cudc soéng nay hon gi ¢ nha. Ma co 1é, so troi da dinh
la téi chang bao gid thudc vé noi dau.
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Chuong 6

Marian

Kirby & day gan mgt ngay r6i ma van chwa hoi gi vé cau ta. Nhung hau nhw
moi lan nhin vao mat no, t6i lai nghi dén cau ta va dém 4y, nhat 1a cai doan
sau, vé nhiéu mat thi séng dong hon chinh chuyén dé6. T6i van thdy ro hai
dita t6i nam ngon ngang trén giwong, tran truéng va co gi 10 ra hét, nhung
khong hé nguwong ngdp. Chang xau ho hay boi roi, khong hai tiéc hay
hodng so hay trén khoi phong theo ban nang. Hai difa cit dam dam nhin 1én
tran, choc choc lai nhin nhau, chang néi nang gi. Khong thdy dau dén gi
lam, chi nhitc am i mot cach dé chiu. Ching t6i c* nam nhw vay mot Iic
lau, mo6 hoi kho dan, nhip thé binh thwong tré lai, cho dén khi, cudi cung,
cau ta nhoai qua hon 1én ma t6i, roi néi, “Pep”.

“H®?” t6i hoi, du da nghe thay. T6i mudn cau ta nhac lai lan nira. Toi
muoén chac chan sé nhé dwgce cai tir tuyét voi ay tir doi méi dé va kho rap
cua cau ta.

“Chuyén. D6. Pep,” ciu ta ndi ma t6i cho rang con hay hon bao t6i dep.

“U,” tbi dap, vi cling dong tinh. Chuyén d6 dep that. Du néu chwa nghe
cau ta noi thi toi sé chon mét tir khac. “Chan dong”, co 18 vay. Hay tir nao
do6 khong y nghia bang, nghe tré con hon - chang han “néng bong”. Chuyén
dé6 phai la chan dong. Néng bong la duwong nhién. Nhwng n6 con hon thé va
cau ta da goi dich danh no ra.

Cau ta th@ ra, nhw thé van sitc dé nhom day, réi t tir ngoi day, nhin
quanh phong r6i mdi nhin xuong t6i, vé mdt man nguyén. To6i kéo chan dap
l1én ngwoi, khéng phai vi then, ma vi ty dung thay lanh.

https://thuviensach.vn



To6i lang di nhin ciu ta ditng 1én, roi tran truéng buwdc qua béng toi dén
phong tam, m@& voi, va nwdc 1én mat. Ngwoi cdu ta gdy nhung ran chac -
trong vam v& hon so véi lic mdc quan 4o thung thinh - va t6i 1ay lam la sao
cau ta c6 dugc co bung sau mui trong khi cy tuyét thé thao, tham chi chang
mdy khi c6 mat trong gio thé duc. Toi nhin cdu ta véi tay 1dy céi khan vat
trén thanh ngang gan voi sen, lau mat, roi thong tha va can than hitng duégi
lan nwéc, vat vao bon. Lat sau cau ta da dirng triedc mat t6i, cam cai khan
w6t. Cau ta ap cai khan mat lanh lén tran va ma toi, lat chan ra, va t6i chua
kip phan doi thi cdu ta d@ miét manh hon lén cai bung tran cua t6i lam vai
giot néc nhé xuong, roi lau sach may vét mau mo & ma trong dui toi.

Toi chgt thady cang thang, xau ho trwdc bang chitng vé sy non nét cia
minh, roi néi, “Pwa day. Dé t¢ lam.”.

Nhung cau ta giat khan di roi lau tiép, vé chd tam va lo lang. Khong biét
phai lam gi, t6i lai nam won ra, bat minh thw gian va dé cau ta lam xong cai
cong viéc can man, cham chut dé. T6i con nhich ngudi cho cau ta lau nita,
cho dén khi t6i thay mot vét do trén tdm ga chun mau trang bén duwéi ngwoi
minh.

“Thoi chét. Nhin nay,” t6i ndi, dwa ngén tay so cai vét.

Cau ta dat tay kia l1én bung t6i nhw dé gilt t6i ndm yén, tay no van lau
nhitng duong dai trén chan t6i. R6i cau ta xuyt xoa mot tiéng tran an toi va
néi, “Pung lo. T6i nay, khi moi ngudi vé ca, té sé dem di giat. Sach ngay
dy ma... roi té sé don givong twom tat. Khong sao dau.”.

T6i thay hai kh6e moi minh nhéch 1én thanh nu cwoi, cdm giac vira nhe
nhom vira an twgng, nhwng vi con tré qua nén chwa biét nén thay an tuwgng
bao nhiéu la diu. Pugc mot thang con trai, hay tham chi mot nguwdi dan ong
tredng thanh, lau minh, r6i nhan lo viéc giat gili, va van diém nhién khi
thdy mau day ra, nhat lai 1a mau kiéu nay, qua la khac thuong.

“Vay, day la lan dau cta cau sao?” cau ta héi tinh bo, khong thoang chit
tw hao hay hai 16i.

“R0 thé con gi,” toi li nhi.
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“R0 gi dau. Biét dau lai la... chu ky ctia cau.”.

Xau ho, t6i nhan mat noi, “E. GGm qua. Khong phai.”.

“GOm gi ma gém,” cau ta néi. “Lam sao cau gém dugc khi da cd gang
dén thé chi.”.

T6i mim cwoi, chap nhan 16i khen va ngam nira bén mat cau ta. “T¢ thi
doan day... khong phai la... lan dau cia cau.”.

“Um, cam on nhé?” cau ta noi, toét miéng cuwdi dap lai.

T6i md& mat, r6i nham lai, c6 ra vé nghiém trang. “Tra 16i cau héi di
chi.”.

“Thoi dugc. Khong. Khong phdi lan dau. Nhung khong nhiéu nhw cau
nghi...”.

“Khong nhiéu c6 hay khéng nhiéu lan?” May ngoén chan téi chum, xoe
theo nhip mot ban nhac rap dwéi nha, ti€éng bass nén khién cai quat trén dau
rung manh.

Cau ta bat cwdi. “Phan biét ro rang day. Khong phai nhiéu c6. Cau méi la
co gai thit hai. Nhwng nhiéu lan véi c6 dau.”.

“Ba chit s6 chit?” toi hoi, co t6 vé bong dua, tuwng ting khi nghi tdi c6 bo
cii trong giong Kate Moss ctia cau ta vGi vé dep ruc rd, chat ngau.

“It nhat 1a thé,” cau ta dap.

La la toi chgt thady nhoi 1én ghen ti va dinh hoi thém vé c6 & d6. Nhung
toi ngan minh lai. Héi dé ma lam gi. Pay la chuyén tinh mot 1an, goi thé
hay hon tinh mot dém, nhwng nghia ciing nhw nhau ca. Piéu nay thi t6i biét
chac, du t6i da kip mo no sé tai dién. Cai y nghi mo mang dé khién t6i
nhom t&i hon 1én vai ciu ta, ding lic giong Janie bat than vang 1én qua
bong t6i, tay nén thinh thinh 1én ctra, kéo phat toi tré vé thuc tai.

“Nay! Ai trong day vay?” n6 kéu lén. “Pay la phong bo me té ma!”.

T6i ngbi bat day, hang giong dinh dap lai, nhung Conrad gio tay 1én, ra
hiéu cho t6i dirng hodng, cit binh tinh. Biéu gi d6 trong mat cau ta néi véi
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toi diéu t6i cling vira cam thay - rang t6i khong phai ké 1€ cho con ban, hay
bat ct¥ ai, chuyén vira xdy ra. Chi ching t6i m&i biét.

“Té day ma, Janie. T6... nam nghi mat 1at,” toi n6i vong ra.

Giong no lai vang lén, vé lo lang. “Marian? Cau khong sao chit?”.

To6i hinh dung ra vé mat né lic nay, biét né vira lo lang vira to mo, nhung
kha chac 1a khong twdng twong ndi téi da vugt rao. Truwde tbi nay, ca hai
dia t6i déu con trinh trang, thé cho dgi cai gi do that s dac biét. Hay it
nhat cling dén dai hoc.

“T6 ra ngay ddy,” t6i dap khi thdy Conrad gat, hwéng dan bang mét. “On

29

ca”.

“Vay thi dugc,” né néi, giong chim dan khi quay lai budi tiéc.

“Bon minh phdi di thoi,” to6i noi, ngoi day véGi lay cai do day, nhung
Conrad ngan t6i lai, d& t6i nam xu6ng réi 6m t6i nhw thé ching t6i van lam
thé khong biét bao nhiéu lan.

Cau ta hoi t6i cé gio gidi nghiém khong, t6i dap c6, nhung bd me toi
dang & nha nghi cta gia dinh bén ho Geneva, nén t6i tinh ngu lai nha Janie.

“That sao?” cau ta néi, cwdi nu. “That trung hop. Té cling thé.”.

T6i mim cuwoi dap lai, r6i hai dita bat dau chuyén tro lién mién khong
dit. Ching t6i n6i vé truong 16p, bon ban quen chung, ban bé cau ta va ban
bé t6i. Cau ta ndi tdoi nghe vé dm nhac ctia minh - niém dam mé guitar va
viét nhac. Ching t6i n6i vé nhitng bd phim va cudn sach ching t6i thich.
Tham chi ching t6i con néi vé Chaa, ton gido va chinh tri. R6i cau ta ké t6i
nghe tai nan da cudp mat me minh, khi ay ca cau ta va bo déu dang & trén
xe, nhung cau da doi cho véi me trén duong vé nha vi ngbi ghé sau bi say.
Conrad bao cdu ta tin rang bo gian cau vi chuyén dé - rang 6ng tha mat cau
con hon mat me cau.

“Pung noi vay,” toi noi.

“Sao chtr. D6 la sv that ma,” cau ta noi.

T6i lac dau. “Lam gi c6 chuyén dé.”.
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“Cé day,” cau ta néi. “Bd t§ yéu me dién cuong. Ong ay sé chi chon ba
ay chit khong phai ai khac. Khong phai bat cr thir gi khac.”.

“Ngay ca con minh.”.

Conrad gat. “U. T nghi 6ng vay that day. Nhung t& thdy chuyén dé
cling chang sao. Thyc ra, t& con hoi thich. N6 cho t6 céi gi dé dé tin... Cai
gi d6 dé phan dau.”.

T6i nam lay tay cau ta, nghi rang khong c6 gi dep dé hon tinh yéu dich
thue, hy vong c6 mot ngay minh sé dwgc cdm nhan diéu do, va ty héi liéu
né cé giong khoanh khac nay chit nao khong.

ROi ching t6i thiu thiu ngu, dau toi goi trén nguc cau ta, tai ké bén tim
cau ta. Cau ta danh thirc t6i khi troi gan rang, dwa quan ao cho t6i, quay di
dé t6i dugc riéng tu va cling mac do vao. Roi, nhw da hita, cau ta 16t ga trai
giwong ra, gom lai cung véi cai khan da dung lau ngudi t6i, dem xudng lau.
To6i di theo cdu ta, nhan thay nhiét do da giam ro rét. Cai néng cudi cung
cling diu di, hay it ra thi khong khi cudi cung da déi khac. M6t lan gi6 nhe
lay dong may tam rém cita s bép. Janie dang ditng bén quay bép, nhin ra
khoang san sau vuong vai vo lon, vo chai va mau dau loc thudc 1a. N6 quay
lai thi d6i mat bon t6i, nu cwdi do hoéi né trén mat.

“Chao cac cau,” né ndi, liéc cai ga.

“T'é bi non chut xiu,” toi noi.

Conrad dé ngay. “Bia roi dén rugu. T¢ da bao ma...”.

“Nhung t6 khong nghe,” toi noi.

“Thé la qua nhién,” cau ta nhin vai r6i nho Janie chi cho tGi phong giat.

Khi cdu ta quay lai di doc hanh lang, n6 nhin t6i hao hitc, nhwng t6i nhin
lai tinh bo, khé lac dau. Chang c6 gi xdy ra cd. D6 khong chi la lan dau tién
t0i noi doi Janie ma con la lan dau t6i che gidu mot suy nghi quan trong véi
né. Toi c6 cam gidc day la mot khodnh khac quyét dinh. Chi c6 diéu t6i
khong biét 101 n6i doi nay sé hé trong ra sao.
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“Hai dita cau ¢ trén ay sudt sau tiéng dong ho. Ma... chang c6 gi u?”
Janie khoanh tay bén trén cai do thun Chicago Cubs chat, trong that vong
hon la hoai nghi.

Toi nhun vai. “Thi cling c6 hon hit chut dinh.”.

“Thé thoi 4? Han tham chi khéng mo 1én 4o cau a?” no thi thao, iu xiu,
mot mat nhin vé phia phong giat.

T6i bao khong, nhung dau thi mwong twong lai lic hai ban tay cau ta
man mé nguc tdi, moi cau ta trén cd réi bung va vai toi.

“Thé nao? Han hon gidi chi?”.

“U,” t6i dap. “Gidi”.

“T@ biét ma,” né noéi. “Han banh thé co ma.”.

To6i mim cuoi.

“Cau c6 dinh gap lai han khong?”.

“T¢ nghi la khong,” t6i dap, du kha chac rdng minh lai vira n6i déi con
ban, r6i ban khoan khong biét chinh xac tir Iic nao t6i khong con nghi dé la
chuyén mot lan nita.

Trong khi chd chan dugc gidt roi sdy xong, ba dita t6i xem MTV trong
phong khach nha Janie. Conrad va t6i ng6i canh nhau trén ghé sofa ban t6i
ching t6i da ngo6i tha thi véi nhau, nhung tré tréu 1a lic nay ching t6i lai
phai c6 y ngoi cach xa nhau mot chiit. Trong khi do6, Janie nam won trén san
tredc mat ching toi, thinh thodng rén ri hoi bon t6i c6 thdy can phong dang
xoay mong mong khong. Du qua thuc t6i tinh nhw sdo, mat nhin rd nhw ban
ngay, moi gidc quan déu tinh nhay nhung toi cling gia do vang vat cho khép
véi 101 bia dat vé vu ga trai giwong bi vdy ban, trong lac hai dita xem hét
cu6n bang nay dén cuén bang khac. To6i da xem dong bang dé ca tram lan,
song tirng 10i thoai, tirng hinh anh lwét qua trén man hinh duong nhv lai
thdm dam y nghia m&i, ngay ca nhitng canh chang c6 y nghia gi, tir “Basket
Case” ctia Green Day dén “Down by the Water” ctia PJ Harvey, roi thi “No
More I Love You’s” cia Annie Lennox. Conrad ctt tiép tuc binh luan, c6
quan diém rd rang va say swa vé am nhac, khen khong tiéc 10i mot s6 ban
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nhac, ché bai s6 khac, thwong 1a nhitng ban noi tiéng hon nhwng cau ta cho
la té nhat va cwong diéu. Cau ta dac biét c6 thanh kién v6i Hootie & the
Blowfish, mot trong nhitng ban toi wa thich, nhwng khi Hootie bat dau ngan
nga diép khic dau bai “Hold My Hand”, Conrad cudi cung cling dwa tay
qua bat chwdc theo va nhwéng may ty nhao minh. Lic nay, Janie da say
khong con biét gi nita va ngdy ran, nén chang khac nao chi con t6i va
Conrad trén doi. To6i nham mat lai, tw héi vi sao minh chwa tirng c6 cai cam
giac chénh choang, ngat ngdy nay v4i dita con trai nao khac.

Lat sau, tiéfng may sdy kéu nhw chuéng bao thitc. Conrad le lang dirng
day, di 1y cai ga trai giwvong van am, dan t6i 1én lau, r6i sap xép lai chiéc
givong ngay ngan, nhg chinh xac cach 6ng ba Wattenberg gap cai chan
16ng, ca vi tri dat may cai goi théu kim tuyén cé ngu. T6i hoi cau ta c6 bo
nh@ chup hinh hay sao vay, hay cau ta da biét tit dau la minh sé ¢ day dén
sang? Cau ta chi cwoi, tiép tuc vuot va chinh cho thang thém. Khi giwvong
da don xong va khan da vat lai trén thanh ngang canh bén rira mat thi chang
con gi dé chan chtr nita. Ching t6i bén xudng lau, di ra bang 16i ctra gara,
bwédc vao budi mai am wét. Hoi nuwéc boc 1én trén bai cé tia nha Janie, hoa
ctia me né héo rii vi thiéu nwéc va vi cam twdi. Conrad nam ldy tay t6i khi
con cach xe may budc. Lic ay toi chwa biét dén cai cau “doan dwdong”, mai
vé sau khi t¢i Michigan t6i md&i biét, nhung hoi hoi cam thay giong vay, hy
vong hang xém nha Janie khong ra ctra 1ay bao sang.

Khi ra tGi ctta xe, cau ta n6i, “Té muén hon tam biét cau, nhung kha
chac la hoi thd ctia minh khong thom tho cho 1am.”.

Toi cuwoi, dap rang toi tin 1a hoi thd minh cling trong tinh trang twong tu,
du lan cudi vao phong tam toi da kin ddo sic miéng bang Listerine. Nhung
t0i van héch cam vé phia cau ta, hy vong cau ta sé van hon t6i. Cau ta mac
cau that, va ludi ching t6i cham nhau vai gidy nan n4, lic ay t6i mai phat
hién ra cdu ta cling da tim thay nwdc sic miéng.

“Té cling mudn xin s6 clia cau,” cau ta noi tiép bén lén. “Nhung...”.

T6i nhin vao bo mat nghiém tic cda cau ta, gat dau u rii, chd nghe cau ta
néi, “Nhung chiing minh déu biét chuyén nay chang di dén dau ma.”.
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Thay vi vay, cau ta néi not, “Nhung t& c6 roi.”.

“0, cau c6 that ha?” toi dap, chudi tay 6m eo cu ta.

“U,” ciu ta noi, quay dau qua thi tham vao tai t6i. “T¢ con nham cho
thudc long nita. Phong khi.”.

“Phong khi gi?” t6i héi, dinh ninh cau ta dang dua cho dén khi cau ta
cuwoi diéu roi noi mot leo.

“Phong khi cudi cung té cling c6 co hoi, m... don giwong cung cau.”.

T6i cam thdy nu cwdi nd toe trén mat minh khi diu dang néi, “Vay néi
chuyén sau nhé?”.

Cau ta mé& ctra xe, cui dau chui vao réi ngudc nhin 1én, toét miéng cuoi
voi toi. “U. Chic chin 1a cau sé goi,” cau ta noi.

Toi toan m& miéng dap lai thi civa xe da dong sap, may khéi dong. Cudc
chuyén tro cua chiing t6i ro rang la sé con tiép dién.

Trong ba tuan rwdi sau do, ngay nao hai dita téi cting buon chuyén véi
nhau. Chuyén d6 da thanh 1€, nhung chiing t6i van tranh khéng nhac dén
hay phan tich. Ching t6i cling khong da dong gi dén chuyén t6i sap di Ann
Arbor, hay bat ct diéu gi vé dai hoc hay twong lai, ctia t6i hay cta cau ta.
Ching t6i song véGi hién tai, theo diung nghia den, d6i khi khong cé ké
hoach gi cho tan dén khi t6i ngo6i vao ghé truedc xe cau ta. Chang t6i di xem
phim hay dén nha cau ta - & d6 ching t6i cing xem ti vi, hodc ciu ta choi
guitar, theo yéu cau. Thwong thi ching t6i chi chay xe loanh quanh thanh
pho, tro chuyén, nghe dai. Nhung chiing t6i chwa bao gio di choi véi ban be
toi hay ban bé cdu ta. Toi cling chang gidi thiéu cau ta véi bo me. To6i tham
chi con khong cho Janie biét, va du né ciling ngd ngo rang ching toi dang
cdp vGi nhau, nhung né chang buén t6 mo nita vi con mai chuan bi cho
ngay vao Dai hoc Illinois - di choi véi may diva ban trong nhom téi cling sé
theo hoc & d6 nhiéu hon, nhat 1a Ty Huggins, chuyén tinh mua hé chdp
nhoang cua no.

Vé nhiéu mat, sy xa cach do ciing chang c6 gi la va da biét trudc. Ching
t0i déu dang chuan bi moéi difta chia moi nga, tham san sang cho mat
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chuwong mai trong doi minh - mot chwong ching t6i da dgi cho, tru liéu va
mo mong trong sudt it nhat bon nam qua. Va trong mot sd trwong hop
giong nhw t6i thi con lau hon nhiéu, tir khi bo t6i, tot nghiép Dai hoc
Michigan, lan dau dan t6i tGi tran béng & Ann Arbor ngay t6i 1én mwoi. Ca
toi lan 1t ban déu vira hao hitc vira hoai niém, suy tu lan lo lang. Chung t6i
cai vat vdi bdo me, ngay cang oan gian m@ quy tac va sy kiém soat cta ho,
them khat dugc doc 1ap. Nhung ching toi cling hoang sg khi phai xa ho.
Chuing t6i mirng cho nhau, nhung lai c6 cdm giac bu6n ba la nhitng nam
thang vang son nay sé sdm lui xa va nhat nhoa, von van nhw vay khi nguoi
ta dén tudi trudng thanh. Pai hoc sé twdc mat nhitng ky niém nay - va
nhitng trai nghiém & do6 sé lam ching toi thay doi, lua ching téi vao nhitng
con duong dang dac dan tGi tudi trwdng thanh. Ching toi sé quyét dinh
minh la ai, minh sé trd thanh cai gi. Chung t6i lao tGi cai gi d6 16n lao hon
va tot dep hon. Ching t6i cam nhan dwoc diéu do trong khong khi oi bic
ctia mua hé nam dy. N6 dang chd doi ching toi.

Nuc cuoi, Conrad lai 1a m6t phan trong buwdc chuyén giao ay. Du toi da
biét cdu ta sé khong nam trong twong lai ciia minh, nhung cau ta cling
khong hdn thudc vé cai qua khit chan ngéan, céi tudi tho ma té6i mudn tron
chay. Chung t6i hau nhw khong c6 chung ky niém nao, nén sé khong phai
hoi twdng, triv vai lan mé xé vé nhitng cudc gap gd tan man gitra hai dita.
Thinh thodng ching t6i choi tro héi nhau “Chuyén gi cé thé xdy ra” -
chuyén gi sé xdy ra néu cau ta goi thang cho to6i thay vi chi tim s6 dién
thoai? Chuyén gi xdy ra néu Janie va t6i da can dam dung chitng minh thw
gia di xem cau ta choi nhac hoi nam ngoai, vao diing cai dém cau ta gap co
b6 cii. Trong thdm tam, thuc tinh t6i nghi hai dita khé c6 thé vueegt qua mic
ban bé, khi ma trai nghiém thgi pho thong cuia t6i chi gom toan nhitng thi
cau ta khinh miét - chogi may tran bong, lam doi tredng doi co vii, réi tham
gia hiép hoi hoc sinh, roi phiéu thanh tich hoc tdp - nhwng gio thi tat ca
nhitng thit 4y déu chang lién quan nita. Ching t6i khong vwéng ban, san
sang cho nhitng trdi nghiém m@&i mé - ma Conrad lai la phdn m& man cua
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toi. Cau ta twgng trung cho sy doc lap va tiéem nang. Mot s mo mong tot
do.

Nhung, cling c6 luc toi khong phong thu nita va xem cau la cai gi dé hon
thé, twéng twrong ching toi sé cé thé ciing nhau chiu dwng nhitng thang nam
tredc mat, bang cach nay hay cach khac. Thyc té, téi biét chuyén dé khong
thé xady ra, nhung mot dém, khi hai dita ngo6i an s6 co la Rasinets va xem
Trai tim diing cam tdi lan th hai trong rap chiéu phim t6i, lanh, t6i da tw
héi liéu moi chuyén cé khac di khong néu nhw cau ta cling vao dai hoc. Pai
hoc nao cling duwgc. C6 1€ Iic ay td6i mGi c6 thé hinh dung dugc mot moi
quan hé lau dai giong nhv cap Emily va Kevin ban t6i, sé vao hoc & Wake
Forest va Stanford nhung dv tinh sé gan b6 véi nhau. T6i ty nht khong
phai vi minh x4u ho khi ngwoi yéu khong c6 chi vao dai hoc (du biét dé
cling la mot phan), ma phan nhiéu la vi hé gia tri ctia ching t6i khong giong
nhau. Thé gidi cia ching t6i sé con khac nhau hon thoi trung hoc. Pon
gian la khong thé.

Nén hai dita t6i ct Ittng lo nhw vay. Bat dong trong chiéu thoi gian, chi
song véi hién tai, tap trung vao nhitng ham muon tic thi, di nhién c6 ca
sex. Rat nhiéu la dang khac. Thinh thodng cau ta goi chuyén ay la “phang
nhau”, va lan nao toi ciling lam bd ghét nghe tr d6, nhung bung thi thich
mé. “Lam tinh,” c6 lan cau ta budt miéng noi. “Hay cai gi dai loai thé,” cau
ta vOi ndi thém. Du goi la gi thi chiing t6i cling van xtc tién thém chin lan
nita, tong cong la mwdi lan, va téoi gan nhw nhé nhw in tirng phut tirng giay;,
thinh thodng con ghi lai chi tiét trong nhat ky.

Lan th hai cach lan dau tdm ngay. Hai dita ¢ trong phong nga cuta toi.
Luc d6 tam chiéu, bo t6i di lam, con me ban di lo t6 chic bita an trua tw
thién. Chting t6i ndm vat chéo trén chan 16ng in hinh cau vong. Nang cubi
chiéu tran qua ctra s6. Dave Matthews hat nhang cudi su6t bai “Satellite”
theo ché do phat lai trong lic t6éi gitip Conrad m& bao cao su, xé bo hang
chit “cho khoai lac cua nang”. Chiing t6i mé& mat va nhin nhau khong roi.

Lan th ba la & nha cau ta - m6t nong trai nho ¢ dau kia thanh pho. T6i
hém ay to6i gdp bé cau ta, giong hét Conrad nhuwng téc bac, map hon, da
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ram nang. Ong Knight va tdi chi néi qua loa vai cau, vi dng dang ban véi
cod ban ctia minh, hai nguwdi ho choi bai va uong thit rwgu mau héng phan
rét ra t* mot cai hop gidy to ma mdi tuan roi me t6i bao la ré tién. Gidi
thiéu xong, Conrad nghénh ngang lay hai chai bia Coors Lights trong ta
lanh r6i dan t6i xu6i hanh lang. Phong ngt cua cau ta ngan nap la thuong
(du dang ra t6i khong c6 gi phai ngac nhién khi da thay cach cau ta don
givong), trén twong chi trang hoang moi tdm ap phich chyup Jimi Hendrix.
Cau ta lap tiec khoa cira r6i hon t6i cuong nhiét, chi dirng lai dé céi do cho
t0i va van to nhac lén. T6i khong biét ban nhac nay, chwa hé nghe bai hat
dé, vé sau lai quén héi. Sau do, ching t6i udng bia va chia nhau mét diéu
thudc. Diéu thudc dau tién cua t6i.

T6i con mot cai “dau tién” nira trong lan thi tw sex véi nhau ma t6i ngai
phai thu nhan.

“Cau chwa tirng dat cuwe khodi w?” cau ta héi, doi mat xam an twgng nhin
toi ché giéu. “Ngay ca khi tuy swéng?”.

T6i goi dau 1én long cau ta r6i nhin 1én, endorphin van con hirng huye.
“Roi... Va cubi cung thi cling da hiéu vi sao thién ha c nhang ca lén.
Troi.”.

Lan tht nam xdy dén it phut sau, dem lai két qua twong tu.

Lan thit sdu ching t6i dén m6t nha nghi, mét tram dirng @ng bién sau khi
toi khong thé bo tay khéi ngudi cdu ta trén dwong dén quan pizza &
Evanston. Dang cao trao thi cau ta lam t6i cuwdi - t6i da quén mat cau noi
dua té y phan do6i - nhung vao giay phit dy, t6i cho rang minh thich va
thém muon cau ta nhiéu nhw nhau. Téi ddm néi la cau ta cling cam thay
nhw vay vi sau do ca hai ctt chuyén tro, 6m ap va cuwdi dua mai. Chung toi
tham chi con thyc hién cai tw thé up thia ma Conrad bédo véi toi 1a cau ta
tirng thé khong bao gio lam. Sau do6, khi mac do lai, lic da map mé gio giGi
nghiém cuia t0i, cau ta n6i minh cé thé “that sy quen véi chuyén nay”. T6i
bdo cau ta dirng, nhung lai mim cwdi khi noi thé.
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Lan th bay thi cau ta n6i nhitng 19i tuc tiu véi t6i. T6i cling néi lai trong
lan th¢ tdm. T6i bat dau cam thdy thanh thuc, c* nhw mdt ngay nao do toi
c6 thé con dugc xem la giéi chuyén giwong chiéu.

Trudc lan thi chin ching t6i md&i c6 cudc hen ho dang hoang duy nhat,
dén mot nha hang Y t t& trong thanh phd. T6i mic bo do 16t mau den méi
mua cho dip nay, thinh thodng dé cau ta thdy cai do nguc ren trong lic an
toi. Vé sau, ca hai dta déu am mui toi khi cau ta cdi do roi lam tinh véi t6i
trén bang ghé sau chiéc Mustang, dau trong mot bai do xe vang tanh cuia
mot nha thd. Dén gio, mui téi van con goi 1én ky wc ay. Cling nhv moi
chiéc xe hoi phan khoi 16n va bai do xe ctia nha tho thinh thoang t6i bat
gap.

“Nhin bon minh xem nay,” dém dy cau ta n6i khi t6i giang chan ra, trong
chitng canh sat tir ctra kinh sau xe. “Lan dau tién t& thay thich thd khi 1ap
lai cai tro cii rich nay.”.

“Tro cti rich bang b nita chi®,” t6i noi, cd t6 ra thong thai.

“U. Bon minh s& xuéng... thing... dia nguc,” cau ta néi sau mdi c thdc,
mat nham nghién, dau ngtta ra sau, hai tay siét chat hong toi.

Lan thit mwoi, va sé la lan cudi cung caa ching t6i, 1a Ian t6i thich nhat.
Ching t6i t6i mot vat ring trong - may tiéng dy nghe cling da thay lang
man - mang theo bita trra da ngoai toi ty lam. Pho mai Ha Lan va banh mi
kep thit xong khdi cuing may lat xoai, bAnh quy méng kep sb c6 la, va mot
chai Chardonnay, tdt cd nhét trong mot gio may theo kiéu truyén thong,
cung tdm khan trdi ban ca r6 dé. Chung t6i cuéc bd vao sau trong ring,
xach theo cdi gio va cay dan guitar, dirng chan bén bo séng Fox 10m dom
anh nang. Ching t6i chénh choang réi tran trui - t6i khong chac lam vé
trinh tw. Sau d6, cau ta choi guitar cho t6i nghe, theo yéu cau. Cau ta choi
bai “Daughter” va “Small Town” cta Pearl Jam, hai bai tdi thich - r6i sang
tac bai riéng, Iic dau thi 10i nghiém tidc, sau toan pha tro, roi lai nghiém tic
tro lai.
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Nhin cdu ta choi, céi tran, co bap cang ra khi gy dan, t6i budt miéng
thot ra chi* Y dé, nhung voi chita thanh “T@ thich than hinh cau.”.

“Con dau 6c td?” cau ta héi. Cau ta mim cwdi nhung khong cé vé dua
Cot.

“Ca dau 6c¢ nira,” toi dap.

“Du la t¢ sé khong vao dai hoc?”.

“Chuyén dé can hé gi,” t6i noi, va trong gidy lat, t6i thuc sw tin diéu
minh noi.

“Té cling yéu than hinh va dau 6c cau,” cau ta néi. “Ca mat cau. Ca nu
cuoi kia. Ca doi tai Dumbo xinh xan c vénh ra nita.”.

To6i do birng mat bén rii toc xudng che di, lam t6c phu ca 1én hai dau vu,
du t6i khong con ngai ngung cho cau ta thay bat ci thit gi cau ta mudén thay
nita. Va cau tra 10i luon la co.

Chung t6i tr@ thanh mot cap tinh nhan. Nhung la nhat 1a ching t6i ciing
tré thanh mot doi ban than thiét. T6i chi nghi dén moi cau ta - va toi biét
cdu ta cling vay. Song ca hai van buéng binh khong chiu goi tén noé ra
khong chiu néi vé cai két thic sap xdy dén - cho mua hé, cho moi quan hé
gitta ching t6i. C6 thoang budn, nhung that ra, t6i nghi noi buon khién
chuyén dé thd vi hon. Cam giac nhu tat ca déu dam say va lang man dén
kho tin vi chiing t6i chwa goi tén no ra, vi khong ai biét chuyén, vi tat ca sé
sém két thuc.

Thé r6i, cai diéu khéng thé hinh dung noéi da xdy ra. Hay néi chinh xac
hon la khong xdy ra. Ky den dé cua t6i da khong dén vao ngay thi hai
muoi chin trong cai chu ky hai muoi chin ngay déu dan. H6m sau ciing
khong thay. Ca ngay hom sau nita.

“Khong thé nao,” cau ta nhac di nhac lai trong dién thoai. “Lan nao bon
minh cling dung bao cao su ma.”.

“Bao cao su dau chac tram phan tram,” t6i ndi, nhd t6i cai biéu do trong
gi® hoc strc khoe, chi ra rang “phwong phap” an toan duy nhat l1a kiéng han
sex.
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“Pé la vi so sudt cua nguwoi dung,” cau ta noi.

“Thi sao?”.

“Té khong so suat.”.

T6i khong tin chac, can than do lai tirng chi tiét trong muwoi lan sex véi
nhau. Bao gi® chiing t6i ciling rat can than, trir Ian dau tién tai nha Janie, khi
cau ta cho vao mot Iic kha 1au r6i méi dirng, cdi xuong tim vi va bat dau
lai.

“Chac n6 xay ra luc dy,” t6i n6i. “Do6 la lan duy nhat cau khong deo bao.
Thoi gian thi lai khép...”.

“Cau khong c6 thai dau,” cau ta noi, qua quyét.

“Cau biét day, chac bi day rét mot it,” t6i néi. “Vai giot.”.

Do lai 1a mot canh bao nita cho chiing t6i trong gid sitc khde - dich tién
xuat tinh, mot thuat ngl nghe g& nhu chinh y nghia ctia n6 vay.

“Kha nang bang khong.”.

“Cao hon khong,” toi néi, di di lai lai trong phong, sg dén nghen hong.

“Thoéi duge. Cao hon khong. Nhung chra day mét phan tram. Chwa day
ntta phan tram ay chiz.”.

“Thé tirc 1a n6 van xay ra véi ai d6! Vi cai nguai roi vao ty 1é chwa day
ntra phan tram ay!”.

“U. Nhung khong phai bon minh, bé con.”.

“Purng c6 noi i do”.

“Twr nao?”.

“Bé con”.

“Pugc. Cau khong c6 thai dau, cung.”.

“Sao cau chac thé dugc?”.

“Té la thay boi ma,” cau ta bat chwdc giong doa ma.

“Budn cuoi lam day”.
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“T@ xin 16i,” cdu ta noéi, va toi biét cau ta that long. “Cau mudn qua nha
t¢ khong? Té sé dich than tran an cho?”.

“Pinh nghia tir ‘trdn an’ xem,” t6i noi. “Vi do6 la con duong dan bon
minh dinh vao vu 16i thoi nay day.”.

“Bon minh dau c6 16i thoi. Va y t& khong phai vay. Khong phdi c gap
nhau la lai sex.”.

“Hinh nhw 1a vay day,” t6i néi. Nghe nhw mot 16i budc t6i, nhitng mam
mong ti€c nudi va odn gian dau tién gieo xudng, mac du t6i thwong la
nguoi khoi mao nhiéu hon cau ta.

“Qua day di. Nhé,” cau ta no6i diu dang hon.

Luc dé, t6i tha thiét mudn dwoc ¢ trong vong tay cau ta, nhung khi dwa
tay 1én so ngwc, nhan thdy mét con dau gia trong nguc tréi, téi dap, “T¢
khong thé. Té cé viéc phdi lam. Cau biét day, chuan bi cho dai hoc.”. Gigng
t0i than nhién, tredc day toi chwa hé néi vdi cau ta nhu vay.

Di nhién cu ta cling nhan thay. “Phai,” cau ta dap. “Hiéu ro6i”.

Sang hom sau - thit Bay - t6i tung chan, kéo vay ngu 1én va nin thé, cau
nguyén khi kiém tra quan chip. Khong thay gi. L&p 16t t6i da nhét vao,
khap khéi hy vong, van trang tinh. T6i goi cho Conrad, vira khoc vira thong
bao.

“Chét tiét,” cau ta néi. “T'¢ qua ngay day. Té phai gap cau.”.

“Purng. BO me td dang ¢ nha,” t6i néi. T6i van chua ro tai sao minh giau
b6 me vé cau ta, tai sao t0i ti€p tuc noéi doi Janie vé cai chuyén van lam
dém dém. Loi giai thich da ro rang, it nhat 1a khi lién quan t6i bo me: rang
ho sé nghi Conrad khong “xing” véi t6i. Nhung dén nay, toi thé vGi long
minh rang d6 khong phai 1y do, it nhat ciing khong han chi 1a vay. Rang
chuyén phirc tap hon thé nhiéu. Hay trai lai, kha don gian: chang ai lai di ké
tong t6c mot chuyén nhat thdi dén thé. Nhung di nhién, gio thi toi c6 mot ly
do méi dé che gidu chuyén cau ta.

“Té chang can biét ho c6 do hay khong. TG sé t6i don cau roi bon minh
sé di mua dung cu thit thai dé cau thit. Bugc chi?... Marian?”.
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“U,” toi thi thao, cam thay nhe nhdm hon cht xiu vi it nhat 1 lic ndy t6i
khong phai quyét dinh gi ca. Chi viéc lam theo chi dan.

“Vay chuan bi di, mwdi phit nita t& qua,” cau ta néi. “T¢ néi nghiém tic
day.”.

Nhu da de doa, ding mwdi phit sau cau ta da dirtng trong bép nha t6i,
mac 4o thun Rolling Stones bac phéch, quan Levi, va dép Adidas xanh lam,
bat tay b t6i lan dau tién. Mot céi do thun c6 c6 thi sé t6t hon nhiéu, t6i
tham nghi. Me t6i g& kinh doc sach ra va dat t¢ Chicago Tribune xudng
canh mét dia dita xat 1at mong, trén bay qua mam x6i va titng miéng sita
chua dac.

“Lam sao cac con quen nhau?” me t6i hoi, hat ham qua mot bén, nhw ba
van lam moi khi gap mot nguwdi mdi, xac dinh xem ho sé khép thé nao véi
thé gidi cua ba. Hay nhu treong hgp nay la lam sao ma khong khap.

“O truong a,” toi dap, vét toc lai thanh mét tim budc lai, khong thé nhin
vao mat hai bac phu huynh ma t6i yéu kinh - va chwa tirng noi déi diéu gi
quan trong tredc khi Conrad xuat hién.

Ho gat dau, mim cudi, r6i hoi thém dam cau nita, cho dén cau khong thé
tranh khoi tr bo toéi, cyu sinh vién treong Michigan vdéi bang luat cda
treong Yale. “Conrad nay, sang nam chau sé di dau?”.

Conrad khoanh tay, roi lai buéng ra, dwa vao quay bép, nhu thé dé tru
vitng. R6i cau ta hang giong ndi, “Chau chua biét a.”.

To6i nghi dén cau cau ta viét trong nién giam - Coi nhw khong c6 t6i - va
dém ay trong san nha Janie. Ci¢ nhw lau 1am r6i. Ma c6 khi thé that.

Conrad cuii gam khi b6 t6i dién giai cau tra 10i r6i nghi ra cach suy dién
hay nhét c6 thé. “A. Nam trai nghiém ha? Dé kham pha ban than ay?”.

“Pai loai thé a. Vang, thwa chd,” Conrad ndi, cdu ta danh mat sang toi
nhw mudn cau ciu.

“Thoi dwgc roi,” toi ndi. “Bon con xin phép di choi mot 1at.”.
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“Thé ha. Cac con di dau?” me héi, co ra vé ho héi, trong khi toi biét rd
ba dang to mo muén chét, rat cé thé dang tinh mot ké hoach khéo 1éo héi
do ban be qua dién thoai.

“Green to Tee,” t0i dap, thay hoi tiéc ngay 1ap tirc vé cai lwa chon néi doi
do6 khi thay mat bo sang lén.

“QO! Chau choi golf sa0?” b6 néi véi Conrad. “Hom nao chiing ta di choi
nhé. Chau chéap gi nao?”.

Conrad ngdy ra nhin 6ng, chang khac nao b6 t6i bi hoi 6ng thich gi nhat
0 ban nhac The Smashing Pumpkins.

“Dé bon tré di di anh,” me t6i noi, trong c6 vé tam hai long vi it ra
Conrad ciing chai golf. C¢ 1€ gia dinh cau ta tham chi con tham gia cau lac
b6 dong qué Skokie ma nha t6i la thanh vién da nhiéu nam nay. Thé thi ba
sé do ra thoi.

Conrad va t6i lang 1& chay xe qua thanh phd, thang dén siéu thi Jewel
Osco gan nha cau ta, do xe ké hiéu thuoc cu6i bai dau xe ngon ngang, da
nhon nhip ngwdi mua sam, cht yéu la may ba me tré loay loay véi du thi
tii mua sam, xe day va tré nho.

“T¢@ quay lai ngay,” Conrad néi, dé mé radio va may diéu hoa.

Nhe ngudi 1a minh khong phéi ty mua dung cu thi, tdi ngoi thugt trén
ghé, do dai, ty héi bai nao sé la bai sau cung minh nghe treéc khi tin xau
duwgc khang dinh. TLC dang hat “Waterfalls” thi Conrad quay lai, cam mot
cai tdi nhya, vé mat a rii. T6i tat radio di trong khi cau ta chui vao xe roi
dwa toi cai tdi dung géi Juicy Fruit khong 10, chai Dr Pepper, va to tap chi
Rolling Stone c6é hinh Courtney Love trén trang bia. Toi rut tap chi trong
tii ra, lang lang doc may hang tit: “Truc tiép tir Lollapalooza”; “Hole la ban
nhac, Courtney Love la phim truyén hinh nhiéu tap”; ro6i “Lam thé nao dé
dwgc mat mé trong hé nay.”. Téi xem lwét may trang tap chi, c6 hét sic 10
di thi cudi cung trong tui.

“Cau co thich ba ta khong?” t6i néi, chi Courtney.
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“T¢ thich nhac cta ba ay. Té ciling thdy ba dy tha vi - cha nghia ni
quyeén c6 tinh 1at do va hinh twgng diva di doi. Nhac cta ba ay thi lai chinh
théng. Bia Live through this s& viegt qua thir thach cta thoi gian. Y t& 13,
bai ‘Doll Parts’? ‘Violet’? Kha xudt sac. Nhwng con ngwdi ba ta thi bé rac
qud,” Conrad noi, lui xe khéi bai dau. “T¢ thdy thuong ba ta...”.

“Vi la me don than a?” t6i hoi, dac biét cha y.

“Vi nguwoi dan ong ba ta yéu ti ban vang nao minh...”.

Toi gat, roi li€c ra ngoai ctra xe khi cau ta tang toc ré vao duwong chinh
phong vé nha. Bi dwgc mot lat, Conrad dat tay 1én dau goi toi roi ci dé yén,
ngay ca khi cua gap ltic di vao khu nha minh, chi khi nao can méi nhéc tay
ra dé sang so6. Khi cho xe chay 1én 16i xe vao nha, ciu ta nang cam t6i 1én
r6i budc t6i nhin vao mat cau. “Sé khong sao dau,” cau ta noi. “Co té day
16i.”.

To6i gat, chi loang thoang nghe thay tiéng cau ta, r6i hoi, “B06 cau cé nha
khong?”.

“Khong. Chi c6 bon minh thoi.”.

Cau ta m@ ctra, thoat budc ra khéi xe. Thay toi khong nhic nhich, cau ta
chay vong qua ghé bén, mé ctra, ndam canh tay t6i. “Vao thoi”.

Khi bon t6i budc vao nha, cau ta dwa t6i cai hop mau hong roi chi vé cira
phong tam. “BDi di. Mau. C th di,” cau ta ndi.

“Nhung t¢ khong buon tiéu”.

Cau ta kién nhan thd ra, lai tho tay vao tui lay cai chai Dr Pepper ré6i m@
ra, duwa t6i. Toi hdp vai ngum ro6i tra lai.

“Van chua,” toi noi.

“Lai day,” cau ta ndi, dan t6i qua sofa, an to6i ngoi xudng, vong tay 6m
toi ro6i hon 1én tran toi.

T6i bam moi, noi khi€p dam chét diéng, non nao xam chiém toan than.
“T¢ chang hiéu sao lai di thir cai nay. T biét 1a minh c6 thai r6i ma.”.

“Cau biét lam sao duwoc,” cau ta noi.
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“T@ tré bon ngay roi. Ngue thi dau nhic. Lai buén nén nira.”.

“Cau buon noén vi sg théi. Con nguwe cau dau vi sap c6 kinh. Va - chang
phai chu ky cua cau tré vi cau ¢ lo quynh 1én sao?”.

“Chu ky cua t@ tré vi t@ dinh bau,” t6i néi, can mong tay, trd lai thoi
quen da bo thoi trung hoc.

“Nghe nay,” cau ta noi. “Cau sé thit cai dy - va mot trong hai chuyén sé
xay ra.”.

T6i nhin cdu ta tran tr6i, cho doi.

“Hodc am tinh. Cau sé nhe nhom khong thé tin néi va bon minh cé thé
an murng...”. Cau ta mim cwdi, réi ctii qua hon 6 t6i, nan na khi dén tai.

T6i x0 cau ta ra va hoi, “Hoac?”.

“Hodc cau co6 thai,” cau ta néi. “Chuyén d6 ding la té that. Nhung bon
minh sé cung xu tri.”.

“Nhu thé nao?”.

“Cau muon x@ tri chuyén do6 thé nao?” cau ta héi. “T¢ sé lam bat ci
chuyén gi cau muon.”.

“Té khong sinh em bé dugc dau. Té sap vao dai hoc ma.”.

“Phai roi,” cdu ta néi. “Vay thi bon minh sé tim mot bénh vién tw, dau do
ngoai thanh phé - tit ngoai 6 hay & Indianapolis. O dau d6 bon minh ching
quen biét ai. Roi... r0i t& cé nhiéu tién danh dum duwgc tw viéc lam thém.
Minh sé co tién lo chi phi & d6... Té sé & bén cau sudt, cam tay cau.”. Cau
ta 6m 14y toi va noi, “Roi t& sé dua cau vé lai day. Veé giwong t6. But stp ga
cho cau, hat cho cau nghe.”.

Nhin tran tran vao mét diém trén twong, toi nghe cau ta goi tén tbi hai
lan, r6i ba lan. Sau cung t6i cling nhin cau ta.

“T6¢ sé lam bat ct chuyén gi vi cau, Marian. Cau biét thé ma, ding
khong?”.

“U,” toi dap, du khong chic 1dm.
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“Bat c chuyén gi,” cau ta lai noi khi t6i ditng 1én, cam cai hop hong
trong tay, di thang t6i phong tam, sg rum nguoi.

Khi con mot minh, t6i ng6i trén bén cau day nap, doc tirng chit trén hop
hai 1an, c6 cd mdy chit “chinh xac vugt trgi”. Roi t6i ¢6 lam diang nhw
hwéng dan, ty hoi sao lai ¢ lic nghi SAT sé la bai kiém tra quan trong nhat
doi minh. Sudt lic d6, téi cau nguyén tha thiét chwa tirng thay, nhat la
khodng chg ba phut tra tan, tan nhan, tim dap thinh thich, tai kéu u u, mat
dao tia lia gitta que thir va kim gidy dong ho tay. Lam on, Chua oi, dirng dé
vach hong xudt hién, t6i ci 1ap di lap lai mai.

Nhung né xuat hién that. Cham dén mitc mdi dau téi gan nhw con tin do
la do gidc quang hoc. R6i sang va ro hon, cho dén khi cudi cung, n6 dam
hon vach kiém tra, tdc dung mao dan tao ra mot vang mau hong nhat hon
xung quanh. To6i da cé cau tra 16i. Khong con phai ban khoan, cau nguyén
hay hy vong gi nita ca.

Nhin cham cham béng minh trong gwong, téi biét rang tir day bat ludn
toi c6 lam gi, toi cling sé khong bao gid con la t6i ngay xwa nita. Sé chang
c6 gi nhw tredc nita. Toi dut que thi vao tii xach r6i mé cira dé doi mat
Conrad va phan doi con lai ctia minh.

“Thé nao?” cau ta hdi, mat va moi tai di.

Trong phut gidy do, cé gi d6 xdy dén vdéi toi ma téi sé khong bao gio
hiéu hét. C6 1 dé la su cy tuyét. Ciing c6 thé la tdéi mudn bao vé ciu ta. Co
thé t6i dang bat dau qua trinh lia xa cau ta day dau dén. Du la gi t6i van
guong mim cuwoi roi ndi, “Biét sao khong?”.

“Sao?” cau ta hoi.

“Bao dong gia”.

Duong nhu toan bg khi trong nguwdi Conrad bién di dau hét khi cau ta
quy thup xu6ng san, hai tay chap lai. R6i cau ta ditng 1én va bat chuwdc tiéng
hi cua cao boi trén binh nguyén bao la tran ngap bo. Tiép do6 cau ta dap tay
an mung vai toi lam long ban tay t6i dau rat r6i phat vao mong t6i cling
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manh c& dé. “Té da bao roi ma, c6 gai!” cau ta ra 1én. “Troi! TG da bao roi
ma!”.

“Cau da noi dang,” toi noi, khi cau ta vong tay om toi.

R0i ching t6i budng nhau ra va cau ta nhin sau vao mat t6i trong ltic thot
ra cai cau ay lan dau tién, roé rang dit khoat nhw cai vach mau héng thit hai.
“T6 yéu cau, Marian.”.

Toi m& miéng toan noéi, nhung cau ta da ngan lai, ddt ngon tay lén moi
toi. “Suyt. BPuing néi gi ca. Té chi... t& chi muon noi ra diéu do. Du bon
minh c6 tin x4u hay tin tot. Té yéu cau that long.”.
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Chuong 7

Kirby

Sang hom sau, t6i chiu thua ma goi cho bé me. Lic d6 kém bay gio theo
gid chuan mét chut, va vi ho 1a nhitng ngudi don diéu nhat trén bé mat
hanh tinh, nén t6i cé thé hinh dung chinh x4c ho dang lam gi. T6i biét me
dang ngoi bén ban trang diém, stta soan cho 1é mét budi sang, con bo thi
lang xang quanh bép, nghe Chwong trinh McGraw trén dai AM. Dén tiéng
chudng thit ba, cad hai cing nhdc mday, “a 16” néi tiép nhau. Trong mot
khoanh khac yéu long, khi nghe thay tiéng cuwdi gion vui vé cia McGraw @
hau canh va gan nhv ngi dwgc mui xic xich Jimmy Dean ctia b6 dang
nuwéng trén vi, long t6i chgt trao 1én noi nhé nha khong sao cat nghia dugc.
Nhung cdm giadc do troi qua gan nhu titc thi, cai vo ngoai odn gian quen
thudc da thé cho. T6i bong nong long mudn bao cho ho minh dang & dau.

“Turbo Kirbo!” bo toi ra 1én. Giong 6ng nghe thu thai - c6 1€ vi khong c6
t0i quanh quan gan bén. “Tiéu bang Yellowhammer thé nao con?”.

Me t06i chen vao 10i két t6i dau tién. “Sao con khong nghe dién thoai cta
b6 me?”.

“Con email va nhan tin cho b6 me r6i ma,” t6i néi, nhwéng mat.

“Ay, 18 ra con phai goi nita cht¥,” ba néi.

“Con xin 16i,” t6i ndi, hai long khi thdy giong minh chang c6 xiu héi 16i
nao.

“Con choi c6 vui khong?” b6 héi. “Bo thady hom qua & Mobile la 27°C.”.

“0, vay ha b6?” t6i n6i. O New York thi khodng muoi sau do.

“Con ¢6 nhé thoa kem chong nang khéng day?” me hoi. “Va cach vai
gio lai phai thoa? Tai con trang qud, con yéu. Con sé khong thich bi chay
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nang dau.”.

To6i nghi dén nuwdc da cia Marian, gio thi da biét goc gac cia né nén do
ghét hon. Nudc da dy & ba trong dep, nén cé 1& mot ngay nao do toi cling
dwge nhue vay. Tw héi minh cho gi, t6i buwdc tdi cira so ro6i hé rém ra vai
phan, vira da dé thdy quang canh duwdi duwong da nhon nhip sinh hoat budi
sang, xe c0, nguwoi - vo cung khac véi con pho yén ang gan nha toi.

“Charlotte sao roi a?” toi hoi. D6 la bao dong dé - chwa khi nao téi hoi
han gi vé em minh - nén hinh nhuw bo da doan ra.

“N6 on. bang ngu. Cé chuyén gi thé, Kirbs?”.

To6i xoay lai bang qua phong, t6i ngoi xudng giwong, thay khodai chuyén
sip dén. “Um, bd me a. Thuc ra con khéng & Mobile v6i Belinda va me
nd,” t6i nodi, hai long lang nghe am thanh im lang sitng so.

“Con ¢ dau?” cu6i cung hai ngudi dong thanh hai.

“New York,” t6i ndi, dwa ngén giita 1én chi vé phia dién thoai. Néu tin
nay ma khong tra diia dugc cai chuyén tinh ¢ nghe dwgc kia thi t6i chang
con biét no la gi nita.

“New York!” me t6i kéu l1én nhu thé t6i vira néi mat tran Afghanistan.

“Con lam gi & New York?” bo t6i hoi, co trung hoa con qua khich cta
me.

“Belinda c6 di cung con khong?” me toi hoi. “Ca me no?”.

“Khéng. Con di mot minh... A... Khong hin mot minh... Con dang & cin
ho cua me dé con,” t6i néi, nham mat tw hoi sao lai c6 thé vira so sét vira ha
hé.

“Sao lai thé duwgc?” Giong me toi lac di va toi c6 thé thay ba dang nhin
tran tran vao guong, toc van quan 16 Velcro to mau hong va tim vira, chi ltic
nao sap ra ngoai mai thao, cé khi con chd dén khi da ngéi trong xe, lam toi
va con em ché bai dit doi. “Tai sao thé?”.

“Tai sao cai gi?” t6i gat, nghi d6 han la cau hoi ngé ngan chwa tirng thay.

“Sao con lai... & day?” ba noi.
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“Ch me nght tai sao, me?”.

“Cung 0i,” bo t0i n6i, du toi khéng rd 6ng noi vdi téi hay véi me. Va roi,
“B0 me hiéu vi sao con dén day. Sao con lai c6 thé mudn gap ba ay. Ma 1é
ra con phéi cho b6 me biét. C6 phai la b6 me da gitip dugc con khong
chir.”.

“Con khong can bo me gitp,” t6i néi. Ma ro rang la vay.

“B0 biét. Nhung bo me mudn... it ra... cling ung ho con.”.

“Da, vang,” toi li nhi.

Toi nghe thdy tiéng me thé - va téi dam ca cai iPod la ba dang rom rém
nuwdc mat.

“Con dén day bang cach nao?” bo t6i héi.

“Con di xe Greyhound,” t6i n6i, nghi dén 16i bai “America”, bai hat kinh
dién ctia nhém Simon & Garfunkel ké vé mot cap 1én xe Greyhound &
Pittsburgh, c6 cau toi rat thich, ma ldc nay cé vé lai hgp canh: To6i trong trai
va dau dén ma khong ro vi sao.

“Nay,” me toi noi, giong ba nghen ngao ding nhuw toi thay truede. “Con
thich ba dy? Hay la... khong?”.

Dbay r6i, t6i nghi. Me t6i chi nghi vé chuyén di nay nhu thé. Khong phai
toi can hiéu minh la ai va tir dau ra, ma ding hon ba can la ngudi citu téi
khoi mot mu dan ba ich ky. Loai dan ba dem cho con minh.

“Co dy tuyét lam,” t6i néi. Toi khong nhin dugc.

“U, thé thi... tdt qua,” me vira néi vira sut sit. “Me mirng khi nghe vay.”.

“Co that me mung khi nghe vay khong?” t6i hoi. “Hay gan nhw me mong
la co ay toi te?”.

“Kirby!” bo t6i qué. “Vay la khong cong bang dau.”.

“Con xin 16i,” t6i lai n6i, hoan thién cai nghé thuat néi xin 16i ma giong
tinh kho.

“Khi nao thi con vé?” me t6i hoi.
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T6i dap chua biét, c6 1€ doi ngay nita.

“Thit Tw nay con phai di hoc day,” me toi noi.

“Con biét.”.

“Thé t6i mai con vé nha ha?” b6 héi, va t6i thay hai long vi do6 la cau hoi
- chit khong phai ménh Iénh. Ho khong thé budc t6i vé va ho biét diéu do.

“Da,” t6i n6i. “Gio con phai di ro6i.”.

“Con di dau?” me toi hoi.

“Hom nay c6 ay ru con cung dén cho lam,” t6i néi. “Co ay la nha san
xuat phim truyén hinh c6 tiéng.”.

“Chuong trinh gi vay?” me toi hoi ngo vuc.

“Me khong biét dau,” t6i néi, chwong trinh ctia me t6i chi giéi han trong
may phim truyén hinh dai tap, phim hinh sy, va, that mia mai, truyén hinh
thue té nhe nhang dé chiu.

“B0 me néi chuyén vdi c6 ay duge khong?” bo hoi.

“Khong dugc,” t6i ndi. “Co dy dang tam.”.

“Khi nao thi co ay ra?”.

“Con khong biét nita,” t6i noi. “Ma, co6 dy, wm, ban lam. Thoi con di
day.”.

“Thoi dwogc, con yéu. Vui vé nhé,” bo t6i néi. “Can than. NhG canh giac
trong cai thanh pho 16n ay day.”.

“Da,” t0i dap, tw hoi vi sao minh lai cam thay chat hai 16i. “Vang a”.

5

“B0 me yéu con,” me tdi ndi, nhung t6i da cip mday, hinh dung cénh
twgng & nha, biét trwedc sé tiép tuc cé man khéc 16c, theo sau la nhitng 16i
cau nguyén thong thiét tai 16 mét budi sang. Cau cho t6i vé nha an toan.
Cho linh hon lac 16i cta t6i. Cho t6i quén phtit cdi ngwoi dan ba dang tam
dem cho toi di.
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Chuong 8

Marian

“Hoi sang con goi cho b6 me r6i,” Kirby noéi khi chiing t6i di tau dién dén
co quan toi. T6i dwa con bé dén d6 phan vi khong biét lam sao khac v&i con
bé, phan vi t6i khong thé nghi lam mot ngay.

“Con c6 cho bo me biét con dang & dau khong?” t6i héi khi tau phanh
kit, dirng lai tai nha ga & dwong 77 lam nhiéu tdm than nita x6 tdi trong khi
toi gilt khodnh dat bé teo ctia ching tdi bang cach kénh vai 1én ngang nhau,
chan bam chat xuéng san. Bau khong khi ddac quanh va am wét nhw van
ludn thé dudi long dat vao nhitng ngay mua, du la mua nao.

Kirby gat, d6i hoa tai den chum bang vang dung dwa theo dwong quai
ham. Con bé vuot téc ra sau bui thanh mot bui nho va trang diém, duong
chi ké mat hoi dam. Két hgp vdi chiéc 4o mwa den ma téi o nai né muwon,
thure ra thién ha c6 thé twéng no la sinh vién thye tap trong cong ty - thanh
that ma néi thi to6i hy vong moi ngudi nghi thé.

“R0i sao? B6 me con noéi sao?” t6i goi, thye tai hoan canh ching t6i c
vai gio lai chen vao, doi khi vai phut, tw lic con bé g6 ctra nha tdi. N6 la
con gai t6i. Chuyén ay sao van kho tin qua.

Kirby mat thang bang khi tau dién trong tranh lao tdi tredc va phai mat
may gidy thi d6i chan manh khanh, non nét ctia n6 méi tru vitng lai duoc.
“Bo6 con kha binh tinh, nhung me thi bu6n.”.

T6i hoi con bé tai sao, hy vong n6 cé lién quan téi chuyén con bé noi doi
ho, chi¢ khong lién quan gi dén t6i. Nhung qua cach né nhin t6i thi toi biét
minh cling c6 vai tro doi v6i phan (tng ctia me no.
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“Con nghi me con c¢6 hoi ghen ti véi co,” Kirby ndi, li€c qua t6i dé nhin
mot nguwdi dan ong trong binh thwong mot cach gia tao dang rao gidng vé
Jesus va an chay truong, khong theo thi tw cu thé nao.

“Chac phai thém mot diéu ran nita,” t6i néi dé danh lang khoi cau phat
biéu vé me no. “Céac nguoi khong dugce khién ngudi khac tir bd tin ngudng
trén tau dién, it nhat thi cling khong phai vao sang thit Hai mwa gid.”.

Kirby mim cudi, liéc nhin 6ng ta mé man trong khi 6ng ta chi dan cdn ké
chuyén uéng nuwéc ép man trong khi chd dgi sy Xuat hién lan thi¢ hai cia
Chta Jesus sap xay dén.

“Me con dau c6 ly do gi dé ghen ti,” t6i ndi, muén lam ro diéu do, vi
cam thdy kinh trong va biét on ngudi phu nit da nudi day nd, nhung ciing la
dé Kirby thay yén long.

Con bé co vé dam chiéu, trong khi giao si cua chung t6i ho to, “Moi
nguoi hdy néi doi onnnn Jesus nao!”.

Khéng ai lam theo nén 6ng ta rong lén mot tiéng “dodi on Jesus” that to
dap lai 1oi kéu goi hanh dong cta chinh minh.

“Con khong biét nita. Co 1&é khong phai ghen ti... Chac ‘thay bi de doa’
thi dang hon,” Kirby nai.

T6i thdy minh tham nhan mat dap, “Co6 nghi c6 1é do ba ay bi bat ngd
th6i. Co 1é néu con noi tredc véi me con thi chac sé khong c6 van dé gi...”.

Kirby lac dau, chinh lai tay vin c6t. “Khong dau. Kiéu gi me con ciing sé
buon. Con nghi me con xem viéc con dén day la mot hanh dong phéan boi.”.

“Nhung ba ay la me con,” t6i ndi. “Con c6 chi la... m6t ngwoi phu nit nao
do ¢ New York.”.

T6i chi nhan ra sy vO0 y trong cau néi cua minh khi thdy cai vé ton
thuwong thoang qua mat Kirby. T6i tham nhac lai cdu minh néi, nhan ra n6
nghe giong mot 10i ch6i bo hon céi y t6i dinh néi, d6 1a sy khiém ton va ton
trong danh cho me no.
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“Y ¢6 1a hién nhién khéng chi c6 vay,” t6i néi, cudng quyt rit 15i. “Co
mang thai con bon muoi tuan... a, ba mwoi chin. Con ra s6ém mot tuan. Cam
on con vi ¢t chi tot bung nho nho dy.” T6i mim cudi.

N6 mim cuwoi dap lai va bao thé thi dé chac la 1an dén sém dau tién va
duy nhat cda né.

May gidy sau ching t6i da dén tram dirng cia minh & duong 51. “Dén
noi roéi,” toi noéi roi dan con bé ra khéi tau dién, 1én cau thang, bang qua nha
ga dén dai 16 Lexington va lach di gitta dong xe ¢4, ngudi di lam, cing may
viing ndc mua loang 16 trén via hé va cho sang duwong. Khi qua dugce cai
ctra kinh xoay cua toa nha thi trong ching t6i da x6c xéch va wét nhep, du
da mang hai cai 6 choi golf mau den to twéng va lic nay dang gili nuwdc
mua roi dong lai cung lac. Téi c6 thd déu lai réi lau bau rang minh dang
thém ca phé chét duwoc va hédi n6 c6 mudn uong gi & Starbucks khong. “So
cO la néng nhé?”.

N6 nhin t6i lanh te. “Con mudi tam ch dau phai muoi.”.

“A, phai,” toi ddp va bat cuoi gwong gao ding lic thodng thdy Peter vira
xép hang chd ca phé vira kiém tra chiéc dién thoai BlackBerry. T6i bong
thdy hoi hop vi ly do gi chang rd khi budc t6i cho anh, Kirby tut lai dang
sau may buwdc. Khi anh liéc vé phia ching to6i, toi dwa tay vay nhe.

“Chao Nha Vo6 Dich,” anh néi, mim cwdi xa cach, cang khién toi lo tgn.
R6i anh quay ra chao Kirby. “Bi tim hiéu thuc t€ ¢ hang truyén hinh ha?”
anh hoi con bé.

N6 gat, trong lung tung.

Toi do 10i. “Phai, Kirby sé gitip mot tay. Phong kich ban bon em bao gio
cling can phu gitp chuit dinh.”.

“D1 nhién r6i,” anh néi, réi nd nu cwdi hop bao twoi qua mitc ma thinh
thodng khién anh bi nhitng ké dam chéng do6i bao 1a gia tao, tham chi vo
cam, vGi con bé. “Dé lam trong tai va dep yén tranh cdi a? Thé thi chiic
chau may man nhé.”.

https://thuviensach.vn



“Po la tranh luan lanh manh, dau phai tranh cai,” t6i no6i khi budc vao
cudi hang, mot vai khach hang ngai ngt kep gitta ching toi.

“Marian da cho chau biét quy dinh lan dau vao can phong thiéng ay
chuwa?” Peter ngoai lai hoi Kirby.

Con bé lac dau con t6i dap, “Khong phai quy dinh. La truyén thong.”.

“La quy dinh,” Peter noi.

“Quy dinh gi a?” Kirby hai.

“Bat cit ai lan dau bwdc chan vao phong kich ban ciing phai biéu dién,”
anh noi, nhuwéng mat. “Khong thi dirng hong duwgc ra. SEé c6 ngudi canh

»

ctra.”.

N6 tirc thi lo lang, r6i trong nhu sap non - hay bo chay. “Biéu dién thé
nao a?”.

Du cdm thady muén che ché con bé nhung toi biét 1a gan nhw khéng thé
d& cho no khéi cai 1é bat di bat dich do chinh minh dit ra, t6i néi, “O, céi gi
con thay hitng la dugc. Con cé thé choi chit. N6i 1ai. Tung hitng. Ké tén tha
do cac quoc gia. The 1udi 1én chép miii. Co6 bién kich da biéu dién tw thé
yoga gandabherundasana - tréng rat ky va kha tho, vi 6ng ta phai cdi tran
con doc quan sip dui dé dé ctr dong toi da... Gi cling dugc mién la cé... Bon
c6 con ép ca CEO ciing phai biéu dién khi 6ng ay dam bwdéc vao lanh dia
bon c6 nita kia.”.

Peter lam tiéng ga kéu cuc cuc. “Chu chang chuan bi trwdc gi ca. Tu hoi
choi bong bau duc ¢ dai hoc dén gio chi chwa hé bi an hiép.”.

“P6é dau phai an hiép,” t6i khang khang. “Chi la... chao san ti th6i ma.”.

“Chu lam gi?” Kirby héi. Nhin mat né t6i c6 thé thay la n6 dang rap néi
cac thong tin lai vGi nhau. Peter la CEO. Lanh dao cao nhat. Sép cua toi.

“Chu hat bai gidi tw,” anh noi, “theo diéu “Yankee Doodle Dandy’.”.

Kirby mim cwdi. Hai nguwdi phu nit xép hang truedc mat toi cling cudi, cd
thé da nhan ra anh.
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“Nén trong vong nam phut tG@i chau phai nghi ra thit gi di. Khong phai
chi muon gay ap luc hay gi dau,” Peter noi.

R06i, khi nghe nhan vién pha ca phé goi tén, anh bén quay lai, cam lay cai
ly trén quay, tay kia xach va li 1én, va chiic ching t6i c6 mot ly ngon lanh.

“Anh cling thé,” t6i ndi, nhw thé bon t6i chi la hai dong nghiép bong lon
trong lic xép hang chd ca phé budi sang.

“Con khong biét phai lam gi ca,” Kirby néi lic & trong thang may di 1én,
tay cam nwdc cam va banh mi vong, trong c6 vé lo lang. Lic n6 nhét cd hai
th vao cai tii xach, toi dé y thay quai trén vai da son. C6 1€ toi sé mua cho
né mot cadi mGi ming t6t nghiép trung hoc - c6 thé 1a mot cai tii xach
Chanel kiéu c6 dién - du c6 1& me né khong thich y d6. C6 thé mot cai tai
Coach thi dwgc. Dwong nhw t6i da di qua xa trong chuyén sam stta 4o quan
cho no.

“O truong con thich mon gi?” tdi héi, cd nghi ra y twéng nao doé.

N6 nhin t6i khong chit biéu cam.

“Um. Con biét huyt sdo khong?”.

Con bé lac dau.

“Con c0 hat dang diéu dugc khong?”.

No6 gat dau khiém ton, nén t6i hiéu vay la n6 cé giong hay. T6i nghi dén
Conrad, tim dap nhanh khi nhd lai.

“Vay thi hat gi di,” t6i n6i. “Ngam nga vai dong quoc ca hay bai nao con
va thich xem. Gi cling dugc. Ct tin c0, thyc ra cling khong c6 gi ghé gém
lam dau - dirng cang thang.”.

Con bé gat. Luc ching toi buwdc ra khéi thang may réi di thang hanh
lang, nhon nhip sinh hoat sang thit Hai, né cit tron xoe mat nhin quanh. T&i
van phong nho cua téi & goc, toi bao Kirby ngoi xudng cai ghé da doi dién
ban minh trong lic t6i danh vai phuat dé sap xép, khéi dong may tinh, xem
vai tin nhan caa trg ly, réi kiém tra thu thoai va email.

“Mbt ngdy dai day,” t6i néi, véi minh hon 1 véi né.
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N6 gat dau vé nghiém tdc. “Co ct bdo néu can con gitp gi. Con ranh sap
x€ép gidy t0 va may viéc linh tinh khac,” con bé néi.

T6i nhin né, ban khoan khéng biét né c6 hoai bao that sy nao khéng, va
liéu t6i c6 thé lam gi dé gitp né di ding hwéng. Hay it nhat la cho n6 vao
dai hoc dé lam dugc viéc gi hon la sap xép gidy to. “Pugc, lic nay bon co
dang chuan bi cho céng doan tién san xudt va dy toan kinh phi,” t6i ndi.
“Nam ngoai phim cua bon c6 dwgc phat vao thit Nam, nhung bon c6 van
con phdi xem xem minh dwong dau véi ai nita.”.

“Vay la van chuwa quay hay lam gi ca?” né héi, trong that vong.

To6i lac dau. “Chua. Bon c6 chi thido luan céc tinh tiét, viét dé cwong va
kich ban phac thao dé bén xwdng phim va hang nhan xét. R6i con nhitng la
chon dién vién khach mai, diéu hanh dan dién vién va doan lam phim, phé
duyét ké hoach chi tiét cho cac canh quay mdi, lam viéc véi cac bo phan
anh sang va quay phim, lam toc va hoa trang, nhan vién hau dai va dién, ca
am thanh nita. Con phdi theo ddi xem chuong trinh sé dugc quang ba ra

»

sao.”.

“Cha,” n6 noi. “Nhiéu viéc qua.”.

“Phai. Con néi vay ciing ding,” téi ndi, v@ 1ay vai cay but chi vang got
nhon hoat, cudn s6 gdy 10 xo, va cai iPad trén ban. “Nhung khi xem chwong
trinh cia minh dwgc phat séng thi cling dang... San sang chwa?”.

N6 gat. Toi bén dirng 1én dan con bé di xu6i hanh lang dén phong hop
dai, hep khong cé cira s6 goi la phong kich ban, hay doi khi con goi la
phong tra tdn. Bén trong nhom nong c6t cta ching t6i gom sau bién kich
dang ngoi (thang tGi sé con nhiéu ngwdi nita tham gia khi ching t6i bat dau
khai quay cac tap phim). Ho dang béng dua vé may ngay nghi cudi tuan
vlra qua, may chua dé trén bao, nhitng y twdng kha di cho cot truyén. Ching
toi da nop dé cwong khai quat cho ba tap dau, t6i cling da phan cong nguai
phu trach kich ban cho hai tap dau nén ching t6i chi can tiép tuc céng viéc
tuan triedc, nghi thém nhiéu tinh tiét nita va x ly nhiéu phan canh khac
nhau cho nhan vat.
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“Chao moi nguoi! Xin 16i toi dén tré,” t6i ndi khi nira phong im ang va
quan sat nhanh Kirby, s6 con lai van tiép tuc huyén thuyén véi thai do
suong sa, cham choc.

“Nao, moi nguwoi oi. Pay la Kirby,” t6i noi khi con bé ditng ngay ra &
ctra. “Co bé tir St. Louis dén day va hdm nay sé gitp t6i mot tay.”.

To6i li€c quanh phong, hy vong nhitng ngudi d6 quén mat cai quy dinh
cta ho, nhung tic thi Kate McQuillan, chan w6t chan rao tw truong dién
anh ra va chwa c6 kinh nghiém gi vé truyén hinh, hinh nhu cling khong san
kinh nghiém lac vong, cai man c6 ta da chon biéu dién, gang hoi, “Co bé sé
biéu dién gi day?”.

“T6i nghi hom nay minh tam hodn chuyén d6 da,” t6i vira néi vira liéc
nhin Kirby, mat tai mét va chét diéng.

“Nay, khong dugc dau,” Alexandre José noi, cau ta la cdy hai kiéu dan
ong. Alexandre khéi nghiép tir kich &ng tac, dén vdi truyén hinh sau mot
thoi gian dai lam trong nhom Boom Chicago ¢ Amsterdam, va du cau ta co
thoi gian lam viéc it hon may cay but khac, t6i xem cau ta la phu lai trong
chwong trinh. T6i con c6 thé tréng cdy vao cau ta dé han gan nhitng cai t6i
bi ton thwong va giit cho bau khong khi nhe nhang trong cac cudc tranh
luan thinh thodng no ra, nhitng nét tiéu biéu vo gia trong bat ky phong kich
ban nao. Cau ta nhin cham cham Kirby, roi néi véi t6i, “Ddi nao t6i chap
nhan nhdy riverdance ma ké khac chang phai lam gi. Xem c6 bé cé gi
nao.”.

Kirby liéc qua t6i, to6i bat lwc gio hai tay 1én dau hang, biét minh sé
khong thé nao lay chuyén dugc Alexandre. Xin 16i, nhoc. Dén gid dién roi.

Sau ba mwoi gidy kho s@, Kirby buéc vai budc ngan vao phong roi néi,
“Um. Em s& hat.”.

“Duyét! Ca si nay!” Emily Grace Fuller, c6 bién kich tré nguwdi mién
Nam, méi vao nghé néi. Nhin bé ngoai khong ai nghi c6 ta lam viéc nhw
trau, khong co6 gi la yéu 6t ca, va da nghi ra mot so 10i thoai thng minh
hon cd cho bé phim. C6 ta lam rat t6t trong viéc xay dwng nhan vat Elsa
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ngdy tho tir Mississippi don dén song & Philadelphia cung ngudi yéu, mot
sinh viéen luat tai Temple.

“Lau roi ta m6i c6 dugec mot nguwoi thé nay,” Emily Grace néi, li€c sang
mot bién kich m@i vao nghé khac da hat sai nhac mét ban nhac hiéu trong
bd phim Brady Bunch lan dau vao phong.

T6i ngoi vao cho thuwong 1€ & dau ban trong khi Kirby ngap ngirng nhich
thém vai budc, t6i mép dau ban bén kia, r6i hang giong va cat tiéng hat mot
bai rap khong thé twdng twgng nodi, vira hat vira dung ca hai tay go trong
trén ban rat diéu luyén. Con bé hat rat nho nhung kha hay, nhip thi ding
dén kinh ngac, hai tay go cac nhip riéng ré. I said a hip hop a hippie to the
hippie to the hip hip hop, a you don’t stop a rock it to the bang bang boogie
say up jumped the boogie to the rhythm of the boogie...

Khi trong phong ai ndy déu dang thich mé, con bé tiép tuc hat thém may
cau nita, khong trat mot nhip hay am tiét nao, go tréng nhanh va cau ky hon
cho dén hét bai roi khé cti chao. P4 la man trinh dién mdc mac nhat da lau
roi t6i mdi duwgc xem, nhung la man hay nhat. T6i cuwdi nhe nhom va hai
long khi Jeanelle Chambers, mot bién kich nang dong song & hat Queens,
md& dau mot trang phdo tay va thét 1én, “Troi dat. Hay qua, co bé da trang.”.

“Cam on chi,” Kirby li nhi, van ditng nhung gio cti gam.

“Sugarhill Gang chac phai ra doi trwéc em hai chuc nam ay nhi?”
Alexandre héi. “Ngay ca cai ban ma nhém Def Squad biéu dién chac ciing
o tu trudce khi em chao doi?”.

“Rappers Delight 1a mot bai kinh dién ma,” Kirby nhin ngén chan ma
no6i. “Ca khuc hip hop dau tién.”.

Alexandre gat v6i vé an twgng va tdo mo. “Chinh xac”.

To6i thiy lang lang tw hao, tw hoi khong biét cha me that thi sé cam thay
thé nao khi con minh vugt qua mot trd ngai hay dat dugce cai gi do 16n lao,
chi vao céi ghé trong bén canh. N6 di t6i va ngoi xudng, khong nhin toi,
cling khéng mim cuoi, va téi dé y thay tay n6 dang run, hoi thd khong déu.
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N6 méi chi la mot diva tré, t6i nghi. Bang tudi minh khi c6 mang né.
Trong gidy lat, tdi bi dit mach suy nghi, Conrad lai hién ra. T6i lai c6 gat
cau ta khoi tam tri.

“Thoi nao,” t6i néi, lam mat cang thang chi vé tdim bang trang kin ca mot
so d6 cac y twong, nhan vat va tinh tiét. “Ta chi c6 hai gio' cho cudc hop vé
ghi chi nay thoi - nén hay lam cho hiéu qua. Ta sé bat dau tir Damien va
Carrie. A xin 16i. Roger va Evvie chit,” t6i néi, chuyén sang tén nhan vat.
“Cuoi tap dau - Roger cudi cung ciing thd thyc long minh véi Evvie.”.

“Nghe no6i ngoai doi anh ta cling lam thé,” Jeanelle néi, bién kich duy
nhat trong nhém c6 mai lién hé vdi dién vién. C6 ta nhap mot ngum ca pheé,
nhin qua miéng tach cho phan tng.

“Khong gion chi?” Alexandre noi, dung but 1ong do ngoay “Roger +
Evvie” that to trén bang. “Toi twong Damien dang lang nhang vdi
Angela?”.

“Pa ting,” Jeanelle néi. “Gid thi thoi roi.”.

Toi liéc qua Kirby, con bé dang tron xoe mat, thich thu tirng gidy, va vi
né ma cho phép phong thodi mai tan doc it phit, nhét la chuyén Angela sé
gian dién thé nao néu phat hién ra.

“Ké cho moi nguwoi biét cau con nghe dwgc gi nita di,” Emily Glace noéi
v06i Jeanelle, cuoi to.

“A, phai roi. T6 nghe anh ta dwgc chia nhiéu ctia h6i mén 1&m.”.

Alexandre lac dau roi gia giong dan gay. “Biét sao khong? Chuyén nay
lam t6i kh6 chiu qua,” ciu ta noi, cwdi toe véi dam nhan vién da phan la
nit. “T6i nghi toi sé kién nha quan ly sadn xuat va hang truyén hinh vi
khuyén khich mot méi trwong kho chiu nhw vay.”.

“Chuyén dé lam t6i byc day nhé,” Benjie Carr noi, thém mot anh chang
mi chinh canh ntta trong phong, tinh c0 lai la gay that. Di nhién anh ta dua,
vi chang c6 gi lam Benjie birc dugc ca. Roi anh ta tré hdp banh trén ban ma
néi véi Alexandre, “Thay mdy cai banh dday khong? Ping dé gan toi day
nhé. Toi dang an kiéng do.”.
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“Pugc 16i, duge roi!” toi noi, liéc nhin dong ho deo tay. “Bat dau thoi.
Tat dién thoai. Khong lwét séng nita. Nao! Néi y twdng di moi nguoi oi!”.

Alexandre ti€ép tuc cong viéc toc ky khi moi nguwoi bat dau dong nao.
Kirby lia mat quanh phong, ghi nhan moi thit. Phan nhiéu la bat dong nho
nhdt ma khong phai tranh luan gi 16n vé nhan vat Max, sinh vién tot nghiép
Pennsylvania lam 1i hay la ca quan rwgu, uéng Jameson, ché bai nhitng bai
hat ty chon trong may cua thién ha, va thuwong 1én madt day doi trong khi lai
lam mot viéc tho thién la tan tinh nhan vat ni tit Mississippi cua ching toi.

“Han chiém nhiéu thoi lwgng phim qua. R6 la mot ga Wesley ma,”
Jeanelle nodi, am chi hién twong duoc dat tén theo nhan vat Wesley Crusher
bi thién ha ghét trong Star Trek: thé hé m@gi. Noi cach khac, nguwdi ham mo
ghét anh ta - con chuing t6i, nguwoi viét, lai khong nhan ra la ho ghét anh ta.
Thuc ra, ho ghét anh ta chinh vi sy that dé hiéu la ching t6i dang c6 lam
cho ho thich nhan vat. Nhoi nhét bat ho thudng thitc. Qua nhién, co ta noi,
“Han ta that khé chiu va nhat nhéo - chuyén han c vo nguc ty xung la
thong minh vd&i cha thu vi... that kho chiu va nhat nhéo.”.

“T¢ hoan toan phan do6i,” Emily Grace noi.

“Um. Cau phan ddi c6 phai vi cau tao ra hin ta khong ddy?” Jeanelle
héi. “Hay viét kich ban ma trong d6 han chang chiu ngdm miéng khoe
khoang minh ctr thé nao?”.

Alexandre phat ra tiéng xéo xeo, sO ban, roi rut ngon tay lai. “Chét that.
Boéng r6i.”.

T6i cwoi roi noi, “Toi nghi anh ta thud vi ddy chit. Va duogc ta rat hay.”.

“Cam on,” Emily Grace nhoén cudi véi toi vé ton thuong.

“Dau vay, ga nay van chi la cong cuy,” Alexandre noéi, ngody mot cay
sung treong 16n. “Xw han di. Toi dang tinh m6t vu bép c6 cé dong co
chung tdc. Hay c6 1é mot vu ty sat dé ta loai cai ga luat sw gian xdo ti tién
nay di luén thé.”. “Hay it nhat ta cling c6 thé cho han lén xe buyt,” Jeanelle
dung mot cach dién dat khac, thwong dung dé tam thoi x6a s6 mdt nhan vat
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ma c6 thé lic khac ching t6i sé mudn tai hién. “Hay mot chiéc Greyhound
chang biét la di dau?”.

Kirby va t6i liéc nhin nhau ra chiéu hiéu y r6i con bé nhwéng may va
nhap nuwdc cam bang 6ng hit khé soat mot tiéng.

Hay han ta c6 thé 1én mot chiéc Greyhound di tim me dé dé r6i phat hién
ra la ba ta chwa hé cho b6 dé han biét sy that vé han. Phai, chuyén do6 dugc
day.
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Chuong 9

Kirby

“Con hoc hat... rap nhu vay ¢ dau thé? Choi trong nita? Tuyét lam,” t6i do
Marian hoi t6i khi cad hai ng6i trong van phong ba an d6 Tau. Hom ay ding
la dién 16 - t6i khong biét thién ha lam viéc cat Iiyc hay vé tré dén vay - va
day méi thue sy la dip dau tién ching toi c6 thé tro chuyén riéng vGi nhau.

“Cam on c0,” toi ndi. Roi toi ké chuyén thay day nhac thoi tiéu hoc béo
toi rang trong va keén Phap la hai nhac cu khé choi nhat, con b6 toi thi néi
g0 1én ban d& t6n kém hon mua kén nén t6i lam theo.

Marian day dia com chién tom ma ba chi méi dong diia qua mot bén (toi
da bat dau dé y thdy ring thi gi ba ciing chi nhdm mot ti) r6i néi, “U, con
gidi qua. An twong that day.”.

T6i cdm on ba lan ntta, r6i nhin cham cham ba hoi 1au va néi, “Chac mai
con ve.”.

“A. Phai. bung roi,” Marian néi, 1am bd that vong. “Chéc 1a con khong &
lai 1au hon dwoc?”.

“Con nghi la dugc,” to6i noi, mong ba muon t6i & lai hay it ra cling noi
chuyén thuc sy. “Thi Tw con phai di hoc, nhung con nghi cling dugc... Co
ma, chac con phai vé.”.

Ba gat, n6i ba hiéu, nhwgng bo dé dang. Tim t6i that lai, nhwng tham nhu
dirng mém yéu thé, roi khé nhun vai.

Ba lai tiép, vé bén chon. “Du sao thi tuan nay cting kha ban biu. Mai
nhom c¢6 phai trd lai phong kich ban - r6i c6 con cd 16 cudc hop véi bén
truyén thong va tai chinh, lai con phéng van cac giam déc hinh anh méi...
C0 khong mudn thdy con buon chan. Nao, ké co6 nghe thém vé trong di?”.
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T6i nhin ba mdt céi roi lac dau, trd 10i la cling chang cé gi nhiéu ma ké.
Y t6i 14 that ng6 ngan khi ké chuyén choi tréng trong khi ba con chwa hé da
dong tGi bd dé cua t6i. Toi khong biét co phdi ba dang ¢6 che gidu t6i, hay
chi la ba khong mudn nhac t6i 6ng. Nhung sau gan bon muoi tdm gio thi rd
la ba khong dinh ty minh noi ra.

Nén cling t6i hém ay, khi ching t6i da vé lai can ho, ba bat dau ngap va
nhac chuyén di ngu, téi ty nha chi con lic nay dé hoi ma thoi. Tim téi danh
trong trong tai khi t6i nghe minh ndi, “Gid co6 ké cho con nghe vé b6 con
duwoc khong?”.

Ba nhin t6i, ling ting, roi ngac nhién, nhu thé ba chwa tirng nghi t6i sé
héi mét cau nhw vay, réi hit mot hoi that sau, mat trong lanh lung va cang
thang dén mitc t6i tin chac mot chuyén dai sap bat dau. Thay vi vay, ba chi
néi, “Ong ay tén 1a Conrad. Conrad Knight.”.

“Night?” toi hoi. “Nhu trong tw Pém a?”.

“Nhu trong tw Hiép si Ban tron.”.

Trong phut choc, t6i ngan ngo mo twdng tdi hinh anh Hiép si Ban tron
day 1ang man, cho dén khi chgt thdy ba nhiu may va ngay tirc thi lai thay lo
vé tdt ca nhitng gi bdy lau nay t6i van lo s¢. Rang c6 mot cau chuyén ma t6i
khong muén nghe, mot trong nhitng kich ban tdi da tinh co nghe bd me t6i
trao doi: cwdng hiép, tu t6i, ma tdy. Hay chi la chuyén ma t6i luén gia dinh,
mot y niém dén gio phiut nay mdi lam t6i cha y: gan giii mot dém khong
tinh yéu, mot chuyén khong hé c6 y nghia gi vGi ca hai. T6i mudn néi xem
ra da kha ro t6i la mot dita con ngoai y muon, nhung it ra néu la mot dira
con ngoai y mudn bat nguoén tir nhitng cdm xtc chan that trai vGi sy thém
khat nhw kiéu Belinda thi ciing duoc.

“C0 quen chu ay thé nao?” toi hoi, tim bat dau dap ron.

“Co0 va chu ay hoc chung trueong,” ba noi. R6i ba ké ba quen dng tir hoi
16p bon nhwng mai dén mua hé sau khi ho t6t nghiép thi ba méi thye sy biét
ong. “Co bang dung tudi con,” ba néi. “Ca hai. Co va chu tinh co gap nhau
tai bira tiéc...”.
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Marian hit mot hoi dai. T6i con nhan ra tir vé mat vo hon caa ba la dau
6c ba dang nghi rat lung, nén t6i quyét tam chd ba néi. Nhung, thém may
gidy im lang tr6i qua thi t6i da khong con quyét tam dgi nita ma tung thém
mot cau hoi. “Vay... chi dy thé nao?”.

Ba hit m6t hoi dai, r6i néi ti€p, can than can nhac tirng chir. “Chu ay
thong minh. Kiéu loc 16i - du c6 thé hoc gidi néu chiu dé tam.”.

Toi gat, 1an dau tién trong doi cam thay c6 moi lién hé vGi bo dé.

Ba noi tiép, dam chim trong suy nghi. “Chu dy khong han 1a kiéu nguoi
noi loan, nhung thich gi la lam. Cha dy khong can biét ngwoi khac nghi gi,
d6 khong chi 1a ra vanh ra vé. Thyc tinh chu dy khong quan tdm. Chuyén
nay thi c6 khong dong cam dugc, nhung troi, c6 rat ngudng mo. Bon cb
déu cam thay vay.”.

“Chu ay la kiéu nguoi co doc a?” toi hai.

“U. Gan nhu vay. It ra 1a & truong. Chud y khong giao lwu gi nhiéu véi
moi nguwdi. Nhung chi dy cé ban bé & ngoai treong - trong ban nhac. Nén
c6 khong thé noi 1a chi dy hoan toan c6 doc... Chi la... doc 1ap hon théi.”.

“Chu ay choi trong ban nhac sao?” t6i n6i, mirng ron khi biét diéu nay
nhung cling nhe cd nguwoi vi ong khong phéi dan thé thao dau to 6c qua
nho. Khong hiéu sao, mot cau tha béng da chi nham nham ngu vdi gai lai
c6 vé gm ghiéc hon 1a mot nhac si twong tu.

“Phai,” ba néi. “Chu ay la mdt nhac si c6 tai. Chu ay biét choi guitar,
piano va mot chit saxophone. Giong chu hay lam. Nhw giong con vay.”.

To6i khong nhin dwge ma hoi mim cuwdi véi ba. “Chu ay trong ra sao?” toi
héi ba.

Ba dap ngay. “Dep trai ngoi ngoi. Toc den. Mat dep. Con cé cap mat cia
chu ay.”.

“That sao?” toi noi, tim dap manh hon nira.

“U. Ciing mau xam xanh &y, ciing cai vién sdm hon. Hinh dang va kich
cd cling giong nhau.” Ba nhin ngay khodng tuwong sau luwng té6i nhw dang co
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nh¢ thém chi tiét.

“Co c6 gilr tam hinh nao ctia cha ay khong?” t6i n6i, cam thay ngay ngat.

“Co c6 mot tdm,” ba noéi, roi ditng 1én va bao sé quay lai ngay. It phait
sau, ba quay lai, tay cam mdt phong bi trang da 6 vang. Bén trong c6 mot
t0 gidy trong so tay gap lam ba, day chit viét 1o0n xon. Khi ba m& to gidy ra,
t0i rwdén co6 cd doc 1é6m dam ba tr, t0 mo khung khiép. Ba doc tham qua
may dong, r6i gap lai, bd vao phong bi r6i méi rit tdm hinh ra. Ba nhin ky
bitc hinh, can moi dwéi va thd gap. Cubi cung ba dwa t6i. “Chu ay day,” ba
néi, toi cam thay héi hop sao thi ba trong cling y nhu vay, “va c6”.

T6i nhin xudng birc hinh bo me dé, cdm thay sitng so, du khong rd vi
sao. D6 la hinh chup can céanh, 1éch tam, thdy ong nhiéu hon ba - kiéu ta
gio may anh ra dé chup. Ho nam ngtra trén mot tdm chdn, ca hai déu nheo
mat nhu thé nang chéi qua. T6i khong thay bau trdi nhuwng hinh dung né c6
mau xanh tham va khong mot gon may, gan nhuw con thay dwgc bau troi in
béng trong mat ho - hay it ra l1a mat bo t6i. Ho 4p ma vao nhau, ma ba tng
hong. Canh tay 6ng 6m quanh ba, may ngon tay lua trong mot lon téc dai,
6ng a dudi anh nang cua ba. Bitc hinh khong nét, c6 mot cai bong do trén
madt ong, nhung t6i van thay rat ro 6ng la ngwdi mo mong theo kiéu vira
nhw ca si vira nhw nhac si. Téc den, nwdc da sdng, moéi mong, mi mat to,
cong, khép ho, giéng y mi mat t6i, nhw ba da bao. Du trong hinh tréng 6ng
that vo tw, nhwng trong 4nh mat va trén nét mat 6ng c6 mot vé manh liét,
cai gi d6 mach béo t6i rang 6ng cam nhan moi sy sau sac, yéu ciing hét
minh. Ciing c6 thé la do t6i mudn thdy nhuw vay. C6 thé la t6i mudn tin &
minh cling cé diéu 4y, cai diéu ma cho dén nay t6i chwa thyc sy thdy &
Marian. T6i dinh tra bitc hinh lai, nhung khong roi mat di duwgc, hy vong ba
sé cho toi.

“Hai ngwoi cé yéu nhau khong?” téi hoi, cam thay cac co déu cang hét
1én, mudn ba dap co, du téi khong hinh dung dwoc vi sao minh lai thay diéu
nay quan trong nhu vay, va gio thi no tao ra khac biét gi that su.

Ba ngap nging, roi noi, “Co cling khong biét nita. Thay ct nhu ca triéu
nam roi... Bé lai la mét mua he ky la, Kirby a. Mot giai doan that sy ky la,
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phtc tap.”.

“Vi sao? Cai gi khién né ky la?” t6i gang héi, nghi dén chuyén Belinda
thwong cho mot tinh huéng lang man ngé ngan la “phic tap”. N6 va mot
thang ngd nao do6 cap vdi nhau, roi théi nhau. Ching hen ho véi dita khac.
Chung chia tay. Ching chi choi cho d& buon. Phai chang day 1a kiéu tao lao
ma Marian gan cho cai mac phtrc tap - hay la thi gi c6 y nghia hon?

“M0di quan hé ctia c6 chu xdy ra bat ngd qua,” ba néi khi tdi chi tdm vao
cum t* “moi quan hé”. “Rat bat ngd. Kiéu nhw co6 khong biét gi vé cha ay
ca, thé roi bong dung chu trd thanh ca thé gidi caa co...”.

T6i can nhac cau hoi tiép theo, cam thay moi cau déu hé trong, nhw thé
c6 mot gidi han, va t6i sé hét gig. Cai toi thyc sy mudn la toan bo cau
chuyén, chuyén dai vé viéc quyét dinh cé t0i - roi cho t6i di. Nén cudi cung
toi budt miéng, “Cha ay muon c6 sinh con? Hay pha thai?”.

Ba do du, hit vai hoi dai r6i cudi cung nhin vao mat t6i. R6i ba cam lay
hai ban tay t6i va goi tén t6i nhw thé san sang tu thii. R6i ba thu nhan.

“C0 chwa bao gio noi cho chu ay biét,” ba noi.

To6i biét chi c6 mot cach gidi thich cau tra 16i ctia ba, nhwng o tim mot
16i gidi thich khac khi nhin lan nita chang trai va co6 gai trong hinh. “Co
chwa bao gid cho chu ay biét 1a co c6 con sao?”.

Ba liéc nhin t6i, r6i lac dau, hai ma wng hong nhw trong hinh nhung r6
rang do mot cam xuc khac.

“Thé... chu ay cé biét du chi la chuyén c6 c6 thai khong?” t6i hoi, moi
chi tiét bat dau két noi lai véi nhau.

Ba lai lac dau, 1an nay khong dam nhin vao mat t6i.

“Tai sao? Chu dy... bé di a?” t6i héi, hinh dung 6ng that hita véi ba, chia
tay ba trong mét birc thw Jane yéu dau ma c6 1é ba van dang giit, tron biét
khoi thanh phé r6i bat tam tw ddy.

Nhung ba lai lac dau, giong chi vira da nghe khi n6i, “Khong. Co bo di.”.

“Cd bé chu ay?”, t6i hoi.
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Ba gat roi noi, “Phai. Khi ¢6 biét minh c6 mang con. Co chia tay vdi chi
ay.”.

“Vay la... chu dy khong biét gi vé con ca sao?” t6i hoi, van con nghi rang
rat c6 thé nhiéu nam sau ba da cho ong biét. Rang gio day ong da biét sw
that la ong co mot dira con dau do ngoai kia. Co 1é ong con mong ngong
dwgc gdp t6i. Co 1é trong bon muoi tdm gio qua ba da lién lac va bao tin
cho ong.

Nhung ba lac dau. “Khong ai biét c6 sinh con cd,” ba néi. “Tham chi
khong ai biét co6 c6 mang - trit me cd.”.

T6i c6 hiéu mot bi mat tdm c& nay, lam sao ba lai cé thé gidu trét lot mot
viéc nhr vay. “Con cha c6? Hay ditra ban than nhat?” t6i néi, nghi dén
Belinda, né sé la nguwoi dau tién t6i goi néu mot chuyén nhuw vay xdy ra voi
toi. Du t6i con khong thé hinh dung noi chuyén ay béi kinh nghiém dung
cham thé xac cua t6i chi gidi han trong ba cai hon vé van, thdy déu trong
ltc say, l6ng ngéng, dé quén.

Ba lai lac dau. “Chi minh me c6 thoi.”.

“Thé lam sao ma c6 gidu dugc chuyén do6 vGi moi nguwdi?” toi hai.

“Co hoan dai hoc lai mot nam. N6i vGi ngudi trong ban tuyén sinh cta
treong Michigan 1a c6 c6 van dé ve sitc khoe. Noi véi moi ngudi khac 1a c6
qua mét vi trung hoc va can thoi gian dé suy nghi. Bo c6 thi twéng c6 dang
viét kich ban. Ong biét c6 4m anh chuyén viét lach thé nao nén... dng tin
c0. Va vay la... co di xa mot thoi gian...”.

“Co di dau?”.

“Pén can nha bén ho cta gia dinh c6 & Wisconsin. Me ¢0 di di vé vé. Ba
dua co di kham va t6i t6 chitc con nuoi. Con lai thi c6 tron biét cho dén lic
sinh em bé. Sinh con.”.

T6i khong noi nén 161, bi cuén hiit theo cau chuyén ciling 1a mot phan cua
doi téi giong nhw cai cau chuyén bé me da ké t6i nghe ca tram lan. “Va réi
c6 di Chicago dé sinh con?”.
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Ba gat. “Phdi. C6 dau dé ngay ba muwoi mot thang Ba - su6t mot ngay
mot dém. Rdi c6 sinh con ra vao ngdy mung mdt thang Tuw. A, chuyén d6
thi con biét r6i.” Ba hoi guong cuwdi. “Roi co & bén con sudt ba ngay. Ba
ngay kho khan, bu6n ba nhat doi co.”.

“C0 va con c6... gan bo khong?” t6i héi, mat cay cay, bung non nao.

“Q, Kirby. Trdi oi, c6 chi¥,” ba néi. “Co da danh tirng phiit - titng giay -
dé ¢ bén con.”.

Toi hoi ba co dat tén cho toi khong. Ba co goi toi la gi do trong ba ngay
ay khong?

Ba gat roi thi tham la c6. Katherine, bat dau bang chit K.

“Po 1a tén dém cua con,” toi noi. “Theo tén di con.”.

“Cha. Ky la qua phai khong?”.

T6i nhin vai. “D6 la mot cai tén kha thong dung ma. Co ké tiép di.”.

Ba ngap ngting, r6i noi, “Vay la co dat tén cho con, du nhan vién xa hoi
bao khong nén. R6i ¢6 cho con bu du ho néi thyc ra lam vay rat dd, rang no
chi cang khién phut chia tay kho khan hon thoi. Nhwng c¢6 mudn... co da
sinh ra con. C6 ltic y ta c6 bé con di dé c6 chgp mat doi chit nhung co
khong chiu. C6 biét tdi ltic nao do6 c6 sé phai trao con di - c6 khong thé lam
diéu dé tdi hai lan.”.

Ba hit khé vai hoi va néi tiép, “Roi cling dén lic d6. Nguoi dan ba & to
chitc con nudi t6i phong c6 nam cung mot y ta va hai ngwdi bén Van phong
Dich vu H6 trg. Trong phong c6 c6 bon nam ngudi, ai ndy déu trinh trong,
nghi thitc, lo lam ho6 so va giai thich. Ho dwa ¢6 gidy t0, c6 cd mot tai liéu
goi la ‘Ung thuan cho con nudi sau cung va khong thé hiy bo’. Me c6 bé
con ngoi trén ghé bap bénh ¢ mot géc phong trong khi c6 doc va nghe roi
ky.”.

To6i thdy nwéc mat sap dang 1én, ding lic ba hoéi téi cé 6n khong. Toi
gat. Ba nhin dam dam vao mat t6i nén t6i nhin lai, cho dgi.
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“Ca buoi sang con ctt quay khoc mai khong thoi, nhwng lai nin khi tat ca
bon ho c6 mat déng du trong phong,” ba noi. “Nhu thé con biét diéu gi do
that trong dai sap xdy dén nén mudn chi y vay. Con c6 cai tinh d6. Cai vé
thong minh, lanh lgi dy trén mat - kiéu nhin thang vao mat moi nguwdi nhw
vay. Vao mat c0.” Ba nu6t nghen. “Thé roi c6 dé nghi dugc & lai mot minh
v6i con mot 1at. Co bdo ca me co dira.”.

“C0 c0... suyt doi y khong?” t6i hoi, tham hy vong, mudn tin rang cho t6i
di 1a diéu chang dé dang vdi ba.

“0, c6 chit.” ba néi day thuyét phuc. “Nhiéu, rat nhiéu lan trong bay
muoi hai gio' d6. Di nhién la c6 chi. Nhin xuéng gwong mat con - doi mat
to, m& 16n duong nhuw khong bao gio chép dy va cdp 16ng may bé xiu, lwa
thuwra, that dep, ca cap moi cong cong ay nita - ai ma khong mudn giit con
lai mai mai chit... Nhung c6 tin chac do 1a diéu tot nhat cho con. Cé6 mdt ba
me va 6ng bo da két hon va hoan toan san sang dé nhan con, cham séc con,
cho con mot gia dinh.”.

“Vay Conrad thi sa0?” t6i hoi, cdm xtc tir cau chuyén ba ké nhwdng cho
cho no6i phan nd. “Co c6 nghi dén chuyén cho chu ay biét khong? Biét dau
co chu da cé thé cung nhau giai quyét?”.

Ba lac dau néi, “Téi Iic ay da cé bao chuyén xdy ra roi, sao con lam thé
duoc nira.”.

“Y c6 1 sao?”.

“Subt chin thang c6 khong noi chuyén véi chu ay. Lic ay cd thay da qua
muon r6i. Va lai, d6 khong phai la cudc song danh cho con. Hai dita dang &
cai tudi an chwa no lo chwa t6i vo lam ngudi 16n. Ma co lai biét c6 mot cap
vo chong trong bénh vién nay dang chd con. Co6 biét ho mudn cé con biét
chirng nao.”.

“Vay la... co ctt thé... tam biét con?” t6i hoi, giong run run, wéc gi tré so
sinh c6 ky @c, w6c gi minh con nhé dugc quang thoi gian ba va tdi bén
nhau do.
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“Phai,” ba néi. “Pau tién co6 cho con bu lan cudi. R6i cd thay bim cho
con va mac cho con mét chiéc dam hong bé xiu. N6 c6 céi dai rat ¢ dudi dé
gitt cho chan con dwgc am, du c6 cling mang cho con thém mot doi ing
nho xiu nita. Va doi mot cai mii dan bé ti tiép mau vdi chiéc vay - mau
hong khau chi trang. Me c6 da mua cho con...”.

To6i gat, bao ba rang t6i nhd da thay cai do trong mot birc hinh, r6 rang la
bitc dau tién cd bo me chup t6i, nhung roi lai nhd minh mac mot bo khac
trong bitc hinh chup trén chuyén xe vé nha, c6 nghia ho da thay d6 cho t6i
tredc khi roi bénh vién. Toi ban khoan khong hiéu la do t6i da trd ra 4o hay
chi do ho muén t6i mac bo do ho chon, twong trung cho mét khéi dau mai
mé, giong nhw viéc ho dat tén mdi cho toi.

“R0i sao?” t6i hoi.

“Theé roi... ¢ hat ru con, bai duy nhat c6 biét. ‘Nhitng chd ngwa xinh’.”.

“Bai hat thé nao?” t6i ndi.

Ba néi ba khong biét hat nhung r6i hang giong va doc 10i bai hat ru. Nin
di dirng khoc con oi. Ngu di con bé bong oi. Khi con thitc gidc au o. Roi
con sé c6 au o biét bao la chi ngwa xinh au o.

To6i thé, hoi hop chd doan con lai cia cau chuyén, c@ nhw con chwa biét
chinh x4c cudi cing moi chuyén ra sao.

“Cu0i cung con ciing nga say. R6i ¢6 hén tam biét con. Ca hai ma con
roi dén mii roi cam.” Giong ba nghen ngao. “R6i c¢6 budc minh mé cira
bwdc ra hanh lang thi thady nhan vién tw van cua bénh vién dang néi chuyén
v&i me co6. Co lang ldng trao con cho c6 ta réi quay got vé phong dé khong
phadi nhin c6 ta budc di.”.

T6i nhin ba, chot cdm thay rat ai ngai cho c6 géi trong cau chuyén, co6
hinh dung xem c6 da cam thay ra sao khi géi ghém do6 dac trong phong roi
thay 4o quan va roi bénh vién ma khong c6 hoa hay bong bong hay mot dira
bé trén tay. Roi toi lai nghi dén Conrad. Conrad, ngudi khong hé hay biét gi
Ve s’ ton tai cna toi.

“Vay c0 c6 biét gio chu ay ¢ dau khong?” t6i hoi.
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Ba lac dau trong hoi 16i, nhwng van chwa héi 16i diing mitc theo nhuw t6i
biét.

“C0 chwa bao gio thir tim 6ng dy sao?”.

Ba thé dai, r6i thd nhan c6 lan ba chay xe qua nha 6ng, nhung gia dinh
Knight da don di, trén thung thw thay c6 cai ho mai.

“Thé con trén Facebook? Internet? Qua ban be? C6 chwa lan nao tim chu
ay ca sao?”.

“0. Trong nhiéu ndm c6 ciing da tim mdy ban,” ba néi. “Nhung chwa bao
gio tim ra. Co cling khong lién lac véi ai ¢ treong trung hoc nita - chu ay
cling khong phai kiéu hay vé lai may bu6i hop mat hay giit lién lac.”.

“Thé théi sao? Khong c6 gi sao? Cit nhu chd ay... bién mat?”.

Ba gat va ching t6i c¢ lang 1& nhin nhau. Mot ltc 1au sau, cudi cung ba
tut xuong khoi cai ghé dau réi kéo t6i vao long ma om, lan dau tién tir ngay
ba cho t6i di. Toi dé ba 6m, nhung khéng 6m lai, c@ nghi mai mot diéu:
Sao ba c6 thé lam thé?
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Chuong 10

Marian

T6i ng con bé mot 10i xin 16i. Vi qua nhiéu thi. Vi danh long cho né di. Vi
vO nhu chuyén d6 khong xdy ra, rang con bé khong tén tai bén ngoai can
phong do6 va ba ngay dé. Vi khong c6 lay mot bire hinh thud méi lot 1ong
ctia n6 trong can hd. Vi khong viét cho né nhitng bitc thw dai trong sudt bao
nam, du chi dé cat trong ngan kéo chd cho tdi ngay hom nay.

Nhung trén hét to6i hoi han vi da khéng cho Conrad, bd noé, biét su that.
Do la cai phan trong cdu chuyén ma t6i chén vui nhiéu nhat, doan ma toi
gitt kin vGi Peter, tiv nha dé chi 1a mot tiéu tiét du trong tham tam t6i biét
né vugt xa mot tiéu tiét. N6 qua 16n, va gio day tdoi cam thdy toan bd cai
phan ay da noi 1én va soi suc trén bé mat. Kirby khong néi gi dén chuyén
muon tim bd dé, nhwng t6i cdm thay chac chan né sé lam. Vay la khi nao?

To6i di ngh, nhé lai ngay hom dy. Khoanh khac t6i n6i déi Conrad. Ngay
trrde khi cau ta n6i yéu t6i ma to6i khong dap lai. Diém khédi dau ctia no lyc
pht nhan nhitng cdm xtc cia ban than, xéa s6 cau ta hoan toan. To6i nhé lai
minh da nghen di vi hodng so khi ngo6i trén sofa canh cdu ta, nam tay cau ta
trong lic cd hai xem The Simpsons, noi nhe nhom khi biét két qua “am
tinh” va tiéng cuwoi ctia cau ta vi nhitng cau pha tro cia Bart chi cang day
t6i chim sdu hon vao mot vue tham.

“Co chuyén gi vay, cung” cé lic cau ta héi khi nhan ra t6i khéng thay
bubn cwdi vai cai chwong trinh moi khi van thich.

Do 1a khi t6i budt miéng noi ra. “TE khong biét bon minh c6 nén tiép tuc
gdp nhau nita khong?”.
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“Y cau 1a cAu muén chia tay?” cau ta n6i. Mit cau ta phan chiéu ndi
hodng sg va buon ba ma chinh t6i cAm thay khi nghi sé mat cau ta.

Nhwng t6i van dap phai.

“Tai sao?” cau ta noi, trong moi lic mot dau kho hon.

“Vi gan hét he roi,” toi noi, ¢ cti gam nhin xudng long.

“Nhuwng da hét dau,” cau ta noi, c6 vé nhu ngu y ching t6i chia tay la
chuyén duwong nhién - van deé chi la thoi diém thoi.

“Sap roi. Véi lai... t6 nghi c6 thé bay gio thi dé dang hon.”.

T6i ngodi lai nhin cdu ta, nhung cdu ta lai nhin di cho khac nhw thé dé
can nhac chuyén nay. Khi xoay lai, vé mat cdu ta khong 16 chit cdm xtc.
“Néu cau mudn vay...”.

“Té chi nghi nhw vay la hay hon ca,” t6i n6i, khong rd minh mudn cau ta
mac nhién chap nhan hay gang g6 vi toi. T6i vira mudn ca hai, vira chang
muon thi nao. T6i mudn céi vach hong d6 mat di.

“Vay la hay hon ca?” cau ta lap lai.

“Phai”.

Cau ta gat, roi tat ti vi va dat cai diéu khién 1én ban ca phé, nhin dam
dam vao man hinh da tat, chép mat, cho dén khi, bong nhién, hai hang mi
den dai w6t dam. T6i nhin di cho khac, hoang hoét, c6 nén cai théi thic
choang tay quanh c6 cau ta, rut 10i, lam tinh v&i cau ta, va trén hét, néi cho
cau ta biét su that.

Thoi thic dy chi cang tang thém khi t6i nghe cau ta thi tham, “Té& chwa
muon mat cau.”.

Chinh céi tir “chwa” d6 lam t6i tan nat nhat, hay la noi tuyét vong va cam
chiu trong cai ttr d6. T6i nhin vao mat cau ta, ca hai cing cam liang, trong
khi dé minh hinh dung mot cach giai quyét khac, mot con dwong khac. T6i
twong twgng canh hai dita sinh con roi thué nha séng ngoai trd véi nhau @
Ann Arbor, cu6i cung thi lam dam cw6i. Moi chuyén sé rat kho khan,
nhung t6i biét b6 me minh sé gitip, va ching toi sé thu xép duwgc. Cau ta c6
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thé tréng con nho ban nay khi t6i di hoc, réi theo du6i am nhac vao ban
dém va cudi tuan. D6 sé khong phai 1a mot trai nghiém dai hoc kiéu truyén
thong. S€é chang c6 tiéc nam sinh va nhitng cai hon lic say khuwét. Khong
c6 bong bau duc hay khiéu vii ctia hoi nit sinh. Nhwng ¢6 thé lam duge. Va
cudi cung, moi chuyén van c6 thé to6t dep. T6i van c6 thé theo hoc trueong
dién anh. T6i van c6 thé tré thanh nha bién kich va nha san xuat phim thuc
thu. Conrad ciing c6 thé trd thanh nhac si hay lam bat ¢ gi khac cau ta
muon. Chuing t6i c6 thé 1a mot doi. Mai mai. Hai dita t0i - r6i ba ching t6i.
Co 1€ chuyén nay xay ra vi chiing t6i sinh ra dé danh cho nhau.

Trong gidy lat, t6i dd cam thdy minh khuat phuc. Nhuwng r6i mot vién
canh khac ap xuéng. Mot cudc song day nhitng cudc cai va lic nira dém,
nhitng tiéng ctra sap, mot dira bé lu6n mom khoc la, diém so6 tut dan vi kiét
strc - mot diém s6 cudi cung sé khién to6i khong thé xin hoc sau dai hoc, lai
t0i vao mot cong viéc ngay tam tiéng, bé tac. T6i gan nhv ném dugc noi
nhuc nhd, oan han, cay dang, roi gian dit. T6i da cam thdy dugc noi chan
ghét nguwdi cling nhw chan ghét minh. To6i da cé thé nghe thay v6 s6 cau néu
nhu.

“T¢ phai di that r6i,” tdi noi, diéng phat day. “Cau chd t¢ vé nha duwgc
khong?”.

Cau ta theo toi dén cita, 16i ra xe, trong hét sitc hodng loan va tan nat.
Nhung cau ta khong néi gi, ching toi cling khong ndéi chuyén hau nhw suot
quang duwong veé nha toi.

Khi chay 1én 16i 14i xe nha t6i, cau ta xin t6i goi lai cho cau ta sau dé, dé
ndéi thém vé chuyén nay.

Toi gat, nhung t6i c6 thé thiy trong mat cau ta rang cau ta biét t6i sé
khong goi. Du la t6i nay hay lic nao di nita. Rang thé la chia tay.

HOm sau, khi dang ng6i bén ho boi v6i me va xem qua mot danh sach
cac thir toi can ¢ phong ky tic x4, t6i bat khoc. Bén Iic do thi ba da hinh
dung ra nhitng chi tiét co ban vé Conrad: cau ta trinh dién trong ban nhac,
choi nhac c6 ca tir danh cho ngudi 16n. Cau ta khong c6 tham vong, it nhat
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khong phéi kiéu ba cong nhén, lai c6 mét 6ng bd nghién rwgu. Nén di
nhién, ba cho rang cau ta la ké c6 16i, vé mot phwong dién nao do.

“Con va Conrad chia tay nhau r6i a?” me t6i doan, cang khién t6i nitc n&
di hon.

Toi dap phai, nhung con diéu khac nita. T6i té hon vay nhiéu. “To6i té
hon nhiéu, nhiéu lam,” t6i néi. “Diéu t6i té nhat co6 thé xay ra.”.

“Con c6 thai r6i a?” ba héi khe khé.

T6i gat, day nhuc nha, nhung cling nhe nhém vi ba da biét. Me t6i khon
ngoan va ludn gidi ng phd trong nhitng tinh huéng khung hodng. Mot
trong nhitng cau chuyén thwong dwgc ké nhat & nha toi la ltic bo bi nghen
mot miéng nac lwng bo tai nha hang Gene & Georgetti ba da bat day chay
vong qua ban, lam do6 ca hai ly rugu, roéi nhanh tay thuc hién thao tac cap
cttu Heimlich ding nhu hwéng dan trong sach cho dén khi miéng thit bat ra
khoi hong 6ng. Néu ba c6 thé citu mang ngudi khac thi ba cling c6 thé xw
ly chuyén nay.

“Con xin 10i, me,” t6i néi, ngoi thu lu trén chiéc ghé & bai cd, vun vd
dwdi sirc nang cua biét bao 16i 1am, ho then va réi boi. B6 me da cho toi
qua nhiéu - moi thit - va day la 16i cam on t6i danh cho ho.

Nhung me t6i van manh mé. “Con yéu, sé khong sao dau. Chung ta sé
cung lo chuyén nay,” ba néi, ltia may ngon tay vao téc toi. “Ching ta sé qua
dugc chuyén nay... Conrad ndi sao?”.

“Con khong cho ciu ta biét,” t6i nai.

“Tot,” ba dap nhanh. R6i chua thém mot cau miét thi, trach méc cau ta
da gay ra tinh canh cua toi.

T6i cam thay té hai vi khong bao chita cho ciu ta, nhung lai nghi cling
chang ich gi. Gio chiing t6i dang trong tam thé tim cach giai quyét hau qua.
Con Conrad t6t hay xau, c6 phai ngudi phu hop véi toi hay khong, khong
phai la m6t phan cda gidi phap.

Ho6m sau, me dan t6i dén bac si khoa san cda ba, va tin tic cua t6i duwgc
két qua thr mau khang dinh. Theo bac si Kale, von giong bo t6i mot cach
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kho chiu, t6i cé thai dugc sdu tudn - cé nghia toi da gia dinh ding: t6i mat
trinh va cé thai trong cing mot dém. Loi nguyeén raa tot buc. Chuyén do
ding la tan nhan va bat thuwong, nhat l1a vi Conrad va t6i da dung bién phap
ngtra thai. Toi diéng nguwdi nhin tran troi bac si Kale khi 6ng ghi lai day du
bénh st r6i ban dén chuyén cham séc trwdc sinh “néu toi chon sinh dita
bé”.

Trong khi do6 thi me t6i ghi chép rat nhiéu va chdéc chéc lai dat cau hoi
cho dén khi khong con gi dé néi. Roi bac si ddt bia kep ho so xudng, ngoi
trén cai ghé cao, va trugt qua ban ké toi. T6i biét cai gi sap xdy ra - qua
nhién, 6ng mim cwoi véi toi thong cam, hang giong, roi néi xét theo tudi va
hoan canh tdi thi 6ng muén t6i néi chuyén véi mot nhan vién tv van. Ong
nhin me t6i xin phép, va ba gat dau dong y.

ft phut sau, khi tdi dd cdi cai vy gidy va mic lai quan jean do thun, hai
me con t6i dugc dan xudi hanh lang dén mot van phong nho vui twoi, trang
tri may birc vé bang chi mau cda tré con va mot tdm bang dan hinh cap
song sinh trai gai téc vang. Bang sau chiéc ban sach tinh la mot nhan vién
tw van toc vang, nguwoi thap bé tén Megan, c6 1€ la me cua cap sinh do6i. Chi
ta mim cuwdi véi ching toi, n6éi may cau bang quo vo vi, roi binh than giai
thich cac “chon lwa” cta toi, tat ca déu hét sitc hién nhién. Toi c6 thé cham
dit thai ky, hodc c6 thé tiép tuc mang thai va thanh me don than, hay c6 thé
lam phu huynh dita bé véi sy tham gia va ho trg cia ngwdi bo. Ching toi c6
thé lam cha me véi tw cach la mot cap doi. Chang t6i 6 thé lam cha me véi
su giip d& cua bd me ching t6i hay ba con nao khac. To6i c6 thé sinh dita
bé roi cho n6é lam con nuodi - cai nay di cung mét danh sach cac chon Iya
ma chi ta rdnh dé thao luan bat ct ltic nao. “Em sé phai suy nghi nhiéu day,
cung a,” Megan noi.

Me t6i cam on chi ta gium toi.

“Em c6 diéu gi muon hoi chi khong?” chi ta ndi.

Toi lac dau, du tbi cling phan nao muon cé mot tuyén bo, dé ghi lai, cho
h6 so ctia minh. T6i mudn néi vdi chi ta la téi thong minh hon dam con gai
c6 cung canh ngd giong t6i ma chi ta da tw van nhiéu lam. Rang t6i khong
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phai “hang con gai d6”. Rang t6i tin chac ho déu noéi doi, con t6i qua thuc
da dung bién phap tranh thai. Va rang t6i chwa hé nghi dén viéc pha thai
nhuw mot cach dé giai quyét hdu qud, du chi mot gidy. Rang t6i hiéu cac
chon Iya cia minh, nhung t6i khong thé hiéu n6éi chuyén sinh con, ciing
nhw khong thé hiéu noi chuyén bo di mot hai nhi, lai cang khong thé hiéu
chuyén cho con di.

Nhung di nhién t6i khong néi ra diéu nao cd khi Megan dwa t6i danh
thiép va mot to roi cung cap thong tin vé co s& y té ho gidi thiéu néu t6i
chon cham dtt thai ky. Me t6i cam ldy t0 roi trong tay t6i, dat vao tdi xach
ctia minh, r6i néi ching t6i sé lién lac.

“Con phéi lam gi day?” t6i héi me trén duwong vé nha.

Ba van nhin duwong ma noi dé la quyét dinh cua toi.

“Me, no6i con biét di,” t6i nai.

Ba hit mot hoi dai roi néi ring t6i xinh dep, tai nang, dic biét. Anh sang
ctia doi ba. Va rang bat ci¢ dita con nao do t6i sinh ra cling sé xuat sac va
dac biét nhw vay. Ba noi ba sé giup toi nudi day dita bé - chinh ba sé lam
viéc nay néu diéu d6 can thiét, néu do la diéu t6i mudn. Roi ba dé cap dén
chuyén cho con nu6i. Ba goi diéu do la cao c4, la dai lwgng va vi tha tot
bac. Ba noi ba lu6n ton trong nhitng co gai tré va nhitng nguwoi phu nit chon
lwa nhw thé. Ba néi sé khé khan - vé mot s6 mat 1a khé nhat - khi chiu dung
bao nhiéu chuyén nhw vay r6i lai cho dita con di, nhwng su6t doi minh, toi
sé biét minh da cho ai d6 m6n qua quy nhat tran doi.

“Nhwng néu con sinh con... con dai hoc thi sao?” toi hoi.

“Ta c6 thé giai thich v&i bén trwong...”.

T6i lac dau, cuwong quyét. Cudc chuyén tro van ly thuyét sudng qua,
nhuwng t6i tin chac rang minh khong muén ai & Michigan, hay bat c¢ dau,
biét chuyén. T6i bdo me vay.

“Marian. Chuyén d6 chang cé gi dang xau hé cd,” me tra 10i, nhung toi
dam néi, lan dau tién trong cudc tro chuyén nay, ba khong thanh that. Bén
ba cting khong thé phu nhan noéi si nhuc khi c6 thai & tu6i di hoc.
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“Khong. Con khong muon cho ai biét ca. Khéng bao gio. B lai cang
khong.” t6i n6i, nghi rang lam me that vong la mét 1é, nhung lam b, nguoi
ma trong tham tam t6i yéu quy nhat, that vong lai la chuyén khac. T6i ton
thd 6ng, muon dwoc giong nhw 6ng, mudn lam 6ng ty hao, hon bat c& gi
trén doi lic d6. Nhung trén hét, chi don gian 1a t6i ngudng mo ong.

T6i nhin dam dam ra ctta s6, nhé t¢i mady moc quen thudc hoi con &
thanh ph6 qué nha, va nhitng ky niém au tho vé cha toi tdi tdp ua ve.
Nhitng tht Bdy mua thu hanh heo, lanh 1o di xem béng bau duc & Ann
Arbor, hai b6 con reo ho c6 vii cho doi Wolverine dén mitc lic ngoi xe vé
lai Chicago thi da khan ca c¢6. Mui go twoi mdi xé tai Ace Hardware khi t6i
ditng bén 6ng, nhin nhitng khiic go dwgc do roi xé bang cwa xich cho cong
trinh san sau m@i nhat 6ng lam. Bao dém lam bai tap toan vé nha, céi vé tap
trung trén mdt ong, cai kinh doc sach xé trén chop miii, khi 6ng chi toi cach
gidi toan, mdy con s6 dwgc 6ng nan nét dén mic c® nhw danh mday. Cung
xem cac chuong trinh truyén hinh wa thich - t* Murphy Brown cho dén
Mad about you cho dén Wonder Years - trong khi me khéng bao gio cé thé
ngoi yén da lau dé tham gia vGi bé con t6i. Nhitng gio mua ha bat tan
chuing t6i ngo6i trén may cai ghé bap bénh son trang ké ngoai hién sau ngoi
nha bén ho doc sach, cai ghé cua t6i hét ctia 6ng nhwng nho hon.

T6i nghi vé tat cd nhitng cau chdm ngbén ngan ngan cuia ong: “Ta sé
khong bao gio c6 co hoi thit hai dé tao an twong dau tién”, “Muc dich cia
cudc doi la mot cudc doi c6 muc dich”, “Ké nao that bai trong viéc lap ké
hoach thi ké hoach sé that bai.”. T6i nghi dén cung cach can than ctia 6ng
trong moi viéc - tir treo dén cdy thong NO en, khac dén qua bi, xtc tuyét
trén 16i di, lam sandwich. T6i hinh dung 6ng tranh bién truéc Toa Phic
tham lwu dong s6 7, nhin 6ng ma tw hao dén mitc tim nhw muén vo tung,
nghi 16n 1én minh sé khong bao gid cé thé tim thdy mot nguwoi dan 6ng
thong thai, dep trai hay t6t bung nhuw vay. Co6 1€ c6 bé nao ciing déu nghi
nhw thé vé bé minh - nhuwng s khac biét la: thue té 1a bo téi ding nhu thé.

“Hita v6i con la me sé khéng cho bo biét di,” tdi n6i. “Du ta c6 quyét
dinh thé nao.”.
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Me t6i gat, roi duwa tay qua ghé chia ngoén tt ra, mot théi quen chiing t6i
da bé nhiéu nam roi. Hai ngon tay bé bong cia chiing t6i ngodc vao nhau,
ching t6i da chinh thitc thé gii bi mat.

Trong hai tuan sau d6 toi vira té liét vi phan van vira gian dit, s¢ hai, va
cam thdy toi 16i. T6i cling c6 don v6 cung, cam thay hoan toan xa la vdi
Janie va mdy dita ban khac. Ma chiing ciing vira bo han t6i di sau khi t6i 1o
la ching nhiéu tuan. Toi biét sy c6 lap &y méi chi la khai dau néu t6i chon
c6 con. R6i lai con noi bu6n téi cam thdy vé Conrad. T6i nhé cau ta vo
cung - hon toi twdng co thé nhé ai d6. Cau ta c6 goi cho t6i mot doi lan, va
me bao gio cling chuyén lai 10i nhan cho t6i, nhwng t6i khong tra 161 dién
thoai, hy vong thai d6 lanh ling sé lam t6i sém hét nhé nhung - va ciu ta
cling th6i nhé to6i. Toi phan nao cam thdy day la sw trieng phat thich dang
cho cd hai vi ct tiép tuc nhu thé hai ké sinh ra dé yéu - hay luy tinh - trong
khi cai mam song trong toi c 16n dan, cac té bao da nhan Ién khong biét
bao lan, tim va cac ngan da chém tyu hinh. Va lai, qua tinh t6i khong thé
goi cho cau ta khi khong san long dé cau ta tham gia vao quyét dinh nay.
Va du cau ta cé noéi gi hay no6i nhu thé nao, t6i cling tin chac rang viéc ban
ludn sé chi cang khién noi dau khung khiép hon ma thoi.

Dudng nhw ngan ay chuyén van chwa du t6i té nén t6i con bi nhitng con
bu6n non tram trong hanh ha ca sang, chiéu, t6i - cdm gidc gan nhu dang
vang vat ma con di tau lwgn. T6i gan nhu & rit trong phong mét minh, gié
rac dat canh giwong phong khi khong kip chay vao phong tam. Toi nghe
nhac, 1at cudn nién gidm ra xem lai, wGc gi minh c6 thé tr¢ lai ngay dau
nam hoc, hay tham chi 1a mua hé - quang dgi trinh trang, hon nhién, vui vé
hon twdng da qua ca triéu nam réi. Me t6i go cira vai lan trong ngay, dem
banh quy gion cho t6i, ngbi bén giwdng, vuot téc toi. Thinh thodng chiing
toi n6i vé chon lya cta toéi, nhung hau hét thi dau 6c t6i mu mit qua khéng
nghi dwgc gi, tim nhw bi bop nghet bdi noi hoang sg rang du cé chon cach
nao thi toi cling sé phai hdi tiéc mai mai.

R6i mot budi sang, sau khi non ba lan, téi da quyét dinh. T6i thay b6 me
trong bép, bo sap di chay bo budi sang, me dang udng ca phé, mac chiéc
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vay cashmere mau hong toi tang ba nhan Ngay ctia Me.

“Chao nhéc,” bo noéi, dudi doi chan dai, hao hao giéng 6ng ngay xua,
thud con la ngoi sao quan vot & treong dai hoc. Lic do téc ong con den, chi
hoa rdm & hai bén thai dwong, va t6i nhé da nghi mai téc d6 chac sé bac
trang néu ong biét.

“Con chao bo.” t6i li nhi, nhan ra da nhiéu ngay ro6i minh khong nhin
thang mat ong.

“B0O vira nhan dugc thw cua gido sw sit b6 quen & Michigan. Tén la
Barfield. Thomas Barfield. Mot ngwdi thong minh. Gio van vay.”.

“Chac thay ay 6 16 1am,” t6i ndi, gugng cuoi.

B6 ti cudi. “U. Giong 6ng gia con.” Ong cin mot miéng banh ngii cdc
trén quay, thady né bung t6i lai non nao. “B6 da goi va bao thay la con sap
nhap hoc - mong thay dé mat t6i con. Thay sé la c6 van rat tot cho con. Con
tham chi con c6 thé xin dwgc mot chan trg ly nghién citu cho thay. Sé la
mot kinh nghiém tuyét voi. Nhé tat qua gap gd thay con nhé.”.

“Pugc a. Con sé lam,” t6i n6i, c6 nhin dé khong nén.

Lat sau, khi bo ra ctra dé di chay, t6i nhin me néi, “Con mudn bé né.”.

“Dugc, con yéu,” ba noi, trong nhe nhom.

“Ra khéi con. Cang sém cang tot.”.

“Hom nay me sé goi,” me ndi. “Ta sé dat lich hen ngay.”.

“Con lam vay c6 dung khong me?” toi nai.

“Me nght la ding,” ba noi, ding lén 0m toi that chat. “Me that long nghit
la con lam dung.”.

To6i phéi chd ba ngay giay vo nita méi dén thit Ba ay, hai tuan trwedc ngay
toi phdi vao dai hoc. Khéng may do cting la ngay hiém hoi b6 nghi phép, va
toi that kinh khi thdy 6ng ci* quanh quan dwdi nha, mac quan Jean va 4o
thun polo, dang 1én mdt danh sadch nhitng viéc sita sang nha civa dé lam.
Trong khi do, hai me con t6i phdi vién c¢é vao thanh pho dé sam sita quan
ao cho t6i mang theo vao dai hoc. B6 tréu, bado 6ng nén di lam dé trang trai
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nhitng ton that chac chan me con t6i sé gy ra tai Saks, khong hiéu sao thg
o khong dé y téi cai do dai tay thung thinh 10 16 t6i dang mac, mat moc, va
cai dudi téc sau gay cot bang day budc téc. T6i ¢t nhin xudng mai cho dén
khi phai di, ch6c choc lai cam thdy diéng nguwdi vi hai.

T6i nhe cad ngudi khi cudi cung cling da vao trong xe va lén duong dén
co sd y té Bac Elton. T6i cit mwong twgng may hinh chup trén t0 roi, mo ta
co gai tré khée khoan, mat nai, c6 bui téc 6ng vang quan tit cing mot dan
bac siy ta c6 nu cuwdi thanh thuc, day vé an can.

Me va t0i ctt lang lang chay xe, cho dén mot lic, ba héi t6i c6 mudn
nghe nhac khong roi gio cai dia ABBA 1én. D6 la cai dia wa thich day hoai
cd cua chung to6i, nén t6i gat, nghi rang mot chut “Dancing Queen” va
“Voulez-vous c6 thé lam dau 6c minh dugce khudy lang. Mot s6 bai cling
hitu hiéu, ca tir quen thudc va nhitng doan xuwéng am giong nit cao ro rang,
trong tréo gan nhw thoi mién t6i, nhwng khi nhitng n6t buén vui lan 16n cia
bai “Chiquitita” man mac vang lén trong xe thi tdi phai kim nwéc mat, nhé
lai minh titng twéng bai hat néi vé chudi khién me cwdi ngat roi giai thich
rang trong tiéng Tdy Ban Nha né c6 nghia la “c6 bé con”, rang toi la
chiquitita ctia ba va sé mai la nhu vay. Tiéng nhac choan nggp trong toi,
vita do danh lai vira lam t6i chim trong néi buon.

T6i nhin me cam tay lai, va du cdp kinh ram quéa kho che kin mat va
choéan hét nira mat ba, t6i van biét bai hat cling lam ba xtc dong. T6i nhin
ra ctta s6 khi thdy thanh phé hién ra, va ty nhu rang tat cA moi chuyén sé
s6m keét thic. Vai tuan nita toi sé vao dai hoc, dé hoc héi tir sach v, cudc
doi va con nguwoi, roi trd thanh nguwdi 16n thye sy cé sy nghiép han hoi. Mot
ngay nao do toi sé lai yéu va cwdi. Hai vg chong toi sé hudng céi thd son
roi d6i nam, chi c6é hai ching t6i, r6i méi tinh chuyén sinh con dau long.
Chung t6i sé lam moi th ding cach. Cach hoan hdo. T6i sé goi cho b6 me
bdo tin - hay cé thé dich than bao cho ho néu t6i con song & Chicago. Ho sé
bdo rang do la tin vui nhat doi minh. Pén ltc do, Conrad va cai dém 4ay &
nha Janie, cd mua hé nay, va nhat la buéi sang nay, da nhat nhoa ttr 1au, c6
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1& con bién mat hoan toan nita. Sau ngay hom nay, t6i sé lam lai ti* dau.
Khong vuéng ban. Mot khéi dau méi mé.

T6i nham mat, tya dau vao ctra s6 lanh, map may maéi theo nhitng cau da
nghe ca ngan lan... Ban sé lai nhdy mua va noi dau sé qua, Ban sé chiang
con thoi gian ma dau buon.

Nhung cudi cung, du c¢6 tin vao lwya chon - va quyén lya chon - cia minh
dén thé nao toi cling khong thé di dén cung. Khong thé khong nghi lam vay
chinh la twéc di mot mang song. Va hay tin toi, toi da co. Toi da that su,
that sw co6. Toi da co6 khi dién mau don va dé ngudi ta 1dy mau mau. T6i da
co khi thay 4o va dé nguwoi ta 1ay cac chi s6 xét nghiém lam sang. To6i da c6
khi kiém tra sttc khoe va gay té cuc bg. Téi da c6 khi nam trén cai ban thép
lanh 180 trong phong thu thuit, c6 me & bén cam tay giong nhw vai thang
nita néu téi quyét dinh khac di. T6i da c6é khi dat chan 1én hai cai ban dap
dé r6i bac si bat 6ng hit chan khong nho va bao sé “nhe nhang 1ay di nhitng
thit bén trong ti* cung” con moi nguwdi trong phong ai ndy déu gat dau khich
1é va chuan bi tinh than cho cai van dwgc quang cdo va cam doan la quy
trinh cyc ky nhanh chong, khong gay dau don.

Nhung t6i khong c6 cam giac rang dé chi la mot quy trinh, cting khong
c6 cam giac do la “nhitng thir bén trong tt cung”. Toi c6 cam giac do la
mot dita bé, va khi t6i nham mat lai, trong t6i trao dang mot néi mong
muon manh liét dugc biét dé 1a con trai hay con géi. Trong may gidy ay, toi
biét thé la xong - va céi t6i mudn hay tin minh mudén khéng quan trong.
Gan nhu thé ly tri va tinh cam trong t6i giao tranh, va tinh cam da thang.
Toi rat chan khoéi ban dap roi ng6i thang day trén ban khién tdm gidy trang
ctiing 16t dwdi ngwoi kéu sot soat 1o to. Moi ngudi trong phong, ké ca me
toi, déu nhin t6i ngac nhién va lo lang, t6i nghi la tham chi con that vong.

“Con khong lam duwgc,” toi noi to voi hg, nhung cai chinh la véi minh.
“Con khong thé lam chuyén nay.”.

Va thé la xong. T6i thay do, roi hai me con budc tré ra sang thang Tam
rue rd 1ai xe vé nha.
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Chuong 11

Kirby

Sang hom sau, madt troi vira 1én thi Marian go ctra phong t6i. Toi da day tw
nay roi. Thuce ra, c6 1é cd dém t6i chi nga cé hai gid, con lai thi nghi vé
nhitng chuyén ba da ké, c6 gang hiéu tat ca, tham chi con tim kiém doi chut
thong tin vé Conrad Knight trén dién thoai.

“Xin 16i vi goi con day sém thé nay. Nhwng c6 phai di lam r6i,” ba néi
qua ctra, nghe hoan toan twoi tinh va vui vé - c6 1é vi ba biét t6i sé khong
con lam phién ba nita. “Co da pha cho con mét ly sita ngii coc roi day!”.

“Dugc a. Con ra ngay,” toi kéu 1én tra 10i ba.

May phut sau, khi danh rang chai téc xong xudi, t6i di ra thi thdy ba
trong bép. Ba da thay do, mac vay mau xanh tim than tron, giay cao got,
deo nhiéu ni* trang bang vang.

“Chao con,” ba néi, dua t6i mot ly.

“Chao ¢0,” t6i ndi, nhan lay ly ngli c6c tr tay ba. N6 c6 mét mau xam
trong khong ngon lanh, nhuwng t6i nhap maét hép thi thay khong dén noi té.

Chung t6i ngoi bén ban bép, im ldng ling ting cling lan thit mot tram, roi
ba lam nhu thé chgt nghi ra diéu gi.

“A. Pay. C6 mua cho con céi ndy,” ba néi, ddy mot cai vé may bay qua
ban. “Pé con khoi phai di xe buyt.”.

“Con sé di tau Amtrak,” t6i no6i, nghi dén cudc trao doi qua email méi
day v6i bo me ma t6i da hiva sé di tau.

“0. Vay thi con sé mat nhiéu thoi gian lam... Di tau chi hay trén ly
thuyét thoi. Trr phi con di tau cao toc Orient.”.
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“Phai,” toi noi. Vi ¢ nha con thi chuyén do la chuyén thuong.

“Vay nén co6 mua cho con vé may bay thang vé St. Louis roi. Cat canh
lic muoi gio.”.

“Co khong phdi lam vay dau,” t6i néi.

“0. C6 gi dau. C6 c6 nhiéu diém thwdng danh cho khach hang thuwong
xuyén ma...”.

“Cam on c0.” t0i noi.

“Khong c6 gi,” ba dap, roi li€c nhin dong ho. “Ta c6 khoang mot gio
trudc khi con phai ra san bay. Coé kip cho con stta soan khong?”.

“Da c6,” toi noi. “Dw.” T6i nhin xudng chiéc vé va cdm on ba lan nita.

“Chuyén nhé th6i ma,” ba ndi.

T6i nhin cham cham vao mat ba, c6 cudng cai théi thic manh liét 1a
dong tinh v&i cau xa giao do.

Mot gio sau, Marian va toi dang ding ¢ goc giao nhau gitta dai 10
Madison va duong 87. Ba vira dwa t6i nam muoi do dé di taxi ma t6i mién
cwong nhan, cdm thdy &i ngai sau vu giay dép 4o quan réi vé may bay,
nhung lai lo 1a minh khong cé dua tién dé trd. Toi quan sat ba dang nhin
cham chud xuéng cudi day phd tim taxi, r6i chi m6t nguwdi phu nit bén kia
duong ma néi ching t6i phai nhanh chan hon ba ta kéo bi tranh mat. “O
thanh pho nay ga gt la mat tat tat,” ba dua. M4y giady sau, ba budc ra gitta
dwong, bao dan vay mot chiéc, r6i bang mot dong tac khéo 1éo, nhuan
nhuyén nita, ba da ditng sau xe, xép tdi cda téi vao trong cop, réi md cira
hoéng va dan tai xé dwa t6i dén nha thd Delta tai san bay LaGuardia. Moi
chuyén xay ra nhanh nhu Charlotte 1on nhao dudi nudce.

Khi viéc hau can da xt ly xong, chiing t6i nhin nhau may gidy kho sé roi
ba khoanh tay néi, “Cé 1é con ciling da suy ra dwgc tir cdu chuyén cua co t6i
qua ro6i, cd khong gidi khoan chia tay.”.

“Phai. Cé 1é con ciling hiéu vay,” t6i noi.
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Ba 0m t0i, c6 hoi lau hon t6i qua. Téc ba muwgt ma trén ma t6i va c6 mui
va ni.

“Veé dén nha binh an vo su thi bao c6 biét, dugc chit?” ba héi, va toi thac
mac ba cam thdy minh phai néi diéu nay hay dé chi la thong 1€ khi tién mot
nguoi khach. Hay it nhat dé 1a cai diéu phdi néi v6i mot dira con minh da
dem cho thién ha lam con nu6i.

Toi gat, rudt gan that lai.

“Con 6 s0 c0 r6i,” ba néi. “Ci¢ goi hoac nhan tin néu con can gi co6.”.

Thé néu con khong can gi tir c6? Néu con chi muén chuyén tro?

T6i cam on ba r6i ba noi, “Pirng. Co6 méi la nguwdi phai cam on con vi da
dén. Vi da di tim co.”.

Toi c6 dap lai, nhung khong tim dwoc 10i thich hgp, nén quyét dinh rang
tha khong no6i con hon 1a noi diéu khong nén. Vay la téi chi gat roi ngoéi vao
ghé sau, nhin ba khép ctra va vay chao t6i. T6i vay lai cho dén khi ba khuat
tam mat. R6i toi ngoi xoay lai trén ghé, tw héi khi nao hay cé bao gio toi
con gap lai ba nita khéng. C6 cai gi d6 mach toi la khong - rang ba muén
nhw vay. Rang ba gdp con rudt, cho n6 vai doi giay dep va vé may bay, va
gio thi ba da c6 thé gach s6 chuyén dé ma tiép tuc song doi minh.

It phiit sau xe t6i chay qua mot cdy cau 16n. May bién béo cho t6i biét d6
la RFK. Qua ctta s6 xe, t6i nhin mat troi dang 1én giita mot bau troi mau
hong, lam nén cho nhitng cot khéi va cao 6c réi bang quang cdo, cam thay
bat man va buon ba, nhu vira bi dem cho mot 1an nita vay.

Nam tiéng rudi dong ho sau, toi budc vao ctra tredc nha minh. T6i chi di
c6 ba ngay ma moi thit c6 vé va c6 mui khac di, gan nhw nhitng gi tham
tam toi dang cam thay. T6i nghe tiéng cwdi tit nha bép nén di vong goéc nha
thi thady em t6i ng6i v6i Noah Smith, mot trong nhitng anh chang xinh trai
nhat truong, cling la mét ngdi sao boi 10i, dong ddi nam ctia né. Hai dita
dang u6ng xa xi va nhin vao mat nhau, c* nhw dang & cai thoi mét chin
nam lam chét tiét va chiing sap stra ra ngoai di nhay.
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Charlotte nhay chom ra khéi ban khi thdy toi ro6i vong tay 6m toi chan
thanh va trong sang dén do to6i phai 6m lai, diéu ma da lau r6i t6i khong
lam. Tinh ra la ba lan 6m trong hai mwoi bon gi®, phai la ky luc doi véi toi
tir khi t6i dau khodng tam tudi.

“B0 bado vGi em chi di dau r6i,” con em thi tham hut hoi. Méat n6 sang 1én
y nhi moi 1an né doat giai nhat trong cudc thi boi 16i va t6i thoang thay co
16i vi da khong vui mirng hon cho né trong nhitng khoanh khac dy. Vi da
khong hé dy phan vao do.

Toi liéc nhin Noah, dé y thidy vét rau chwa cao xanh xanh trén quai ham
trong kha an twgng & mot thang con trai mdi 16n trong khi Charlotte ndi,
“Hai ngwoi da biét nhau chwa?”.

Ca hai lac dau, du t6i thtra biét cdu ta la ai khi con bé gidi thiéu chiing
t0i. Cau ta ditng day va hoi khom xudng vé lich thiép khién Charlotte rang
ngoi hanh dién con toi thi 11 nhi chao.

“Xin 16i ti nhé,” n6 néi véi Noah, réi kéo t6i vong qua goc vao phong an.
“Chua 0i! Thé chuyén sao r6i? C6 dy thé nao? Bo noi c6 dy la nha san
xuat!”.

“U. La trwéng nhom bién kich ctia bd phim nita.”.

“Cha. Ghé day! Vay chi da gdap dugc ngudi noi tiéng nao chua?”.

T6i néi chwa gap dién vién nao, giai thich rang bé phim dang trong giai
doan tién san xuat, nhung téi da thdy hang truyén hinh noi ba lam viéc va
gdp ca nhom bién kich cua b phim. “Ho déu rat sac sdo va téu tdo... Thich

»

lam.”.

“Cha,” n6 noi. “Chi hén qua!”.

D6 1a chi*t ma Belinda cit nhan tin cu6i tuan r6i - nhung tir miéng c6 em
dang mé man nghe c6 trong lwvgng hon. Téi nghia anh chang xinh trai c6
ham rau lin phin quyén ri va chiéc 4o khoac dai hoc vat trén lung ghé
dang ng6i ¢ phong bén, va c6 ty thuyét phuc minh la con bé n6i ding. Rang
du cudi tudn qua khong ding nhu t6i mong doi nhung cé 1é t6i la ngudi
may man vi c6 dugc chit thay d6i. Suy cho cung thi t6i c6 quan hé rudt ra
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véi mot nguwdi c6 vai vé day chi, thanh ra cling dwgc thom lay, it nhat la
trong mat ban be va em gai.

“R0i sao,” n6 noi. “Ke ntra di!”.

To6i hit mot hoi dai, biét minh khong thé giai thich cam xtc réi boi vé
cudc gap go vai me dé, nhung wéc gi it nhat cling truyén dat dwgc cai cam
giac khi ngoi trong phong kich ban xem ba cung cd nhom hoan thién y
twong, hay ditng & tang trén cung cua Bao tang Guggenheim nhin xuéng
tang tang 16p 16p kiét tac. “New York - thé gidi cua co ay - hao nhoang va
thud vi lam,” toi noi.

“Va c6 ay cling tuyét chi?”.

“Tuyét lam,” t6i dap. “Rat thoi thwong. Khac han... moi nguwoi chi
biét...”.

“Cha. Thich qua, Kirby!... Vay con bo chi?” n6 hai.

Trong tich tac, t6i cdm thdy cai hoi hwém oan gian quen thudc, nghi rang
bo minh chinh la b6 cta né con gi, nhwng t6i hiéu y em minh muén néi gi
va quyét dinh tha cho no.

“Chu ay la nhac si1,” t6i tra 10i no.

“Troi! An twong qua di mat,” né ré 1én. “Thé thi khac nao chi 1a con cta
hai nghé si. Mot nha bién kich va mot nhac si. Chuyén nay ly gidi dugc
nhiéu diéu lam.”.

T6i mim cwoi, trong t6i tran tré cdm gidc am ap.

“Chu ay cling ndi tiéng ha?” no hoi.

To6i lac dau dap, “Chi khong nghi vay. Chu ay la Conrad Knight. Nghe
khong quen.”.

“Nhung c6 thé la chu dy da doi tén. Dung nghé danh chang han?”.

“Co 1é vay. Chi nghi chuyén do6 ciing c6 thé lam,” t6i néi, khéng muodn
cho no6 biét sy that - rang Marian chang hé biét 6ng ay dang & dau. Rang
ong con khong heé biét t6i ton tai.
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“Chuyén gi cling c6 thé xdy ra,” né noéi. “Chuyén cua chi da chitng minh
cho cau do.”.

“U. Chj cfing nghi thé,” t6i noi, r6i tra lai sy chi y ma lau nay van thudc
vé con em. “Nay, la Noah Smith ha?” t6i héi, chi vao bép.

Con bé cuoi toe r6i nhwéng may. “Em biét ma, phai khong?! Cau ta hap
dan qua di chit ha?”.

“U. Cau ta banh that,” t6i n6i. “Bon em dang hen ho a?”.

“Chuwa,” n6 ndi, gio hai ngoén tay bat chéo 1én té y hy vong moi chuyén
tot dep. N6 dé moéng tay dai va son mau odi hwong. Néu la tuan roi thi han
toi da thay vay la xinh, nhwng gio t6i nhd Marian bao ba chi thich mau nha
trén tay va thay dong tinh vgi ba. “Nhung ¢t cho em mot tuan nha.”.

T6i mim cwoi, ngwdng mo su tu tin cua nd, nhuwng chi mot 1an nay théi,
khong ham hwc con em vi chuyén dé. No lyc gianh dwgce cudc hen ho véi
Noah cta nd, néu c6 thé goi nhuw thé, c6 vé don gidn va té nhat so véi
chuyén toi vura trai qua.

“Me bubn dén mitc nao vay?” toi hoi.

N6 nhdy mét rdi n6i, “A. Phai roi. Buon lam.”.

“Me néi vGi em thé a?” t6i héi, nghi rang néu me t6i cé gidi bay tam sy
v&i no veé toi thi cling la 1€ binh thuong.

Nhung Charlotte lac dau, “Khong. Nhung du sao thi bo néi. Bo bdo em
ngoi xuong, t6 vé hét sirc nghiém trong, roi ké em nghe moi chuyén dang
xdy ra... NOi me thay ton thuwong vi chi da khong noi tredc vGi me chuyén
d6.”. N6 nhian vai, “Em bdo bo tinh chi vay. Chi lam moi chuyén theo cach
ctia chi. Y em 1 em chéng buc khi chi ching néi v6i em - nhung em 13 em
chi.”.

Toi gat, woc gi minh da noi.

“Chi doc 1ap va manh mé. Chij biét minh la ai va minh mu6n gi.”.

“Cam on em,” t6i noi, nghi rang cé 1€ do6 la cau tir t€ nhat c6 nguoi tirng
ndéi v4i toi. Va no sé con tir t€ hon nita néu la thyc long.
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“Trwdc hét bo mudn néi rang b6 me mirng la con da vé dén nha an toan,”
chiéu hom dé bo t6i noéi trong cudc doi thoai ré rang da duwgc 1én kich ban
san.

Chung t6i ngoi trong phong sinh hoat chung, me va t6i ngoi trén sofa, bo
noi ghé dwa La Z Boy.

“Da. Cam on bo,” t6i 1i nhi.

“B6 me ciling hiéu vi sao con muon di gdp me dé,” ong tiép. “Bo me con
hiéu vi sao con muén lam viéc &y m6t minh. Nhung, b6 me khong muén bi
néi doi.”.

“Khong hé,” me t6i chen vao. “Néi doi la mot thit trong nha nay bo me
khong - khong thé - dung thit.”.

“MGot thit w?” t6i néi, khong kim dwgc cdi cwdi mia ma toi biét sé lam ba
ndi xung.

Qua nhién, tréng ba cau tiét that khi no6i, “Pé la chuyén nghiém trong.”.

“B0 me van luon c6 gang san sang tro chuyén cdi md vdi cac con,” bo

7.

noi.

“A ha,” t6i dap.

“Vay tai sao con khong dén gap bé me?” 6ng ndi, van diém tinh, du toi
dé y thay quan do ong nhau hon va 16i théi hon moi khi, nhw thé 6ng da di
tGi di lui khong nga nhiéu ngay r6i. Nhwng nghi lai thi 6ng chi c6 vé nhw
vay khi so v&i Marian va Peter, ho ltic nao ciing phang phiu va hoan hdo.

“Um. Con nghi 1a vi con khéng muén?” tdi noi.

f)ng 10 tit cau t6i vira budt miéng néi ra, “Tai sao khong?”.

“Da. Trudc hét, con da nghe diéu b me néi vé con,” téi ndi, nhin cham
cham lai trong khi ca hai v& nhw khéng hiéu. R6i t6i chuan bi tha bom.
“Con tinh c& nghe b6 me néi chuyén trong bép dém dé. Vé me dé cta con
nay kia.”.

Me hoi téi dang néi cai quai gi vay nhung toi ¢ tiép. “Vé chuyén bo me
khong r6 lam s that vé nguén goc cua con. Hay con la ai. R6i b6 me dé
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cta con c6 thé la nguyén nhan cho nhitng van dé cua con. Nguon goc cua
moi thit xdu xa.”.

B6 me nhin nhau biét 16i r6i me néi, “Cé ai tirng noéi ra tir ‘xau xa’ dau
chtt, Kirby.”.

“Sao cling dugc. Con nam dugce y chinh ma. Nén con nghi minh sé di tim
co dy. Xem bo me c6 ding vé may gia dinh tam thuwong ay khong.”.

“Kirby. Con hiéu lam b6 me r6i,” b6 néi, dva tay xoa xoa cho hoi.

“Khong dau. Con nghi b6 me da néi kha ro, b6 a. Vé co ban la b6 me
gan cho hai nguoi ho la nghién ngap va toi pham.”.

“B0 me nao c6 noi thé!” bo ndi, gio thi da quat that.

Minh thang roi, t6i nghi, thdy dac chi. “Nhung thay vi 1a ké bé di ma bo
me nghi da di truyén cho con nhitng théi xdu, con lai gap nha san xuat phim
tuyét voi, thanh dat va thong minh nay,” t6i noéi, biét minh dang xody dao.
“Nén con nghi ta gach s6 cdi gid dinh d6 dugc roi. Hay nghi ra ly do khac
ly gidi sao con lai la thit bo di nhv vay.”.

“Kirby!” bo néi. “Chang ai nghi con la do bé di ca.”.

“0, khéng u?”.

“B6 me chi nghi con chwa dat thoi.”.

“So véi ai? Bo me? Hay Charlotte? Hay ba me dé la nha san xuat phim
cuc ky thanh dat cta con?” to6i ndi, giong ddy mia mai. T6i biét minh lam
thé 1a nhé nhen nhwng khong nhin dugc. Suy cho cung thi ban than ho ngay
nao cling dem toi ra so vdi con rudt ma, khac gi dau?

“Nay! B6 khong tan thanh con an n6i nhu thé dau, co gai!” bd to6i canh
cao.

T6i nhin 6ng cham cham. “Thoi dugce, bo. Con cling khong tan thanh cai
cam gidc ct nhu ké bén 1é trong cai nha nay.”.

“Con c0 bién minh thanh ké bén Ié day chw,” bo noi, chi tay vao toi.

“Sao vay dwogc?” t6i héi, co y nhoén cwoi.

“Khi khong con nhap cudc cung gia dinh nita,” me noi.
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“Tai may cudc thi boi 16i sao0?” téi noi, tritng mat nhin ba. “Khéng phai
con c6 y xuc pham Charlotte, nhing con ghét may cudc thi d6. Lau lac va
chan phéo va... Con dau c6 mé thé thao, thé thoi. Con thich th khac. Bién
anh, nghé thuat, am nhac chang han. Con khong giéng moi ngwdi con lai
trong nha.”.

“Thay chwa? ‘Moi ngwoi con lai trong nha’,” b6 néi. “Con nghe thay
minh noi gi chwa?”.

“Me ciing thich dién anh va am nhac ma,” me t6i xen vao, tréng ton
thvong.

“Pugc r6i - tht nhét, con noéi dién anh, chit khong phdi mdy phim hanh
dong xem xa stress chang ra thé thong gi hay may phim ngé ngan, swdt
muot cia dan ba con gai dau,” toi noi. “The hai, Barry Manilow khong
duoc tinh la am nhac.”.

“Nay!” bo t6i rong lén, huo huo ngon tay. Ro rang cong kich Barry la toi
da di qua gioi han.

“Con da tirng thich Barry Manilow ma,” me néi giong thiéu nao.

“Ho6i con nam tudi kia. Va bo me con nhoéi so con dwgce,” t6i néi. “Thoi
dugc. Con xin 16i da di New York ma khong cho bé me biét. Chi la con can
gap co dy. Ty minh. Va con da gap. Chi c6 vay théi.”.

“Thé ha?” b6 hdi, chinh lai lvng ghé dwa. “Gi¢ con da cam thay thodi
mai hon chwa?”.

“Roi,” t0i dap. “Cé.” Toi ngam miéng khoanh tay, khong rd vi sao minh
chwa san long chiu nhdn thém nita khi ma r6 rang bo me da co t té. Véi lai
it ra ho cting khong doa cam tic, dau hiéu cia mot sy dich chuyén quyén
lye tinh vi va bat ngo.

“Thé, con cé dinh giit lién lac v6i co dy khong?” me t6i hoi.

T6i nhin vai nhu thé chuyén d6 chang quan trong gi, nhung thyc ra tw
lic veé t6i nha dén gio toi da kiém tra dién thoai ca hai chuc lan, mong nhan
duwgc hoi dap cho tin nhan. “Pa vé nha an toan!” ctia minh.
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“Pugc,” bo noi. “Vé chuyén dé thi b6 me c6 y nay.”.

“Y gi a.” tdi hoi, lo lang.

“BO6 me muon dugc gap cd dy,” me noi, trong nhu vira an phdi th gi
chua loét.

B0 t6i gat. “Con nghi sao vé chuyén mai c6 ay dén nha ta? Co 1€ nhan lé
tot nghiép?”.

“Da. Um... Con khong nghi vay,” tdi noi.

Trong me toi hoan hi ra mat.

“Sao khong?” bo noi.

“Co ay ban lam.”.

“U, thé thi c6 ay s& tir chdi,” b néi. “Nhung b6 me mudn cé 15i mdi.
Néu con thay dwoc?”.

“B6 me muon it nhat cling néi chuyén vaGi cd ay,” me noi.

“B0 me v@i c6 ay chang c6 gi chung ca,” t6i ndi.

“B0 me va c6 ay c6 chung mot tht 1a con day,” bo noi.

“Me con dam chac ca hai phia déu cho la con nén vao dai hoc,” me toi
xen vao, chwa gi da dé 19.

“A. Ra 1a vi chuyén d6,” toi néi, biing ngén tay cai tdch nhu tiéng bong
den no. “L6i kéo co ay vé phe bé me. Ba choi mot sao?”.

Me lac dau quay quay va nhanh nhau qud, cang lam 16 hon nita.

“Thoi thé nay. D€ con can nhac chuyén do,” t6i ndi, thac mac khong biét
minh khodi vi ho da dé 16 rd dung y hay vi biét Marian sé khong muén dén
hon.

“Cam on con,” b6 noi. “Bo me rat cam kich chuyén dé.”.

“Gio con di dugc chuwa?”.

“Roi,” bo dap mién cudng.

Toi ditng 1én vé phong dé tiép tuc tim kiém Conrad Knight. Toi khong
biét 6ng c6é vao dai hoc khong, nhung t6i dam ca toan bo s6 hoc phi trén
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doi nay la 6ng chang khodi gi Barry Manilow.

https://thuviensach.vn



Chuong 12

Marian

ft ngdy sau khi Kirby di t6i ngdi trong can ho gac mai cta Peter & Tribeca
ma anh song tir khi Robin tong c6 anh ra khoi khu nha giau Thugng Dong
Manhattan. Ching t6i ngoi trén sofa, xem ti vi, trao doi vé cong viéc va
chuyén Aidan sap td&i. Moi thi cé vé hét sitc binh thwong, nhung tdi c6 thé
noi la co cai gi hoi xa cach giita chung t6i, va to6i c6 cam giac ro rét la né cé
lién quan dén Kirby. Du khi con bé di r6i thi to6i da c6 sang trang nhung
chinh t6i gio day ciling da cam thay khac. C6 1é t6i nhé nd. Ciing c6 thé toi
lo 1a tir gio Peter sé cam nhan khac di vé t0i, it c6 kha nang mudn cudi t6i
hon nita. Cling c6 1€ vi t6i biét minh van chwa ké anh nghe toan bd cau
chuyen.

T6i chd anh nhac dén chuyén con bé, nhung khi anh khong néi, t6i dam
lo hon. Cudi cung, to6i budt miéng néi ra. “Du gi,” t6i nobi, dat tay 1én tay
anh. “Em ciing xin 16i vi da khong cho anh biét vé con bé s6ém hon... Em
thue long wéc minh da lam vay.”.

“Anh cling wdc la vay,” Peter ndi. “Vi em. Khong phai vi anh.”.

“Anh c6 chac chuyén nay khong thay doi... gi cd khong?” t6i hédi, nhin
vao mat anh.

“Vi h6i muwoi tdm tudi em da c6 mot dita con roi dem cho nguoi ta lam
con nuodi sao?” Peter héi. “Em nghi anh thién can that vay sao?”.

“Em khong nghi chuyén d6 lam anh tré nén thién can,” t6i néi, biét minh
dang tranh né van dé thuc. “Dwong nhién.”.

“Marian. Viéc do6 phdi can ddm lam m&i lam dwgc. Anh ngwdng mo diéu
d6. Anh ngudng mo em.” Anh lac dau, nhu thé van con dang c6 hiéu tam
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quan trong cda cau chuyén. “Nhung anh cho la anh chi chwa hiéu hét... vi
sao em lai khong muon cho anh biét?”.

“Em khong néi cho bat ky ai.”.

“Nhuwng anh dau phai la bat ky ai.” Anh gac chan Ién ban ca phé, bat tréo
& cho mat ca. “Nghe nay. Anh hiéu day la m6t chuyén rat ca nhan va riéng
tw. Anh hiéu vi sao em khéng mudn néu ra tai cac bita tiéc cocktail...
Nhung minh da bén nhau hai nam ré6i. Minh da dé cap dén chuyén hon
nhan.”.

T6i ngap ngrng r6i ndi, “Em dé cap chuyén hon nhan ma.”.

Anh thé dai, nhw thé day 1a mot chi tiét khong that sw quan trong, roi noi,
“Thé néu con bé khong dén, va bon minh hita hon, bdy gio em c6 néi cho
anh nghe khong?”.

To6i thdy minh dam ling ting khi n6i 1a khong biét.

“Co, em biét.”.

“Thoi dugc. Co thé 1a khong,” t6i dap. “Co 1é khong.”.

“Va em nghi lam vay cling dugc sao?” anh hoi. “Gilt cai bi mat quan
trong dén thé véi ngudi em muodn cung chia sé cudc doi?”.

“Em khong biét nita,” t6i ndi, co dau goi lén dén cam. “Em da twéng
vay... Nhung gio khi gap Kirby... lai thdy c@ nhw mot sy phan boi.”.

“Em khong phan bdi anh. Em chi khong tin anh,” Peter noi, trong khi toi
nhan ra nhitng ngwoi minh thue sy phan boi la Conrad va Kirby.

Nhu thé danh hoi duwgc diéu nay, anh nhin cham cham vao mat t6i roi
néi, “Po6 c6 phai toan bo cau chuyén khong? Gio anh da biét toan bo cau
chuyén chua?”.

“A thi... Van con mdt chit nita,” t6i néi, quét 1ong ban tay vao quan jean.

Anh nhin t6i té y anh da biét la van con, r6i ra hiéu cho t6i noi tiép.

“B0 dé Kirby khong biét gi vé n6,” toi noi, giong run run.

Mat anh khong biéu 16 cdm xtc gi khi t6i ké anh nghe vé chuyén thi thai
- lan dau tién néi doi Conrad dy. Va t6i da budc di ra sao, dé khong bao gio
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quay lai, khong bao gio lién lac vdi cau ta nita.

Vé mat Peter cudi cung cting doi khac, day vé phan xét. “Vay la anh
chang nay khéng hé biét minh c6 con?” anh héi.

T6i lac dau, mat néng birng, noi ho then dang 1én trong 16ng ngure.

“Tai sao?” Toi chwa kip tra 10i thi anh da tiép, giong s6i noi. “Ci noi that
cho anh ta biét thi sao? Chi can noéi, ‘Oi, chét tiét. Bon minh ty gay ra chut
rac roi roi nay’ khéng duwgc u?”.

Qua 161 anh chuyén dé nghe c6 vé qua dé dang, vay ma t6i van chwa c6
cau tra loi.

“Phai chang em... khong muén thita nhan?” Peter don. “Vi vdy ma em
néi doi? Vi vady ma em gitt bi mat?”.

T6i nhan mat, dé y thdy anh vira dung tt “bi mat” va “néi doi” luan
phién. “Cé thé. Qua thuc em khong biét. Em chi... em chi nghi la chang ich
gL.”.

“Em nghi chang ich gi sao?” anh néi. “Khi n6i cho mdt ngwoi dan ong
biét la anh ta dang c6 mot diva con?”.

T6i thit dién dat cach khac. “Em cam thay minh lam vay la giai thoat cho
anh ta.”.

“Sao lai thé dwgc?” Peter bé lai. Anh xoay vai vé phia t6i va nhin vao
mat toi.

“Ptta con trai m@i 16n nao lai mudn nghe minh lam con gai nguwdi ta dinh
bau chit? P6 la &c mong khung khiép nhat, Peter. Hay nhé - bon em md&i
muoi tam. Con con nit.”.

“Thoi duge, em khong nghi anh ta dang dwgc biét sao? Em khong nghi
anh ta cé quyén lya chon chit khong phai em sao?”.

“Puong nhién la khong. Bwong nhién em nghi chon Iya thé nao la & em.
Anh biét day... ing ho viéc pha thai,” t6i néi, du t6i biét minh dang lam sai
lac y chinh cuta anh.
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Peter thtra thong minh dé thdy diéu nay. “Pung. Anh biét d6 la co thé em
thi em cé quyén lya chon... Nhung ta khong noi vé chuyén cé nén sinh dira
bé ra hay khong ma dang néi vé chuyén biét c6 dira bé.”.

“Pugc, néu anh nghi em c6 quyén pha thai... Sao em lai khong thé cho
no di? Vai Conrad thi hai chuyén do co gi khac dau?”.

“Anh sé n6i em nghe khac ch6 nao,” anh néi qua quyét. “Mot dang sé
lam anh ta trd thanh ngwoi cha. Mot dang thi khong. Anh chang nay khong
c6 quyén biét vé con minh hay sao? Véi tw cach mot ngudi cha... Troi...
Anh khong twéng tuwgng noi...”.

“Nhung dau phai nhw bon em dinh cuwéi nhau r6i cung xay dung mot gia
dinh va cudc doi. Em sé vao dai hoc. Anh ta thi khong.”.

“Pung. Anh hiéu diéu do,” Peter néi. “Anh ta la ké sé chang lam nén
com chéo gi choi trong ban nhac. Chang di t&i dau. Phan dé thi anh hiéu.”.

“Anh ta khong phai ké sé chang lam nén com chdo gi,” t6i néi, thay la la
minh muoén bénh virc Conrad, du t6i chgt nghi khong ai c6 thé doi x& vai
cau ta té hon t6i. “Chi la bon em khac nhau. Bon em mu6n nhitng thit khac
nhau. Nhung khong dita nao mudn c6 con cd.” T6i can moéi. Chang thé néi
gi dé tu bao chita, nhuwng t6i van cit c6. “Cho Kirby 6ng b6 ba me 6n dinh,
yéu thwong né thi to6t cho né hon bat ¢t thit gi ma mot minh anh ta cé thé
cho n6. B6 anh ta nghién rwgu, khanh kiét. Va phai, cuéc doi anh ta sé
chang di t6i dau. Thé, néu vi mét ly do nao dé anh ta mudn gilt con bé thi
sao? Bdy gio em phai lam sao?”. “Anh khong biét,” Peter dap, lac dau.
“Anh nghi em sé phai chon.”.

“Em da chon. Va do la chon lya ding cho tat cd nhitng nguwdi co lién
quan,” t6i néi. Nhung lan dau tién toi tw hoi liéu lam vay cé ding khong.

Lat sau, that hét sitc khong phai ltic, von la chuyén thwong thay & Robin,
t0i nghe tiéng chi ta & sdnh ngoai. Du la dé choc titc anh, duwgc nan lai thém
bén anh, hay chi dé t6i bat ngo, thi chuyén mo téi s6m, hay khong maoi ma
dén, la mot trong nhitng (tng x¥ dac trung cua co nang, va l€é ra toi da phai
lwong trede kha nang nay.
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“Khi that. Hai me con ho dén sém bon muwoi lam phut,” Peter 1am bam.
Va roi, vi biét chuyén do6 lam t6i kho chiu, anh bén néi, “Xin 16i em.”.

To6i gat va tinh chuyén trén trong phong ngu ctia Peter, nhung thay vi vay
to0i ngoi thu minh khi Robin diing dinh di vao ma khong go cira, Aidan tut
lai dang sau. Peter ditng ddy, mim cudi, dap tay vGi con trai, r6i vo vo mai
toc cat ngang tran loa xoa kiéu boyband c6 vé khong hgp véi tinh cach u
sau cta no.

Anh quay qua Robin r6i néi, “Con cat téc hoi nao vay?”.

“La mot bay gid ddy, Peter,” Robin noi. “Anh lam truyén hinh thi phai
biét chuyén dé chi?”.

“Chao Aidan,” t6i noi.

“Chao c6, Marian,” Aidan dap lai 1é phép, hat toc mai bén mat trai. N6 la
thang nho dé thwong, cung cach 1é phép, nhung dang buon la ching t6i
khong may hoa hgp, c6 1€ vi qua tinh t6i khong gdp né nhiéu. Bo6i khi xem
ra Peter cling khong gap né nhiéu, ta chac chan sé nghi vay néu nghe Robin
than phién vé lich cta chong c.

Robin dat tii xach va hai cdi tii d6 mua sam dudi san, vao ngoi doi dién
toi, thd dai mét phd. Vay da 16n mau ndu so co la ngan, khoe khodng dui
dai rdm nang, san chac nhd tap luyén. Robin da tao dugc cho minh sitc hap
dan thé xac c6 chit tao nha, va t6i mim cwoi nhé lai diéu em géi cia Peter
c6 lan néi vé Robin: néu chi duwgc mang theo mot thit dén hoang dao thi chi
ta sé mang dau boi tron. Cau nhan xét dang ra phai lam t6i byc vi da goi lai
nhitng thang ngay néng béng da xa cta Peter, nhung khong hiéu sao Robin
chwa hé khién t6i ghen theo kiéu dy, tham chi trong it lan t6i thdy chi ta
madc bikini. Lan duy nhat chi ta lam t6i kho chiu la khi chi ta té ra van con
yéu Peter, nhw cai lan ching t6i dén don Aidan tai nha r6i chi ta khoe
album anh cwdi cta ho, von da bay san trén ban uéng nwéc. Té hon nita la
Peter chi cuwdi xi x6a va néi cau anh van thwong néi, “Thé méi la Robin.”.

Khoéng phai td6i khong mudn Peter hoa thuan véi chi ta, chinh t6i cling
kha thich chi ta. O canh nhiéu ltc thdy chi ta téu tao kinh khung va rat vui
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vé. Nhung t6i thady birc minh moi khi ho lam nhw thé van con la mot doi.

“Chi thé nao, Robin?” t0i 1én tiéng hoi tham chi ta.

Chi chang thd dai, r6i bat dau tudn ra nao la ban biu, roi thi cang thang.
Chi ta la ngwoi khong di 1am ban biu nhat, cang thang nhat t6i tirng gap.
Pang noi gitta chitng vé mat bita tiéc ti thién do minh cha tri thi chi ta liéc
nhin ngon chan cai cuaa toi, nwdc son vira tréc sang nay.

“Oi, cung. Ngén chan cai em 1am sao thé. Bi vap a?” chi ta néi giong
mién Nam. Chi ta sinh trwédng & Connecticut, nhung dén Auburn va thinh
thoang dung hay bo giong tuy luc.

To6i nhidn vai, liéc nhin qua Peter, dang mai mé tro chuyén véi Aidan, roi
choc lai. “Ai biét dau dugc? Chac la do choi tennis véi Peter?”.

Cau nay day an y vi Peter ké t6i nghe d6 la dau moi bat hoa trong cudc
h6n nhan cta ho. Nao phéi anh mu6n chi ta chay marathon hay leo ndi gi,
nhung chi ta khong chiu du chi 1a nhing w6t téc trong nhitng chuyén di
bién. Anh n6i d6 la mét vi du cho rat nhiéu thit khac bat 6n gitta ho, nhat la
ho lai it c6 diém chung, rang chi ta song vat chat qua va lic nao cling am
anh véi vé bé ngoai (noi van tat la di cang da mat & tu6i bon muoi tw).

Nhung véan dé 16n nhat trong hon nhan cta ho - cudi cung la yéu t6 quyét
dinh - chi ta la nguwdi noéi doi kinh nién. Chi ta chwa hé lang nhang - it nhat
thi Peter khong hé biét c6 chuyén nao - hay noéi déi gi ghé gém, nhung
nhitng doi trd nho nhoé va nhitng 16i ndi sai s that da da dé tao thanh mot
vu an thuyét phuc bat 1gi cho chi ta. Céi tti xach da ca sdu Devi Kroell chi
ta mua khong “dat 1am” (bon ngan do - tw n6 da la van dé). Chi ta chi uong
c6 mot ly, khong phdi sau. Nguwdi yéu thoi dai hoc két ban véGi chi ta trén
Facebook, khong phai ngugc lai. Thyc ra, Robin c6 vé khdp v6i dinh nghia
vé nhitng ngudi mac bénh thich néi dbi, néi doi khi dwong nhw chang c6 ly
do gi phdi lam vay - vé nhitng thit hoan toan v& van - nhw la khong néi that
moén da an trong bita diém tam. Peter noi khi khong con tin twéng thi tinh
cam cda anh cling ngudi lanh. T6i lo that rudt 1a gio day anh ciing sé cam
thay twong ty vé toi.
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Robin huyén thuyén (chd yéu mgt minh) thém dam phait, r6i ditng phat
lén 16ng ra ctra. “T6i phai di ddy. Hen ho mui man nhé!” chi ta noéi, di
ngang Peter va Aidan trén dwong dén cita.

Chi ta that vong thay rd vi Peter dwong nhw da chan tro dién ctia minh,
chéd buon 6 € gi dén chuyén yéu dwong cua chi ta nita. Cling nhw cap dui.

“Anh khong muon biét em dang hen ho ai sao?” chi ta hoi anh, giong vt
lén m6t quang tam, roi hat ham sang bén trong khi Aidan di téi sofa, 16i
trong cai tui deo chéo ra cudn tiéu thuyét cua Ursula Le Guin. T6i chwa
thdy thang bé nao doc nhiéu nhu né, rd rang khong phédi nhd nguwdi me ma
c6 1an noi toet ra khong hé nguwong vai téi 1a “ghét doc sach”. Ai lai di tha
thie chuyén nhu vay?

“Khong muon biét chi tiét,” Peter n6i, vé thich thi. Gan nhw anh van con
thich chi ta - nhw kiéu ta thich mot con cuin biét vai tro ngd nghinh. “Nhung
néu em muodn cho anh biét thi ci¥ néi.”.

“Em sé cho anh biét. Em sé chang git kin chuyén do6 dau,” chi ta néi, roi
nhin t6i mot chap.

Tim t6i bat dau danh trong. Lé nao anh da ké cho chi ta nghe? Puong
nhién anh sé khong lam thé véi toi. Nhuwng chi ta con c6 thé ngu y gi khac
khi néi va nhin hoéi lau vé phia t6i nhw vay? Toi chwa voi két téi anh, cho
v& hai kich cda chi ta tiép tuc, ban khoan liéu minh cé thé mugn gi trong
von tiét muc cua chi ta dé dwa vao kich ban. Co6 lan t6i da lam thé that.

“Nathan Bilet,” chi ta noi.

Peter nhin chi ta than nhién nhv khong.

“Troi, Peter. Anh ay la nha diéu khac noi tiéng thé gigi,” chi ta noéi. “Anh
nhd khong, mdy nam trudc anh ngoi ké anh dy tai gala Trai tim Hanh phtc?
Mdi cé bai viét vé anh dy trong muc My thuat dy?”.

Chi ta quay qua t6i n6i, “Nathan ché tac twgng dong. Loai hinh nghé
thuat c6 nhitng boé phan chuyén dong.”.

“Vang. Toi hiéu roi,” khong biéu 16 cam xuc, t6i ding 1én dén bén Peter,
vong tay 6m eo anh, phan la c6 y, phan vi t6i bong thay noi théi thiic muén
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cham vao anh.

“Anh ay con lam twgng am thanh nita co. Anh ay thich sang tao cai mdi
lam,” chi ta n6i, vé mat mo mang.

T6i ban khoan khong biét chi ta cé sap dinh nghia “thich sang tao cai
m&i” cho minh khong, khong chirng ca “am thanh” nita. Khong thdy chi ta
néi gi nén tdi néi, “U'm. Dam c4 1a anh chang hap dan day.”.

“Phai, dwong nhién roi. Anh ay la ngwdi Phap ma,” chi ta ndi, dua tay
quat quat. “Co hoi tré so vdi toi, nhung toi nghi minh theo kip!”.

“Anh tin la em lam dwgc ma, Rob,” Peter noi, dwa tay vo vai roi diu dang
dua chi ta ra. “Em cling vui vé nhé.”.

“Anh du6i em di day a?” chi ta noi.

Peter mim cuwdi. “Khéng. Anh khong muén em tré hen lau. C6 thé
Nathan sé phan nan chuyén do.”.

Chi ta cudi twoi, roi néi to v6i Aidan, “Me yéu con, cung! T6i mai gap
lai con nhé!”.

“Con cling yéu me,” thang bé dap, khong ngang 1én khdi cuén sach.

“Thoi duwgce. Bugce roi. Toi di day,” chi ta néi, nan na. “T6i biét hai ngudi
c6 rat nhiéu chuyén phai ban.” Chij ta lai nhin t6i, va lan nay thi khong thé
nham dwgc. Nhat dinh la chi ta biét. “Nhwng phién em mot viéc nhé?”.

“G1 vay?” toi noi, co kiém ché sy ton thwong va gian dit 1a sao anh c6 thé
di bu6én chuyén véi chi ta vé toi.

Chi ta ha giong thi tham. “Ding dé Aidan biét cu thé moi thit. Chi la
dé... khong phai cha dé t6i mudn né biét. O tudi no,” chi ta noi, tdn huéng
co hoi lam nguwdi me cé trach nhiém, von khong phai vai tro moi khi cia
chi ta.

“Q, t6i hiéu ma, Robin,” t6i dap, giong mia mai hét mic.

“N6 biét chuyén ong buém,” chi ta néi. “Nhuwng du sao...”.

Twr khée mat, toi thdy Aidan li€c qua bo me, nhuw thé biét dich xac
chuyén gi dang xay ra, roi ditng 1én di vé phong nga ma rat cé thé sé & do
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gan ca budi toi.

“Xin loi. T6i khong c6 y gi xau khi néi vay,” Robin néi, quay qua nhin
toi ling ting, nhw thé khong biét chinh xac minh da lam gi sai. Qua la dién
vi t6i nghi c6 1€ chi ta khong lam gi sai that. Chi ta khong c6 y d6 nham
hiém hay hep bung hep da, chi ta chi ngu ngoc thoi.

Nhung Peter thi biét chinh xac chuyén gi dang xay ra. Nén khi chi ta dwa
ngon tay ut 1én vay chao va tung tang di ra cta thi to6i cii gam, khong da
sitc nhin vao mat anh. “Sao anh lai lam thé duwgc?” t6i noi.

“Anh lam sao dwogc co?” anh héi.

“Ké vai chi ta.”.

“Anh dau cé ké,” anh néi, vong tay 6m toi.

T6i gidng ra. “Oi thdi di, Peter.”.

“Anh c6 noi cho Aidan nghe,” Peter noi, ha giong. “Chac n6 ké lai véi
me nob.”.

“Anh cho Aidan biét?”.

“Phai. Vay khong dugc sao?”.

Nghe vay, t6i nhan ra d6 la mot cai bay. Néu t6i bao phai thi khac nao
ngu y minh khong thdy rang Aidan la m6t phan mé rong ctia anh. Mot van
dé 16n khi ta muon cwdi ai. Nhung, t6i tin rang anh phdi hoi y toi trudce. Toi
tin ching t6i phai néi vé chuyén do trwdc khi anh ké cho con trai minh, hay
bat ky ai, nhat la khi biét rang Aidan c6 thé ké lai cho Robin. T6i néu
nhitng diém nay ra véi Peter, c6 té ra binh than va loai Robin ra khoi cudc
thdo luan. Chuyén nay khong lién quan dén chi ta.

“N6 la con trai anh, Marian. Anh gap n6 sang hom ay. Ngay sau khi anh
gdp Kirby... Va lai, bo con anh ban chuyén di an t6i, bon ngudi ching ta.
Nén anh nghi néi véi né cling chang sao. Ma chang phai do6 cling la céai hé
luy mong muon tr chuyén Kirby tim dén hay sao? Rang em sé phai doi mat
v0i cau chuyeén nay va khai that moi chuyén?”.
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“Khai that?” t6i ndi. “Thady chwa? Ngay ca anh cling nghi chuyén dé la
dang ho then.”.

“Thoi duwgc. Anh dung tv khong dung,” Peter ndi. “Anh da nghi em...
khong dinh... gitt... cai bi mat ghé gém nay nita. Di nhién - dy la tredc khi
anh biét do la bi mat 16n ngay ca véi bo dé ctaa Kirby.”.

“Troi, Peter,” t6i noi. “Chuyén d6 xdy ra dd muodi tdm nam roi. Sao
chuyén nay lai quan trong v6i anh nhu vay?”.

“Bdi vi no quan trong that,” Peter dap. “Thuc ra thi do la th quan trong
nhat trén doi. C6 mot dita con dy. Ma em lai c6 vé khong nhin nhan nhw

»

vay...”.

To6i ngat 10i. “Cho anh mot 1y do nita dé khong 1ay em a?”.

Anh nhin t6i, sy im lang da noi 1én tat ca.

“Em vé day,” t6i ndi, chét diéng, roi lai thay sg vi thé.

T6i cho thay Peter ngan toi, nhung anh chi tro mat nhin t6i. Khi ra khéi
can hd cta anh, ctta khép lai sau lung, trong t6i tran ngap cam giac rang
chuyén nay da titng xdy ra. Cai cdm giac phai ra di, du long khong muon.
Cai cdm gidc rang doi khi chuyén don gian chi la khong thé citu van.
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Chuong 13

Kirby

“An khong?” Thay Tully hoi, ra hiéu vé mot hop banh vong da mé khi thay
vira an hét mot cai va tinh an thém cai nita. T6i dang & trong van phong cta
thay theo gidy phép mién gio thé duc, muc dich la dé ban ké hoach dai hoc
du tdi gio ching t6i van chwa da dong dén chuyén do. “Cuaa Ray day. Tuyét
VOi.”.

To6i lac dau noi vai thay 1a banh vong rac duwong hay day ra lam, nhat la
khi dang mac vay dong phuc mau dé. Vi lai, sao & day ldc nao cling cé
banh vay, t6i héi, réi doan: phu huynh cdm on? Hoi 16 cua hoc sinh? Hay
c6 co thw ky nao phai long thay? Thay cwoi, trong quyén rii hon ca moi khi,
roi ngtra c6 can mot miéng to, dwong cat vang t¢ tung. Thay liém ngén cai,
thu hat anh nhin cta t6i t6i cdp moi thay, lam t6i hinh dung ra canh thay
Tully dang an ai. Khong phdi véi toi - toi chwa vugt qua dugce ranh gigi do -
ma la mot c6 nang giong kiéu mdy dia trong hoi ni¥ sinh, nguc to, khic
khich su6t. Hy vong rang héi sinh vién, hay it nhat la lic nay, thay cé gu
kha hon, t6i ben hinh dung canh dé v6i mot co da ngam manh mai, tri thic
va cung luc liéc qua man hinh mdy tinh cda thay. Tiét hoc con hai muoi
phtt nita.

“A,” t6i néi, dua tay qua ban v6 1én cau tha béng chuyén Nebraska
Cornhusher d6 choi cé céi dau lic lac gan gidong ma no canh dang nhan
rang cuoi. “Em cé diéu nay muoén bao thay biét.”.

“Cuo6i cung thi em ciling da thudc céng thitc bac hai a?” thay nhay mat
héi. “Thé thi ghé day.”.
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“Ay. Khong phai. Véi lai ché nhao diém yéu trong hoc tap cia ngudi
khéc 1a khéng hay dau nhé,” t6i n6i. “Y em 1a khong khéo sau nay em lai
phai di trj liéu that vi thé day. Tai thay c6 van huéng nghiép ché em dot.”.

“Dot a? Khong,” thay néi. “La buwdng binh khong chiu hoc, hirm... phai.”
Thay tré toi diéu bo rat kich, roi cuwdi toét.

“Thoi,” téi noi, huo tay gat chu dé do di. “Chuyén nay chang dinh gi dén
toan cd. N6 lién quan dén noi em dén tuan roi.”.

Thay liéc 1én tran nha, van mim cuwdi, nhw thé dang c6 nghi ra cai gi khoi
hai thi Scooter Banks xuat hién & 6 ctta kinh, r6i m@ ctta phong, tho dau
vao rong l1én, “Chao thay T! Thay thich cai ca rich khong?”.

“Co phai dén cho do thi t6i phai noi, ‘Ca rich la gi?’ khong vay?”.

Scooter pha lén cwdi roi néi to, “Thay lam sao vay, ca tang?!”.

“Quay veé 16p di, Scooter,” thay Tully noi, dudi no.

Vwa cuoi khung khuc, Scooter vira dung dinh xudi hanh lang khi t6i
nhuwéng mat 1am bam, “D6 dau dat.”.

“T vung an twgng day,” thay Tully néi. “Thay chwa? Dit khoat 1a em
khong dot.”.

Toi mim cwoi, nghi la suy cho cung thi gio SAT da hoc cling c6 luc hitu
dung, r6i tuon mot hoi. “Em gdp me dé r6i. Trong dot nghi cudi tuan dai
ngay cua treong minh. Em tim ra ba & New York. Em dén ddy. Mot minh.”.

Thay Tully huyt séo, ro6i nhin t6i bang anh mat ma t6i mudn dong lon gitr
mai. D6 1a anh nhin thé hién sy ton trong dich thiwc. Thay thay an twgng va
to mo, va du t6i biét thay thich minh nhung day la lan dau tién thay té ra
nhw vay. Lan dau tién c6 nguwdi thé hién diéu dé vdi téi. Thay ra hiéu cho
t0i noi tiép, thé la t6i ké hét vdi thay dau dudi cau chuyén, tir ci dién thoai
goi dén t6 chitc con nuoi sau tuan treéc dén chuyén xe buyt ti thanh pho
New York roi dén tiéng go ctra nha ba gitta khuya.

“Cha,” thay no6i. Roi lap lai tir d6 hai lan nita.
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T6i cuodi toét, ké tiép cho thay nghe vé Marian va cudc séng cta ba.
Thay nghe cham chi hon Belinda hay em t6i, nhw t6i da biét tridc, con cau
thay héi dau tién thi khé khang, an can. “Em c6 thdy em va me dé giong
nhau khong?” thay hoi.

“Vé bé ngoai 4?” t6i héi.

Thay gat, néi chiing toi cé thé bat dau tir d6. Toi dap 1a c6, dit khoat céd
thé néi ching téi cdé quan hé rudt ra. “Mau da nhw nhau. Véc nguoi ca hai
co ban la nhw nhau. Va c6 tai to nhv nhau.” Téi mim cwoi, do mat.

Thay Tully ddp nam tay lén nguc va néi, “Con & day? Hai nguoi c6
giong nhau & cho nay khong?”.

Cau dé sé nghe c6 vé sén néu nhu thét ra tir miéng ai khac, nhat 1a lai di
kém cai dong tac chi vao tim nhw thé, nhing thay tuyét voi va dé thwong da
dé thoat t6i do.

“Khong han, khong... C6 18é it thoi,” t6i noi.

“Sao lai thé?”.

T6i nhun vai dap, “Khéng biét phai giai thich sao. Ba thong minh hon
em. Dam nghi dam lam hon.” T6i cwdi roi tiép, “Cha. Néi thé thi qua nhe
so vOi thuc té...”.

“Thay khong biét néi sao - c6 1é ba &y dam nghi ddm lam hon nhung
thay khong tin la ba 4y thong minh hon. Suy cho cung thi em la con gai ba
dy ma. Va em rat thong minh.”.

“Phai. La thay néi.”.

“Piém kiém tra cia em néi. Ké nita di.”.

“Em khong biét nita. Ba c6 vé hoi tram tinh. Giéng em. Nhuwng ba khéo
giao tiép lam,” t6i n6i, mwong twgng lai hinh anh ba trong phong kich ban.
“Nhu thé ba luén biét chinh xac phai néi va lam gi... Va hau nhu luon...
vitng vang.”.

“Po6 la pham chat t6t sao?”.

“A, phai,” t6i n6i. “Hon la mo mam nhw em.”.
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“Em dau c6 mo mam.”.

“Co, cO ma.”.

“Pdy chi la em cdm thay thé théi. So v4i mot co6 gai mdi 16n thi em rat...
tw cha.”.

“Tw d6 co6 nghia gi em cha quan tam.”.

“Co6 nghia la c6 vé nhu em giong me dé ¢ diém gi do.”.

To6i lac dau. “Khong. Ba ay hoan hdo. T6c tai da dé y phuc. Can ho nita
chit. Thay déu hoan hao va phong cach. Moi thi.”.

“Nghe c6 vé lam th qua.”.

“Véi ba dy thi khong.”.

“U, thé thi n6 nghe c6 vé... chan?” thay Tully néi.

T6i nhin vai. “A thi, khong phai em. Biéu do thi chac r6i,” t6i néi, nghi
dén s6 quan ao ba sam stta cho ma t6i van chwa mdc t6i. T6i toan néi vGi
thay, nhung khong mu6n néi ra miéng nhitng diéu t6i cam thay - rang ba da
c6 mua chudc t6i vi diéu doi tra ba da noi, chang han nhw, Nay con, xin 16i
vi b6 con khong hé biét c6 con. Nhuwng xem thir may doéi giay Prada do di!

“Gi vay?” thay Tully néi. Toi lay lam la vé cach thay héi cau do - hoi toi
nghi gi ding lic t6i dang c6 mot y nghi kha quan trong.

T6i nudt khan, cui nhin hai ban tay, réi quyét dinh cho thay biét d6i chut
su that tran trui. “Nhung... hoa ra la... Ba ay chwa bao gio ké véi ai vé em

»

ca.”.
Thay nghiéng dau sang bén. “Khong ai ca u?”.
“Khong. Khong ai c4, tri me ba.”.
Néu c6 thdy soc thi thay cling vo nhw khong, lai héi thang vao van de,
“Chuyén do6 lam em cadm thdy thé nao?”.
“Em khong biét nita. Em nghi em thdy ngac nhién.”.

“Piéu do c6 lam tén thwong tinh cdm cta em khong?”.
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“Chut it,” toi thtra nhan, r6i lién n6i thém, “Nhwng sao ciing dugce. Cha
quan trong.”.

“Thé bo dé khong biét vé em sao?” thay Tully haéi.

“Khong,” toi dap, cam thay hai ma nong bung, nhw thé chuyén nay néi
1én diéu gi d6 vé toi chit khong phéi ba. “Ba dy chwa bao gid néi cho bo dé
em biét minh cé thai.”.

Thay thay khong noi gi, t6i tiép, “Em biét. Nghe that soc, phai khong?”.

“Thay la c6 van huwéng nghiép,” thay Tully néi, bé khép ngén tay.
“Chang chuyén gi c6 thé khién thay soc ca.”.

“Cha, em wdc gi ba ay c6 nguwoi nhu thay dé tro chuyén,” téi néi. “Hoi
nhitng nam chin mvoi.”.

“Sao thé?” thay Tully hoi do. “Em wéc ba ay da quyét dinh khac di a?”.

“Khong phai,” t6i dap nhanh. “Em khong n6i vay. Em chi wéc... ba ay da
cho bo dé em biét vé em.”.

“Em wdc thé la dwong nhién,” thay noi.

“Véi lai, thay biét khong? Em nghi ba dy ciling wéc nhw vay. Em con
nghi c6 1€ ai d6 nhu thay han da co thé thuyét phuc ba lam thé.”.

“Thoéi dugc roi,” thay Tully néi. “Thé thi hai ngwoi con chd gi nita?”.

“Gl a?” toi noai.

“Sao em khong di tim 6ng ay? Nhw da lam vd&i ba ay?”.

“Qua muon roi,” toi dap, du t6i qua toi da mat thém hai gio nita tim ong
trén mang. “It nhat thi cling di qua mudn d6i v6i ba. Poi ba da hét stic
hoan hao va du day.”.

“Khong hoan hdo dau, Kirby a,” thay Tully néi ding lic chudng reo
trong hé théng dién thoai nodi bo. “Va nhat dinh la khong qua mudn.”.
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Chuong 14

Marian

Sang thit Ba, Peter go ctra van phong t6i, chuyén gan nhu chwa tirng c6 tién
1é néu khong phai la do mot cude hen theo lich (bao gio cling dién ra trong
van phong cta anh) va hoi t6i c6 ranh chut khong.

“Pwong nhién,” toi néi, 1ong ban tay bat dau lanh va am wét. Da ba ngay
nay chung toi khong ndi chuyén véi nhau - tur khi toi roi khoi can hg cua
anh. Va du khéng r6 minh muén anh noéi gi, t6i cling hy vong anh dén vi
chuyén ca nhan. Nhung sau may gidy thi to6i biét anh dén vi nhitng 1y do
lién quan dén cong viéc, khi anh mé& mot ho so roi thdy dé cwong may tap
toi da nop cho anh 1én ban. T6i nhan ra tic thi la n6 dang ¢ dang bién tap
va chi chit nhitng nhan xét ngoai €.

“Anh khong thich n6?” toi noi.

“T4t nhién la anh thich. Vicky va anh déu thich,” anh néi, &m chi giam
doc chuwong trinh, sép truc tiép cda toi ma co6 1é dang ditng day néu Peter va
toi khong hen ho.

“Nhung c6 vai thit ta can thdo luan,” anh néi. Tim t0i that lai. Toi biét cai
nhin nay tir phan trudc - ca phan truedc nita. Tham chi cad phan trudce trude
nita. Do la cai nhin ngay trude khi anh ndi t6i phai sira lai moi tht chung
toi da viét.

To6i 1at qua tap tai liéu, dé y thdy mot ghi cha bén 1€ 1a “rwgu che qua
nhiéu”. T6i chi va noéi, “Phim dién ra & quan bar ma, Peter. Norm trong
Cheers c6 uéng nhiéu qua khong?”.

“Nghe nay. Pung ty ai,” anh noi.
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“Em khong ty ai,” to6i phan phao, liéc xudng doc may ghi chu khac,
nhiéu cai lién quan dén “giong diéu” ctia mot canh hay hoi thoai nhat dinh.

“MaAy ghi chu vé giong diéu nay la sao day?” t6i ndi. “Giong diéu bon
em dung c6 gi khong 6n?”.

“Khong cé gi. Chi can ha giong xudng chut xiu,” anh n6i, bat tréo chan,
kiéu dan 6ng, roi khé cudi mot minh.

T6i nhat quyét khong cuoi.

“Xin 10i,” anh ndi, lai tach roi hai chan ra. “Chang c6 thoi gian dau ma
dua.”.

“Khong. Qua la khong,” t6i néi. “C n6i thang ludn véi em di.”.

“Puwgc roi. N6 tdo bao qua. Qua nhiéu sex, ruwgu che, tiéng léng, bao
lwe...”.

“Pay dau phai la kénh Gia dinh ABC. Anh biét thé ma, ding khong?”.

“Phai. Anh biét...”.

“Va do la giong diéu bon em van dung xwa nay.”.

“Khong han. Bay 1a mét tinh hudéng nguy hiém, va bon em dang di... xa
qua réi.”.

“Nhung nguoi xem thich diéu d6 ¢ phim cta bon em. Bon em khong
thuong thuwong va té nhat.”.

“Nghe nay, Marian,” anh noi, bat dau xu 16ng nhim. “Em can lwu y vai
diéu. Bugc phat vao chin gid téi thit Nam la mot ganh nang 16n. Em phai
dwong dau véi may doéi thu nang ky, ma hang thi ky vong sé 16i kéo thém
nhiéu nguwdi xem nita dé bién minh cho khoan tién ta thu vé.”.

“Cht bon em khong phai la céi cay hai ra tién.”.

Anh cuwoi khady mot tiéng roi tho tay vao tdi ho so ném cho td6i mot tai
lieu nita. “Con khuya.”.

To6i li€c nhin tai liéu gom nhitng con s6 va so liéu thong ké dan so roi
nhin lai anh, lac dau. “Anh khong cho bon em co hoi thanh cong. Va vai
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mady cai ghi chd nay - bon em sé khong bao gid lam duwgc. Anh khong thé
bat bon em phai cat xén kiéu nay dugc.”.

“Nghe nay Marian. Em biét Vicky mudn lam gi khong?” anh héi. “Co ta
muon day em sang khung gio léo téo thit Sdu. Anh dang cttu nguy cho em
day.”.

“Tai sao?” tbi gat lai, quyét dinh sé bé qua phan nghi Vicky 1a mot ké
ngu ngoc vo vi. Anh thtra biét y kién cua tdi vé co ta.

“Em hoi ‘tai sao’ la sao?”.

“Tai sao anh phai cttu nguy cho em? Vi ta da len givong vdi nhau a?” toi
néi, co6 y xuyén tac moi quan hé cua ching t6i. “Hay vi anh tin twéng &
chuwong trinh em da gay dung?”.

“That 1ong ha?” anh noi. “Ca hai.”.

“Puoc, vay thi giip em mot diéu - quén cai chuyén giwong chiéu do di
khi diéu hanh may cudc hop nho cta anh. Em khéng can cai sw ting ho do,”
t0i noi, giong run run, biét minh khong thé thang. Chwong trinh lam t6t nhw
vay la vi anh da gia on cho t6i. Néu anh cat xén kich ban cta chiing t6i thi
ching t6i sé mat ngwoi xem va bi huy. T6i dwa tay ra gian dit x6a vai tin
nhan trong hop thw, chi dé tay khdi cam thay thira thai.

Anh thé dai r6i néi, “Nghe nay, Marian. Anh dang co hét sic dé giir
chwong trinh ctia em vao thit Nam, nhung bon anh sé phai doi em sang tam
gio. SO lwgng nguwdi xem cta chuwong trinh bon em khong thé canh tranh
trong khung phat chin gio, ma bén quang cao thi dang phan nan vé noi
dung ctia em & khung phat tdm gio. Nén em sé phdi diéu hoa chit dinh.
Anh xin 16i. Anh biét d6 khong phai diéu em mu6n nghe, nhing danh phai
vay thoi. Ta phai c6 1gi nhuan.”.

“Chuyén nay that vé van,” t6i 1am bam, doc lwét qua may ghi cha.

“Du em c6 hang triéu ngudi xem ma noi dung lai xua hét may nha quang
cdo va khién phu huynh kich dong thi cling chang c6 nghia ly gi.”.

To6i lwdm anh. “Cam on anh vé bai hoc truyén hinh dé.”.
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Anh 10 di ma néi, “Diéu anh khong hé mudn la chwong trinh ctia em bi
hay bai vi em khong chiu cat xén ndi dung, r6i hang lai phdi dva em vao
khung gio ma khan gia ctia em sé khong tim thdy em dau ca.”.

T6i 16 cau néi trich thwong ctia anh va bado minh biét rat ro van dé chung
quy ciling chi vi tién. “Nhung anh khong thé bao em chiu nhun di khi twéc
hét moi y twdng doc 1ap sang tao ctia em.”.

“Bon anh khong twéc hét. Bon anh chi twdc chut dinh,” anh lai vira noi
vlra crdi mim ma sé that quyén rii néu nhw anh dang néi vé céng viéc cta
ai khac. “Chi can sap xép lai chiat dinh. Lam cho n6... lanh manh hon mot
chut. B6t tdo bao di mot chut.”.

“Vay thi co ban la sira lai ca bo phim roi con gi,” t6i lam bam. “Troi. Tai
sao ta phai chiéu theo may thang dan ngoai kia? Con nguoi c6 dau 6c xem
truyén hinh nita ma. Chang phéi vi thé ma anh dén hang truyén hinh nay
saon?”.

“Marian. Binh tinh lai r6i doc mdy ghi chu di. Phim ctia em van sé sac
sao - chi la khong... gai goc qua... Mai ta sé noi chuyén,” anh néi vé6i vé tu
chu khién toi dién tiét. “Pugc chit?”.

“Puoc,” toi dap, biét rang minh sé thwc hién moi chinh sita theo y anh -
nhu t6i van luén lam - rang minh khong con cach nao khac.

Anh dinh ditng 1én, nhuwng lai ng6i xu6ng roi nhin toi.

“G1 vay?” toi noi.

“Em con diéu gi khac muon ban khong?”.

“Khong han,” t6i ndi, hét sitc mong anh & lai thém chuit nita du biét minh
sap budt ra mot cau cham choc, phéan tac dung. “Trtr chuyén em hét sitc xin
16i 1a anh khong dong tinh véi nhitng chon lya cia em hoi muai tam.”.

Anh khoanh tay roi gat dau, ha giong néi, “Um. Coéng bing ma néi - em
van tiép tuc lwa chon nhw thé - qua tirng ngay, titng nam ké tw ay... nhung
do la doi em.”.
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“Con day la hang truyén hinh ctia anh,” t6i néi trwdc khi anh lac dau,
ding 1én, vay la dén lugt anh ra khoi ctra.

Ngay hom sau chung t6i khong noi chuyén, hom sau nita cling khong,
cac du tinh toi thit Sdu ctia ching t6i vGi ban bé da 1u 1u trén lich. Khoang
ba muwoi phat treée gio ching to6i dat cho & nha hang, khi t6i dang & nha
thay do di lam ra thi anh goi té:i.

“Pé em doan nhé. Anh huy?”.

“Anh chi muon trao déi trwdc nhitng quy dinh co ban cho t6i nay,” anh
ndi, giong vira thu dong lai vira gdy han chua tirng thay.

“Phai hiéu diéu nay sao day?”.

“Nghia la ban bé ctia em c6 biét chuyén Kirby khong?”.

“Vay gio ho chi la ban beé cua em thoi sao?”.

“Thoi duwogc. Ban bé ctia bon minh.”.

“Khong,” t6i noi, liéc voi quanh ban trang diém tim trang sitc va phu
kién phu hgp. “Ho khong biét. Dao nay em hoi ban viét lai chwong trinh.”.

“Em c6 dinh cho ho biét khong?” anh hoi.

“Em khong biét,” t6i néi. “Néu duwgc nhac dén.”.

“Um, anh nghi né s& chéng ty dugc nhic dén.”.

“Pugc, vay thi em nghi anh c6 cau tra 10i roi,” toi noi.

“Thé la em chi dinh gia vo?”.

“Chinh xac thi gia vo cai gi?” toi ndi, nghi, Vo la ta dang hanh phuc u?

Anh hang giong. “V& nhw khéng phéi dang c6 mot bién ¢6 quan trong
trong cudc doi hai ta?”.

Du t6i thich anh néi “hai ta” va dung “bién c6” thay vi “khung hoang”,
nhwng t6i van cam thay noi oan gian thit chat 16ng nguc la anh sé khong
chiu dé t6i yén 6n song tiép doi minh. Ngay cd Kirby con chap nhan
chuyén d6. Ngoai vai tin nhan qua lai, toi chwa thay con bé lién lac lai, va
toi nhe ngwdi 1a khong thdy né nhac nhé gi thém vé Conrad. Cam xuc cta
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t0i vé chuyén nay van con dung dang, nhung t6i da dit khoat rang con
dwong ching toéi dang di la tot nhat cho ca hai. Con bé da c6 mét gia dinh,
con t6i muon c6 gia dinh cua riéng minh. Véi nguwdi hiéu dugce vi sao toi da
lam nhv vay.

“Pugc. Nghe nay. Anh mu6n em néi cho bon ho nghe? Em sé néi. C6 1é
ldc ding trdng miéng. ‘A, nhan tién, may cau oi... Mudi tim nim trudc té
da c6 mot diva con. Té ké chuyén ay chwa nhi?’.”.

“Pirng hoi hot nhw thé, Marian,” anh ndi.

“Hoi hgt? Phai do la cai anh goi chuyén bo con cho nguoi ta nudi?” toi
ndi, chét tran, nhin chdm cham béng minh trong guwong. Trong toi gia di,
hay it nhat cling mét moi - r6i liéc di ngay. “Phai d6 la cai vé anh nhan thay
¢ em may ngay vira r6i? Mot vé hoi hot?”.

Anh im ldng.

“Thuc ra, lam sao anh nhan thdy gi dwoc,” t6i ndi. “Ta gan nhw dau c6
thoi gian nao bén nhau tr khi em gap Kirby.”.

“Anh biét,” anh noi. “Van deé la ddy. Anh da dé em duwgc riéng tu - em lai
dung s riéng tv d6 dé xa cach nhw moi lan.”.

“Cau nay la t* mot nguwoi dan 6ng khéng nhac dén hén nhan day,” toi
néi, nham trong dau s6 lan minh néu ra chuyén dé. Ro rang da di qua giGi
han ti* ban khoan vé twong lai cia ching t6i sang gay ap luc vdéi anh vé
chuyén do.

“Ta chang c6 tu cach nao ban dén hon nhan,” anh néi.

“Tién cho anh qua,” t6i noi. “Gon gang lam sao.”.

“Em muon noéi dén gon gang sao? Thé thi phai néi vé quyét dinh cta em,
Marian. Quyét dinh hoan hdo. Sinh con, cho lam con nu6i, khong noéi véi
mot ai. Bung. Ngan nap va gon gang.”.

T6i cam thay hai ma néng birng, hai tay bat dau run. “Sinh con thi chang
c6 gi la gon gang ngan nap ca. Pha thai mdi la gon gang ngan nap. Anh dau
hé biét em da trdi qua nhitng chuyén gi, khé khan ra sao.”.
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“Dugc. Em ndi ding. Anh xin 16i. Anh biét n6i thé that tan nhan. Anh
chi nghi...” Anh thé& dai r6i n6i n6t. “Anh nghi em chwa gidi quyét chuyén
nay.”. “Em vira gidi quyét né roi con gi.”.

“Chwa. Chi v6i mot ngay ‘dwa con gai dén co quan’ nho nho dé théi sao?
Va mét chuyén tham quan bdo tang a?”.

“Vay nén em hoi hot, phai khong?” t6i ndi, du toéi biét, vé mdt s6 mat,
anh ding. “Cha, Peter. Anh muén em lam gi v&i con bé day?”.

“Gan bo, c6 1é thé?”.

“Con bé dén day khong phai dé c6 thém mot ngwdi me. N6 da cé roi.”.

“Puwogc, anh kha chac con bé dén day vi nhiéu diéu hon la dé di tham
quan va mua sam. RO rang con bé can em.”.

“Thé em phdi lam gi? Khoc 16c ti té rang em da dau long biét bao vi
khong nuo6i n6?” Vira thot ra cdu ay toi da nhan ra diéu minh vira néi, va
quan trong hon 1a c6 18, bat chdp nhitng nam thang c6 ty thuyét phuc minh
tin khac di, t6i thue l1ong hoi han vé chon Iya ctia minh. Lé ra toi da cé thé
nudi né. Tdi da cé thé chon mot thoa thuan cho con nudi cong khai. It nhat,
t0i cling c6 thé ndi that vé no.

Tat nhién Peter cling nghe thdy cau do, anh thot ra mot tiéng thd dai ngu
y la toi vira chirng minh ly 1€ caa anh.

“Thoéi dugc,” toi néi. “Anh thang r6i.”.

Giong anh diu di nhw nha tri liéu dat dwgc mot budc dot pha ma bay lau
anh ta tham do. “Anh khong néi em cho con bé lam con nuoi la sai. Em da
c6 mot cudc song tuyét voi. Anh chac la con bé cling vay.”.

Mat toi cay cay khi t6i chép 1ay do khoac va chia khoéa, “Em ba mwoi sau
tudi roi, Peter. Em mudn lam me. Nhung ngudi yéu ciia em lai khdng mudn
c6 con nita...”.

“Anh chwa hé néi vay.”.

“Vay thi sao? Anh mudén? Hay khong?”.

Im lang.
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“Vay nghia la khong?”.

“Nghia la ‘Anh khong biét’.”.

“Dugc. A, ngudi yéu da hai ndm ctia em khong biét minh c6 mudn mot
dia con nita khong,” t6i néi. “Thé nén, c cho la em & lai v6i ngudi yéu,
em khong biét liéu em cé dwgc mot dita con khdng. Con néu em chia tay
v0Oi nguoi yeéu, ai cling sé doan xem em c6 tim dugc ai khac khong trong
cai do tu6i sinh san dang thu hep rat nhanh.”.

“Anh cho la em & lai v&i nguoi yéu,” Peter noi.

“A, diéu dé khién mot trong hai... VAy c6 1& anh nén bé bita in tdi nay,”
toi noi.

“U. C6 18 vay,” anh néi, cudi cling ciing ndi gian nhw ti.

“Pugc. Gap lai sau,” t6i ndi réi cip may trudc anh.

Muoi 1dm phiit sau toi da téi Campagnola, mot nha hang Y ¢6 dién & khu
Thuwgng Dong Manhattan c6 16i trang tri moc mac va lwgng khach quen lam
tién nhiéu cta. B6 1a mot trong nhitng quan Peter wa thich. Khi buéc vao
trong, toi thady ngay Claudia va Jess, hai c¢6 ban than nhat cia t6i & thanh
pho nay, dang ngoi & quay bar. Jess dang bong dua vGi ba ga dan 6ng, ding
kiéu cta c6 nang.

“Chao!” to6i noi qua tiéng huyén ndo vui vé va ban nhac cta Sinatra do
tay dan piano cta nha hang choi. Long t6i nang triu, nhuwng t6i ho héi, mim
cwoi, va chgt thady minh dang tw héi phdi chang ca cudc doi minh qua thuc
toan la gia tao.

“E, nang! Muén mot ly TLC khong?” Jess hoi, nang ly 1én.

“Co nhitng gi trong ly TLC?” t6i hoi.

“Whiskey, Cointreau, regu pha hat héi, rvgu vermouth, nwéc dang. Ngay
ca Claudia cting phai mé tit day nay,” Jess tuyén bo, quay lai ra hiéu cho
phuc vu quay pha thém ly nita.

“Ngay cd Claudia htt?” Claudia néi. C6 nang biét minh la ngudi bao thu
nhat trong b ba - Jess thi goi la citng nhac - nhwng van khong chiu nhan

https://thuviensach.vn



cai mac nay.

Jess nhoén cudi dac chi roi quay lai néi v6i mdy thinh gia dang tan tinh
c6 nang. “Chitng minh cai t6i van lu6n dam chac. Khong ai khong mé
whiskey, van dé chi la mé dén dau, khi nao, va & dau thoi.”.

M4ay ga dan 6ng cwoi hoi nhiét tinh qud, ro rang thay kich thich truwdc
mot ngudi dan ba mé whiskey, nhat 1a lai trong nhuw nguwdi mau. Diéu khién
Jess hap dan hon nita la c¢6 nang tirng la mot gidam doc ngan hang dau tw
cue ky xong xdo, da song sét sau vu pha san ctia Lehman Brothers roi 1ay
lai phong do dé thanh quan ly hé thong dich vu ngan hang y té tai
Goldman. T6i van dua véi Peter rang hai ngudoi sé la mot cap dep doi, rang
Jess la t6i nhung vui nhén hon, xinh xan hon, thong minh hon. Va ca hai
déu e ngai rang budc.

Khi ching t6i trao doi qua loa nhitng thong tin m&i vé cong viéc va cudc
song, Claudia va t6i co hét sitrc gat may ga at o khoi cudc chuyén tro, tdi
khi Ben - chong Claudia dén nhap bon thi dé dang hon.

“Chang Peter dau?” Ben hoi sau khi ching t6i chao hoi va 6m hon.

“Lam viéc. Téi nay anh ay khong dén duwgc,” t6i ndi, ma ai cling hiéu
diung nhu vay thoi vi chuyén d6 hau nhw khong phai bat thwong. Nhung khi
Jess di dau dén quay tiép tan roi chiing to6i dwgc dan ngay dén mot ban tron
rong & gitta phong an trang tri tranh son dau, t6i thu that véi Claudia la
chung t0i dang c6 chuyén tranh cai.

“Cau c6 muon noi vé chuyén dé khéng?” c6 ban hoi khi ching t6i da
ngoi vao ban.

“N6i vé chuyén gi?” Jess hoi.

“That ra thi khong c6 gi. T chi vira n6i la Peter va t¢ dang cai nhau chut
dinh,” t6i noi, biét on ly whiskey dang nhap. “Thuc ra, t& nghi khong
chirng bon t¢ sap chia tay.”.

“Im ngay!” Jess néi. “Cé chuyén gi? O, khi that - anh ta dn & hai long a?
N6i t¢ la khong phai thé di.”.
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“Khong phai,” t6i ndi, nghi dén mdy cau chuyén dan 6ng c6 vo lang
nhang trong qua khit cta c6 ay va rang minh khong ngac nhién khi day la
gia dinh dau tién c6 nang dva ra vé mot truong hgp chia tay. “Chang c6 gi
nhu vay dau. Chuyén... dai hon nhiéu.”.

“Ct¥ néi hét ra di,”Jess noi. “Cau sé thay thodi mai hon day.”.

Toi mim cuwoi, ngac nhien sao chung t6i khac nhau qua, c6 nang khong
twong twgng noi la gitta ban be v4i nhau lai phai cé bi mat. “Phéi mu vog ct
cua anh ta khong?” c6 nang doan. “Lai gay chuyén nita a?”.

“Khong han,” t6i néi.

“Hay rac r6i v6i Aidan?” c6 nang suy doan.

“Cau dinh ct doan mai hay la dé cau ay noéi day?” Claudia ndi.

“Gifra bon t6... vira ndy sinh vai van de,” toi n6i, nghi dén Kirby ma thay
am i nhitc nhdi trong 16ng nguwc. “T'¢ nghi anh ay dung may chuyén dé dé
bao chita cho viéc anh ay khong thé tién tGi.”.

“Chua o0i. Khoan da. Lui lai va dirng néi kho hiéu nita di,” Jess ndi.
“Chuyén gi dang xdy ra vay?”.

“T6 nghi anh ay khong mudn c6 con nita,” toi noi.

“Nhung cdu khong chac 1a anh ay khong mudn, ding khong?” Claudia
héi, von da thanh chuyén gia vé dé tai nay sau khi suyt ly di véi Ben may
nam tredc, roi nhiéu thang sau mai tai hgp. Trd tréu la cau chuyén chia tay
cta ho ngwoc vdi hoan canh cua t6i - anh chong mudn cé con con ban toi
thi khong. Va dé la don quyét dinh cho dén khi ho nhan ra rang khong phai.
Gio ho da c6 mot diva con géi 1én ba tén la Frances va t6i chwa tirng thay
nguwoi me nao yéu chiéu con nhu vay.

“Hai nguwoi sé gidi quyét 6n thoa théi,” Ben néi. T6i nhin cham chi vé
mat anh va cam thay dugc an ui. Qua la anh c6 cai anh huwéng nhue vay. Anh
la ki€éu nguoi chong va nguwoi cha ma ta hinh dung sé cudi khi 1én tdm va
tin vao chuyén hanh phuc tron doi. My chinh hiéu va dep trai nhung khong
dén do quyén rii. Vui tinh nhung khong xem minh 1a cai rén vii tru. Thong
minh va tham vong nhung xem trong nhitng gia tri gia dinh. Thyc ra, khi
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Frances ra doi, anh da xin nghi phép hai nam & cong ty kién tric dé cé tron
thoi gian cham soc cho con bé. “Nhin Claudia va anh xem. Déi khi chi can
co thoi gian.”.

“Co lé vay,” t6i néi. “Nhung em sap hét thoi gian r6i.”.

Claudia nhwvéng mat bédo téi ditng c6 ngd ngan, nhung t6i lam c6 nang
im miéng khi nhac rang c6 c6 thai Iic bang tudi téi bay gio.

“Té hon cac cau hai tudi day nay,” Jess néi, ra hiéu véi moi ngudi quanh
ban. “Ma t& c6 hoang hét gi dau.”.

T6i can than né dé tai nhay cam vé Michael, ngudi cii gan day nhat cta
c6 ban vi cudc chia tay cia ho van con rém mau, ma chi nhac la du sao ¢o
cling con so trirng trir dong an toan va ké hoach tim ngudi thay thé.

Claudia trong dam chiéu r6i n6i, “Vay do la ly do t6i nay anh dy khong
dén sao? Vi cdu mudn cé con con anh ay thi chwa chac?”. R6 rang giong co6
cho thay co biét toi da bo qua phan quan trong trong cau chuyén - va do la
mot trong nhitng ly do t6i rat thich c6. Co sac sdo, nghe ra ca diéu ta khong
noi cling hay nhuv cai ta néi ra.

T6i ngdp ngirng, cam thay nhitng bién bach ctia minh v& vun khi nghi
dén Kirby. Tudi méi 16n, mui nwdc hoa ré tién va chi mat ké vung. Doi tai
to va nu cuoi e then, dé thwong. Phan trinh dién rap khac thwong trong
phong kich ban va hai mat tron xoe tram tré & bao tang Guggenheim. T6i
nghi dén cai 6m lan cudi truwdc khi t6i dé né 1én taxi va bong thay nhé né da
diét, nhung trén hét, tiéc nhitng thit minh bé 16 khi tir béd quyén lam me né.
Biét ban bé dang nhin, chd minh tra 16i, t6i dat ly xuéng roi néi, “Thoi
dwgc. Phan nao thi chuyén bat dong vGi Peter... 1a vé hon nhan. Té mudn cé
mot di¥a con. T¢ muon lam me...”.

Claudia dwa tay ra cham tay t0i khi t6i hit m6t hoi va lwa 101 néi tiép, tw
héi minh lam diéu nay vi minh hon hay dé chitng t6 véi Peter hon. “Va t@
muon diéu do6 nhat la vi... a... té da ting c6 con. T tredc day rat lau r6i.”.

“Sao? Khi nao?” Jess ré lén.
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T6i cti gam xudng ban, nhung quyét tam di dén cung. “Ngay t6¢ muoi
tam. Trudc khi vao dai hoc. TG da co con, va roi... va roéi cho n6 di.”.

“Lam con nudi sao?” Jess hoi.

T6i mim cwoi néi, “Troi, t& dau co bo no trong gio roi dé tredc thém nha
tho.”.

“Chuta 0i, Marian,” Claudia ndi, khi t6i nghi dén chuyén chi c6 nhan
nudi mot dira bé theo thoa thuan cong khai, trong khi Ben chi dam dam
nhin t6i, day trac an.

“Khi that,” Jess noi, dua tay qua chiéc ghé trong tim ban tay t6i.

“Chuyén nghiém trong, phai khong?” t6i néi, gwong mim cuwoi dé lam
nhe bau khong khi vira lic ¢6 phuc vu dén lién thoang gidi thiéu mon an.
Ching t6i lang nghe roi Jess goi hai chai, mot Tuscan dé va mét ruegu khai
vi wa thich nhw moi khi.

Giay lat sau, Jess tiép tuc hoi. “Sao cau khong cho bon t6 biét?” c6 hoi,
lay lam kho hiéu bédi c¢6 nang con khong giit kin n6éi mét mau tin hap dan
vOi cd tai xé taxi.

“T¢ chua tirng cho ai biét,” t6i néi. “T¢ gitt kin suét muwdi tdm nam troi.
Vi tat cd moi ngudi trit me. TG con khong néi cho bo biét. Té khong néi
cho cha dira bé biét. Khong ai biét. Cho dén thit Bay vira r6i... khi con bé
g0 ctra nha t6. Khi n6 tim dugc t6.”.

T6i cho ai d6 noi, nhung khi khong ai noi - ngay ca Jess - toi tiép tuc, ké
v6i ho vé Kirby, hoi hodng khi nhan ra rang minh chang biét gi nhiéu vé
né. Toi nghi dén cau Peter nhan xét vé chuyén tham quan ma long c thay
nhoi 1én ho then.

“Khoan da. Cau khong cho bo dita bé biét sao?” Jess ndi, chii muc vao
phan hap dan nhat trong cau chuyén. “Pién that. Vay ma t& van nghi cau
cling that tha nhuv Claudia.”.

Ca Claudia va toi déu phét 10 cau n6i cia c6 nang. “Nén dé gan nhw la ly
do Peter khong dén. Anh 4y nghi t¢ chwa gidi quyét xong viéc nay,” toi noi.
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Ca ban lai chim vao im lang. “Cac cau c6 buc vi t¢ khong cho cac cau
biét khong?”.

T4t ca déu khang dinh la khong, diéu nay thi t6i tin. R6i c6 phuc vu tdi
rot rvou lam chang toi dwoc nghi mot chut.

Jess la ngwoi nang ly 1én dau tién. “Mirng cac vu cho con nudi bi mat!”.

Chung t6i bat cuwdi va lac dau.

“Co6 luc t¢ cting mudn ké véi cac cau,” t6i noi, nhin Claudia tredce. “Khi
cau ké t& nghe la chi cau nhan nu6i Luke... khi vg¢ chéng cau mang thai
Frances.” Roi t6i nhin Jess. “Va moi khi cau tiét 16 mot vién ngoc quy cia
cau.” T6i mim cwoi. “Nhung tir 1au r6i t& da quyét dinh sé khong néi cho ai
biét cd. T¢ chi mudn dé né trong qua khit va di ti€p.”.

Ben hdi, “Thé em nghi tré ngai chinh cua Peter trong chuyén nay la gi?”.

T6i lac dau. “Qua tinh em khong biét. C6 vé anh dy ngu y do la van de
vé st trung thue. Rang em da gidu anh &y mot chuyén rat hé trong.”.

Claudia quay qua Ben r6i n6i, “Anh yéu, néu la anh thi anh c6 cam thdy
vay khong?”.

“Anh khé hinh dung chuyén dé... B&i ban dau em da phan déi c6 con
ma,” Ben noi.

“Puoc, gia vo do 1a mot bi mat nita chang han,” t6i néi. “Bat cit chuyén
gi Claudia gidu anh.”.

“Vi du hen ho dong tinh tay ba ha?” Ben noi.

“Pirng c6 ma vo lam do ban thiu,” Claudia néi. “Anh khéng lam duwgc

»

dau.”.
Ben mim cwdi, nhap ruguy, roi trd nén nghiém trang. “Anh mudn noi rang
anh sé hiéu... Anh cam thay rang chuyén cam thong ma khong doi hoi duoc
den dap la viéc ma nguwoi tir té, cao thuwgng nén lam... Nhung thu thyc, anh
nghi minh sé buon. Khong gian di lam - nhung dau long.”.
“Anh sé thay thé u?” toi hoi, lai lo that rudt. Dén Ben ma con khong thay
dé chdp nhan chuyén do thi ai cling c6 thé nhw vay ca.
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Anh gat, r6i cau mat néi, “Co thé anh ciing sé nghi nggi doi chit nita.
Chuyén nay c6 lién quan dén long tin. Y anh 13, em khong muén tin ring
Peter di ké moi chuyén v&i em sao? it nhat cing 1a moi chuyén quan trong
da xdy ra vdi anh ta? Thé néu anh ta che gidu mot chuyén nhw thé? Mot
chuyén hé trong nhw thé?”.

T6i 6 hinh dung Robin thyc ra la vg hai ctia anh ma khong phai vg dau.
Hay tham chi, sat v@i tinh canh nay hon, anh con mot ditra con roi dau do.
“Phai.

Co 1€ chuyén do6 cling sé khién em phai ngitng lai ma suy nghi,” t6i néi.
“Nhung,” Ben néi. “Anh con nghi rang néu anh ta khong thé vuwot qua
chuyén nay thi anh ta khéng yéu em theo kiéu anh ta nén yéu.”.

T6i nhin anh, chd nghe tiép.

“Pay khong phai 1a mé6t 16i 1am khong thé tha thit. That ra - khong c6 gi
la khong tha tht dugce néu ta thuyc sy yéu moét ai,” anh ta noéi, li€c qua
Claudia.

“Thé con Kirby?” Claudia héi. “Cau c6é miung vi con bé di tim cau
khong?”.

“C0,” toi no6i. “Phan 16n. Té thdy nhe nguwoi la né 6n. Dwong nhuw con bé
c6 mot gia dinh ti t€... va mot cai dau thong minh.”.

“Nhung...?” Jess noi.

“Nhung o rang chuyén do6 lam cudc song cta t& bong duwng réi tung.
Khong chi véi Peter. Ma trong moi chuyén... Trueéc khi con bé xuat hién thi
néi hay khong noéi cho ai biét vé né cé vé la quyét dinh cua t6. Gio thi t&
phai nghi dén con bé. N6 c6 mudn biét ong ngoai khong? Roi t& sé phai noi
cho bé t¢ biét. Con bé c6 mudn la mét phan trong doi t¢ khong? Té phai to
ra la n6 dugc chao don. Va.”. Toi dung gitta chirng, tw hoi cé bao gio doan
nay trong cau chuyén tré nén dé dang hon khéng. “Va néi nhw kiéu hung
hén cua Jess, t& co6 thé phai thi nhan vGi b6 con bé,” téi ndi, rudt gan that
lai. “Té biét con bé muoén di tim b6 n6. N6 khong noi thang ra nhuw vay -
nhung t6 cam nhan dugc.”.
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“Em c6 muon no6 tim anh ta khong?” Ben hdi.

T6i c6 khoac 1én vé mat dé chiu nhung khong con dua sitc. “Khong,” toi
dap. “Ca doi minh em da c6 tranh xa sai lam nay. Xa anh ta. Xa quang thoi
gian d6. Em khong hé mudn quay lai dao b6i moi th 1én.”.

“Pao bai gi?” Jess hai, trong hén hd. “Nhitng tinh cam cta cau vdi anh
ta ha?”.

“Co phai phim truyén hinh dau, Jess,” t6i noi.

“Co thé chi.”.

“Im di,” t6i n6i, nghi rang néu day la phim, Peter sé stta c6t truyén roi thi
Conrad, Kirby va t6i s€ la bd ba bé nho hanh phic.

“Cau im di thi c6,” c6 nang gat lai. “Im di ma di tim anh ta. C4u va con

',J

gai cdu can phdi di tim anh ta, kiéu nhr Thelma va Louise ay!”. C nang

cuoi toét va phac dau thong long khoi hai trén dau.
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Chuong 15

Kirby

“Bon minh phai di ddy,” Belinda néi khi ching t6i chay bd quanh duwong
dua trong cudc tap chay mot ddm bam gid vao tiét gido duc thé chat. No
nhac dén buoi tiéc khiéu vii - dé tai duy nhat t6i thay nham hon va ciing dit
khoat hon chuyén vao dai hoc. Lan thit khong biét bao nhiéu r6i, t6i bdo néd
la t6i sé khong di, dau 6c lai to twdng dén Marian va Conrad. BPa may hom
roi, tir khi t6i ké véi thay Tully, hau nhw t6i chi nghi dén chuyén tim bé dé.

“Thoi ma Kirby,” n6 tiép. “Té khong lam loai con gai ngdi nha xem mot
phim tinh cdm va vuc mat vao bat bong ngo dau.”.

“Vay thi dirng xem phim hay an bong ng6,” t6i néi khi Justine Lewis dan
tredc bon t6i mot vong lan thi hai, dudi téc vang dai danh qua danh lai nhw
sgi day diéu, doi giay Nike mau hong choe tung bui 1én tirng dam lam t6i
nhd cai biét danh Pig Pen gan cho Charlie Brown. Du t6i nghi dat thanh
tich cao trong gio gido duc thé chat thi that buén cuwdi, nhung t6i van hoi
ghen ti v&i Justine ngu ngdc t0i nghiép, wéc gi minh buéc ra choi trong nhw
né chay thi - kiéu hanh va khién thién ha phai tr6 mat nhin.

“Néu bon minh khong di,” Belinda n6i, “thi sé ti€c dén hét doi cho ma

xem.”.

“Troi, t¢ that long mong bon minh sé khong nghi veé tiéc khiéu vii dén
hét doi, Belinda a. Hay bat ctt chuyén gi thdi trung hoc,” t6i noi.

Trir chuyén c6 mang tudi mdi 16n, t6i nghi. Va cé 1é tham chi ca chuyén
sau do nita.

“Khi that. Chu6t rut ro6i,” con ban néi, chay cham r6i di bg, vira ca nhac
vilra X0a nan bén swon.
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Co Tropper, gido vién mon thé duc, lac dau khinh bi khi hai dira di thang
qua tredc mat co.

Belinda noi, “D0¢ la sy kién quan trong trong doi nguoi ma.”.

“La cau noi thé.”.

“Ai cling n6i thé ca.”.

“Tru t6.”.

“Kirby. Nghiém ttc day. Bi dau ngudi ta cling sé héi cau, ‘Cau di du tiéc
khiéu vii v6i ai thé?’” né néi. “Con bon minh thi sé phai dap kiéu nhu, ‘A,
cha ai ca. Bon té dich thi la do bo di.’”.

T6i bdo no la chwa tirng nghe ai trén hai mwoi ké bi hdi nhw thé. Rang toi
khong biét b6 me t6i c6 di du tiéc khiéu vii khong, du hinh nhu t6i nhé mot
cau chuyén khé hiéu nao dé la dén phut chét me t6i lai d6i ban trai vGi c6
ban than nhat.

“Té ca la Marian c6 di,” Belinda néi. “T'¢ ca c6 dy la hoa hau tiéc khiéu
vii day.”.

“Chuyén do thi t¢ chang thdy dwoc nhac dén. Choang, ngac nhién,” toi
néi, du tdi s& khong ngac nhién néu Belinda néi diing. Y t6i 1a sim sita do
hiéu cuc dat cho dita con gai vira tim thady dwong nhw 1a chuyén ma cé 1é
mot ciru hoa hau dém khiéu vii sé lam. Mot ly do nita khién t6i khong dam
madc - hay ngay ca dem khoe vdi Belinda hay nho em.

“Thoi ma, Kirby. Lam on. Lam vi t@ di ma,” né n6i, dirng lai dé cot day
giay va thd déc. “Chi mot 1an nay thoi, bon minh khéng lam hai dita bo di
c6 duge khong vay?”.

T6i nhin n6 c6t gut hai lan cé hai sgi day. “T¢ nghi bon minh ma di véi
nhau thi sé con bi xem la loai dang bé di hon la khong di.”.

N6 lac dau. “Khéng dau. Bon minh sé an mdc nhw nhitng nguwdi phu ni
tw do, goi tinh. Nhw bon minh chang can dén dan ong ay.”.

T6i phi cuwdi r6i bao con ban la t6i chwa thay ai can dan 6ng dén nhw né.
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Chitng minh cho y t6i, né noi, “Mac du qua thuc c6 ngwdi mudn hen ho
vdi td, nhung té can Jake Mahoney that day.”.

“Ai?”.

“Anh chang té gap ¢ trung tam mua sam.”.

Toi rén 1én.

“Sao?”.

“Trung tam mua sam a? Belinda o0i, lam quen tai trung tdm mua sam chi
danh cho tui hoosier théi,” t6i noéi, tiéng léng St. Louis dé chi dam da trang
hang bét. “V&i may con tia toc kiéu trudce trai sau gai.”.

“Cho cau biét, Iic ay bon té dang ¢ Galleira tim mua kinh rdam day nhé,”
noé noi. “Da trang hang bét khong c6 ctta mua sam & Galleria dau nhé.”.

“Cho dén khi cau va Jake dén do,” t6i n6i, mim cuwoi.

“Pugc. Cau mudn noi sao vé dira ban than nhat doi thi tuy. Nhung Jake
khong phdi da trang hang bét. Cau ta song & Clayton. Cau ta hoc &
Chaminade. Cau ta choi lacrosse. Sang nam cdu ta sé vao Dai hoc
Washington.”.

“Thoi di, Belinda. Cau biét mot thang hoc Chaminade chang doi nao lai
theo mot dita con gai hoc truong DuBourg dau,” toi noi, am chi sy that co
ban trong dam trich thuwgng truong trung hoc St. Louis.

“Thoi ma Kirb. Hinh nhw cu ta thich t& that ma. Nghiém chinh day.”.

“T6t thoi. Vay thi ra ciu ta dén tiéc khiéu vii di. Lam thé di,” t6i ndi,
cudi cung ciling toat mo héi khi bon t6i bat dau vong chay thit tw va ciing la
cudi cung.

“V&i diéu kién cau di vGi bon t& co. Cau ta cé cau ban nay, Philip...”.

“Philip? Cau ta tén Philip ha?”.

“Ten Philip thi c6 gi khong duoc?”.

“Khong cé gi. Néu nhu cau la nit hoang hay nit cong twdc hay gi do,” toi
noi.
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“Nhin mat ma bat hinh dong, chang giong cau ti nao,” né néi, khéo léo
nhac dén mot van dé dé tranh cai.

“Nghe nay, Belinda. Té khong di dy khiéu vii dau. Chac chan té ciling
khong dinh di vGi ban trai gi6i thiéu t6i tiéc khiéu vii. V6i mot anh chang
Philip nao do.”.

“Cau ta dé thwong lam, té thé day. Cau thir tim hiéu ciu ta trén Facebook

»

xem.”.

“Phai. Vi thién ha lic nao chang khoe hay trung nhitng cai dep dé ra trén
Facebook. Cau phdi biét 1o chuyén d6 hon ai hét chit,” t6i n6i, nghi dén
nhiéu status do tung chdo ctia n6 ké vé du tro vui né da tan huwdng tai cac
bita tiéc bia dat.

“Té khong noi doi. Té chi thoi phong sy that théi. Dung nhiéu
Photoshop nita.” N6 cudi khi va néi, “Sao cau khéng gap cau ta xem? Roi
néu moi chuyén dién ra t6t dep...”.

“Khong, cdm on,” toi dap, khi c6 Tropper thoi coi va lya ra hai dira toi
trong sau bay dira tut lai sau khac. “Belinda! Kirby! Vut qua di, may c6!
Coi nao! Coi nao! Chay di chi!”.

To6i gio ngon gitta vé phia ¢ khi ¢6 quay qua hach dita nao do, nhung
hai dita van chang tang toc dwgc la bao, im ldang chay trong khi t6i nghi vé
budi tiéc khiéu vii. Ty day long, c6 1€ tbi chi thay hoi tiéng ti€c néu khong
di, nhat la vi t6i qua Charlotte cho to6i hay cai tin chodng vang la Noah da
moi nd, ré6i chay qua phong t6i cling nam lan bdy lwgt nita dé khoe may
trang 4o da hoi trong td quang cao Macy n6 da danh dau san. Ngay xtra
ngay xua, co 1é ca toi cling titng mo mang kiéu con gai veé tiéc khiéu vi.
Chon ra chiéc vay dep. Ngo 16i dé mot thang con trai dé thwong tGi nha
dén. Chup khong biét bao nhiéu la hinh v&i ban bé trong san sau. Xody mot
ve rugu nho dem xe limousine. Nhay slow khi tiéc tan. Hon nhau duéi mot
bau troi sao. Tat ca nhitng thit nham nhi do.

Nhung do lai khong phai la thyc tai cta toi. Va viéc mo mang mot tiéc
khiéu vii nao d6 véi Belinda, du chi c6 hai diva t6i hay véi hai thang ngo
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vénh vang ¢ treong khac co6 1€ chi tim cach 16i bon t6i 1én givong, sé khong
thay do6i duwgc nhitng sy that co ban vé trai nghiém trung hoc cta t6i. N6 sé
khong khién t6i thdy minh ngau hay vui vé hon chit nao, ma cling chang
Itra duwgc ai tin thé. Cé chang, chuyén dé chi cang khién t6i cam thay té
hon, nhat 1a vi rat cé thé Belinda sé say khuwdt roi vui vé trong mot phong
khach san nao do, con toi thi ric vao trong géc, mac do day nguc, lan da
phun ndu anh cam cho dam cho nhat, cing mot thang kém co6i nao doé tén
Philip. Khong, cam on.

Khi ching t6i can dich, c6 Tropper gao to thdi gian ctia bon toi, lac dau.
“Muoi ba phit, bon muoi hai gidy. Mot no lyc tham hai, thia hai quy c6!
Ba t6i chay con nhanh hon ca dam day.”.

T6i nhin vai ditng dwng nhin c6, cho c6 thdy t6i c6c quan tam teo nao.
MGt viéc ma t6i van luon thuyee sy gidi.
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Chuong 16

Marian

M¢& dau budi sang thit Hai cua t6i, Angela Rivers buéc vao phong t6i kich
tinh y nhw bat ky canh nao c6 ta titng dién cho dén nay, ké ca canh co ta
phat hién ra ban trai dang an vung véi co bo cii. Thoang nhin t6i da biét day
khong phai la sy trung hop.

“Han da nga vdi a,” c6 noi, pho dién trinh do dién xuat khi vira mdi nitc
nd nghe rat dang thwong da chuyén ngay sang thinh nd cuéng dai. Mat co6
ta do ngau, da n6i mun, thé roi t6i nhan ra ngay co ta da lam gi do that
khuing khiép vGi mai téc do dai 1ong lay von lam nén thirong hiéu cta c0 ta.
Khong chi mau da phai - gan thanh mau cam Cyndi Lauper - ma khi c6 ta
bung mat, toi con dé y thdy cd mot mang dang sau ma co ta (hay mot thg
lam téc cuwe ky hiém doc) da xén mat. Toi nhan ra minh dang nghi t6i da
moi cach hong cttu van, va quan trong hon, la lam thé nao dé dwa su thay
do6i nay vao mét tinh tiét.

Co ta ldp lai cau do trong khi t6i tw hoi lam sao ma minh lai khong thé
nhin nhan noi dau cda co6 ta nghiém tic hon. Phéi chang tai t6i ich ky, chi
lo céi chuyén trén troi roi xuéng nay (va mai téc héng) sé anh hwdng dén
bd phim? Hay t6i khong tin rang c6 ta dang lam chuyén gi d6 chit khong
phai dang dién.

T6i dé y thdy rang du bdc 16 noi dau rat an twgng nhwng qua thue ¢o ta
chang roi giot nwéc mat nao ca.

“Ai dang ngu vGi ai?” toi héi cé hoi 16n tiéng nén voi li€c vé phia sanh,
hy vong khong ai nghe thay, nhung t6i dam no6i Angela thi lai hy vong ai
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ndy déu nghe thdy. Khi hai trg ly 16 dau vao, con Angela van chwva tra 16i
cau hoi, toi ben dirng lén, budc ngang qua co ta, ra dong ctra lai.

“Damien,” c0 ta no6i. “Dang ra t6i phai biét la khong nén tin ngudi co tén
dong nghia véi Satan!”.

“Sao?” toi hoi, boi roi.

“Damien Thorn? Trong The O’mens ay?” c6 ta n6i, nhw thé t6i ngu ngoc
vi khong lién twdng duwgc ngay moi lién hé giita tén dién vién vdi tén mot
bd phim kinh di tir nhitng nam bdy mwoi. “T6i khong thé lam viéc chung
vOi anh ta nita.”.

To6i nhin c6 ta cham cham, r6i can nhac mitc do hé trong cta tinh hudng.
Sau Angela, Damien la v6n quy quan trong nhat ctia ching t6i, dwgc bo
may quang cado thoi phong cua Hollywood phong la “siéu sao trién vong”
ro6i méi day con dwgc bau la mot trong “50 nguwdi dep nhat” trén tap chi
People. Néi cach khac, ¢6 nang nén lam viéc vé6i anh ta thi hon. Ro6i vi nhG
lai nhan xét ctia Jeanelle trong phong kich ban nén t6i cau sao dé tin don
khong ding - rang anh ta khong ngt vdi von quy quan trong thit ba - Carrie
England.

Qua nhién, c6 ta néi, “T6i chi khong tin néi han dam hai long véi t6i. Ma
lai con véi & do nita chir. Han biét toi ghét cay ghét dang Carrie thé nao!”.

Thyc ra ching t6i ai cling biét c6 ta ghét Carrie dén mitc nao, tir tredc
khi xdy ra chuyén nay, du khong ai hoan toan ro vi sao, bai Carrie la mot
trong nhitng nit dién vién duyén dang, khiém ton, hoa nha nhat t6i tirng lam
viéc cung, hau nhu twong phan véi Jeanelle. C6 1€ d6 chinh la th khién
Angela dién tiét - rang ai ndy déu khong ng6t nhan xét la Carrie da dep
nguwoi con tot nét. Cé 1&, trong tham tdm, Angela biét minh chi bao ham
dwgc phan nita phwong trinh do. Va c6 1€ ¢o ta da bat dau hiéu ra do la
phan it quan trong nhat. Du t6i khong tin 1a vay.

To6i chwa kip tim hiéu c6t 16i caa tinh huoéng nghé thuat moé phéng cudc
song nay la gi thi Angela da lac dau, hai ban tay siét chat trong long, r6i n6i
bang diéu b ton thwong, dang doat gidi Oscar cho hang thé hé.

https://thuviensach.vn



“T6i xin 16i, Marian. Nhung t6i rut thoi.”.

“Ay dirng. Binh tinh da,” t6i n6i, du dang hoang.

Loi khuyén chi cang choc titc ¢6 ta hon nén c6 ta ditng day, hat mai toc
bi tan sat qua mot bén, roi ndi, “Toi sé khong lam viéc v6i bon ho. Ca hai.
Toi rat. Trw phi...” Co ta nguwdc nhin toi, moi dong tac that khép khong ché
vao dau dugc ot nhw dang dién. “Trw phi chi sa thai ho.”.

“Sa thai Damien va Carrie sa0?” toi noi.

“Phai. Ca hai.” Co ta nghi mot lat réi néi, “Hay it nhat ciing 1a & dé.”.

Khi ¢6 ta nhin lai t6i cham cham, thach thitc sé lam diéu minh muon thi
toi v& 1€ muc dich that ma co ta tGi day la tra thu.

“Ho c6 hgp dong ma,” t6i noi, lac dau, nhwng nham tinh trong dau phi
ton khi phai cat hgp dong vdi Carrie va tim nguwoi thay thé co ta.

Dbiéu do thi co thé lam dwoc, di nhién, nhung & day con bao ham nguyén
tac. D€ mot dién vién thuong trirc ép mot ngwoi khac ra di thi that qua dang
- va dat ra mot tién 1€ kinh khing, ngu y rang Angela mdi dich thyc la nha
quan ly san xuat. T6i sé mat moi quyén kiém soat va sy ton trong. “Toi
khong thé lam thé dwoc,” t6i dap.

“Pugc thoi, vay thi toi rut,” co ta ndi, quay lai dinh di.

“Chg chit. Khoan da! Ta sé goi Standish,” t6i néi, nhv moi ngudi van
goi Peter. “Trong chuyén nay ta can phai sang suot.”.

“T6i sang sudt ma,” cb ta ndi. “Vay toi phan ng lai viéc khong chung
thay la thiéu sang sudt a? Chi da bao gio bi cam strng chwa?”.

Toi thodng cam thdy ai ngai cho c6 ta. “Chuyén do6 thi t6i khong biét,”
toi dap.

“Pdy, thé thi chi khong thé biét cai cam gidc dy thé nao dau.”.

“Nhuwng chwong trinh nay da lam nén sy nghiép cta c6,” toi noi, cay dén
th vii khi t6t nhat minh c6: cdi toi ctia 6 ta. “Co dang trd thanh ngoi sao.
Co dugc dé ci mot giai thwdng cua People’s Choice. Moi thién cam ma co
da gdy dung sé di tong néu nhw c6 choi mét cti mao hiém thé nay.”.
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“P6 khong phai choi mot cii mao hiém,” ¢6 ta vac lai. “Ma la cAm nhan
cta t6i. Toi dang séng that véi long minh. Bat tinh cdm Ién trén danh
tiéng.”.

“Nhung thién ha sé khong nhin nhan theo cach dy. Ho sé xem d6 la mot
nuwac co cua diva.”.

Vi dang la vay ma.

“Diva a? To6i dau phai diva. La a ta.”.

To6i thé dai, nghi rang c6 1é minh nén bat tay vao viét tiéu thuyét dé cac
nhan vat khong phai xuat hién ngoai doi thyc thi ¢6 ta tudn ra, “Chi biét
khong, 1a 16i cua chi day!”.

“L0i cda t6i?” toi noi.

“Pam bién kich céac chi,” co ta néi, tro toi. “Cac chi da dé ho 1én giwong
v&i nhau. T6i da bao chi 1a khong nén r6i ma.”.

“C0 bao toi la chuyén dé khong dung vai nhan vat cia Damien. Ch dau
phai c0 lo vé hau qua nay,” t6i néi.

“Ciing vay ca,” co ta no6i. “Toi bao trwdc chi r6i.”.

“Thoi dugc. Nghe nay. D€ t6i goi Standish,” t6i néi, xoay ghé, baAm phim
tat, roi ha thap giong dé néi chuyén dién thoai. Khi anh nghe may, t6i noi,
“Um. Em day. Nay. Anh xudng day dwoc khong?”.

“Ngay bay gio sao?” anh noi.

“Um, phai,” t6i n6i. “Gan nhu chuyén khén.”.

“T6i muén noi do 1a chuyén khan!” c6 ta gao 1én bén vai toi.

“Khi that. Phai Angela Rivers dé khong?” Peter hoi. “Anh c6 nghe la co
ta dang O trong toa nha.”.

“U htt,” t6i dép.

“Noi anh la khong phai ta dang 1anh mot Charlie Sheen di?”.

“Um, phai. Anh cit xudng day di duwoc khong?”.
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“U. Xudng ngay,” anh néi, vira cau tiét vira khan trwong y nhu cam giac
cda t6i ldc nay. Ca hai déu biét cac bd phim van sup do vi nhitng chuyén
nhu thé nay day, nhat la mot bo phim da trong tinh trang vo vong.

T6i cip may r6i nhin cham cham lai Angela. “Anh dy xudng ngay,” t6i
noi.

“Ma, chuyén hai ngudi sao r6i?” co ta hoi.

“T6t,” toi noi doi, tw héi con ai khac biét ching t6i cling dang vo vong
hay khong.

Lat sau, Peter budc vao v@i vé ty tin binh than that quyén rii. Anh ngoi
vao ghé canh Angela, roi chiéu long c6 ta, nhé nhe té y quan tam trong ltic
c6 ta nhac lai phan 16n nhitng 10i cong kich Carrie, cung véi yéu cau tong
c6 ¢6 nang ra khéi phim.

Khi c6 ta xa xong, anh ngé 10i thong cdm. “Thé thi c6 cang phai cao
thwong hon,” anh noi. “Cho ho thay la c6 chuyén nghiép thé nao.”.

Co ta sut sit, “T0i chuyén nghiép ma.”.

“Toi biét.” Anh gat dau khich 1é r6i li€c nhin dong ho deo tay. “Xin 16i
cac quy co. Nhung t6i sap c6 cudc hop vdi bén truyén thong.”.

“Toi cling phai di day,” Angela n6i. “Nhung cam on anh, anh Standish.
Cam on anh rat, rat nhiéu. Vi da cho t6i thay cach nhin cta anh.”.

“Peter,” anh ndi vGi nu cuoi trich thwgng ma qua cai nhin dap lai ggi tinh
cta co ta du thay co ta hiéu ra y khac.

“Cam on, Peter... Anh da cho t6i rat nhiéu diéu dé suy nghi.”.

“Tuyét lam,” anh noi. “Ching ta sé gitt lién lac, nhé?”.

Co6 ta mim cwoi, hat ddm toc 16m chdm ra khoi mat roi wém mot cau e ap
sau cung, “T6i mong thé.”.

Khi canh ctra khép lai sau lung co ta, t6i ddo mat thot 1én, “Khong thé tin
noi.”.

“Q, tin néi chit,” Peter no6i. “Co ta 1a mot dién vién gan dé, hoang twéng.
Ho déu thé ca. Ma ¢ dau ra cai dau trong nhu Pippi Tat dai 4y vay? Chuyén
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gi da xdy ra thé?”.

“Em khong biét nita. Bon em chwa n6i dén phan do.”.

Anh lac dau r6i noéi, “Co ta sé binh tam lai thoi.”.

“Nh& khong thi sao?” t6i héi. “Ta c6 dap (ng may doi hdi cia c6 ta ma
gat Carrie ra khong?”.

“Em hoi nghiém tac ddy chit?” Peter héi, that kinh. “Em mudn mat uy
tin v&i tat cd moi ngwoi trong € kip a? Ké ca nhitng bién kich khac, dan
dién vién, va doan lam phim sao?”.

“Em biét, em biét,” t6i noi, ban khoan khéng biét minh da mat hét uy tin
vOi anh chua. “Em chi hoi thoi ma.”.

“Chét tiét, khong. Chi can dé mat dén minh co0 ta théi. Theo sét tinh hinh.
N6 c6 thé sé co 1gi cho ta. Nhé phéi bado ngay tin s6t déo cho Anita bén
quang cao dé ta c6 thé san sang théu dét vu nay. Con nita, goi cho dai dién
cua coO ta ben CAA bao hg phai ghim cvong co ta trwdc khi co ta lam loan
1én v&i vu nay day.”.

“Ro6i. Cho quen than ctia em bén Us Weekly, Jennifer Peros, vira g
email,” toi néi, liéc trong hop thw dén.

Anh lac dau r6i bé khép ngoén tay. “Pung la tai hoa.”.

“Phai,” t6i dap. “Chac r6i.”.

Peter ngoi phia bén kia ban nhin t6i dam dam. “Anh nh& em,” anh néi.
“Nhung c6 1€ vay la tot hon ca. Tach nhau ra mot thoi gian.”.

To6i gat va vo nhw dong y vdi anh nhung trong 1ong chi muon di sang ma
om chat 1ay anh r6i vui mdt vao c6 anh.

“Ca hai ta déu c6 nhiéu diéu can quyét dinh,” anh tiép. “Trong dau.”.

T6i muon héi chinh xéc thi anh phéi quyét dinh chuyén gi. Tinh cam cda
anh d6i véi t6i, qua khit cuaa t6i, hay twong lai cua ching t6i? Nhung toi sg
cau trd 10i minh c6 thé nhan dwgc. Téi sg phai nghe anh n6i nhitng chuyén
do tat yéu la mac mitu véi nhau. Hay, c6 1€ anh chi ¢6 chiéu y t6i nhw anh
vilra lam vdi c6 nang sao trong phim cta t6i. T6i hém 4y, khi vé dén nha, t6i
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thdy mot buru kién dang cho minh. Kirby gtwi, dia chi nha con bé & St. Louis
duwgc viét gon gang trén goc trai. Toi khong hinh dung dwgc bén trong c6
gi, nhung tim that lai khi roc hop ra va thay toan 4o quan minh da mua cho
né, con nguyén nhan gia. Ca doi giay, chwa hé mang, cling dugc dat gon
gang trong cai hop citng Prada mau xanh nudc bién. Sau cung, t6i thdy mau
thu viét bang chi thao 1i ti dén mic t6i phdi 14y kinh ra doc.

Co6 Marian than mén,

Cdm on co6 lan nira vi da cho phép con ¢ lai nha khi con dén New York,
roéi con mua vé mdy bay cho con vé. Co tit té qud. Co cling thdt tir té khi
dan con dén cong ty. Con thich lam va mong dugc xem phan tiép theo cua
bé phim c6 lam. (Nhat la Shaba. Ha). Nhv ¢ thdy ddy, con gtri lgi day
qudn do c6 sam cho con. Con thuc long cam kich chuyén dé va moi thi
khdc, nhung gitr thi thdy thdt khong phdi. Mén qua qud ddat, hon nira, du gi
thi nhitng thit dy cting khéng hop véi con nguoi thdt ctia con. Con mong co
hiéu. Cdm on c6 lan nita vi moi chuyén.

Kirby K. Rose

T6i doc 14 thw lan nita thi thay khéng nhac nhé gi dén Conrad. Khong
néi gi dén chuyén ming vi da gap t6i. Khong c6 gi cho thdy ching toi
khong chi la nhitng nguwdi quen biét. Toi gap thu lai r6i dé vao ngan kéo
trén cung trong tu, cung vai tam hinh Conrad, nhan ra day la tit cad nhitng
gi minh c6 vé né. Long toi day ho then vi biét qua it vé n6. Vi chwa mét lan
chup hinh con bé khi né con & day. Vi thuc tinh nghi mua qua cho né nhu
may thit nay la mot y hay - khi td6i con chwa néi cho n6 nghe sy that. Vi
Peter néi ding - bi mat va doi tra that ra 1a mot, cho nén, vé nhiéu mat, doi
toi cho dén nay la mot sy déi tra 16n lao, khing khiép.

Thé roi, t6i nhac ngay dién thoai goi cho con bé dé khéi chun, thwc 1ong
mong ndé nghe mdy. N6 nghe that, giong ngac nhién, cang khang dinh
nhitng 16i lam cua t6i.

“Chao, Kirby,” t6i néi. “Co Marian day.”.

“Con biét,” con bé néi. “Chao co.”.
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“C0 nhan duogc hop d6 con gtti roi,” ti noi.

“Da. Con hy vong c6 khong cho nhu vay la vo 1é. Con qua thuye thich n6
va moi thit... Chi la con...”.

T6i lac dau, chye khéc. “Kirby. Khong dau. Co hiéu. Co xin 16i.”.

“Xin 16i? Vé chuyén gi a?” con bé hoi, nhwng t6i nhan ra la n6 dang thw
hon 1a hoi.

“Vi di dan con di mua sam nhw vay. Khi ma ta con nhiéu diéu quan
trong hon lam. Phdi néi. Qua thyc c6 chang hiéu minh nghi gi nita. Co
chi... c6 tim thdy vung an toan ctia minh,” t6i ndi, tv hoi xem Barney la
viing an toan thi néi 1én diéu gi vé minh. “Y d6 that t8.”.

“Phai,” n6 dap - va toi biét sau rét thi minh ciing da noi diéu gi dé dang.

“Chi tai c0... hoang qua,” toi thu nhan.

“Con biét,” n6 noi. “Con ciling vay.”.

“Co van con hoang,” t6i néi khi chgt thdy long nhe nhém han vi minh
khong chi thua thyc v6i con bé chuyén da xdy ra - ma con thu thyc véi no
diéu minh cam thdy. Vé mot s6 mat thi diéu dé con la mot budc quan trong
hon. Trén mot s6 phwong dién, cam gidc nhw do6 la khoanh khac thanh that
thure si dau tién gitra ching toi.

Ca hai im lang gidy lat r6i con bé hang giong noi, “Thé... tir day ta sé di
ti€p thé nao?”.

“Co cling khong biét nita,” t6i no6i. “Nhung c6 hy vong minh sé cung
nghi.”.

“Da,” n6 dap. “Con ciing hy vong vay.”.
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Chuong 17

Kirby

“Thoi. Tw thu day,” Belinda vtra liu lo vtra chinh lai t6c mai va son moi
trong gwong chiéu hau. Bon t6i vira chay xe vao bai do tai Tivoli, rap chiéu
phim t6i wa thich trong thanh phd. “Dirng c6 ghét t& nhé.”.

T6i nhwdng may khi no tiép tuc chdi chu6t, xit nwdc hoa vao gitra khuyu
tay va sau gdy. “Can khong?” né héi, dwa chai Vera Wang Glam Princess
nhé cat trong xe 1én. N6 con mot chai trong ta sat ¢ trwong, va mot chai
trong phong & nha.

“Khong, cdm on,” t6i néi. “T& 6n roi... Chuyén gi vay, Bel?”.

“U thi. T6 da moi Jake va Philip di cung. Tui né t&i roi day!” né ré 1én,
khoadi chi chi vé phia hai thang con trai vita buéc xuong xe.

“Oi. Khong. Khong phai chit,” tdi kéu 1én, gio thi v& 18 vi sao né ¢l ¢6
nai toi trang diém va da thir thuyét phuc t6i mac chiéc vay ngan mua he cta
n6 ma khong dugc.

“Thoi nao! Nhin tui né xem, Kirby. Tui n6 quyén ri qua! Dich thi la
nhitng anh chang chaoi bong vgt nhé!”.

T6i nheo mat nhin k§ hon. Chi mot trong hai trong nhw van dong vién c6
do6i vai rong va budc di nghénh ngang. Thing kia thi thap hon, gy, goc A.
Nhung tui né c6 la mau nguwdi thé nao di nita thi t6i cling chang mong
chuyén tro vdi dita nao ca. T6i khoanh tay, lac dau, bao Belinda ché toi vé.

Belinda nhin t6i dit¥ dan, gi ngén tay vao vai t6i, néi, “Budc xudng xe,
Kirby. Ngay. Mu6n hay khong cau ciing phai di.”.

T6i khong nhiic nhich it nhat cling ba mwoi gidy trong khi mdy thang con
trai di khuat vé phia 16i vao rap, lam cho con ban toat mo héi, r6i than van,
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r6i nan ni. T6i nhin n6 tritng tritng, déng sam ctra budc xudng xe r6i tut lai
dang sau, lam bam la n6 sé phai hoi han, va rang t6i c6 thé cam doan véi no
rang dém nay sé dung la mot tham hoa.

“Lam on phong khoang va tich cyc chit di,” né liu lo, kiém tra lai minh
trong guwong hop phan lan chét, roi ching toi tdi quay vé.

“Jake!” Belinda kéu lén khi han va thang ban noi kho quay lai phia
ching t6i. N6 tung tang di lai, r6i nhon g6t hén 1én ma han. T6i phai bai
phuc no - dé la mot hanh dong kha tgn. Nhung c6 con hon khong.

“Chao, Belinda,” han néi trong ltc t6i quan sat nhanh han. Han cao, luc
ludng, téc vang va dé coi theo kiéu khong ai khong thay. Kha ro la han
cling biét diéu do, vi han mac cai 4o thun 6m sat, doi mii CHAMINADE
LACROSSE va deo kinh Ray Ban loai phan quang khién t6i con thay it tin
twdng hon nita.

Qua nhién, cudi cung, sau khi Belinda 6m, c6 y cham nguc va han bo
kinh ra, t6i chOp dwgc cai vé ngao nghé thoang qua ma con ban van khoi
1én noi may thang con trai n6 dua cot roi lay lam hai long. Cai vé “Té vira
dugc théi trong bai xe Taco Bell ddy” ma Richie Hayworth thoang 16 ra vGi
toi mua hé nam ngodi sau khi ca hai 16 ra tir ghé sau chiéc Audi cta me
han. T6i bong khong tin day la lan dau Belinda gap han ti khi & trung tam
mua sam - cling khong phai lan dau Belinda n6i mot 16i n6i doi vo6 hai vai
toi vé thang con trai né “hen ho”. That khé hiéu. C6 lic t6i c6 cam giac la
con ban dang phong dai kha nang tinh duc cta né, nhung lic sau t6i lai
nghi n6 dang che gidu minh diéu gi d6. Chuyén nay lam t6i ng0 ra rang no
khong hoan toan chac phai hanh dién hay xdu hé vé may cudc phiéu lwu
cua minh.

Du gi thi it ra gd Jake nay ciing biét x* sy doi chut, kha hon hau hét may
thang khac, vi han nhanh nhau gidi thiéu t6i vGi thang ban, that kinh ngac
l1a nhé tén t6i ma khong can Belinda nhac.

Philip gat dau chao va nhoén mot nu cwdi ranh manh véi téi. Toi chgt c6
cam giac ta dang cuwdi nhao toan bo vu dan xép nay va ca cau ta cling bi kéo
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dén budi hen t6i nay, nhung kho chiu hon la byc. Trong tich tac dé, toi
quyét rang qua thuc cau ta cling kha dé thwong, cé lan da sdm va mai toc
den mugt 1oa xo0a.

“Té nghe la cau khong thich xem canh mau me,” cau ta noi, lai mim cuwoi
giéu cot.

“U. T6 ching mé bao lyc ty tién,” t6i dap, nhan thay trong giong minh
van con thai do coi thuong.

“U, con t& thi phu quyét sex tly tién,” Philip néi, quay qua nhin Jake va
Belinda lic nay dang du yém nhau. “Nhung té nghi bon ho khong hiéu cai
thong diep do.”.

Toi cwdi pha 1én, va quyét dinh cho cdu ta mot co hoi, hay it nhat cho
dém nay mot co hoi. Chang t6i tut lai dang sau Jake va Belinda, bon dita
thong tha buwéc vao rap. Sau khi ngwoi ta soat vé va xé doi, Belinda lay may
cudng vé tur tay Jake va nhét vao tii sau quan jean trang cang dét. No liéc
ra sau nhay mat nhu thé no6i, “Bon t& la mot cap hen ho cho tiéc khiéu vii
chit khong phai mdy thit sap mot di khong trd lai dau nhé.”.

“Minh sé xem gi day?” Belinda hoi, quay qua nhin Philip.

“Mot phim Brazil,” cau ta dap.

“Hy vong may tiéu thw hiéu tiéng Tay Ban Nha!” Jake rong lén.

“Thwa cau, la tiéng B6 a,” Philip néi. “Ma phim cé phu dé, kho a.”.

T6i mim cwoi, tang thém diém nita cho Philip.

Belinda nhan mat. “Phu dé a?”.

Jake lac dau, quay lai phat vao vai Philip manh dén mic cdu ta loang
choang lui mot buwéc dé gitr thang bang, réi noi vai t6i, “Cha, Kirby. Cau
ban tri ky ctia t& dang c6 t6 ra théng minh va gay an twong véi cau day.”.

“T¢ thong minh san r6i,” Philip trd miéng, toét miéng cuwoi. “Té dang co
lam cho cau c6 vé thong minh day. Nhung cdu lam hong xw ca r6i con

2

dau.”.

“Sao cling dugc, cong tir,” Jake néi. “Ai muon an bong ngo khong?”.
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T6i cam on va bao khong, nhung Belinda ndi c6, ma t6i biét né chi muoén
thé dé dugc sém dung cham. T6i biét tong moi manh khée cta n6. Khi né
va Jake vao xép hang & quay, Philip lai nhin t6i vé do héi lan nita, r6i mim
cwoi néi, “Cau chac la khong mudn thi gi chie?”.

To6i lac dau. “Nhung du sao cling cdm on cau.” T6i tim cai gi khac dé
néi, réi chon, “Vay cau ciing bi bon ho gat dén ha?”.

Cau ta cuoi noi, “Khong, t& nghi gan nhv td biét téng roi. Jake cho t&
xem hinh ciu... Nén t¢ dong y.”.

T6i thdy minh do mat, thyce long tin 10i khen vi né nghe ty nhién qua
khong thé nao la néi phét duoc.

“Nhung té xin 106i néu cau bi ltra dén day,” cau ta noi.

“Khong. T¢ khong c6 y noi vay,” tdi dap, nhd lai c6 lan Belinda doc t6i
nghe tap chi viét dai loai nhw “con trai cling c6 cdm xtc.”.

“Thé cau hoc nam may?” t6i hoi, loay hoay tim chuyén phiém nao chap
nhan dwoc khi hen ho.

“Nam cu6i. Cau ciling thé ding khong?”.

Toi gat khi cau ta hoi cau tiép theo khong thé tranh khoi vé chuyén dai
hoc va truong toi sé vao.

“T¢ cling chwa quyét,” t6i noi.

Cau ta cuoi. “Khong phai gan dén han roi sao? Cau chon gi?”.

“Mizzou,” t0i néi. “Hodc khéng gi cd. Té nghi t¢ chang dinh chon gi
ca.”.

Thay vi 1ap titc xem t6i nhw mot dira bo di, cau ta quan sat t6i vdi ve to
mo. “Sao thé?”.

T6i nhin vai, “T¢ khong biét nita. Ci¢ nghi vao dai hoc lai va phdi phan
ntta treong trung hoc da thay khong hap dan chit nao.”.

“Té& dong cam vGi cau chuyén dé,” cau ta noi, r6i hdi sao tdi khong ndp
don vao treong nao ¢ nwéc ngoai.
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“Tién,” toi that tha trd 16i. “B6 me t& khéng lo n6i. T ciing khong han la
c6 co hdi gianh dugc loai hoc bong nao do.”.

Cau ta gat dau khong phan xét r6i toi hdi cau ta sé di dau. “Lién doan Ivy
ha?”.

“Té chi c6 nita dong mau Han thoi,” cdu ta bat cudi va noi. “Diém toan
cha t6 té lam. T@ cling khéng choi vi 0 16ng xen hay c@ vua.”.

“T@ dau c6 y noi vay,” tdi nguwgng ngung phan bua, nhan ra cé 1é minh
dang c6 chit vo diia cd nam, du that ra phan nhiéu vi chuyén cau ta hoc
Chaminade va chon phim nuwdc ngoai.

“Pua tho6i,” cau ta néi, nhin t6i t6 y minh chang hé ty ai. “T¢ sé di
Colorado.”.

“Tuyét thé,” t6i noi.

“U. T gbc Denve. Nha t6 don dén day sau nim truéc do bé t§ dugc
thuyén chuyén. B6 t& 1a ky su cho Boeing.”.

“Vay la cau thich vé dé hon?”.

“Phai. Tuyét voi lam. T thich s6ng nii va don gian la dwoc & ngoai
thién nhién.”.

“Thé he nay?” toi noi, ti hoi khong biét cau ta tim viéc lam hay lai la
mot thang Clayton hw héng ca mua hé 16ng bong & cau lac bo dong qué hay
tiéc tung tai ngbi nha sang trong ctia b6 me bén ho 16n & cao nguyén
Ozarks.

“Té sé di Alaska,” cau ta n6i, mat rang r& han lén. “T¢ dwgc nhan vao
thyc tap voi tw cach sinh vien trg ly thuwe dia cho UNAVCO. Tai Tram
Quan sat Ranh gi¢i Mang.”.

Toi héi thi cau ta n6i do 1a mot td chire 1ap rap cac tram GPS dé theo doi
st bién dang cia Thai Binh Dwong va ranh giéi mang Bac My.

“Tuyét,” t6i no6i, hoang mang vi cau tra 10i dén mitc khong con héi thém
cdu nao dwoc nira.
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“U. Té khoai 1dm. Thing ban t& di hoi nim ngoai vé bao lam viéc vat va
lam. Ho dung dung cu chay bang dién, di chuyén bang truc thang va kéo
nhitng tht may moc nang kinh hén.” Cau ta gap cai bap tay 1ép kep réi néi,
“Phai ran chac cho may c6 nang dai hoc cht, phai khong?”.

“Sao cau khong lam viéc cho mdét cong ty van chuyén cho roi? Vay
chang dé hon sao?”.

Cau ta cuoi.

“Pua thoi. Chuyén dé nghe cling tha day.”.

“U. Du da c6 khéi viéc hing ngdy nham chén, t& con phai dén tan nhitng
vung heo hit & Alaska va hoc vé dia chat va dia vat ly nita.” Cau ta nhin t6i
cwoi bén 1én noéi, “Té nghe la dep mé hon.”.

Toi gat, trong nguc cé cai cam giac da co khi budc 1én dai 16 5 va di
quanh bdo tang Guggenheim va vao phong kich ban. Cam giac la minh hiéu
biét con qua it vé thé gidi. Va cé 1€ con co6 chit phan chan vi trén doi co
nhitng trién vong thuyc su.

Lat sau, Jake va Belinda nhap bon vé&i chiing t6i, cam mot bich bong ngo
to dung, mot tii Twizzlers dau va may ly Coca to dén dim chét m6t con séc
dugce. Bang khen cho Belinda 1a n6 con biét nghe 10i khuyén: con trai
khong thich con gai chi an moi xa lat.

Bon t6i di vao céi rap gan nhu vang tanh, Philip di trwdc 1én cau thang va
chon hang dau trén ban cong. T6i ng6i canh cau ta, Belinda ké bén t6i, Jake
& dau kia. Khi ching t0i tiép tuc tro chuyén vé chuyén di Alaska, toi tinh co
nghe dugc mau chuyén tro ngé ngan gitta Belinda va Jake vé nhitng diém
xudt sac caa dua loai keo trong rap chiéu phim, va nhan ra rang cho dén nay,
budi hen ho khong chinh thitc ctia bon t6i dd mé dau to6t hon dy dinh.

“Thé con cau?” Philip hoi. “Cau da chuan bi ké hoach nao cho mua he
chua?”.

“Chét gi ¢ Lou. Lam thém & quan Schnuck,” t6i ndi, wdc gi minh cé cai
gi d6 tha vi hon, r6i nhé ra la 6. “Du sao thi té cling vira méi di New York
veé, tha lam.”.
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“Tuyét thé. Cau dén day lam gi?” cau ta hdi, nhin cham chu dén mic t6i
thdy bung nhon nhao.

“T@ di tham me dé,” toi dap.

“Me dé cau a?”.

“U. T6 1a con nudi ma,” tdi noi, biét ring minh dang dung Marian dé
tang thém phan thad vi cho ban than.

“Oi. Tring phéc,” cau ta néi, gat dau va mim cuoi.

“U. Té méi tim dugc ba thdi. TG goi cho td chitc con nudi. C6 duge dia
chi r6i t6i thanh phé New York. Manhattan,” t6i ké. T6i cam thdy cé chut
dao dirc gia vi khoe khoang vé ba me dé hao nhoang trong khi vira tra lai
dong xiém y 16ng lay ba mua vé&i chit tam ly san sang gay han. Nhung dau
sao, s that thi ba van la me dé t6i. Va t6i da ty di tim ba. Va chi riéng phan
dé théi cling da khién cho téi kha ngau.

Qua nhién, Philip mim cwdi ma mdt ngdy ra, sitng so, ro rang la thdy an
twong. Thay Tully cling nhin t6i nhw vay, nhung khac & cho day la tir mét
dita cung tudbi t6i, trong mot rap chiéu phim t6i om trong mo6t budi hen ho
that su, gid vo, gidi thiéu hay gi khac chang ré. “Kinh that,” cu ta ndi.

“U,” t6i n6i. “Ba 1a nha san xudt phim truyén hinh.”.

Belinda, nghe 1é6m dwgc cudc chuyén tro gitta bon t6i, nghiéng qua, rac
boéng ngd vao long toi. “Me cau dy noi tiéng cuc,” né cho Philip biét. “Cau
biét phim South Second Street khong?”.

Philip gat. “T& c6 nghe.”.

“La phim ctia me dé ciu dy day!” Belinda ré 1én. T6i cam thdy trao lén
mot tinh cam yéu mén trwde long trung thanh va nhiét tinh trede sau nhw
mot cuia Belinda. Va cé 1é con vi n6 da ép toi tdi budi hen t6i nay.

Lat sau, khi dén tré nén mo hon nita, quang cao da hét va doan gidi thiéu
phim bat dau, Philip rit trong tdi trwdc ra cap kinh gong mau sam. “T@
chang thay khi gi ca,” cau ta néi, deo vao roi nhéch mot bén mép cwoi vaoi
toi. Cong nhan la cau ta deo kinh trong dep.
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“San?” cdu ta thi tham. “Pén gio thi cau thay sao?”.

“Phim ha?” t6i hoi.

“Khong. Hen ho ay?” cau ta tinh bo.

“Cho dén gio,” t6i noi, lai thdy ndn nao trong da, “t& nghi moi chuyén
dién ra kha tot.”.
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Chuong 18

Marian

“Ai cha cha! Con bé van con séng!” me tdi reo 1én, kiéu héi 16i khoi hai
riéng cua ba, khi cudi cing cling mo ra t6i & cho lam. “Me dinh béao linh
cuia me goi cho linh cta con...”.

“Téu day,” t6i noi, bat loa ngoai dé dudi tdm luwng va doi vai citng do.

“Nhung chuyén do chang an thua gi. Vi me khong cé linh,” ba néi, cuoi.

“Ha. Me cling c0 linh ma,” t0i noi, am chi nguwoi lam vuon, nguoi sta
chita nha ctra, anh chang vé sinh ho boi, nguwdi cham séc ché, va ba quan
gia lau nam Martha.

“Thé con sao r6i con yéu? Me lo cho con qua,” me t6i ndi.

“Con 0n,” t0i noi, tat loa ngoai. T6i cho me biét tinh hinh m&i nhat vé
cong viéc va vu rac roi xung quanh Angela. Co ta da tuyén bo mot “thoi
gian tam nghi kiéu Thién khong thdi han” & Uruguay dé “binh tinh suy
nghi cho thau va quén di mot vu phan bdi” hai ngay tredc khi may tam hinh
trén bao 14 cai kho nho xuat hién, cho thay gi dé chit khéng phai mot cude
ra di dé ty van lwvong tam. Trong mot loat hinh chup tai dam I¥a trai bén bai
bién ctia khu nghi dutng sang trong Estancia Vik, Angela minh tran, nhdy
nhot twng birng véi mot ngo6i sao bong chay Brazil c6 nwdc da rdm nang noi
danh khap Nam My va hau nhw khap thé gidi vi chuyén gai gu, say xin, va
an ca ro thé vang.

“Thé théi sao?” ba hoéi. “Con con gap chuyén gi khac nita khong?”.

T6i thdy minh dam cang thang, nghi dén Kirby, moi quan hé vGi Peter,
va trén hét la Conrad. “Con khong biét nita, me,” toi n6i. “Thurc ra thi moi
chuyén khéng dwgce 6n cho lam.”.
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“C6 chuyeén gi vay con?” ba hoi.

Khi t6i khong cat 10i dwoc, ba néi, “Marian? Con c6 muén me bay dén
roi ta an toi véi nhau khong? Me can mua sam chat dinh. Cé 1 di xe mot
chwong trinh nao dé,” ba bd sung. “B6 con ciing c6 duge nghi ngoi mot
chut.”.

“Pirng. Pirng ra bo dén,” t6i n6i nhanh dén mitc t6 cdo minh.

Qua nhién ba hoi, “Con yéu. PBay c6 phai vi... chuyén da xay ra?”.

Do la cach ching toi néi vé Kirby vao nhitng dip hiém hoi c6 nhac dén
con bé, cé nhitng am chi Gp md, ti€c nudi, nhu thé ca hai déu mudén tranh
cho nhau khéi phdi dau dén thém nita. T6i nghi dén nhitng 10i két tdi cta
Peter - rang t6i muén moi thit hoan hao va gon gang - r6i bong thay anh da
trach ding va nhan ra chinh xac tir dau ma t6i lai c6 cai kiéu nhw vay.

“Phai,” t6i 1i nhi, xau ho la phai mat dén ba tuan méi cho me biét con gai
minh da tim vé.

Ba khong héi gi thém ma chi néi, “Me sé tim chuyén bay ngay dé cé mat
& do toi nay.”.

“Cam on me,” toi ndi, ciip may, cam thay rang ching toi vira di tron mot
vong, vé lai mua hé néng nue dy. Va rang mot lan nita, téi thire si can me.

Chiéu hom 4y, ngay sau khi me t6i ha canh tai san bay LaGuardia, toi
tinh co gap Peter trén con duong bén ngoai toa nha, dang chui vao mot
chiéc Town Car den. Ttr khdée mat anh thodng thdy t6i va quay han ra nhin,
roi maéi nghiéng ngudi budc xudng xe, vay tay chao choc lat, ngap nging.

T6i bam moi va vay lai, roi ré sang hwéng khac.

Khi nghe anh kéu tén minh, t6i quay lai, c6 nhin anh that lanh lung, roi
buéc vai bwde t6i cho anh.

“Chao em,” anh noi.

“Chao anh,” toi néi.

Anbh liéc nhin 1én bau trdi t6i sam hung hiém. “Sap cé bao day.”.
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“U. C6 18 s& 1am moi thit ngudi di chuit,” tbi néi, nghi rdng chiing t6i da
dén nuwéc nay day - dirng no6i bang quo veé thoi tiét.

“Em vé nha ha?” anh hoi.

“Khong, em di an t6i,” t6i dap.

Anh nhwéng may. “Hen ho réi co a?”.

“Phdi. V6i me em.”.

La nguoi rat haim m6 me t6i, mat anh sang 1én. “0 vay thi cho anh gui
101 chao bac gai nhé.”.

“Dugc,” toi dap, nhin cham cham cai ca vat mau xanh luc bdo va vuéng
khan nhét tii 4o cung mau. T6i biét minh dang lan Iita khi hoi, “Thé con
anh di dau?”.

“Ra san bay JFK,” anh néi. “Anh bay chuyén chin gio dén L.A.”.

“C06 viéc hay di chgi?” t6i hoi cham choc c6 tinh toan.

“Thoi ma. Em nghi sao?” anh hoi.

T6i nhin vai nhv mu6n néi to6i khong biét chuyén gi dang xdy ra trong
doi anh. Theo nhw t6i biét thi c6 thé anh di mién Tay dé hen ho véi mot
dién vién ngu ngoc nao dé. Co 1é anh da quyét dinh rang néu phai duwong
dau v6i moi van dé caa toi, thi tha cap v6i mot em hai mwoi lam that sy hap
dan khong mudn c6 con con hon. Mgt em chua tirng c6 con. T6i chgt thay
day lén con ghen vo0 ly lan buon b4, gian dit va that vong € ché.

“Khong. Dao nay thi khong choi gidn gi sat. Anh sap di lo may vu chiéu
thir va sap xép lich chiéu sau cuing,” anh noi.

“Roi sao? Ta c6 binh an v6 sy khong?” t6i hoi.

Anh tréng béi réi roi néi, “O, phai. Anh twdng em mudn néi hai ta. Y em
la phim cua em a?”.

“Phai. Binh an vo sy khong?”.

To6i héi du khong han la lo vé chuyén sap xép lai lich chiéu, nhung anh
nhin vai v6 vong, nhu thé anh lam trong phong x ly thw tir chi khong
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phai diéu hanh ca mot hang truyén hinh, roi hoi, “Ta c6 biét tinh trang cua
Rivers khong?”.

“Khong,” t6i dap, cd nén khong budt ra rang dao nay tdi chang biét tinh
trang cua hau hét moi thit. “Sao thé? Bo phim phu thudc hoan toan vao c6
ta a?”.

Anh nhan mat va t6i cdm thay giat minh hodng hot, ngoai chuyén yéu
dwong, bd phim va sw nghiép cta t6i cling cé thé dang lung lay. Rang co
thé ching t6i dang néi dén nhiéu thit chit khong chi chuyén khung thoi gian
bi d6i cung nhiéu tinh tiét bj cat.

“Anh noi nghiém tuc ha?” toi noi.

“Mady nha quéng cdo khong vui vé tién trién.”.

Noi tuyét vong khién t6i nghén nghen nhwng t6i van c¢6 tran tinh, néi ly
1€ v&i sép. “Ta c6 mot nhom dién vién. Ta van con c6 Damian va Carrie...
va ho c6 nira triéu ngudi theo doi trén Twitter. Ho c6 gap doi so nguwoi theo
dai tir khi cau chuyén nay 1én sé6ng. Em dam ca la da gap ba roi ay chi.”.

“Marian. Binh tinh nao.”.

“Khong, Peter. Em khong binh tinh dwgc. Cho dén khi anh bdo em rang
chiing ta binh an v6 sy. Y em 13, & day anh phai c6 niém tin... Ta s& &n.
Ngay ca khi khong c6 c6 ta. Em mu6n noéi la néu phim Offices c6 thé phat
ma khong c6 Carell thi ta cling c6 thé khong chét chim vi thiéu mot co a
dién vién hang C tam than nao d6.”.

“Em khong han la dang bién ludan khi goi nit dién vién chinh cuda
minh...”.

“Nhung day khong phai chuyén vé dién vién, Peter. Ma la chuyén cong
viéc. La vé chuyén kich ban.”.

Anh mim cwoi, va t6i thoang nghi anh dang nhao minh, nhung réi nhan
ra do6 la cai nhin yéu mén - cach anh van nhin t6i. Rang anh nguwéng mo
tinh ngoan c6 cua t6i. T6i nhd ra da lau r6i anh chwa goi toi la “Nha Vo
DPich”.
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“Hay giup bon em ding thoi han, Peter. Hay thuyét phuc cap duéi cua
anh la bon em sé gitt chan khan gid. Em biét bon em sé lam dwgc. Anh biét
thé ma, ding khong?”.

Anh chwa kip tra 10i thi bau troi chgt mé ra r6i mwa bat dau roi 16p dop
xuong via hé. May nhd c6 phan nho ra cia tda nha nén té6i hau nhw khong
bi wét, nhing t6i van 1am bam nguyén ria, nhan ra minh khéng mang du va
gan nhu sé khong thé kiém taxi. Nhat la vao gio nay. Peter nhin t6i thong
cam, xich qua ghé bén r6i vo vo vao ghé canh anh.

“Nao. Lén xe di. Anh sé cho em qua giang.”.

T6i do dv, c6 cwdng lai anh. “Anh sé 16 chuyén bay mat,” t6i ndi.

“Em an t6i ¢ dau?”.

“Modern. Khong di cung duong.”.

“Khong cung dwong chi bon day pho théi,” anh néi. “Thoi nao. Ping
buong. Leén di.”.

Toi 1én xe déng ctra lai, roi bat tréo chan va ngbi xoay vé phia ctra,
ngoanh madt khoi anh.

“Ta tha c6 day xubng duong 53 gitta dwong 5 va dwong 6 nhé,” anh dan
tai xé khi mura trit rao rao xudng xe, can gat nwdc choc choc lai ngat quang
cho sy im lang gitta ching t6i. Cudi cung, anh hang giong va dua tay ra
cham tay toi, theo kiéu anh trai hay ban than hon la ngudi yéu, hay ngay ca
la ngudi yéu cfi. “Anh sé lam moi thit c6 thé,” anh noi.

“Vay thi dwgc. Em nghi minh khong can phai lo,” t6i n6i cham choc.
“Suy cho cung thi anh la ngudi ditng dau hang. Va véi tw cach nguoi ding
dau hang, em biét anh sé nhin toan cudc.”.

“Di1 nhién,” anh néi, roi ching t6i lai im lang. Mac du xe c6 day dac
nhung mot lat sau chung t6i cling da t6i nha hang - khong qua sém ciling
khong qua mudn theo nhu t6i biét.

“Cam on anh da cho di nhg,” t6i néi coc 16c. “Va ca vé budi chuyén tro.
Em cam kich sy thanh that cia anh.”.
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“Thoi ma,” anh nan ni.

“San?” toi gat.

Toi cho anh n6i nhwng anh lai lac dau, nhin di, nhw thé anh biét sé cat
phim cta t6i hay méi quan hé ctia ching t6i vay. C6 1é ca hai.

“Tam biét,” cudi cung anh no6i. “Anh sé goi cho em ngay khi anh biét
dugc diéu gi.”.

“T6t,” toi dap. R6i t6i bwdc xudng xe, sap cita, chay qua man muwa vé
phia me.

DPén cudi 16i vao hinh vom trong nhw dwong bang dan tdi nha hang, t6i
nhan ra me mdc do mang t6 mau do, hai 16p trén nguc, cai tdi c6 banh xe
ctia Goyard ma mdi day ba khoe 1a “an cap” trén eBay dé dudi chan.

“Chuan gig,” ba noéi, chay ao tdi cho to6i. Ching t6i 6m nhau lau hon cai
chao héi 6m hon thwong 1€ mot chit r6i ba hon 1én tran t6i va nhin cham
chid vao mat t6i. “Gap con mirng qua con yéu.”.

“Con cling vay,” tdi dap, gio thi chac chan rang ba da biét dang co
chuyén gi.

Tuy nhién ba van kiém ché t6t nhu moi khi ma néi, “Con trong on. Rat
on. Con d6i mau toc roi a?”.

“Con chon mau sang hon mat chat,” toi noéi, dwa tay 1én hat mot mén toc.
“Me biét ddy - cho mua he.”.

Ba mim cuwdi néi ba can lam gi dé cho ban than, cé 1€ 1a khi con & day.

“Khi nao me bay vé lai?” t6i hoi.

“A, me ciing khong biét. Me chi nhap cai gi d6 trén mdy tinh thdi ma.
Me nghi me sé vé vao chiéu thit Sau... Me phai kiém tra xem da.”.

“Con c6 thé co dat cho me mot cai hen véi Dana,” t6i noi, am chi nha tao
mau téc 1au nam ctia minh & Louis Licari.

“Vay thi hay qua,” ba néi khi ching t6i vao nha hang, gti ao khoac va
tii ciia me t6i noi mot c6 tredng nhom phuc vu cé mai téc ndu vang ma néu
thay thé dugc cho Angela Rivers thi tuyét hdo.
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Thé ro6i, khong chiat om som héi ha von la dac trung cta cac nha hang
nho hon, ho ngay 1ap tic lang lang dan ching t6i di vao phong an trang
hep, c6 vom, lung linh, dén ban danh cho hai ngudi cia Peter moi khi nhin
qua vuon cé twong diéu khac. Toi chot nghi trong dau rang day sé 1la mot
trrong hop khan cap nira trong doi to6i néu khong nho anh - téi sé khéng thé
kiém dwgc cai ban & vi tri dep nhat tai nhitng nha hang sang trong nhat ma
gan nhw khong phai bao trudc.

Khi chiing t6i da yén vi, me t6i nhin quanh phong, r6i nhin qua ctta s
hwéng ra vieon, tram tro tan thudng. “Khong gian 1ong lay qua. That la 1ong
lay... Thé day ciing chinh la anh chang lam Union Square Café va
Gramercy Tavern ha?” ba hoi, bao gio cling ranh ré vé moi khach san hay
nha hang sang trong & Manhattan (cung véi Paris, London va L.A.).

Toi gat roi dap, “Phai. Danny Meyer. Ong ta con 1am Eleven Madison...
Va Shake Shack.”.

“Con bép trudng?” ba néi, ngam nghia lang hoa to, tuyét dep, c6 hai mau
héng va tim la lung bay bién gitta phong.

“Gabriel Kreuther. Pugc dao tao theo 16i c6 dién. Ban dau lam cho
Alsace. Gan day nhat la lam cho Ritz & Central Park South. Marc Aumont
la dau bép phu trach phan banh ctia 6ng ta,” t6i n6éi mot trang, nhan ra la
me va Peter c6 chung thdi trich thuwgng trong van dé am thuc - rang néu
khong nho anh c6 1& minh sé khong nhé dugc hét nhitng thit nay.

Chung t6i quay sang chu y vao thyc don, lang 1& xem lai bon mén va
thc don mén cé gia an dinh. V6i me t6i thi chon lya ty né da la mot trai
nghiém gan nhu tin ngudng. Sau mot 1at can nhac, ching t6i goi chai vang
trang Sonoma sauvignon va hau hét cac mén giong nhau, cd hai déu chon
x(p mang tay, so va ca thu, dén phut ch6t ba méi doi sang tom hum. Con
mon trang miéng thi ching t6i chon pho mai dai hoang va dau.

Trong khi cho rugu, toi 1an liva, tranh dé tai kho noi, thay vao do cho me
biét tin m&i nhat vé Angela va cudc chuyén tro méi day gitta toi va Peter.
Nhw moi khi, me t6i van bay té si ing ho hét minh khién t6i thay hai long
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khi n6i toan nhitng diéu swéng tai vé phim cua toi, nao la viét manh mé, la
chiing t6i chang dén noi khong thé thiéu Angela, rang hang truyén hinh
dung la thién can khang khiép néu huy phim ctia ching t6i. “Con ding la
xudt sac,” ba noi.

“Cam on me,” t6i ndi. “Tiéc la nhitng chwong trinh hay van thuong bi

»

hay.”.

“Cht con gi nita,” ba hua theo roi lién thodang noi vé vai chuwong trinh ba
va thich, mot s6 da phat song tir hoi mwoi mady nam trede. “Con may
chuwong trinh khiing khiép thi cit tang tang ma tién tdi. Troi, me wéc gi co
nhiéu nguwdi c6 gu thwdng thic hon.”.

T6i mim cwoi, dang nghi cau nay c6 thé goéi tron duge nbi phan nan cha
yéu ctia ba vé cudc doi thi anh b6i mang regu dén, mé nut chai, r6i giao t6i
cai nhiém vu thwong 1a caa Peter. T6i ddo ly, ném, mim cuwoi gat dau, réi
md&i ngdy ra nhin, mé hodc truedc cach rét chuyén nghiép cua anh béi, rét ca
hai ly chinh xac dén tirng li.

Khi chiing t6i lai dwgc & riéng, me t6i cam ly, nang 1én va noéi, “Chiic cho
cac ba me va con gai.”.

Toi ti tay cho vitng va cung ly véi ba. Roi ching to6i nhap rugu va cung
ha xuéng mot luot.

“Vay 1a,” t6i no6i khi biét minh khong thé tri hoan thém giay nao nita.
“Con nghi me biét chuyén gi dang xay ra, phéi khong.”.

“Phai, me cling hinh dung dugc.”.

“Con bé da di tim con,” toi xac nhan.

“Oi, con gai,” ba néi, trong rat thwong cam. “Ké hét me nghe di.”.

Thé 1a toi ké, xen vao tat ca nhitng doan vé Peter, bat dau tir cai dém toi
héi chuyén hon nhan réi con bé go cira, két thic bang chuyén xe dwa to6i tGi
nha hang chiéu nay. “Con bé tuyét lam,” toi néi, nghi vé 1a thv cia con bé,
roi chuyén 4o quan va sy chan that ctia né. “Con nghi bon con tham chi con
c6 thé vun dap mot méi quan hé that sy. Con khong chac chinh xac quan hé
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do6 sé nhu thé nao, nhung con va con bé da tro chuyén vGi nhau... va thay
on.”.

T6i chd nghe ba néi gi dé - bat cit gi - vé mau thit ctia ba, nhung ba lai
néi, “Cit phdi can than.”.

“Can than w?” toi noi, ndi gian khi day la phan @ng dau tién cua ba.
Nhung trong tham tam, t6i khong han trach ba khi biét chinh minh ciing da
cam thay gan giong nhw vay sudt thoi gian con bé tGi tham.

“Can than khi m@ nhitng canh ctra thye tinh con khong mudn ma. Peter
c6 thé tng ho trén ly thuyét... nhwng anh ta cé thyc long muén mot chuyén
rac roi thé nay khong? Con da nd lyc nhiéu dé cé cudc song nay. Rat
nhiéu.”.

To6i biét ba dang néi vé Conrad hon la Kirby, va t6i khong thé khong
dong tinh rang moi chuyén cé thé sé phtic tap 1én néu di tim cdu ta. Du vay
toi cling thdy minh ban khoan khong hiéu y ba la gi khi ndi “cudc song
nay”. Va liéu c6 phai viéc lam lung cét lyc da dwa t6i dén vi tri hom nay -
hay chi la tang tang 16p 16p no luc che day.

T6i hom ay, t6i ngoi trén giwvong phong nga danh cho khach noi Kirby da
tirng ngu, nhin me soan va li ra. Ba chi dem theo lwng Ittng do dac, rat cé
thé vi ba khong kip ném thém vao tti xach. Sau khi treo b6 do dan cta
nhan hiéu St. John mdac hang ngay vao td, ba 16i ra mot chiéc vay hoa dai
chi c6 thé mo té la vdy muumuu.

“Con thay cai nay thé nao?” ba héi, dwa lén tredc mat.

T6i nhan mat r6i dap, “N6 cling dugc... Nhung trong khong hop v6i me.
Khong hé.”.

Ba cudi. “Du con c6 tin hay khong thi qua tinh me ciing thay thich cai
nay. B6 con mua cho me day.”.

https://thuviensach.vn



“B6 sam 4o quan cho me ti* bao gio vay?” t6i n6i. “Con day con chang
dam lanh viéc do.”.

“Méi day. Ong c6 to6 ra lang man, khi khong lai di ting qua cho me. Chi
dé t6 ra ngot ngao thoi.”.

T6i mim cwoi, nhé cai mii noi caa Peter, r6i héi sao bo lai phai chiu kho
dén thé.

“B0 me da trai qua mot giai doan khé khan,” ba néi.

“Khi nao?” t6i hoi. Chuyén nay t6i mdi biét. B6 me t6i van ludn c6 vé
hop nhau, va téi nhé héi con nhd it khi nao toi thay ho cai nhau.

“0, me ciing khong biét nita. Thinh thoang. Nhitng va cham nho nhé.
Nhitng va cham 16n hon... Nhung cac moi quan hé la vay. Ci& theo chu ky.
Can phai no lyc va kién nhan nhiéu lam, va lay Chda, than trong nita. C6 1€
con va Peter nén di tw van. Biét dau cach dé sé gitp tao dung lai long tin.
Chi 1a van dé than trong... va giao ti€p.”.

“Thé... me dong y la ta can noi cho bd biét? Vé Kirby?”.

Mot vé 1a la thodng hién trén mat ba roi ba loay hoay véi may thit con lai
trong va li.

To6i chd ba tra 161, nhung chi nghe tiéng am i bén chon khi ba quay qua
ldy d6 dung c4 nhan dem vao phong tam. “Me? Me c6 nghe con héi
khong?” t6i no6i, cdm thay bau khong khi nhat dinh da khac di khi ba quay
lai phong toi.

“Con yéu...” ba m& 101, giong ba run run nén t6i bong lo la b6 bi ung thw
hay mot can bénh tram trong nao khac. “B6 con..?” ba mé 161, r6i dirng, hit
mot hoi dai, tir tir thd ra réi mdi néi tiép. “Bo con da biét r6i.”.

“Me muon noéi - me da goi cho bo? Hoi t6i?” t6i hoi, nghi 1a cé 1€ ba goi
cho ong khi vao phong vé sinh trong khoang thaoi gian ttr ltic c6 mén khai vi
dén khi an trang miéng.

“Khong phai,” ba nhan mat.
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“Vay tir khi nao?” t6i gang hoi, c6 kiém soat cdm xtc - vira bang hoang,
boi roi vira thay bi phu long tin.

“Tw... gan nhu tir dau ro6i,” ba noi.

T6i nhin ba tran tran réi budc ra khéi phong.

It phit sau, ba tim t6i trong phong bép t6i om, ngdi xudéng chiéc ghé
canh t0i, r6i bat dau phan tran. Ba néi rang chuyén do6 kho qua. Rang ba co
thé gitt kin chuyén pha thai nhung mang thai va sinh con thi khong thé.
Hon nita, quan trong hon, ba tin rang néi cho 6ng biét la dang. Theo gidy to
toi da 1a ngwoi 16n, nhwng thire ra thi van la ¢6 con gai bé bong ctia 6ng, va
ong c6 quyeén biét chuyén gi dang xdy ra vdi dira con duy nhat ciia minh.

T6i mién cudng chap nhan diéu nay. Suy cho cung, tir khi Kirby tim dén,
cling c6 luc t6i thodng nghi tdi chuyén doé. biéu toi khong chap nhan dugc,
toi bao ba, la ba khong hé noi véi toi rang bo t6i da biét. Rang ho khong tha
that luon cho r6i. Rang ho méi la nhitng ngwdi gitt bi mat, con toi thi chang
hay biét gi. Sudt bay nhiéu nam. T6i chgt nghi minh tham chi con khong
biét 6ng nghi sao vé moi chuyén, 6ng cam thdy thé nao vé quyét dinh cho
con bé. R6i to6i héi me khi nhin xudng ban tay ba, tw hoi né da trd nén gia
nua tu bao gio.

Ba hit mét hoi that sau roi néi, “A thi, ban dau b6 con gian vi me dan
con di pha thai ma khong noéi trude véi ong. Ong rat mudn con sinh dita
bé.”.

“Vay sao?” t0i ndi, hong se that. Toi nhe long khi nghe diéu nay, nhung
cling buon, nghi rang 6ng khong bao gio dwgc bong Kirby hay tam biét né.
Gia ma me t6i n6i that véi 6ng thi 6ng da c6 thé ¢ dé véi chung toi.

“Con biét bé con phan ddi pha thai ma. Nén b6 con nghi con sé phai
song ma hoi ti€c vdi lwa chon d6.”.

Toi gat, ban khoan liéu viéc biét quan diém ctia 6ng c6 dw phan vao
quyét dinh cna t6i la khong lam dén cung hay khong. T6i bong nhd lai 6ng
da dwa ra vai 10i binh luan vé viéc chong pha thai trong cudc bau ctt tong
thong nam 96, lic ay t6i tin rang d6 la mot nhan xét triét 1y @ng khau trong
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boi canh thao luan chinh tri. Gig toi vo 1€ c6 thé ong da nhan gui t6i mot
thong diép. Lic nay, toi phai nghi lai toan b, moi cudc chuyén tro gitta bo
con toi su6t bao nam qua. T6i cdm nhan thay toan b cdu tric moi quan hé
ctia b6 con toi da thay do6i. Moi sy khong con gidng cai vé bé ngoai nhuw
tredc day nita. Va toi chot nghi rang day la ban chat ctia viéc giau giém.
Chinh Itic nay t6i mdi bat dau hiéu ra minh da lam Peter cam thdy thé nao,
nhing t6i van khong thé biét Conrad sé cam thay sao néu c6 lic nao do biét
ra.

“Me c6 dong y v6i bd khong?” t6i hdi. “Me c6 nghi con sé héi tiéc... néu
lwva chon nhw thé?”.

“That 1ong ma noi thi... me cling khong biét nita,” ba néi, cudi cung ciing
da nghen ngao. “Ngay hom 4y, & bénh vién... Me rat mudn con giai quyét
dit diém chuyén dy... dé con tiép tuc song doi minh. Cang nhanh cang tét.
Nhung me ton trong quyét dinh cia con. Cling nhw me tén trong quyét dinh
cua con la cho n6.”.

“Con bo thi sao? B6 cam thdy thé nao vé vu pha thai d6?”.

Ba thé dai, “B6 con muén giit n6. Ong nghi con nén di Northwestern hay
mot trrong khac gan dé hay bo me nén chuyén t6i Ann Arbor doi nam dé
gitip con nudi day né. Ong con goi ¥ 12 b6 me s& lam viéc do6 gidp con.
Nudi day n6 nhv con ctia minh. Nhu em con.”.

“No6i vé nhitng bi mat di,” t6i dé nghi.

“Me biét.” Ba gat. “Nhung ong cam thdy nhw vay. N6 gay ra mot rac roi
trong cudc hon nhan cia bé me sudt mot thoi gian dai. Chinh céai quyét
dinh ay cong thém chuyén me khong chiu dé bo néi vGi con vé chuyén do.
Ong 4y o4n gian me... Va me nghi n6 1am thay d6i ca méi quan hé gitta hai
bd con nita.”.

“Sao thé dugc?” t6i hoi, mac du van luén cam thay nhw vay.

“Hai b6 con da tirng than thiét véi nhau. Con ludn la con gai bé béong ctia
bo... Nhung tir sau chuyén do... c6 mot khoang cach gitra hai ngwdi. Hai bo
con rat... khach séo vGi nhau... Thé nao do.”.
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T6i gat, nghi lai hoi truedce khi cé Kirby, bo con ching toi tirng rat gan bo.
“Nhu hinh v6i bong,” ba toi thuwong noi.

Nhung sau mua he do, moi chuyén khong bao gio thuc sy con nhw trudc.
Luc &y, t6i ti nhu dé chi la mot phan trong qua trinh 16n 1én, di xa hoc dai
hoc r6i c6 doi song riéng. T6i tw nhu bo con t6i van than thiét, chi la khong
con nhw xuva nita thoi. Nhung gio thi toi da thady rd vi doi trd ma minh mat
ong. Khong nhitng t0i lang tranh ong ma ong cling lam vay vdi toi. Ngay ca
khi chi c6 hai b6 con, chiing t6i cling khong néi sau vé nhitng diéu 16n lao,
hé trong nhw hon nhan va con cdi, song va chét. Ching t6i dirng lai & bé
mat moi sy b&i nhitng bi mat giira hai bo con da tao ra cai ho sau ngan cach
khting khiép.

T6i nhin me, tw hoi liéu moi chuyén c6 khac di khong néu ba giit kin cho
toi. Tw hoi néu bo gap Kirby thi liéu c6 thé nao han gan dwgc moi chuyén
gitta ching t6i khong. Tw héi c6 bao gid ta thue sy khién moi chuyén quay
lai dugc nhu cii khong.
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Chuong 19

Kirby

Hom ay la sang Chu nhat, ngay to6i thich nhat trong tuan tir khi me khong
con ép t6i di dw 1é mét nita, va t6i dang rat sung, danh trong to hét cd, biét
rang hang x6m hai bén déu di nha thd ca roi. Toi danh lan lwgt cac ban theo
danh sach nhac “tréng solo c¢6 dién”, di tir “Moby Dick” ctia Zeppelins (ban
solo ctia John Bonham la mot trong nhitng ban hay nhat moi thoi dai) cho
dén “One World” cta Police (khdng ai vuot noi Stewart Copeland) va roi
ban phoi trong dia cia Gina Schock (t6i dan mdgt tam ap phich loai cii cta
ban nhac Go Go’s trén dau giwong), Sheila E. (du mot minh thi cling khéng
xuat sac lam, nhung da tirng choi cung véi tdt cad nhitng nguwdi tam cd,
trong do c6 ca Prince, Ringo va Marvin), va tham chi mot Karen Carpenter
bé bong (c6 1é 1a nghé si duy nhat trong iPod cua to6i ma bé me biét chat
dinh).

Trong lic doé, t6i nhan ra minh dang nhé lai budi hen ho dém trwdc, pho
nhac nhitng khoanh khac dep dé nhat nhw mot doan bang ngan trong dau
minh. Xem phim xong thi chi con kip mua v0i cai burger ¢ Blueberry Hill
trdc gid gidi nghiém, nhung ciing du dé xac dinh 1a Philip thich t6i. ft nhat
cling nhv mét nguwoi ban, ma ciing c6 thé hon. Chu yéu khong phéi & 10i
cau ta n6i ma & cach ciu ta nhin toi - kem theo “cai cuoi toe toét ngoc
nghéch d6” - nhw Belinda n6i khi hai dita tdp hop trong phong tam. T6i
phan déi tir “ngoc nghéch”, nhung dong y do la mot nu cuwdi chan that,
nhiét thanh.

Vi dang nghi dén cau ta nén toi thao tai nghe, dé dui trong xudng, vaGi tay
lay dién thoai thi thay biéu twgng Facebook trong hop thw - yéu cau két ban
cta Philip. T6i nghe dwgc nhip tim minh khi nhap vao nut chap nhan, roi
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mdy gidy sau da c6 mot bai viét trén twong nha minh: Van dang c6 gang
hinh dung phan két bé phim. Vui that. Sap t6i ta di nita nhé?

T6i dé nhitng 16i ay tham vao, ngay ngat khi nhan ra khong nhitng day la
lan dau tién t6i hen ho mot anh chang dé thwong ma cdu ta con da thich dé
ra toi di tiép, va lai con dang cong khai trén twong cua t6i cho ca thién ha
thdy nita chit. Hay it nhat la cho 114 dita ban cua t6i thdy. Hoi c6 chut 1am
li - nhung t6i chia bao gio cam thdy sung swéng nhw vy, ngay ca ldac hat
rap trong phong kich ban - thé 1a t6i dang lai trén twong cau ta (cho 316 ban
cta cau ta thdy): Té cling thé. Con vé chau hai, nghe hay ddy. Bi dugc thi
bdo té.

T6i dang ham h& lwdt xem bon album dnh cua cdu ta, chta yéu la hinh
chup cam trai ngoai trgi va trugt tuyét, thi dién choai reo. Belinda goi. Toi
nhac may, cuoi tuoi. “Ngheee?” toi noi. “Toi cé thé gitp gi c6?”.

“TROT! Lién lac trén Facebook mdi kinh nha!” né néi, roi ré to dén do
toi phai duwa dién thoai ra xa.

“Vay con ‘chau hai’?” né tiép. “T6i qua cau ta lén vao phong cau lam
chau mot a?”.

“Troi, Belinda. BDang hoang di,” t6i ndi, ban khoan khong biét qua thuc
cau minh dang nghe ra nhv vay that, hay chi vi dau 6c Belinda ltic nao ciing
den t6i, hinh nhw ngay ca vao nhitng bud6i sang Chu nhat ma dang ra né
phai di 1é nha tho. “T¢ mudn néi di xem phim kia. Troi dat.”.

“Thi nhan di. Cau yéu ciu ta mat r6i,” n6 néi. “Cau yéu anh chang dit
dudi ro6i.”.

“Cau ta dé thwong ma,” t6i noi, khong chiu thd nhén, ngay ca vdi con
ban rudt, 1a to6i da hoi phai long - lan dau tién vGi ai d6 khong phai nguoi
noi tiéng hay thay Tully.

“Cau them muo6n cau ta.”.

To6i thd dai danh swot nhung khéng noi gi, nhw thé cau do chang dang dé
noi lai du chi mot chix.

“Cau c6 thay cau ta dé thwong khong?” con ban hoi.
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“T6i qua td tra 101 ro6i ma,” téi ndi. “Co. TG thay cau ta dé thuong. Cau ta
c6 doi mat dep.”.

“Qi troi 01! Bon minh khiéu vii duge roi! Cau phai moi cau ta ddy.”.

“Sao cling dugc,” toi dap. “Pung c6 hap tap dwoc khong vay.”.

“Con c6 hai tuan nita th6i,” n6 hoi thic. “Khéng héap tap sao dugc. Di
ma!”.

“Cau moi Jake r6i ha?” t6i noi, nghi dén chuyén hai dita n6 da tdy may
subt lic xem phim, rat c6 thé vi vay ma ca hai déu im tit vé doan két rat ky
la ma Philip va toi c& phan tich mai trong luc an burger.

“Roi sao?”.

“ROi cau ta i chit sao.” NO lai ré 1én roi hat lac diéu bai “Best I Evel
Had” cua Drake.

“Thé t6i qua cau lam gi?” t6i hdi, biét rang gio gidi nghiém cta né chang
c6 nghia ly gi - vi me no c6 théi ngu say dén ky cuc.

“O duwéi tang ham nha t&, hon hit ban nude, rdi thdi,” né néi. “Téi bén.
T@& chwa that bai 1an nao.”.

Toi nhan mat. “E. GéGm qua, Belinda.”.

“Gom gi dau,” n6 noi roi bat dau mo ta chi tiét thém vé chuyén do.

“Thoi di!” toi kéu 1én, cwoi lan.

“Pugc r6i,” né ndi, cwoi khi. “Nhung cau phai hita 1a sé moi Philip di dw
khiéu vii co.”.

“Pé xem da,” toi noi, long lai ddy 1én cam gidc nao nao do.

“Thé ch&!” né néi. “Philip sap dwoc tan hwdng chuyén dé réi!”.

Toi lac dau r6i bat chot hinh dung Philip va toi & ghé trwdc trén xe... Toi
khong dinh dé chuyén dé, néu co6, sém xay ra, nhwng toi thay soc khi chinh
minh lai chang gém ghiéc gi canh twgng doé ca.
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Ciling trong tuan dd, sau khi Philip gtti cho t6i vai tin nhan riéng trén
Facebook, gom ca 16i nhan tin s6 di dong, thi dién thoai t6i rung bao c6
cudc goi dén. T6i dang ngoi trong phong sinh hoat chung vGi Charlotte. To6i
da ké lai twong tan cho con em nghe khong sot thit gi, nhuwng khong hé 16
vé cam xic m@i chém ndy nd bén trong. Nhung t6i nghi nhé em ciing doan
ra va hao hirc giim t6i dén d6 chinh no ciing nhac dén tiéc khiéu vii may
lan. Con bé tat tiéng ti vi, nhwéng may héi, “Sao? Anh chang dé ha?”.

T6i cam dién thoai dang dé trén ban uéng nwdc 1én thi thay tén Philip, da
lwu trong danh ba sang 1én trén man hinh. T6i gat va mim cudi, roi chay voi
ra khéi phong, tra 10i ngay khi méi 1én t6i nira chirng cau thang.

“Chao. Cau dang lam gi day?” cau ta héi tw nhién, nhw thé ching t6i da
néi chuyén dién thoai vGi nhau nhiéu lan roi.

“Khong c6 gi nhiéu,” t6i dap, c6 14y lai hoi khi déng ctta phong ngu lai
r6i ngoi phich xuéng givong. “Xem ti vi. Chuwa lam bai tdp vé nha. Tranh
madt bo me. Nhw moi khi.”.

“U. T4 hiéu,” cau ta néi, ngay truede khi nhic lai 1an nita 1a cau ta rat vui
khi di choi v6i t6i. Mot cam giac am am, ram ran bao trum 1én t6i, nhw mot
con song 1&n, theo sau la mot canh twgng than mat nita gitra hai diva, dang
hoang va lang man hon vu hon hit tay mo & ghé trwdc. Trong dé, Philip
madc vest da hoi, toi thi vay lua pha dep dé va hai dira nhay diéu slow.

“Té cling thé,” t6i dap, trong cam giac “cai quai gi thé nay”. Thé roi hai
ban tay am wét, moi kho, tim dap loan, téi néi, “Nay. Philip. T¢ muon hoi
cau cau nay?”.

“Néi di!”.

To6i hit mot hoi that sdu nhung lai cdm thay nhut chi. “T'¢ chang biét nita.
Co6 18 y d6 hoi ngé ngan... Hoi sén... Ma thuc ra t& khong phai kiéu nguoi
nhw vay... Nhung c6 thé cling vui... Belinda va Jake sé di... Nén t& chi ban
khoan liéu...”.
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“Kirby,” Philip néi, ném cho t6i sgi day ctu dam. “Cau dang dinh mai t&
di du tiec khiéu vt phai khong?”.

“Um, phai,” tdi dap, bat cudi guong gao. “Td nghi t& dang dinh vay.”.

“Thi c& héi thang di,” cau ta néi, cwoi lai véi téi. “Dung nhung nhi gi

»

ntra.”.
“Cau c6 mudn di dy tiéc khiéu vii khong? Vai t6?” Toi thém cau sau chi
dé chac tram phan tram khong con gi 10 md vé céi cau ta dang hiéu.
“Co chit,” cau ta dap, giong néi trong dién thoai truyén dwgc ca nu cudi
trroi roi.

“Vay duoc,” t6i ndi, mim cuwdi dap lai. “La hen ho day nhé.”.

Ngay hom sau me t6i dan Charlotte, Belinda va t6i dén tiém ao cudi
Robin dé mua vay khiéu vii. P6 la han chét, nhw Belinda 1ai nhai mai, chi
con chin ngay nita thoi la dén tiéc khiéu vii r6i. Khi ching t6i rit vay trén
gia xudng thi o la Belinda va Charlotte thién vé vay dai sang mau, thudc
bang mau mua xuan, trong khi t6i thay minh thich vady ngan, mau den hon,
c6 1€ vi do la tht t6i thay chiém phan 16n trong ti 4o cia Marian. Ba goi
may cai vay ay la BPN, chi “dam den ngan” - va néi c6 gai nao ciing can
c6 it nhat mot, thue ra la phai hai ba cai nhw vay.

Me t6i thi di nhién néi 1o 1a ba thay vay den khéng phu hgp véi bon con
gai tré va chun miii moi khi t6i rit mot cai vay den trén gia ra. C6 lic, khi
toi lva duwgc mot cai vady den ngan nhiéu tang c6 tua, me t6i bén x6ng tdi
noi ngay, “Vay do du qua so vai con.”.

“Dir qua sao?” t6i n6i. “Con twédng me mudn con vay?”.

“Con hiéu me muon néi gi ma,” me t6i noi.

Charlotte nhay vao benh vuc toi. “Me, cai quy dinh mau den do la tw thoi
me roi. Gi0 ai cling mdc ca. Ho con thiét ké trang phuc tré em mau den nita
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ma. Me thay bon nhéc ctia Angie va Brad chua?”.

Me t6i ddo mat roi néi ba nghi bon t6i khong nén thém dwgc giong nhw
“may dira chang giong ai d6”.

“Ké me ddy. Me da hita sé khong y kién y co gi néu bon con dé me di
cung roi ma,” téi noi.

“Khong phai con c6 y xic pham dau, co Rose, nhung chinh vi vay ma
khong khi nao con di mua sam v&i me con ca,” Belinda gop 10i. “That ra thi
chang dita nao lam thé.”.

“Khong dung,” me toi noi, trong byc minh v@i Belinda - khong phai
chuyén la. “Tuan trwdc c6 thay Mary Margaret vGi me n6 & Dillard ma. Ho
vira tim dugc mot cai vay dai cham dat rat xinh...”.

“Vay dai cham dat a?” Belinda ldp lai c@ nhw vira ngri thay mui hoi.
“No6i vé chuyén 16i thoi. Van dé 1a ngin hay dai thoi. Ua, ma né dinh di dy
tiéc tra sao?”.

“A, van dé 13, c6 khong phai ngudi me duy nhat...”.

T6i ngat 10i ba, néu ra diém khac biét quan trong. “Mary Margaret la dita
chéan chét. N6 di sam do6 véi me no chi vi chang c6 dira ban nao ca.”.

“Me con bé ndéi v6i me la n6 chu tri dém khiéu vii,” me t6i néi, co hét
strc 10 di tr chan chét tdi dung. “Chu tri tiéc khiéu vii thi dwong nhién phai
c6 ban chi.”.

“Me nghi vay ciling dung,” Charlotte ndi. “Nhung truong hop nay thi
khong. Chang ai chiu ndi né.”.

“Né con chang c6 ban trai nita kia,” Belinda n6i khi ching t6i nhin nhau
cudi khodi chi. Chi trong vai ngay ma bon t6i da bién thanh may c6 gai ba
hang mong wdc - va c6 18 t6i cling tham muon diéu d6 nita. Toi con thay
minh da cam thay khac trudc khi & trweong, noi khong ai biét - hay dé y -
cac status cta to6i. Nhung t6i biét, va cam thay kha thich thu.

“Pugc roi. Bugc roi. Me hiéu roi. Me sé dan miéng lai,” me to6i noi, cod
lam ra vé m6t ba me vui tinh, du chuyén dé hoan toan trai y ba. “Me rat
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cam kich vi cac con da ri me di cung trong budi mua sam trong dai nay va
hita sé gitt lai may quan niém c6 ht cho minh me théi.”.

T6i gat dau chdp thuén 10i hita cia ba trong khi bon ngudi ching t6i,
dwgc ¢ nhan vién tré tén Shelly gitup mot tay, ti€p tuc suc sao khap cac gia.
Khoang ba mwoi phiit sau bon t6i da c6 mat trong ba phong thay do, thir tan
loan hét vay nay dén vay khac, ném hau hét sang bén, doi Shelly tim c&
khac, hau nhu céi nao cling ché la lam minh trong xau xi, va chi thinh
thodng mdi 16 ra khi c6 mot chiéc vay gdm ghiéc dén tirc cuwdi hay xinh xan
dang dé can nhac.

Sau khi phan tich, binh chon, khuyén khich, tram tr6é da ca thi moi dita
da c6 dugc chon lya s6 mot, va ditng tredc mat me va Shelly ma soi minh
trong tam guwong to ba mat dé c6 quyét dinh sau cung.

“0, may co gai! Trong cac con 1ong 1dy qua! Me phat khéc mat,” me toi
noi.

“Me dang khoc day thdi,” ti néi.

“Me!” Charlotte néi vGi vé coi thwong khong may khi thay & nd. No liéc
quanh ctra hiéu r6i thi thao, “Thoi di me. Nguwong qua! Y con 13, dau phai
ao cudi cua tui con dau!”.

Roi Charlotte quay qua t6i, dang diéu hoan hdo, thi tham néi thém, “Du
mot ngay nao d6 nhat dinh em sé cuwdi Noah.”.

“Me khong dan long dwgc. May c6 con gai bé bong ctia me da 16n that
r6i. Me nhé ngay ba dita con mdc bim, chay quanh ho boi, khodc may cai
ao phao mau cam bé ti. Vay ma gio nhin tui con xem,” me toi noi, hoai
niém dén mirc dwong nhw da quén kim kep Belinda. Va ca t6i nita.

“Pugc, Lottie trwde di,” Belinda noi, ngé nghiéng con em t6i dang mdc
chiéc vay the dai cham got.

“Xoay lai xem nao,” t6i bdo.

Con bé xoay lai trong khi Belinda va t6i xi xam tan thwéng. Khong nhw
Belinda va toi, Charlotte mdc gi trong ctling dep, nhung cai nay ro rang la
an dit, tit mau hong cam bo tiic cho mau téc va nwdc da rdm cho dén kiéu
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vai tran khoe céanh tay, bd vai va lung dan boi 10i. Chié€c dam trong thoi
trang, nhung van dé thwong kiéu c6 tich, lam vira long ca hai thé hé trong
phong, nén Belinda va t6i n6i rang phan con bé da xong, dich thi la né roi,
khong can thtt thém gi nita. R rang Charlotte ciing dong tinh vi n6 kiéng
chan khénh khang t&i lui khap khu thay d6, ngam nghia moi goc, tham chi
con c6 nhitng cai nhin dong dwa, ggi tinh vao guwong ma me t6i phdi thay
dang lo hon ca mau den.

“Cai d6 bao nhiéu?” me t6i hoi nhé Shelly, du ba biét dita nao cling nghe
thay. Trong ba lo lang ngay ca khi Shelly da tho thé 1a gia rat phai chang.

“Phai chang dén mitc nao?” me toi hoi.

“Ba tram...”.

Me t6i ha hoc miéng cho dén khi Shelly néi not: “... nhung c6 may man

ddy, vay nay dugc gidm gia nam muoi phan tram!” Chij ta cdi bén cai may
tinh dung nang lwgng mat troi, bAm may con so6 trong khi Charlotte va toi

nhin nhau titc cwdi. Toi tinh nham con ra so tién do.

“MGt tram nam muoi cong thué,” Shelly néi.

“T6t qua,” me toi néi khi bon téi quay sang chil y dén chon lwra s6 mot
ctia Belinda - mot chiéc vay dai mau ngoc lam bang to song vai léch va
dubi ca quét dat dinh hat pha Ié khién con ban nom nhw mét nang tién ca
quyén rii. Belinda goi dé la chiéc vay diéu ky vi vira gidau dugc hong va
bung lai vira ton 1én cap mong tron tria, hoan hao (ma né ty hao goi la
“mong phu nit da den) va bo nguc 16n.

“Té thich roi day,” toi noi.

“Em ntta,” Charlotte néi.

“NO0 khéu ggi qua thi phai?” me toi noi.

“Khong dau me,” toi néi ngay, con Charlotte thi chi cho thay chiéc vay
tham chi con khéong dé 16 khe ngwc nhiéu. D1 nhién Belinda lai coi d6 nhw
16i nhac nhé ma day hai “c6 bé” 1én, cach né van goi bo ngurc minh, nhing
me t6i khong néi thém tiéng nao, c6 18 vi thay Belinda da hét thudc chita.
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“A, em ndy, chi phai néi truéc,” Shelly néi khi da tdm tic thém may cau,
“day la mot trong nhitng chiéc vay dat nhat caa civa hang.”.

“Em biét,” Belinda néi. “Em xem nhan gia roi.”.

“Bao nhiéu vay?” t6i hoi.

“Bon tram,” Shelly nhan mat dap.

“C6 dugc giam gia khong?” Belinda hoi.

“Chi e la khong,” Shelly néi. “Nhung that dang dong tién bat gao. Cai
duoi ca do dep tuyét.”.

“Goi cho me cau di. Hay b0 cau,” toi néi. “Biét dau moi nguoi sé tra
phan ntra r6i cau duwgc mac sire tiéu xai.”.

“P0oi nao,” Belinda néi, nhwng van budc vao phong thay do dé goi dién
ky kéo. Toi con nghe dwgc né hdi me gan day b6 né cé gii tdim séc nao
khong, va theo cau dap cta Belinda thi toi dam noi cau tra 1oi la khong, nhw
thuwong 1é.

Lat sau Belinda 16 ra, thay lai 4o thun polo do bac phéch va vay kaki
chat, trong budn rudi rugi. “Pén lwgt cau day Kirb,” noé néi.

Thay toi no, toi gat roi ngdy nhin chiéc vay tua den, xac dinh ditt khoat la
minh thich. N6 t6n dang vira du, cau ky khong chi nhd mau sac ma con &
phong cach chung, an thém diém nhd vé doc dao nita. Sé chang ai c6 chiéc
vay thé nay. Méi khi t6i buwdc di chiéc vay c rung rinh trong that dep mat,
thé thi t&i lic nhdy khong biét con tuyét dén thé nao.

“Pung la cau ro6i,” Belinda noéi, ngoi bét xuéng san nha xép bang tron.
“Tuyét lam.”.

Me va Charlotte dong tinh la t6i mac no tréng rat dep, nén t6i nhd con
em dung dién thoai chup cho minh mét tdm. Tay chéng hong, dwa mdt chan
ra trrdc, toi tao dang nhw nguwdi noi tiéng trén tap chi. Nhuwng han 1a t6i da
lam gi khong duing vi t6i chgt thady ngwgng nghiu - va nhin trong hinh trong
ro ng6. Nén toi nho Charlotte chup lai, lan nay thi dirng tu nhién.
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“Con dinh g@i hinh cho Marian a?” me t6i doan. Ba c6 gitt giong binh
thwong nhung t6i dam noi y nghi dé lam ba buén - chuyén nay lam toi thay
vlra thwong vira buc.

“Khong, me,” t6i ndi. Du c6 1€, dau d6 sau tham trong t6i da thoang nghi
dén chuyén cho Marian xem chiéc vay khiéu vii. Gan nhu cach dé lan nira
néi vai ba la téi khong hon oan gi khi gii trd quan do. Va ciing vi t6i biét
ba sé thich.

“Phai day! Chi nén lam thé lam ch@!” Charlotte néi. “Chi c6 thé nho co6
ay chi cach chon giay dép, tdi xach va trang sitc luon!”.

“Qi chao! Giay dép, tii xach, do trang sitc 4y ha?” me néi. “Me khong
chdc cai d6 nam trong ngan sach dau nhé. Cac con ct muwon thit gi cia me
ay.”.

“Hay hon nita 1a,” Charlotte néi, “biét dau Marian sé cho chi muwon vai
tht! Em ca c6 ay c6 may moén nit trang va giay mé hon... Co dy mang c&
bao nhieu?”.

“Cung c0 v6i chi,” toi néi. “Bay.”.

Me tdi, c& chin, bim méi, ro6i néi, “Um, me chic Marian sé thich chiéc
vay cta con. Cé 1é c6 ay con tan thanh mau den nita.”.

To6i gat, nhat dinh ba sé thich va hy vong Philip cling sé thich.

Chung t6i hoi gia, né chi dat hon vay ctia Charlotte chut dinh lai cling
duwgc giam gi, r6i toi nhin me va ba gat dau cho phép.

“Em 1ay,” t6i néi vdi Shelly va kéo cai khoa hong, budc ra khdi phong
thay d6, mim cudi biét on v6i me. “Cam on me,” t0i li nhi, dwa vay cho ba.

“Co gi dau con,” ba khe khé dap lai, roi cam ca hai chiéc vay ra dang
tredc ctra hiéu dé tra tién.

Khi t6i mdc lai dong phuc, Belinda theo t6i vao phong thay do, trong
chan nan.

Toi nhin no thong cam va noi, “Cau khong thich cai nao khac sao?”.

“Khong bang céi day,” n6 noi.

https://thuviensach.vn



“Nay. Thoi dugce. Cau dé danh dwgc bao nhiéu r6i?” toi hoi, da biét cau
tra 10i trwdc khi né dwa tay 1én lam cai tri'ng ngong.

“Té cting muon cho cau mwon mat it,” toi noi. “Nhung té lai tiéu hét cho
chuyén di New York roi. Va lai, bon tram do! Belinda, ding la s6 tién ngu
ngoc cho mot chiéc vay cau sé chi mac cé6 mét lan.”.

“Trr phi cau la Marian,” n6 noéi. “T¢ ca rang véi co dy do chi la nhim
tién 1é. Cau that hén cé ba con giau vay.”.

Do la 1an dau tién cé ngwoi n6i Marian la “ba con” cua t6i, du giau hay
khong, va tuy thich vay nhung nghi dén s6 4o quan da gwi tra t6i bén nhac
Belinda rang d6 khong phai la tién cta toi.

Belinda thé dai roi di vao phong thay dé dé 1dy cai tii xach Gucci nhéi to
twong.

Lat sau ching toi lai leo 1én xe me, Charlotte ngo6i ghé triéc, Belinda va
t0i ng6i sau. Toi kiém tra dién thoai thi thdy mdt tin nhan méi cua Philip,
tin nhan ngay ngat thit ba trong ngay: Gap may khong?

Di nhién ciu ta muon hoi vé vu vay x6ng, nén toi nhan lai: C6. Tim dugc
mot mon dep.

Cau ta nhan lai gan nhuw tirc thi: Ao hay ban trai? Ha ha.

Ca hai, t6i viét, cam thay la loi va bao dan dén mic con thém mot dau
chdm phay va mot dau ngodc don ngay sat, tao thanh biéu twgng mat cwoi
nhdy mat dau tién trong doi, mot chuyén toi tirng thé sé khong bao gid lam.

“Cau dang noi chuyén vai Philip a?” Belinda hoi.

T6i mim cuwdi gat dau. “Hom nay Jake cé nhan nhe gi khong?” t6i hoi.

“Pé t¢ xem,” no6 ndi, tho tay vao tui 1lay ra con iPhone cting mot goéi keo
cao su Dentyne vi qué. N6 1ay mot miéng cho minh, r6i madi téi. To6i cam
cai goi, bé ra hai 6 do, ro6i cii xuéng ném lai vao tdi no.

Va do la khi mot thit dap vao mat t6i: mét mang vai lua xanh ngoc lam
sang ro ranh ranh vui sau trong tdi nd. Toi li€c Belinda, nhuéng may, thi
thdy n6 nguwdc 1én khoi dién thoai vdi vé hoi 16i, xau ho va bat chap, mot
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két hop t6i chwa hé thdy trén mat no tir hoi 16p bon khi toi phat hién ra né
da doi t6i vé mot budi ngu lai nha Amy Bunce. Hai dita da mai toi, roi phut
chot lai hiy va bia chuyén rang me Amy bi dau nita dau. T6i chwa tirng tra
héi né chuyén do, cho tGi tan bay gid, nhung chuyén dé lam t6i bi ton
thwong rat 1au, va t6i van khong hiéu sao con ban c6 thé lam vay v&i minh.

Luc nay toi cling c6 cai cam giac bi phan boi va hoang mang nhu vay, du
khong 1o vi sao. Belinda van an cap vat, ngay tredc mat toi, nhw mot goi
thudc 14 hay do nir trang gia ré tién. Co6 lan né con xody mot chiéc quan tat
bang cach mac bén trong quan jean. Va du t6i chwa hé néi thang va da bo
qua chuyén d6, du van nhac nhd rang dirng dé minh bi bat chi vi mdy mén
hang, nhung hau nhw [an nao t6i ciing cwdi x0a cho qua. Nhung lan nay t6i
lai c6 cdm gidc khac. Trudc hét, n6 khéng néi toi biét né da lam gi. Thit hai
la cai vay gia bon tram do. Khi that - theo nhu bon téi biét, d6 c6 thé la
trong t0i. T6i c6 nhin vao mat né, nhung né khéng chiu nhin lai ma c vui
mat vao dién thoai, nhan tin lia lia. T6i nghi dén diéu b6 me t6i sé lam néu
ho biét dugc - t6i sé khong bao gio dugc choi v6i né nita. Nhung khong 1o
vi sao, toi thdy minh con nghi dén Marian. Phan *ng cta ba sé thé nao. Ba
sé nghi gi vé Belinda. Va ba sé nghi gi vé t6i néu t6i ngoanh ra ctta vo nhu
khong hay biét chiéc vay khiéu vii bén tram d6 la bi an cap duéi chan
minh.
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Chuong 20

Marian

Sau khi me t6i vé lai Chicago dwgc vai hom, toi ay t6i dang xem Mad Men
va tu héi, néu dugc, mdy vi gidm doc hang minh sé lam hong bét bd phim
nay thé nao thi dién thoai reo. T6i li€c xudng, tim dap nhanh hon khi thay
tén Kirby. “Oi!” t6i n6i, nghe may ngay.

“Da. Con c6 lam gian doan chuyén gi khong?” no ndi, giong nghe buon.
Toi ban khoan khong biét liéu n6 con buén vé chuyén do xong khong - hay
giong n6 von da san thé, kiéu nhw c¢6 nhitng dita con géi giong lic nao ciing
s0i n6i, nhung c6 nhitng dira cr thot ra la cham choc.

“Khong hé. Co dang xem ti vi thoi... C6 chuyén gi thé con?” t6i hdi, hy
vong rang moi chuyén trong thé gidi ctia n6é déu on ca, roi chgt khat khao
duwgc tro chuyén vGi né. Vé bat ¢t diéu gi. Ngay ca Conrad.

“A... Con sdp di du tiéc khiéu vii.” Con bé then thing nhung hanh dién
bdo tin, nhw thé véi né thi day la mot hanh dong phi thuong.

“Hay qud. Tuyét that day!” t6i n6i. “Ai la anh chang may man thé?”.

“Cau ta tén la Philip Chang,” n6 no6i. “Cau ta hoc truong khac nhung
Belinda ban con gidi thiéu. N6 di vdi thang ban than cta cau ta. Bon dita
ching con.”.

“Con c6 thich cau ta khong?” toi hoi. “Hay cac con di chi nhu ban be
th6i?”.

N6 ngap ngirng roi néi, “Con ciling khong biét nita. Cau ta ti té va thong
minh that sy. Bon con cé kha nhiéu diém chung nita. Cau ta... khac vGi bon
con trai trerong con. Cho nén, c6 - con nghi con thich cau ta.”.
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Giong con bé nghe du dwong, vira hao hirc, vira phan khich lam tim t6i
nhttc nhéi vi noi hoai nhé qua khit va nhitng ky rc vé Conrad, vé sy gan bé
t0i tirng cam thay vdi cau ta trong moi quan hé ngan ngui dy, vé chuyén toi
yéu su khac biét so vdi bat cit ai toi tirng biét cia cau ta dén nhuwdng nao.
T6i ban khoan khong biét tinh cau ta cé con dwge nhuw vay hay nam thang
da bién cdu ta thanh cai gi d6 binh thuwong hon. Khong hiéu sao, t6i khong
hinh dung néi cau ta trong vai mot 6ng bo ¢ khu ngoai 6, c6 vai dira nhoc,
mot cdi xe tai nhd, va mot cong viéc van phong ma ciu ta von rat ghét. Toi
gat cau ta ra khoi tam tri r6i néi véi Kirby la t6i mirng cho né.

“Da. Cam on c6. That ra thi cling chang phai chuyén gi ghé gém... Chi la
con da mua dwgc mot chiéc vay,” né noi.

T6i bdo no ta téi nghe xem, thi n6 noi la vay den ngan kiéu tua rua. “Con
sé guri hinh cho c6 xem,” con bé noi.

“U, 6 cling muén xem... C6 muén xem hét hinh khiéu vii cia con nita.
Chup nhiéu vao nhé.”.

“Nhat dinh r6i,” né noi, réi héi téi ngay tredc c6 di du tiéc khiéu vii
khong.

T6i bdo minh da bé 16 hoi nam nhat vi mac bénh tang bach cau don nhan
nhiém khuan ndng, nhing nam cudi thi c6 di.

“V6i chu Conrad a?” no hoi.

“Khong,” t6i dap, bong thay cang thang. “C6 di cung ban trai khi ay.
Todd Peterson.”.

“Vui khong a?” n6 hoi.

“C6,” toi néi mién cudng, roi cuwdi. “A, khong, thuc ra thi ciing khong
han. Hai d&a cai co gan hét dém.”.

“Veé chuyén gi?”.

Toi kep dién thoai gitta tai va vai roi that chat day do choang vai bong.
“Cau ta tré con lam. Ma ban bé cdu ta thi con té hon - ding la khung khiép.
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Co0 chang chiu noi hau hét bon ho va uat c vi bon ho da bién ca dém thanh
tiéc nhau lu bu.”.

“Ma c6 thi mudn cé chit... lang man?” Kirby hoi.

“C0 muon it nhat cling dwgc nhay. Chét tiét, chi can dugc c6 mat & tiéc
khiéu vii mot lat 1a c¢6 da hai long 1am roi. Thé ma co lai mat cd dém nhin
cau ta say bi ti trong can phong t6i, khéi mu trong khach san Double Tree.
Thét vong tran tré.”.

“Vay thi chan qua,” no noi.

“Co sé khong n6i dém khiéu vii phdi la dém quan trong nhat doi con.
Nhung hiy c6 1am cho né dic biét mét chiit, con hiéu chi? it ra cling c6
tinh tdo da dé con nhé dugc né. Thay vi chwa tGi chin gio da say khong con
biét troi dat gi.”.

“Co phai vi vay ma co chia tay ngudi d6?” no héi, khi téi thdy minh ty
héi chuyén gi sé xdy ra néu Todd khong tré con nhw vay. Néu mua hé ay
ching t6i van con hen ho? Cudi cung t6i c6 quan hé vdi cau ta khong?
Chuyén gi sé xdy ra néu cau ta lam t6i c6 mang? T6i cé noi cho cau ta biét
khong? Toi co gilr dita bé lai ma nuodi khong?

“U. Cb nghi hau nhw 1a vay. Dt ¢6 khéng nghi ¢6 lic no that long thich
cau ta nhiéu lam. Du sao thi hom sau ca hai cling chia tay tai Great
America trong khi xép hang dé di tau lwgn Iron Wolf. Cau ta khoe khoang,
khodc lac vé chuyén say xin, lam nhw d6 la mot kiéu huan chwong danh dy
vay. Qua thyc c6 khong chiu n6i thém mot gidy nao nita... thé la c6 bo hang
di mua keo bong mot minh.” T6i cwdi va néi, “Cudi cung cau ta con non
len nguwoi mot dira nho nao do ¢ vong lugn th hai, nén do ding la mot
quyét dinh sang suot.”.

Con bé bat cwoi, roi im bat, xong ndéi, “Gio con muodn hdi c6 mot cau?
Xin y kién c6 vé mot chuyén ay? La vé Belinda. Ban than ctia con.”.

“U?” t6i ndi, chd.

T6i nghe thay n6 hit mét hoi that sau r6i méi thong tha tiép. “Bon con di
mua vay khiéu vii. Con, em con va no. V6i me. Charlotte va con tim dugc
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vay r6i, chi mot tram rwdi d6. Pugc gidm gia - phan nira.”.

“Gia hoi thé,” t6i chen vao hoi hop.

“Da. Chuyén dé thi dugc roi... Nhung Belinda... N6 mé man cai vay 1ong
lay c6 dinh cwom va du thit. Cai d6 dat khiép. Bon tram do6 l1an. Con biét
vdi co6 thi vay khong nhiéu, nhung vdi tui con thi qua dat. Va Belinda dut
khoat 1a khong mua noi.”.

T6i nhan mat khi nghe “tui con”, va lai cam thidy no6i ho then vé vu mua
sam & Barney trao lén khi Kirby néi tiép, “Me n6 mét minh nu6i né con
ong bo thi khong chiu chu cap tién nudi con nén né gan nhu khong bao gio
c6 tién dé danh. Badi thé so6 tién do khac nao ca triéu do, co hiéu khong a?”.

“U,” t6i néi, c6 theo ddi y chinh cau chuyén. “Vay 1a ban con mua chiéc
vay khac a?”.

“Khong,” Kirby no6i. “No... 14y cai vay dé.”.

“Bang cach nao? N6 trd bang thé tin dung a?”.

“Khoong,” con bé kéu 1én nhw thé td6i cham hiéu qua.

Thay t6i khong tra 10i ngay, né thé dai roi ndi, “N6 an cap, c6 Marian.
N6 nhét cai vay vao tui r6i budc ra. Gitta ban ngay ban mat.”.

T6i ngoi trén giwong lac dau, cam thay ngdy tho la lung, nhu thé t6i va
né vira doi vai cho nhau, va ty hoi sao minh lai khong kip nghi ra diéu nay.
T6i nghi dén may dia con géi an choi t6i quen thdi trung hoc hay an cap do
ctta hang cho vui. Hau hét tui né déu du tién trd cho bat cit moén gi nhung
lai ctt thich ditng tim ma bo chay.

“Con thdy né lam vay a?” t6i hédi, hy vong con bé khong phai tong pham
hay dinh liu gi.

“Khong. Khong tai trdn. Vao xe r6i con mgi thay chiéc vay. Trong tui
cta né. Khi s viéc xay ra roi.”.

“Con c6 hoi n6 chuyén do khong?”.

“Khong. Con chi vo nhw khong thdy. Ca hai dita déu gan nhw gia vo...
CO c6 nghi con nén, chang han nhw doi chat né vé chuyén dé khong?”
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Kirby noi, nhw thé giuc t6i cho 10i khuyén.

“Nhat dinh ro6i,” t6i néi. C6 cam giac nhw dé la quyét dinh quan trong
dau tién khi sam vai mot ba me va la mot chuyén c6 y nghia minh dinh.

“Con phai néi gi day?”.

“Bao no rang con da biét n6 1ay chiéc vay va con nghi chuyén dé la sai.
Bédo n6é dem tra lai. Tham chi con bé c6 thé tra chiéc vay lai cita hang ma
khong ai hay biét. D€ trong mot céi tdi. N6 khong can phai ty thi. Chi can
trd vay lai cho cta hang thoi. Chac chan con nhitng cai vay khac n6 du tién

»

mua...”.

Kirby im lang, nhw thé dang tim nhitng 16 hong tiém tang trong 1oi
khuyén cta toi. Qua nhién, né noi, “Chuyén dé khong doi nao xay ra dau.
Belinda muén gi la 1am bang duwgc. Lic & trong xe con da thiy cai vé do
trén mat nd. N6 sé buc con néu con noéi gi dé...” Giong con bé nhé dan.

To6i dan do, r6i hoi n6 da ké cho bd me nghe tinh huéng nay chua.

“Troi dat, chwa,” né ndi, lam t6i cdm thdy vira thich chi vira nang né
trach nhiém. “Con chwa cho ai biét ca. Liéu con c6 bi rac r6i gi khng? Con
c6 lam gi pham phap khong?”.

“Co nghi la khong,” t6i néi. “Néu con khong ti€p tay cho con bé...
Nhung c6 van nghi con nén khuyén khich né tra lai. Vi né.”.

“Khon that,” né noi.

“Co biét chuyén nay that té, Kirb a. Sé kho day.”.

T6i nghe thay tiéng con bé thd trong dién thoai, nhuw thé dang nghién
ngam moi thi.

“Ct noéi vdi no... N6i cho né biét con cam thay thé nao. Cit cdi mé va
thanh that hét sic thoi.”.

Khi noéi cau dé toi nhan ra day chinh la thiéu sét ctia minh - va rang t6i
muon diéu tot dep hon cho Kirby.

“Co cling nghi c6 1é con nén néi chuyén vGi boé me,” t6i gop y.
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“Troi, khong duge. Con khong néi dwge dau. Bo me con von da c6 thanh
kién véi Belinda r6i. Véi lai, b6 me con sé dan no téi giao nop mat. Ho
phan biét trang den rach roi lam.”.

“U. Mot sd ngudi 1a vay,” t6i néi, nghi dén cach giai quyét van deé cta
Peter: gid nao cling phéi lam diéu nay ngay va néi sy that, ngay ca khi
khong tién, ngay ca khi diéu d6 c6 nghia la lam tén thwong nguwdi khac.
Nhung nght lai thi c6 1€ long trung thanh vGi mot ngwoi ban, viéc che chd
cho nhitng ngwdi ta yéu thuong cé nhiéu ly 1€ hon thé. Phai chang phan nao
do6 la diéu to6i da lam khi néi déi Conrad? Va giau bo minh? Giau Peter?
Hay la t6i chi c6 bao vé ban than? T6i dang bat dau nhan ra minh c6 it giai
dap qud, va lam cha me that kho biét bao. Thyc ra xi ly bat ky mé6i quan hé
dich thyc nao cling kho.

“Cur dé trai tim con mach bdo,” t6i n6i, biét n6i vay nghe don gidn qua,
tham chi la sdo, nhung chinh diéu d6 da dan dat moét trong nhitng quyét
dinh khé khan nhat doi t6i - sinh né. “Maéi khi lam theo nhitng gi trai tim
minh mach béo, c6 sé khong hoi han. Con khi c6 khong...”.

Tuy khong néi hét cau, nhung t6i cam thay sitc nang cia cau ay trong
dién thoai, ca hai ching t6i lang 1€ dién vao cho trong. Bién kin muwdi tam
nam qua khi doi t6i. Moi bi mat va doi trd. Puwong nhién la toi c6 1y do.
Nhitng ly 1€ va bao chita. Nhung trong tham tam, t6i nghi tdi ludn biét viéc
minh lam 1a sai. Va gio thi t6i biét rang c6 1é cudi cung cling da dén lac
chinh don lai moi chuyén.

“No6i vay c6 giup duge gi con khong?” t6i héi, mong rang minh dang
khuyén dung.

“Da c6,” no noéi. “Cam on co, Marian.”.

“Khong c6 gi, Kirby,” t6i ddp ma wéc minh con gi dé khuyén né. Udc
moi chuyén ciing dé dang nhw minh noéi.
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Chuong 21

Kirby

Di hoc vé, to6i téi nha Belinda thi thdy n6 trong bép, dang lam mon thach
Jell O vi dau trong lic xem Day of Our Lives. Con ban hau nhu khong nhin
lén vi da qua quen chuyén toi vao nha n6 ma khong go ctra.

“E!” t6i néi, cudi toe toét dé nguy trang sy kho chiu.

N6 ra hiéu cho t6i im lang, chi cai ti vi kiéu xuva trén quay trong khi
khudy cai chat 16ng lodng bang thia go6. T6i li€c nhin man hinh r6i héi n6i
dung doan phim.

Mat khong rdi ti vi, con ban dap giong déu déu lién thoang. “Taylor vira
doi chat EJ. Héi c6 phai ong ta chiu trach nhiém vé cai chét caa Arianna
khong.”.

To6i gat, tam tin theo bo phim ma t6i theo déi chi vi to mo - cho dén khi
nh@ ra chinh bon t6i cling dang song cai bo phim truyén hinh nho nhé cua
minh. L4t sau, m6t quang cdo gidt tham pha tan con mé dam ctda con ban.

“Chuyén gi thé?” n6 noi.

“Co gi dau,” toi noi doi, cam cai hop Jell O khong 1én doc thanh phan
dinh dudng. “Ua. Chi mudi calo mot khau phan théi a?”.

“T¢ biét, phai khong nao?” n6 néi. “T¢ gidam dugc hai ky ti* tuan truedc
t6i gio. An kiéng bang mdi Jell O théi.”.

“Hir,” t6i noi, tim mot cai ¢ dé dan dat cau chuyén. “Sao cau lai an
kiéng? Cau trong tuyét roi ma?”.

“Mubn c6 cai bung phang phiu hon thoi,” né néi, vo vo vao vong hai.
“Pé khi Jake thay t& khong dung nit bung Spanx...”.
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“Va cau da tim duogc vay roi ha?” t6i cat ngang, cau hoi nghe cling vung
vé nhu tdi dang cam thay.

Con ban cam diéu khién ti* xa 1én, hwdng vé ti vi hung hang tat tiéng roi
m&i khudy tiép. “Thoi ngay, Kirb,” né ndi.

“G1 c0?” toi hdi, tron mat, nhw thé téi la bén bi can phdi lam bd ngay
ngo.

“Cau biét té tim duwge vay roi con gi,” n6 noéi, danh ngoac kép quanh twr
“tim dugc”.

T6i cd hét sttc nhin n6 mat khong 10 chit cam xtc, chd no thd nhan hét.
Khong thdy né néi gi, toi quat lai mot cau chang dau vao dau. “Cau théi di
thi co.”.

N6 ddo mat.

“Cau da an cap chiéc vay do,” t6i ndi.

“Thi sao?” no vac lai.

“Thi sao a?” toi noi. “Cau noi thi sao la sao?”.

“Thi t& an cap chiéc vay chit sao.” N6 nhun vai, liém thia, r6i gat gu tan
thwdng, nhu thé vira ndu mot thit xot tuyét voi chit khong phai chi cho nuwéc
vao hon hop bot.

“Um, chuyén do la... sai trai,” toi noi, nhan mdt vi nghe cau do c6 vé
trich thwgng, nhung chang biét phai néi sao khac.

“R0 la sai,” n6 dap. “Nhung chi la mot chiéc vay thoi ma. Cau biét cho
d6 thoi gia 1én bao nhiéu khong? T cad ho mua thit hang Tau d6 vdi gia
bon muoi do thoi.”.

T6i tron mat nhin nd. T6i van luén biét la khong thé tranh cai véi
Belinda dwgc, khéng phai vi né cai gioi, ma la vi né cai rat cun - khong co
xuat phat diém chung dé ma tranh luan. N6 chi thay thé gigi theo cach n6
muon thdy va c6 ly 1€ cach mdy ciling chang thé lay chuyén duwgc n6. Thé
nhung t6i van ling ting, tim mot goc do ti€p can khac. “Thoi ma Belinda,”
toi noi. “Chang dang dau. Sap t6t nghiép dén noi r6i ma ciu bi bat thi sao?
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Xem chuyén gi xdy ra vGi Louie vi bo Alka Seltzer vao ho boi day. Gio thi
cau ta sé chang tot nghiép dugc...”.

No6 lac dau, “Nha treong chang lam gi dugc td sat. Cho du td bi bat - ho
cling chang lam dwgc khi kho gi hét vi chuyén xay ra bén ngoai trudong co
ma.”.

“Cau c6 thé bi dudi khoi tredng vi trong toi do,” t6i noi.

Belinda lac dau. “D6 dau phai trong t0i. D6 la khinh t6i”.

“Sao, cau da tim hiéu hay lam gi r6i ha?” t6i hoi. “Chuyén doé la cé tinh
toan trdc sao?”.

“Khong - khong phai c6 tinh toan tredc,” né noi. “Néu ho khong doi cai
gia ngu xuan nhw vy thi t¢ da tra tién roi.”.

T6i goi tén no lan nita, nhwng no lai mao tiéng ti vi khi b6 phim con chwa
chiéu tiép, nhw thé té thai do chan ngdy cudc n6i chuyén. Con chan hon cai
danh sach dai tdc dung phu dang dwgc ban tang tang trong mot quang cao
thudc Zoloft.

T6i cam thay noi that vong dang ngap nghé bién thanh gian dir khi c6 néi
16n tiéng ma khong gao 1én. “Belinda,” t6i dp ing. “Thdi ma. Tra cai vay
lai di. Lam on di.”.

N6 nhin t6i khodi tra, r6i nhai 10i t6i bang cai giong ra vé nghiém nghi
no6 van dung dé tréu xo Viola, gido vién it dugc kinh né nhat treong. “Cau
nghe thdy cdu minh noéi chwa? Cau trd nén vénh vao nhu thé tir khi nao
vay?”.

Toi chua kip dap thi n6 da gia dinh. “Co phai cai ba Marian trich thugng
do6 tiém nhiém cho cau khong?”.

Cau néi tham chi con chang c6 nghia ly gi, nhung van khién t6i dién tiét
dén mirc quang ra mat toi hau thu - 1an dau tién trong sudt quang doi lam
ban cuia ching t6i. “Tra lai ngay, néu khong té sé khong di du tiéc khiéu vii
v&i cau nita.” Vira ndi ra to6i da mudn rut 16i. Nhwng qua mudn roi.
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Belinda nhidn vai. “Dugc thoi, Kirby. Té¢ chang can cau. TG cé ban trai
néng bong roi. Va chiéc vay bon tram dé khong mat tién...”.

“Cha. Bugc thoéi,” téi noi. “Té rit.”.

“Chao,” Belinda dap, ditng dung lanh lung cung cuwc. Bao nam qua toi da
thdy con ban xau choi nhiéu lan, nhung chwa bao gio né doi xw vdi toi kiéu
nay.

Toi cat bwdc nhung roi dirng lai noéi, “Véi lai, cho cau biét... Marian
khong phai ké trich thwgng. Co dy la mot trong nhitng nguwdi tuyét voi nhat
tG tirng biét.”.

“A, that té 1a cau khong c6 dwogc chiit tuyét voi nao cta ba dy ca,” né néi.

To6i lam bd nhuw khong nghe thay n6, nhung khong thé khong nhé lai 10i
né qua sudt bén day phé vé nha. Té hon nita, t6i khong thé khong tin
chuyén dé doi chut.

Chiéu hom 4y, t6i goi va twong thuat lai cho Marian. Ba nghe may ngay,
tiéng on cua thanh phé vong vao tir hau canh.

“Co dang lam gi vay?” t6i héi.

Ba néi ba trén duwong di an nhanh chit gi do, réi trd lai van phong. “Con
noi chuyen vdi Belinda chwa?” ba hoi.

T6i bdo r6i va cho ba biét thong tin méi, bo di 16i nhuc ma sau cung.
“Nén chac con sé khong du tiéc khiéu vii.”.

“Um. Cb tiéc 1a chuyén khong dién ra t6t dep hon,” ba néi. “Cé6 1& né sé
nghi lai thoi.”.

“Con khong nghi vay dau,” t6i ndéi, bat dau thay ro sy nghiém trong cta
vu viéc. Khong han 1a t6i sé bo 1§ tiéc khiéu vii, rang gidc mo qua ngan
ngui nén chang thé c6 y nghia gi nhiéu, ma la téi c6 thé mat luon dira ban
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than nhat. “Pa bao gid' c6 c6 xich mich tram trong kiéu nay vGi ban chwa?”
toi hoi Marian.

Ba néi chuwa, nhung ba hau nhw khéng con lién lac gi nhiéu vdi ngudi
ban than nhat thoi trung hoc. “Bon ¢6 chwa bao gio cdi co ma chi xa nhau
dan th6i.”. “Sao vay?”.

“O c6 khong biét nita. Qua nhiéu 1y do... Nhung chi yéu vi cd khong
thanh that vdi cb ay...”.

“Vé con a?” t6i doan.

Ba ngap nging, roi no6i phai. “Co thdy gidi quyét moi chuyén nhu con da
lam thi t6t hon nhiéu. Con da thang than véi n6.”.

“Phai. Trw chuyén la gio n6 ghét con r6i.”.

“No6 khong ghét con. C¢ dé mot thoi gian... Hay la con c6 thé viét may
chit néi rang du con khong dong tinh véi diéu né da lam, nhung con van
thwong né va mong n6 c6 mot budi tiéc khiéu vii vui vé.”.

“Con phai noi sao vadi Philip day?”.

“Hau hét bon con trai chang dé tam nhiéu dén tiéc khiéu vii dau,” ba noi.
“Con c6 thé den bu cho cau ta sau.”.

“Da,” t6i dap, r6i bat than, thdy khong chiu néi thém gidy nao nita, toi
phai néi véi ba. “Con da tim kiém chu dy,” t6i thong bao, nhan mat khi cho
ba dap.

“Tim ai?” ba noi, ding nhw da thay trudc.

“Conrad,” t6i noi. “Twr ldc & ché c6 vé. Con da tim khap, Facebook,
Linkedin, Google, tham chi trong cac website hop mat trung hoc.”.

“Roi sao?” ba héi, giong c6 vé lo lang.

“Chang sao ca. Con twéng con sap lam quen dugc vdi Conrad Knight
duy nhat trén Facebook - hinh h6 so dé trong - r6i con chd hoi dap yéu cau
két ban ca tuan, rot cudoc khong phai.”.

T6i ngdp nging, réi hap tap ndi tiép, “Con chi khong biét c6 cam thay
sao néu giup con... c6 biét day... tim cha ay. Co 1€ it ra cling cho con vai
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manh moi? Tén vai ngudi ban cii cia chi dy chang han?”.

“Kirby nay,” ba dinh néi, nhwng t6i ngat 10i.

“Néu co6 khong mudn thi th6i. Con rat hiéu. Va con thay rat vui...”
“Kirby,” ba lai néi giong kién quyét hon.

“Da?” t6i hdi, nin thd, chd doi, sap x€p lai trong dau xem phai lam gi
tiép theo, néu ba khong chiu giup.

“Co tim dwgc chu ay r6i,” ba noi.

To6i lang ngudi trong bong t6i phong minh. “That sao? H6i nao vay?” toi
héi, tim dap hoi ha.

“Thuyc ra la t6i qua.”.

“Chu ay ¢ dau thé?” t6i hai.

“Van & Chicago. Trong thanh pho. Céach cho bon c6 16n 1én khoang ba
muoi phut xe. Co c6 dia chi va s6 dién thoai ctia chu ay day roi.”.

“Lam sao c6 tim duwgc cha ay?” t6i hoi.

“Chu ay c6 tén trong danh ba. Cha ay séng ¢ Lincoln Park,” ba néi.

T6i lac dau, tu héi lam sao minh lai quén dwgc cach tim dé nhat, truc tiép
nhat: tra trong cai danh ba dién thoai chét tiét dé.

“C0 c6 chac do6 1a Conrad Knight khong?” toi hoi, gio thi di di lai lai, hai
ban chan lanh ngat trén san go.

“Bang cach nao?”.

“A. Cb... cd goi t6i s6 d6. T vin phong. Ma giong chi iy van nhu
xXua.”.

“Co noi chuyén vai chu ay roi u?” t6i hoi hao hirc.

“Khong,” ba n6i. “Coé nghe giong trén hop thu thoai. Nhung c6 khong dé
lai 10i nhan.”.

“0,” t6i néi, cd phan nhe nhom. Diéu t6i khéng hé muon 1a, thé nao do,
vl gitp to6i ma ba lam hong chuyén. Khién 6ng phai quyét dinh sé khong
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muon dinh dang gi dén ca ba lan t6i nita vi cach ba da cu xt v4i ong. Can
phai c6 ké hoach hoan hdo. Hay mot cudc viéng tham hoan toan bat ngo.

“C0 dang nghi... con c6 muon minh cung di gap chui ay khong?”.

“0O Chicago sao?” tdi noi, tw héi lidu c6 phai ba dang dua khong.

“Phai,” ba néi. “Y 6 1a... néu dé 1a didu con muén. Con c6 thé gip ca bs
me c6 nita... Nhwng chac la con mu6n di mot minh?”.

“Khong. Con muon cé c6 & do,” téi ndi, nghi dén birc hinh chup bd me
dé cta toi va biét bao thdi gian da tr6i qua. Ca cudc doi cta toi va ding mot
ntta cudc doi ho dén gio. T6i chgt cam thay rung minh &n lanh khi héi,
“Khi nao thi minh di duwoc?”.

Chiéu t6i hom sau, vira an t6i xong thi b6 me t6i ggi y la ca nha sé di Ted
Drewes dé an custard dong lanh, truyén thong gia dinh duy nhat ma t6i sé
chang bao gio phan doi vi méon kem dé qua ngon. Charlotte xin phép ru
Noah theo. Me t6i do dv, r6i nhin t6i, nhw mudn dé t6i quyét chuyén dé.
T6i nhin vai bao duwgc, nhuwng bo lai gat di.

“Char - lan nay chi c6 bon ngudi nha minh théi dwgce khong con?” bd
noi.

Em t6i c6 vé that vong nhung dong y ma khong hé phung phiu, roi rat
dién thoai ra nhan tin cho Noah. T6i c6 nh¢ thi Ian gan nhat né gay rac roi
trong gia dinh la khi nao nhung chiu khong nghi ra n6i mét vi du. Biéu dé
that khong binh thuong. N6 ding lén toi thu don, nhung me toi, trong con
bdc dong theo kiéu ctia ba, bao, “Cac con biét sao khong? Bat dia bira bon
dé sau don ciing duwgc! Gid ta di thoi!”.

May phit sau, cd nha da ngo6i trong xe, b6 me ct chuyén tro huyén
thuyén sudt doc duwong, con em t6i van nhan tin véi Noah, nhung c6 kin
dao, mat nhin xudng, hai ngén cai bam nhanh thoan thoat moi khi me t6i
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quay nhin ra ctta so trwdc. Co lic, t6i thodng thdy cai man hinh dién thoai
chi chit mat cwoi, cham than, va mot trai tim dé cda no.

Khi ching t6i chay vao bai do xe bén ngoai nha hang Chippewa thi da c6
mot hang dai chay ra tan ngoai duong. Pay la con chuva t¢i mua hé. Ching
toi ta vao chiéu td6i mua xuan oi nong, nheo mat nhin thyc don c nhw
khong phdi da thudc long tir l1au va chwa hé thuwéng thirc thit bé tong da
dwoc thoi gian thtr thach va chitng nhan wa thich - cai tén dugce dat cho mon
kem custard c6 16p trang tri trén mat. Di nhién la ca nha déu chon mén moi
khi r6i di dao tha than quanh téa nha, ditng twa vao rao chan kim loai mau
den it phut r6i mdéi ra bai dau tién vé phia xe. Ching t6i hau nhuw chang néi
gi, cd bon ngwoi dut lia lia may cai thia nhya do. Me t6i uéng xong ly
Frisco loai nhé cta ba trwdc réi véi sang cai ctia bo.

Ong nhéc ly Grasshopper ctia minh ra xa tam tay ba roi néi, “Em yéu!
Anh da khuyén em dirng mua ly nhé r6i ma!”.

“Nhung em dang an kiéng,” ba néi. “Em phdi giam nam can trudc khi
Kirby tot nghiép!”.

“Thé em khong tinh lvgng calo trong ly ctia anh chac?” bo hoéi, cuoi.

“Thoi ma! Ném thtr mot chut thoi!” ba néi.

T6i bo ngoai tai may cau bong dua cua ho, dau cham cham nghi cach dé
cap dén vu di Chicago, mai r6i cudi cung t6i cling hang giong noi ra. “Toi
qua con c6 noéi chuyén vdi c6 Marian.”.

Charlotte ngat 161, mim cwdi twoi réi. “Co rudt ctia em sao roi chi?”.

Cau héi cta n6 lam me t6i khong wng y lam, ngay lap tic vé mat ba xiu
xuong. Panh rang Charlotte thong minh va trong sang that, nhung no lai
kha ngu ngo trong nhiéu chuyén. Thyc ra, do c6 1€ la thi duy nhat t6i gioi
hon con em - du thyc ra giéi may chuyén do ciing chang dwa toi dén dau.

“Co ay 6n,” toi dap. “Tot.”.

“T6t qua!” bé néi, hoi 16n hon so véi cai giong von da to ctia 6ng. Ong
khuay kem, an m6t miéng, roi néi, “Bo nghi con néi chuyén vdi co6 ay nhuw
thé that tuyét.”.
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“Con c6 ndi la b6 me madi c6 ay dén nha minh choi khong?” me t6i hoi.

“Va nha ta rat san long moi c6 ay nghi lai?” bo ndi thém.

“Art, em chac & khach san c6 ay sé thay thodi mai hon. C6 thé khong
phai la Plaza, nhung Chase Park Plaza thi cling chang thua kém may dau.”.

“Da. Thyec ra thi con vdi c6 dy dang tinh ctung... di mot chuyén,” t6i noi.

“Bao gio?” me hoi.

“Cudi tuan téi.”.

“Nhung lic do6 c6 da hdi cudi khéa ma!” me va Charlotte dong thanh,
trong sing sot.

T6i nhtin vai néi minh da doi y. Coé thé tra lai chiéc vay.

“Chi va Philip dang huc hdc a?” Charlotte hoi.

T6i lac dau, bao chuyén véi cau dy van on.

“Co6 phai vi bd me n6i phai gap né trede khong?” bo toi doan.

“Da khong,” t6i néi. “V6i lai du bé cé tin hay khong thi con chac chan
bd sé duyét cau dy. Cau ay gon gang, twom tat lam. Thong minh nita. Cé 1€
bd me ciu ay sé khéng wng con - nhwng bé me thi sé thay hai long vé cau
ay.”.

B6 me t6i khong biét phdi hiéu 16i binh luan nay ra sao, bén dwa mat
nhin nhau.

“A, Marian va con dinh di dau thé?” me héi.

“Chicago.”.

“Sao lai la Chicago?” bé hdi, nhu thé khong thdy chuyén 4y la hién
nhién. Nhu thé ho chwa ky vao gidy td xin con nudi & do.

“Um. Vi b6 dé con séng & d6,” toi noi, cd nhin dé khong thém ba chir
“thé cling héi” vao diing chd & cudi cau.

“QOi! Tuyét qua! Chud ay 1a nhac si ddy,” Charlotte him hé& cho b6 me
biét.

“O?” bb noi. “Phai vay khong?”.
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“Chu ay ting 1a nhac si,” t6i n6i. “Ca hai déu khong r6 hién nay cha ay
dang lam gi.”.

“Ca hai u?” bo haéi.

“Con va Marian. Lau r6i co6 ay khong lién lac véi cha ay.”.

Khodng muoi tdm nam.

“Kiéu do kha dién hinh doi v6i may chuyén yéu dwong hoi trung hoc,”
me vira no6i vira hwéng cai nhin biét téng vé phia Charlotte. Ba c6 thé ndi,
Pirng c6 ma dé bi dinh bau vi cai nhan vat Noah ay day, kéo mdt ngay nao
dé6 co 1€ ca con cling sé thady mdt dita méi 16n ditng trwdc cira nha minh. Ba
quay qua toi néi, “Ho hoc cung thoi trung hoc, phai khong?”.

“Da. Lic do ho vira tot nghiép,” t6i néi, nghi rang chac Charlotte da cho
ba thong tin nay; t6i da can than khong cho me biét gi cu thé.

“Thé chu dy vao dai hoc nao?” me t6i hdi, c6 gilt giong than nhién du
dang noi téi chu dé gay tranh cai.

To6i chgt cam thay ty man khi bo miéng miéng kem cudi cung. “Thurc ra,
theo con biét thi chd ay khong vao dai hoc.”.

“That u?” bo néi.

Khéng nhin dugc, t6i lai tiép tuc cham chich. “Phdi. Vay ma chang hiéu
sao c6 Marian van yéu chu ay.”.

Lan nita Charlotte lai khong hiéu y. “Sao c6 ay lai khong thé yéu cha ay
vi chuyén dé6? Chi c6 thé khong vao dai hoc nhwng ca nha van yéu thuong
chi ma!”.

“Phai,” t6i noi. “Cam on Charlotte nha.”.

“Di nhién la ca nha yéu thuong Kirby du né quyét dinh thé nao,” me toi
néi. “Nhung chinh vi ching ta yéu thuwong chi con nén méi mudn chi ay
vao dai hoc.”.

“Chuyén do tuy & con thoi Kirby,” bo néi. “Bé me sé khong ép dau.”.

“Du thoi han dong tién coc da lu Iu trwdc mat réi,” me noi. “Nhac nhd
chut xiu thoi.”.
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“Vi mau gidy to twdng trén ti lanh nhac nhé chwa da ha me?”.

“Con yéu, b6 me chi néi la... con sap hét thoi gian r6i,” bd néi. “Va
khong quyét dinh titc 1a quyét dinh.”.

“Co 1€ bo dé con sé gitp con hiéu ra doi chit vé chuyén nay,” me noi.
“Cho con mot 161 khuyén hitu ich nao do.”.

“Vang. Co 1é vay,” t6i dap. “Co Marian néi thuc ra chu ay rat thong
minh.”.

“Um, vay thi t6t qua. Tét that,” b6 néi, thoang vé lo ling giéng nhu
trong giong me t* dau dén gio. “Bo ca la gdp con chac chu dy sé mirng

4 »

lam.”.

T6i dinh noi that cho bd biét - Conrad khéng hé biét tbi ton tai, nhung lai
thoi, va chi néi, “Da. Chac lic do6 sé vui lam.”.

ROi t6i tham cau sao toan bo ké hoach dé sé khong phai mét tham hoa.
Cau sao Conrad la mot tam gwong thanh dat - hay it nhat la hanh phtic - ma
khong can vao dai hoc. Cau sao 6ng khong han lay t6i vi diéu Marian da
lam. Va nhv thay Tully da néi, van chwa qua mudn cho bat ct ai trong
chung toi.
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Chuong 22

Marian

Chiéu hom sau, dugc Kirby dong y (sau khi né cy ny nhw moi lan rang do
khong phdi viéc cia ho, rang n6 da mudi tdm tudi roi va dugc quyén lam gi
minh muon), to6i goi cho b6 me con bé. Khi dién thoai reo, t6i thay lo hon
minh twéng, nhat 1a sau cau tra 16i ctia b6 Kirby, cau “Xin chao, Art day!”
chéc nich va ho hai chang lam t6i thay d& lo chit nao.

“Xin chao,” t6i noi, nhin cham chdp ra ctra s6 van phong. “T6i la Marian
Caldwell. Anh la b6 Kirby phai khong a?”

“Vang! Tat nhién! Chao! T6i la Arthur Rose,” 6ng dap. “Nhung co goi
toi 1a Art cling duwgc. Moi nguoi déu goi thé.”

“Cam on, anh Art,” toi n6i. “Thé... toi doan anh da... biét hét... moi sinh
hoat trong mdy tuan qua r6i.” T6i nham mat va lac dau, nghi rang lam nghé
viét kich ban kiém s6ng ma m@ dau nhuw thé thi hoi bi tham hai.

“Phai, phai! Bwong nhién r6i,” 6ng ndi. “Qua la mot chuyén trong dai.
Nha t6i va toi that long ming cho ¢6 va Kirby da tim thdy nhau va... c6
nhitng budc tién trién t6t dep dy.” Ong cudi, téi bong cam thay 6ng dang c6
gang bu dap thai qua, va cé 1€ cling thay khong thoai mai y nhuw toi.

“Phai. That tuyét,” tdi noéi. “Vay toi doan Kirby da cho anh chi biét vé dy
dinh cu6i tuan nay? Chuyén di Chicago ay?”

“Phai. Phdi, dwong nhién la con bé néi r6i,” Art oang oang. “T6i nghi
chac dé gap bo me c6?”

“Vang,” toi dap.

“Va... chung t6i nén goi anh ay la gi nhi? T6i xin 10i, chi 1a tdi... dao gan
day to6i m@Gi dé tam nhiéu hon dén anh ay.”
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“T6i hiéu ma, anh Art. Cach goi 6 thé... hoi rac roi. Ngay ca t6i qua tinh
cling khong biét phéi goi anh ay thé nao. Ngudi cha sinh hoc ctia con bé?
BG6 dé cua con bé? Co 1é ta cit goi theo tén thoi vay. Thé sé dé cho moi
nguoi hon.”

“Y hay day,” 6ng n6i. “T6i thich vay... Nhung ma du sao thi tén anh ay 1a
gi nhi?”

“Conrad Knight,” t6i n6i, cdm thay hut hang trong da, thuc té cia viéc
toi sap lam hién ra mon mot. “Ké hoach la c6 tim gap anh ay.”

“Um, nha t6i va tdi ¢ chiit bin khodn vé toan by chuyén ndy... nhung
ching t6i chi mong diéu t6t dep nhat cho Kirby, va ching to6i that long
muon tng ho n6. Vo chong to6i cling mirng la Kirby da cho chiing t6i biét
ve chuyén di cht khong ty y di nhu céi 1an dén NewYork.” Ong cwdi hinh
hich, phia sau t6i nghe thdy lan vao tiéng Kirby néi gi do6 sac sao, gon 1on.
R6i n6 nhan tin cho t6i néi rang, Xin 16i ¢6. B6 lan man lam.

“Nhung, phdi, chiing t6i cling quén chuyén do6 r6i,” Art néi. “Chung t6i
hiéu vi sao n6 lam vay va ching t6i luén ang ho chuyén né di tim c6 néu dé
la dieu n6 muon. Chiang t6i rdt mirng cho né. Va cho c6 nita. Ca hai.”
“Cam on anh,” to6i noi.

“Va on troi! Nha t6i va t6i cdm thdy may man khi héa ra c6 1a mét phu
nit sic sdo dén vay. Cha.” Ong huyt sdo, mot hoi dai tram béng. “Mot nha

')’

san xudt phim. Cha cha

“Um, cam on anh, Art,” ti n6i. Khong 1d vi sao, nhung néi chuyén véi
ong c6 cam giac con phi thue hon khoanh khac t6i gap Kirby, c6 1é vi moi
lién két vGi ong, du c6 y nghia, lai hét sitc tinh cd. Téi c6 mang va sinh
con, ho muén c6 mét dita con, mot t6 chitc gigi thiéu, roi gio quan hé caa
ching t6i 1a thé nay.

“That day. That la mé6t thanh tyu phi thwong,” 6ng noi. Toi biét 6ng noi
thire long - va thie ra 6ng la ngudi t té, nhing t6i van mong mudn ong doi
de tai. Nhung nao dwgc may man nhu vay.
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“Kirby tw hao vé c6 lam,” 6ng néi. “Ma ciing phai théi. Chuyén dé qua
la hét sdy - san xudt phim va séng & thanh phé New York ay. Trai Tao L6n.
Troi. Vg chong tdi tiing dén day mot lan r6i.” Ong xuyt xoa lan nita.
“Thanh phd do6 qua la choang ngop. Ching t6i cling dugc mot dip théa chi
nhung t6i ching hiéu lam sao ¢6 lam duwoc vay... A khoan. Xin chd mot
chut... c6 Marian? T6i xin 16i...”

T6i dap vang, dong tai nghe mot 10i trao doi rat khe, rat co thé l1a cudc
néi chuyén riéng dé chan chinh ti phia Kirby. Khi Art quay lai, 6ng da chin
chan hon chuit.

“Thoi thi. Day. D€ toi goi nha t6i. Ba dy tha thiét muén duwgc néi chuyén
v0i c0.”

T6i hit mot hoi that sau, chuan bi tinh than, nghi rang ong Art la mot
chuyén, nhung me Kirby lai la chuyén khac. Tim t6i dap thinh thich cho
nghe thay tiéng ba, nguwdi dan ba da nu6i day con minh.

“A 16?” ba noi khi t6i nhan ra chwa gi minh d@ mu6n sam soi ba, vira
mudn quy mén lai vira muon bat 16i ba.

“Chao chi,” t6i no6i, tin chac rang nhitng cdm xtc lan 16n r6i boi minh
dang trai qua han phai nhan do6i & ba. “T6i la Marian.”

“Toi la Lynn.”

“Rat vui dwgc gap chi,” toi néi, nuét khan. “Qua dién thoai.”

“Vang,” ba néi. “T6i cling rat vui dugc gap cb.”

Cudc chuyén tro ctia ching t6i chgt ngirng bat, t6i c6 lwa tim cau gi do
hop ly dé noi, cau gi dé khién ba yén long, cam doan vdi ba toi la mot
nguoi 1én c6 trach nhiém, nhwng khong ¢6 chiém cho cua ba.

“Toi thuc long cam kich vi chi va anh Art cho phép Kirby di Chicago,”
cudi cung t6i nai.

“Um, n6 ciing mudi tim tudi roi. Ching tdi khong phai cho phép né lam
thit gi ca,” ba n6i v6i mot thoang coc can khién t6i ngac nhién; t6i tw hdi
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sao minh lai ch® thay ba cw x* nhv mot ngwdi thua kém. “Nhung c6 ¢t tw
nhiéen. Chung t6i ung ho con bé. Chung t6i tung ho ca co ntra.”

Nhitng 10i ay nghe that ti t€, nhung guwong gao, va téi dam noi ba chi
wdc gi minh that long ndi thé. T6i bong thay cai cam gidc quen quen, bén
c6 gang xac dinh xem no la gi, r6i nhan ra n6é van xuat hién trong nhitng
cudc chuyén tro thinh thoang véi vg cii cia Peter. Chi ta mu6n con trai
minh quy t6i - nhung dirng nhiéu qua. Va di nhién, t6i phai lu6n biét vai tro
cta minh, phai biét gigi han. Cho du t6i c6 lay b6 né di nita thi t6i cling sé
khong bao gio la me no. Ciing nhu toi sé khong bao gio la me cua Kirby.

“Cam on chi,” t6i ndi, buéc qua cai lan ranh than trong. “T6i rat sung
swong khi dugc quen con gai chi.”

Con gai chi, t6i nhac lai trong dau va cé cam giac Lynn cling dang tham
nhac lai may chit ay, vi t6i cam thdy ba mém mong di doi chat khi tra 10i,
“CO tir té vdi con bé qua. Cam on c6.”

“Puong nhién la phai vay,” toi dap.

“Vay la cubi tuan nay?” ba noéi. “Art va t6i thay hao hitc cho Kirby lam.
Chi wdc la n6 khong bo 16 tiéc khiéu vii.”

C6 mot tin nhan ntta tir Kirby, Chuia oi. Thay con phéi doi pho véi céi gi
chua?

“Co 1€ nguoi ta ct dé cao thai qua tiéc khiéu vii thoi,” t6i dap, roi biét
ngay minh da néi diéu khéng nén.

Qua nhién, m6t phut im lang lanh nhat tréi qua va r6i... “Né chi chang c6
y nghia gi vGi Art va t6i thoi. Sao con bé lai muén bo 16 mét dém dac biét,
that dac biét nhuw vay khi ma né da chuan bi réi lai con di mua vay voc da
th nhw thé.”

Nghi dén chiéc vay cua Belinda, t6i hit mot hoi dai, tim cach doi dé tai.

Lynn néi tiép, “Nhung do6 la Kirby. N6 budc theo nhip trong ctia né.
Theo nghia den luon.”

Hét nhu Conrad, t6i nghi, long lai boi hoi.
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“Nén Art va toi sé dé né ty quyét dinh chuyén nay, chuyén téi hay khong
tGi budi da hoi dé ay. Chuyén do la tiy n6. No6 biét ro chiing t6i cdm thdy
thé nao. Va gio thi ca co6 nita.”

“Phai,” t6i noi, can than lya 10i hét sitc. “Nhung du né quyét dinh thé
nao... toi cling chi mudn chi biét rang chi cé thé tin twdng & t6i nhu mot ba
c6 di kém c6 trach nhiém. T6i khong phai me né... Khong hé,” t6i n6i va
bat ra mot tiéng cwoi gwong gao. “Nhung toi sé lam hét sitc minh vi Kirby.
Vi con gai cua chi.”

Sang hom sau Peter goi dién moi toi di an trwa. Toi nhan 10i vi suy cho
cung thi anh ciing la sép, va suy cho cung thi phim cta t6i dang gap nguy.
Anh goi y nha hang Aquavit, nhung t6i gat di vi chang 1ong da nao ma ngoi
trong mot nha hang thwong lwu, nhét lai 1a nha hang c6 ca trich va ca hoi
khai vi, roi thit nai an kém banh nwéng trong thyc don.

“Thoi dugc. Vay em chon di,” anh ndi.

“Burger Heaven,” t0i no6i, c6 y chon mét chdo den huynh quang sang
trrng phuc vu cho du khach va nhan vién ¢ khu vie trung tam thanh pho -
hai thit dit khoat khéng phai kiéu ctia Peter.

“Burger Heaven? That ha?” anh kéu 1én ding nhw dw doan. T6i c6 thé
thay anh nhan mat qua dién thoai.

“Phai,” t6i noi.

“Chang phai do la chuoi nha hang sao?” anh néi cit nhw d6 la mét tir tuc.

“Phai,” t0i dap. “Cé sandwich ca ngtr ngon nhat thanh phd. Ta dén mot
nha hang cta ho & goc giao gitta dwong 54 va Madison di. S6 mot tram ba
muoi.”

Vai gio sau ching t6i da ng6i doi dién nhau trong mdt phong vach nhya
mau xanh ma nhiéu nam réi Peter chwa tirng thay lai.
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“Burger Heaven, ha?” anh néi, ng6i xuéng bén ban danh cho hai ngudi,
hat ca vat 1én vai va xép khan an. “Em byc anh that r6i.” “DPung trich
thugng,” toi noi.

“O - vay con em thi khong trich thwong trong chuyén idn uéng ddy nhi?
Phai roi. Y hay nhung Ian sau cd hon nhé.”

“Em dau c6 thé,” t6i ndi, nghi dén Kirby va bo me con bé roi cam thay
quyét tam tranh xa cdi y nghi t@ cao ty dai chwa ting dao dong cua
Manbhattan. “Em chang trich thugng gi hét.”

Peter nga tdi gan téi va noi, “Mot miéng sandwich ca ngwr khong ciru
dwgc em trén mat tran do dau.” Anh nhay mat véi toi, trong ngdi ngoi dén
phat dién 1én dwoc, diung lic c6 phuc vu t6i, lat thép gidy nho ra, hoi chiing
toi da chon mén chwa.

“C0 day muon mot sandwich ca ngw,” Peter ndi, gio thi khodi tra chuwa
tirng thdy. “Pay du cac thi di kem.”

“Loai thwong,” t6i xen vao. “T6i mudn loai thwong théi. Banh mi trang.”

“Oi. Em dam bac qud,” anh thi thAm véi t6i, roi lai nhin 1én c6 phuc vu
sung sia. “Con cho t6i mot cai burger ngon tuyét cta co6.”

“C6 pho mai khong?”

“C0. Pho mai Cheddar. Va thit xong khoi.”

“Con khoai tay chien?”

“Sao khong.”

“D6 uong?”

“Nuéc trang thoi,” ching téi dong thanh.

“Nuéc trang tir voi cho t6i. Loai dong chai cho anh dy,” t6i néi, va cuoi
mim ngao nghé khi anh khong phan doi.

“Nho c6 1ay cho loai c6 ga,” anh néi. “Co c6 Perrier khong?”

Co ta gat, héi c6 phai yéu cau chi cé vay thoi khong, roi quay got bo di.

“Nao. Sao lai chon ché nay?” anh néi, dwa mat nhin quanh nha hang.
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T6i nhuin vai. Vi sy that 1a, thyc tinh t6i khong biét minh dang c6 chitng
to diéu gi ngoai chuyén vach ra rang anh hay 1én 16p va wa phan xét - vé
moi thi. Tt miéng thit bam burger cho dén nhitng théa thuan con nubi bi
mat. “Nao. Anh noi em nghe di. Tinh trang phim ctia em? Em doan do la ly
do ta t6i day.”

“Phai,” anh néi, mim cwoi. “Bon anh cat hgp dong véi Angela r6i, nhung
anh da cttu phim cia em. Em van bi phat ltic tdim gio nhung em phai rang
gitt toi thit Nam day, con ngan sach cta bon em chi bi cat gidam mudi phan
tram.”

To6i gat va chi nhéch mép cwoi dap lai, thira nhan rang 1é ra con c6 thé té
hon.

“Khong c6 gli,” anh noi.

“Cam on anh,” t6i néi, tw hoi vi sao minh khéng thiy vui hon.

“Thoat hiém trong gang tac day - khi khong c6 Angela. Em sé phdi gang
lam cho ngon vao - it ra la may tap dau.”

“Vang,” toi dap.

“Em da c6 san phwong an chwa?”

“Roi. Bon em dinh sé cho c6 ta giong McLean,” t6i n6i, &m chi McLean
Stevenson va cdi chét cia nhan vat anh ta dong sau khi bé phim M-A-S-H.

Peter mim cwdi, hiéu cau am chi, trong khi t6i trich dan cau nhan vat
Radar néi ti*t mot trong nhitng bo phim dau tién t6i thich: “May bay cia
Henry Blake bi ban ha trén bién Nhat Ban... N6 quay tit... Khéng con ai
song sot.”

“D6 la mot trong nhiéu ly do khién anh yéu em day,” anh néi roi bat
cudi. “Mdc du anh phéi canh bdo em la mdy nha quang cdo at sé khong
thich cai kiéu chét bat dac ky t ctia co ta dau.”

“N6i ho la em gioi két thic 1am.”

Anh lac dau nhu thé thay bi mé hodc vi cau canh khée dé. “Anh nhé em,
Nha Vo6 Dich a. Anh da san sang dé minh lai 1a minh.”

https://thuviensach.vn



“Minh dé hiéu theo cach nao thé?” t6i néi. “Minh la mot cap déi quyeén
lyc o mai trong tinh trang 1ap ltrng tai khap cdc nha hang sang trong &
Manhattan sao?”

“Pirng quén Brooklyn chi,” anh n6i. “Em biét anh yéu Peter Luger thé
nao ma.”

T6i nhin anh cham cham, quyét khong cuoi.

Anh liéc quanh, da quen viéc may khach hang xung quanh biét anh la ai,
roi nhin t6i v4i anh mat quyén rd.

“Gl vay?” toi noi.

Anh lac dau, roi nga han qua ban, cam 1ay ca hai c6 tay t6i, nam chat
trong tay. “Minh trén givong anh va ca giwvong em. Nhitng khach san sang
hay may nha nghi. Em chon di.”

T6i cam thdy sy hap dan dang 1én va c6 cuGng lai. T6i giat tay ra, nhung
anh lai nam chat hon khién t6i cang bi hdp dan manh liét hon nita. T6i han
la minh lai thich thé biét bao.

“Thoi nao,” t6i noi, lam bo nhu that long.

Anh cho mot 14t r6i méi buong ra, mat chiing t6i van nhin nhau. “Gig vé
nha véi anh di,” anh néi. “Anh can phdi lam tinh véi em.” “Dé chitng minh
la anh can?” t6i haéi.

“Em biét 1a anh can ma.”

To6i lac dau. “Em con ban thu tiéu mdt nhan vat,” téi néi. “Va phai sap
x€p hanh ly cho mét chuyén di.”

Anh nhwéng may hoi, “Em dinh di dau?”

“Chicago. Tht Sau nay.”

“Vé tham nha a?” anh noéi. “Khong phdi me em vira méi & day sao?”

“Em di gap Conrad,” t6i noi. “Va&i Kirby.”

Peter né mot nu cwdi c6 thé lam t6i tan chdy néu nhuw to6i dang khong so
hai dén vay, mdt anh sang 1én vi ngac nhién va tan thanh. “Mtrng cho em,”
anh no6i hoi trich thwgng chit xiu. Khong dén mic khién t6i c6 thé thay buc
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anh, trir phi t6i san sang buc titc v@i moi thit & anh - si nghiép, thong minh,
ngoai hinh dep trai khong twéng. “Em c6 mudn noi vé chuyén dé khong?”

“Khong.”

“Con minh? Ta n6i chuyén minh nhé?”

“Khi nao em vé da r6i ta hang néi chuyén minh,” t6i dap, biét minh
khong thé nao nghi dén mdi quan hé gitta téi va anh khi chwa di Chicago.

“Pé khi do ta sé no6i vay. Roi lam tinh nhé?” Peter hoi, gat mét lon toc
x0a xudng madt toi ra sau tai.

“Pé xem da,” t6i no6i, hy vong anh khong thay la t6i dang noi da ga, va
biét kha nang cy tuyét anh cua toi cling ngang véi mic Conrad cé thé chap
nhan chuyeén t6i da lam véi cau ta.
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Chuong 23

Kirby

Ho6m dd6 1a chiéu thi Sau, tuan sau c6 tiéc khiéu vii réi ma toi van chwa cho
Philip biét la bon t6i sé khong di. Bon t6i nhan tin va g@i thw thoai cho
nhau va tham chi mot loat cau di dém trén twong Facebook cua cau ta,
nhung ching téi chwa thue sw ¢6 dip néi chuyén tir khi t6i c6 quyét dinh
nay. Nén cudi cung, khi gap dwgc cau ta qua dién thoai, t6i nhe ca ngudi va
hao hitc dugc nghe giong thyc.

“Cau dang lam gi day?” toi hoi, ngoi ngay ngan lai 6m goi.

Cau ta ha thap giong cho thay lai dang xem sach tai hiéu Left Bank.

“T6i thit Sdu nao cau ciing dén hiéu sach a?” t6i hoi that long nhung lai
lo nghe giong giong diéu Belinda, ché giéu moi thit c¢6 lién quan dén ty
giao duc.

“T& twdng toi nay c6 budi ky tang sach. Mot tac gia td thich,” cau ta ndi.
“Nhung td lai nhd nham ngay. Phai 1a thit Sdu tuan sau... Nén té gan nhw
chi dang di loanh quanh, doc may thit. Muo6n tGi khong?”

“Muobn,” t6i noi, khong do dw. “Mudn chit. Cau dang ¢ man phia Tay
khu trung tam a?”

“U,” cau ta n6i. “Trén duwong Euclid. Le 1én.”

“Sao vay?” t6i héi, “Khong biét hiéu sach sap déng ctra hay tdi nay cau
ta con phai di dau khac.”

“Sao 4? TG khong biét nita... Vi t&d nhé cau chang?”

“0,” t6i noi, cwdi twoi. “Um, hinh nhu t& cling thay nho nhé cau.”
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Lang lang lap lai cudc chuyén tro trong dau, t6i cip may chay ra ctra,
xoay x@ tranh dwgc khoi bi bo me hdéi tdi tdp vé chuyén sao toi lai c6 thé
quyét dinh bé tiéc khiéu vii. O, con khong biét b6 me a, c6 1& vi gip ba
nguoi rudt thit thi c6 y nghia hon phai nhin mgt ddm ngu ngoc, ké ca dia
an cap vay, quay cuong theo Kesha chut xiu.

Khu pho phia Tay trung tdm nam trén do6i St. Louis chi cach khu nha t6i
c6 sau dam, 1ai mot chdc da tGi vi gio cao diém hau nhuw da qua, thé ma
thdy nhw budc vao mét thé gidi khac. Va t6i cam thdy thich thi hon nita khi
chi m&i t6i gan cai hanh lang hep c6 cac ctra hiéu tan thoi va nha hang. Toi
thdy mot cai may tinh tién do xe dé md ngay bén ngoai hiéu sach, réi do
song song ngay ngan chiéc Honda Accord té toi dung chung véi Charlotte,
nghia thdy ngay Philip qua canh ctta dé md. Cau ta dang ngbi xép bang
gitta san, vuot ve mdt con meo 16ng xam dai, mot chong sach bén canh.

Khi t6i bwdc xudng xe, cau ta ngwdc nhin 1én, toét miéng cuwdi. “Chao!”
cau ta noi. “Lau khong gdp cau.”

“Chao,” tbi néi, budc vao hiéu sach roi ngoi bét xuéng san canh ciu ta,
con méo dang man nguyén t6i do chang thém liéc vé phia t6i mot cai.

“Kirby, lam quen vé&i Spike di, con vat ho nha méo uyén bac nhat thé
gidi. Spike, day la Kirby,” Philip ndi. “Co gai...” Cau ta nhin t0i, tim tu.

“Coi nao, Spike, ctt n6i con lau tao méi la c6 gai uyén bac nhat thé gidi
di,” toi tu thu.

“U, nhung c6 dy thong minh hon ci vé to ra bén ngoai nhiéu,” Philip thi
tham vao bén tai khong dwgc ciu ta gai cua Spike. “Co dy con la dan mé
am thanh n6i khong xem thwong duwgc dau. Nguwoi cd gu am nhac tinh té
nhat tao tirng gap. Bung la vay day.”

T6i cwai, thich tha 1oi khen, roi dé y thdy cau ta mac 4o thun xanh tham
co0 hang chtt in: WILLIE, EMMYLOU, MERLE & LACY J.
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“Té thich 4o cau,” toi noi.

“Cau thich nhac dong qué a,” cau ta noi.

T6i cwdi néi, “Um, chuyén do &t 1a khong roi, nhung t6 coi trong anh
hwdng rong rai cta no. Va té nhuong né cho Merle thoi.”

“0, phai. Spike tan thanh ddy. N6 biét nhay nhét tung bimng theo bai
‘Okie from Muskogee’ ngang ngira nguwoi gioi nhat trong nhom nhac ay
day, nhung sé thich chung thi da dang lam. Nhw cau vay.” Spike rén 1t 1,
cang ngwra ra them, giang hai chan sau ra.

T6i mim cwdi va khé tan thudng Spike dai khai. Kiéu nhw khen n6 la mét
con meo ngoan.

“U. N6 dwogc 1dm... Cau da gip thuyen trudng Nemo hay Jamaica chua?
Tién nhiém caa Spike ay?”

Toi lac dau, ty héi lam sao ma hau nhw cai gi cau ta ndi ra nghe cling hap
dan dén vay.

“Hai con méo dé ciling tuyét lam. Thuyén triudng Nemo la con dau tién.
N6 dugce ciru khi suyt chét dudi sau mot tai nan... Vi vay ma c6 tén d6. Con
Jamaica thi dugc dat tén theo Jamaica Kincaid. That ra la hai Jamaica da
gap nhau khi ba dy tdi day dé ky...”

Toi gat, luan ra ngay rang Jamaica Kincaid la mdt nha van, ty héi ba c6
phai la ngudi noi tiéng ma 1€ ra t6i da phai biét t&i khong, roi ghi nhé trong
dau la sé tim hiéu vé ba nhu da tim hiéu Edith Wharton khi di New York
vé. T6i con tham nhu rang du c6 vao dai hoc hay khong thi qua thwe minh
cling phai bat dau doc nhiéu hon, nhat 1a néu dinh choi v&i ngudi thong thai
nhu vay.

“U, Neems va Jamaica déu tuyét, nhung t& wu 4i con Spike ndy hon. N6
bao dan va gan 1i lam. N6 biét minh mu6n gi va chang sg gi ma khong cho
nguoi ta biét,” Philip néi ding lic Spike meo mot trang that dai, nhiéu am
tiét 1an 1on.

“Hiéu diéu t6 mudn chwa?” Philip n6i, mim cuoi.
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Tbi cudi 16i dap, “U. Té hiéu roi.”

Hai dita nhin vao mat nhau that nhanh nhwng chan chita, da t6i c6 cam
gidc am va té té.

“Nhung Spike cling c6 ban gap rac r6i,” Philip néi. “Pung khong cau
ban Spike?”

“NO lam gi vay?” toi noi, toét miéng cuoi.

Philip ha giong. “N6 ¢6 an cap mdt cudn sach thiéu nhi bia da. Xody
ngay trén gia sach roi gidu & phong sau. Bi rac rdi chit xiu vGi ba chu.”

Nu cudi cua toi tat ngam, nghi dén Belinda, ban khoan 1€ nao Philip da
biét chuyén. C6 khi nao Belinda thu thyc véi Jake roi khong? Cau ta c6 biét
chuyén va nghi t6i cling lo lang nhuw Belinda khong? Khong thé nao, t6i
nghi. Du cau ta néi dua chuyén Spike, t6i khong thé cho la cau ta xem nhe
chuyén an cap dé ¢ ctra hang. T6i tinh tho 16 hét moi chuyén véi cau ta,
thay long trung thanh bi giang xé, roi quyét dinh khong néi nita, cling nhw
vGi Charlotte.

Han Philip da doan dugc cai vé trén mat toi vi t6i thdy cau ta ngoi thang
day, phdi tay vao quan jean lam 16ng meéo bay lo lttng, hoi, “C6 chuyén gi
thé?” roi maéi hat hoi ba cai.

T6i tang 10 va noi, “Chua phu ho cau. Cau bi di ting a?”

Cau ta gat. “U. Nhung vi Spike thi ciing dang 14m.”

T6i mim cwoi, lai nghi dén Belinda. Tw héi con ban minh thi c6 dang
khong.

“Té muon noéi v6i cau chuyén nay,” toi néi, c6 ty thuyét phuc rang
Marian da ding. Ngoai chuyén phi tién cho bo vest da hdi (ma téi hy vong
cau ta van con kip huy) thi chang cé thang con trai nao dé tam nhiéu dén
chuyén bé 16 tiéc khiéu vii. “Ta di dau khac nhé? Bé néi chuyén?”

“U,” cau ta dap. “Cau d6i khong? Mudn chén mét céi pizza ¢ Pi khong?”

To6i lac dau, “T¢ khong doi lam. Minh di dao mot 1at thoi duge khong?
Dém dep qua. Y t6 1a néu cau khong d6i?”
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“Khong. Té khong sao. T¢ thich di dao,” cdu ta n6i, nhin t6i thdu hiéu
réi vay chao tam biét nhan vién thu ngan, chao Spike, va dan t6i di ra qua
canh ctta m& vao dai 10 Euclid.

Sam t0i, ca hai dita im lang tha than xudng day pho yén tinh c6 hai hang
cay cho dén khi cu6i cung t6i Ién tiéng, “Vé tiéc khiéu vii... TG sé phai rut

»

lui...

“That sao?” Cau ta dirng lai nhin toi, that vong.

T6i gat. “Té xin 16i. T6¢ mudn di nhung t6... khong thé.”

“Khong sao,” cau ta noi. “Nhung lam on bao t6 la t& khong bi xi té vi
mot anh chang xinh twgi nao d6 & DuBourg dugc khong?”

“Khong dau!” t6i néi, nghi dén mot tw nita trong nhitng bai thi SAT.
“Nhung do6 1a phép nghich hop day.”

Cau ta cwoi roi bon toi lai di tiép.

“Khong phai té khong mudn di. Chi la... Belinda va t& dang c6 bat hoa
kha 16n. Té nghi sé ling ting néu di khi chuyén d6 chwa dwgc... giai
quyét.”

“Um, biét dau dén ldc d6 chuyén dy da duoc giai quyét.”

“T& nght khong dau.”

“Thoi dugc,” cau ta néi. “Vay, cau chac la khong muon di riéng chit? Chi
c6 hai dita minh ma khong co6 Jake va Belinda?”

To6i lac dau noi, “Cau biét khéng, van dé la... that ra cdu ta la dita ban
than duy nhat cta t& & treong.” Toi dé y ky phan tng cua cau ta, c6 xac
dinh xem minh c6 mat diém trong mat cau ta khong, nhung duong nhu cau
ta khong hé dé tam dén 10i tv thd nay. “Té gan nhu kiéu ngwoi don doc ay.”

Cau ta gat, khong chut béi r6i.

“Nén t¢ nghi t& bé han thi hon,” t6i néi. “Té chwa bao gid 1a kiéu nguoi
hgp vai tiec khiéu vii ca.”

“Té thay ma,” cau ta ndi, mim cwoi.
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“U. Gan nhu 1a Belinda da thuyét phuc t& di. T6 chiu 1a vi... trm, t& thich
y nghi dugc mac dep di dau do cung cau.”

“0. That sao?” cau ta n6i. “Pirng 1am t& dé mat chit.”

“Cau ma do mat 4?” toi noi.

“Sao, cau nghi ngudi chau A khdng d6 mit chic?” cau ta néi rdi cudi.

“T6¢ khong co6 y d6,” t6i dap, cam thay chinh mat minh wng héng. “Chi vi
cau khong c6 vé la kiéu nguoi dé dé mat.”

“Té ca la cau khién t¢ d6 mat dwge ddy,” cau ta néi, cit nhw thach toi
vay.

“Pugc thoi,” toi noi, tro tan tinh gitta hai dita khién t6i toat mé hoi va
nhip thd khang khac. “T¢ thich d6i mat cau.”

“Cam on.”

“Nhung ma mau gi vay?”

“Nau nhat.”

“Td lai nght la vang nau.”

Cau ta cuwoi bén 1én, roi lai cti nhin xudng dat.

“T6 thich ca nu cwdi cta cau nita,” t6i ndi lam nu cwoi &y maé rong thém.
“Té nghi di du tiéc khiéu vii v6i cau chac sé thich lam.”

“Thoi dugc roi. Té nghi gio thi t¢ dé mat réi day. Cau dirng dugc roi.”

Toi nhin cau ta, va qua nhién, hai ma vang rudom min mang thoang wng
héng.

“Nhung t¢ khong di dugc. Vi Belinda. Ma cling vi t6 con phai di
Chicago nita. T¢ di gap bo me c6 Marian. Va bo t6. Di nhién khong phai b
that roi - ma la... ngwdi bo kia,” t6i noi, nuot khan day vé bon chon. “Moi
chuyén xay ra hoi duwong dot. Cudi tuan nay Marian lai ranh...”

“Nghe nay. T¢ hiéu ma, Kirby. T¢ hoan toan hiéu,” cau ta n6i khi canh
tay chung toi cung vung song song. Chung sugt qua nhau, hinh nhuv do cau
ta cO y, roi may gidy sau, tay t6i da nam gon trong tay cau ta, vira khit. “T@
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hao hitc thay cho cau - t6 cling nong long dugc nghe moi chuyén khi cau

Ay

Ve.

“U. Héo hitc that,” toi dap, du trong khoanh khéc &y t6i chi nghi dwoc téi
cai nam tay chinh thitc v6i chang trai duy nhat trén doi minh tirng thich.

ROi, nhu thé t6i con chwa chét ngat, Philip ditng phat lai, ngay trwdc dai
phun nuwéc trén quang tredng Maryland, quay qua nhin vao mat toi, roi tay
trai cam tay phai t6i. Cau ta kéo t6i lai gan, ngudi chiing t6i cach nhau vai
phan, du gan dé t6i biét ciu ta cling dang hoi hop dit doi chang kém gi t6i.
Thé r6i cudi cung chuyén ay ciling dén. Cau ta cti xuéng, mat hai dita va
vao nhau. Cau ta mim cwdi, doi goc va thit lai. Lan nay thi dwgc. Nu hon tw
tlr ngot ngao va lam t6i nh& chuyén Charlotte va t6i ho chdy may miéng
keo mém mua & Merb trong 10 vi ba, bén ngoai thi van citng, nhung trong
ruot da tan ra.

May gidy sau, ching t6i budng nhau ra, lo lang liéc quanh xem c6 ai
nhin thay khong, r6i di ti€p, nhw thé khong phai mot cai gi d6 chan dong
vlra xay ra.

“Keé t& nghe vé trong cta cau di?” cau ta dé nghi.

“Sao?” t6i ndi, vi t6i da can than khong dé cap dén chuyén choi trong.
Toi sdc néu cau ta la mot trong may thang dan cho rang con gai ma choi
trong la hang quai di, nén dé phong trudc toi chwa néi gi.

“T¢ thdy hinh may cai trong trén trang Facebook ctia ciu. Phai cia cau
khong?”

“U,” toi dap.

“Hay lam,” cau ta ndi, va toi biét cau ta that long.

T6i mim cwoi va néi vé chai trong, moi lic mot thay vui vé hon. Cau ta
héi kha nhiéu, nhw thé that long quan tam dén dé tai nay, va dén toi.

“No6i nghiém tic nhé,” cau ta no6i. “Pay c6 1é 1a chuyén hay nhat tG tirng
nghe vé con géi day. Tt xwa dén gio.”
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“Cam on cau,” toi n6i. Roi toi cdm thdy minh cwoi twoi khi hai dita tiép
tuc chuyén tro, ré phai, ré trai, roi lai ré phai, long vong khap khu phia Tay
trung tam.
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Chuong 24

Marian

Budi toi triwdc chuyén di, Claudia va Jess qua nha gitp t6i chuan bi hanh 1y
va néi chung la ang ho tinh than cho t6i - hay nhw Jess thich noéi la ung ho
“thé xac”. Co6 nang dang trong tam trang cwc phén va déc biét xac xwgc, bi
kich thich bai thit nwéc tang lwc Ketel One va Red Bull dang uong, boi
thém vao vu di spa lam dep tredc d6. Nhw Claudia ndi thi hinh nhv Botox
va my pham cang da mat bao gio cling cai thién luén dwgc ca tam trang
nguoi ta hay sao ay.

“Cai nay dang yéu qua di mat! Cau mua bao gio thé?” Jess héi, 16i trong
tt 4o ra chiéc vay len dan tay van thirng dai cia Chanel. C6 ngau hitng céi
do6, tudt quan Jean va ao thun trang ra, r6i mac thir cai vay vao. Toi nhan
mdt - vi n6 vira ngan ngun lai vira thung thinh tham hai trén khung nguoi
cao va lép kep cua co.

“Cadi ra ngay di,” toi n6i. “Té tha dé cau ché lun va béo con hon la minh
hoa cho y d6.”

Jess lac dau nhu thé toi that ngd ngan, nhung t6i thay c6 nang bép eo lai
r6i liéc trdm trong gwong nhw thé dé xem néu nhé hon mot hai ¢ thi sé thé
nao.

“Tap trung vao di,” Claudia bdo, bung tay tanh tach. Po6 chi la 1oi qué
trach boc phat nhwng t6i dam néi 1a c6 hoi buc Jess, mudn di vao tan day
nhitng cdm xuc cta chuyén sap xdy dén trong doi toi.

“T@ dang tap trung day,” Jess noi, lic nay chi mac moi quan jean va 4o
nguc in hinh da bdo. Co cti xudng, kiém tra ky cang do dac da xép vao va
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li r6i noéi, c nhw khong c6 toi trong phong, “T¢ thue 1ong nghi cau ay nén
dem theo do 16t dep hon chit nhi?”

Claudia li€éc xuéng dam ba quan 16t vdi trang doan trang r6i noéi, “Jess.
Do 16t vay dugc roi.”

“T6 nghi cdu dy nén cd tim cai gi dep mat vao chi.” Jess co6 lam mat
nhan nho nhung cai tran cang citng khong cho co lam vay.

“Pé lam gi?” t6i ndi, du biét téng y co ban.

“L& cau va Conrad... lai... xet ltra thi sao.”

“Jess!” Claudia kéu, trong cling that kinh y nhuw t6i.

“Gi1?” Jess hoi. “Biét dau bon ho, cau biét day, tinh cii khong ra ciling
tGi.”

“Ngon Itra thiéu rui doi t&é ha?” t6i hoi.

“Ngon Itta da tao nén mot mam song chi,” Jess no6i, bong nhién lai thot
ra mot cau day triét ly.

T6i gat nhw thé dong tinh vdi c6 dy ¢ diém nay, tham cong nhan rang
minh chwa bao gio thie bung héi tiéc chuyén da xdy ra, nhat 1a bay gio, khi
da gap Kirby.

Jess tiép, “V6i lai, chang phai me cau van dan ding bao gio dé bi bat gap
mdc th gi khong phai 1a moén do 16t dep nhat sao?”

“U,” t6i néi. “Phong khi chdy nha.”

“Chinh xac,” Jess tro toi.

“Oi troi,” t6i n6i. “Cau that tinh nghi cuéi tuan nay cé co hdi cho mot
chuyén tinh lang man ha?”

“Phai,” Jess dap. “T¢ thdy cudi tuan nao ciling déu c6 co hoi cho mot
chuyén tinh lang man ca.”

T6i bdo c6 bi hoang twdng roi con Claudia thi nhac la t6i da c6 ban trai.

“Ho dang tam chia tay ma,” Jess noi.
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“T6i hau thu noi tiéng. Nhé Ross va Chloe & phong kich ban khong?” t6i
noi, bao gio cling thich thi moi khi cé dip nhac dén chwong trinh truyén
hinh nao do.

“X0i,” Jess noi. “Chi c6 Ross, mot nhan vat hw cdu yéu mém, kho khao
ma&i ngu ngdc ma di tha thure chuyén mot lan pha rao dién ra trong thai gian
tam chia tay.”

Claudia nhin Jess, 1o rang la dang nghi dén chuyén tinh chép nhoang cta
minh khi chia tay Ben. “Hay ban than nhat ctia cau day? Cho phép t& nhac
t6i Richard chi?”

Jess cudi. “Néi thé chiu roi. Cau va Ross. Cong lai thanh hai ké kho.”

“Thoi nao, nghe day,” toi n6i, bé thém cai quan dai di ngt am nhat va do
thun Michigan cii rich vao va li r6i kéo khéa. “Cudi tuan nay t& khong dinh
hon hit ai ca. Chia tay vai Peter hay khong cling vay thoi.”

Jess c6 vé that vong, roi hang giong, “Thoi dwgc. Thé cdu nghi cau
chuyén sé thé nao? Khi gap lai anh ta? Cau dinh noéi gi v6i anh ta?”

“Chua biét,” toi noi.

“Cau c6 nghi la nén goi truede cho anh ta khong - bao trwde khi tdi go ctra
nha anh ta ay?” Claudia héi.

“Cau nghi t& nén lam vay a?” t6i ndi, nhu thé chwa tirtng nghi qua chuyén
kha hién nhién do.

“T¢ khong biét nita. Cau no6i xem. Cau c6 muon Kirby goi trude khi né
xuat hién khéng?” Claudia noi.

Co0 bao chita cho quyét dinh ctia minh, song t6i néi minh khéng chac vay
thi c6 khac gi, lam vay c6 thé sé khién t6i hoi hop.

“Té nghi cau chi mong anh ta khong cé nha théi,” Jess néi. “Kiéu tranh
né xung dot c6 dién. Co6 thé cho cau khat thém mat thap ky nita. Hay hai.”

Nghe hét cau la t6i da nhan ra co ban vira goi dich danh diéu d6. T6i da
vi Kirby ma khoéac lac, nhung céi diéu t6i gan nhw khong hé mudn lam trén
doi, bao gom ca viéc noéi chuyén vGi bo vé tang tang 16p 16p nhitng doi tra
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trong gia dinh t6i, 1a gap lai Conrad Knight. Thyc ra, chi m@i nghi dén thoi
rudt gan to6i da non nao kho6 chiu dén mitc t6i hoi hai ¢6 ban cé thiy qua
thue toi phai di vdi Kirby khi con bé go canh ctra thi hai khong.

“Cau dang gion cai khi kho gi thé ha?” Jess néi, ha hoc miéng trong c6
vé rat an twong nhw dé bu lai cho bé mat citng do khong chiit biéu cam.

Claudia ciling dong tinh, lac dau diét khoat. “Marian, khong duwgc. Cau
khong lam thé v&i Kirby dwge. Dt khoat cdu khong thé lam vay véi
Conrad.”

“Chi la goi y thoi ma.”

“MOt ggi y qua vé van,” Jess ndi, con Claudia gat dau tan thanh.

“U. Rang chiu di cd. Trong mdy cai quan vai bé by dé vao,” Jess néi.
“Pén lac r6i.”

“Pén tr lau réi ay chit,” Claudia phu hoa.

“Pugc. Puwgc. Hiéu roi!” toi néi, khong quen ngoi ghé nong, vai tro
thuong 1é cua Jess trong bo ba chung t6i. Toi hit mot hoi dai, ty hoi minh sé
trdi qua bady muoi hai gio téi thé nao day, chi biét chac mot diéu: chuyén
nay sé khong gidng chut nao vdi trai nghiém mudi tdm nam qua.

Sau mudi hai tiéng dong ho va mot chuyén bay s6m mét nhoc thi téi da
ding trong khu vire 1dy hanh ly & O’Hare, cho va li va bo, khong theo thi
tw cu thé nao, viéc t6i lam at cling da nam chuc lan ké tw thoi di hoc dai
hoc. Nhung di nhién, lan nay t6i cdm thay khac han. R6i t6i ngdy nhin cai
xe day kim loai chéng chat hanh ly, chgt wéc minh da thué xe hay nho me
dén don. Nhung ba ct khang khang rang nhw vay tot hon cé - rang hai bo
con can chut thoi gian riéng tw trede khi Kirby xuat hién, theo 10i ba 1a dg,
“doi dién vai qua khi”. T khi moi chuyén sang t6 thi b6 va t6i van chua
néi gi, va khi thay tdi xach ctia minh tr cau trugt xuong, téi chgt nghi rang
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vé nhiéu mat thi day sé la khoanh khac that sy chan that dau tién giira
ching t6i su6t muwoi tdm ndm - toan bd mdi quan hé gitta ching t6i nhw
nhitng ngwoi trwdng thanh. Du lo lang t6i van thay phan chan vi khai dau
md&i mé gitta bo con tbi, va hy vong 6ng cling cam thay vay.

Vira 14y tdi xach xong t6i quay qua 16i ra thi thdy b6 dang di vé phia
minh. Ong bao gid ciing gay, nhung lic nay tréng con gdy hon moi khi, va
mét moi, vé mat tap trung va quyét tam thwong xuat hién sau nhitng lan mat
ngu va lo lang tredc mot phién toa quan trong.

“Chao bd,” toi 1én tiéng khi b ditng cach t6i mot budc trede mat.

“Chao con yéu,” 6ng ndi, roi von va hoi t6i nhitng cau nhw moi lan.
Chuyén bay thé nao? Chi c6 moi mot tii xach thoi sao? Con c6 déi khong?

Tot, da, khong, toi tra 10i trén duwdng ra xe, roi ciing goi vai chuyén vu
vo. Cong viéc cta bo thé nao? B6 da dv tinh di nghi dau hé nay chwa?
Ngoai troi chac la néng lam - sap tdi he roi, ngay ca ¢ Chicago.

Cang thang giita ching t6i moi phut mot tang thém, cé diéu dé khong
phai 1a cai cang thang day lo du thwong hién dién gitta ching t6i ma gan
nhw sy hoi hop dé chiu. Nhw thé cd hai déu da biét toan bo ly do cuta
chuyén di va chuyén minh sap dé cap, nhung khong ai voi va khoi ra.
Chung t6i da cho lau dén thé nay r6i ma. Cho thém dam cdy, mot cudc xe
vé nha thi cé la gi. Vay la 6ng ct 1ai, may bai hat trén dai chi lam thay doi
hoi hot bau khong khi trong xe.

Khi cubi cung chiing t6i ciing ra t6i dwong Green Bay gan nha, 6ng hang
giong, va toi nghi chac da dén lic roi day. Chuyén mua hé ay. Chuyén chon
lwa cua toi. Chuyen vi khach tir St. Louis vai gio nita sé tdi. Nhung thay vi
vay bé lai néi, “Chac lic nay me con dang say swa nau nwéng. Cé hoi nhiét
tinh thai qua, nhv moi khi. Con nghi sao, ta cho ba ay thém ti thoi gian
nhé?... Ta c6 thé chai tro phwong hwéng? Pa lau roéi...”

T6i li€c nhin 6ng, boi roi gidy lat, roi nhé ra tro choi thud xwa hai bo con
bay ra, ngay t6i do nam sau tuoi. Chung t6i Ién xe réi t6i nham mat, va moi
khi chay dén mot giao 16, b6 thwong ndi, “Trai, phai, hay di thang?” dé t6i
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chon mot trong ba, d6i khi luan phién, d6i khi cit chon mo6i mot hwéng cho
dén hét.

Trai, phai, trai, thang, t6i ra 1énh, con 6ng dua la cudi cung b6 con t6i sé
t¢i Guatemala hay Saskatchewan mat - va lan nao ciing vay, to6i hinh dung
mot diém dén ro rét. Hay, con dang so va phan khich hon nita 1a rét cudc ca
hai bi lac hoan toan. Gitta mot noi xa x0i héo lanh, bo vo khong thitc an
nwdc uong, gitta cai néng cung cyc. Tat nhién t6i biét chuyén nhu vay sé
khong xdy ra that, rang chung t6i khong bao gio dén dau xa hon Naperville
hay mot khu ngoai 6 phia Tay nao khac, nhung moi khi cing dwong va bo
bdo t6i m@ mat ra thi t6i van cam thay v& oa kinh ngac vi bat cit dia diém
binh thwdng nao b6 con toi vira tGi, du dé 1a mot dai ly phan phoi xe hoi,
mot cira hiéu do thi lwe va ban kinh, hay 16i 1ai xe vao nha mot nguwoi xa la.
Bao gio ching toi cling thdy thich thd vi nhitng sw ngau nhién do, nhat la
khi ca hai tiép tuc tro gia vo d6 ma bwdc vao xem chiéc xe Audi mui tran
mau dé anh dao, hay ng6 nghiéng kinh doc sach, thdm chi c6 1an con go
ctra nha nguoi ta, vo tim con cho bi lac.

Khi t6i 16n hon mot chit, va da ranh duong di 16i lai trong thanh phé, toi
thwong ti hi nhin trdm con bé thi vo nhw khong biét, réi thi la chwa, ching
toi da t6i tiém kem Pa Lanh, trung tdm mua sam hay mdt cong vién wa
thich, ca hai cuing thot 1én rang qua la mot ngay may man. Lic nay toi chgt
nghi nhitng khoanh khac ay han 1a giong vGi chuyén dang dién ra trong xe
lic nay - ca hai déu gia vo nhung biét ré ngwoi kia biét.

Nén t6i néi, “Con ciing rat mudn choi,” r6i le lang ti trdn vao ctra so.
“Con san sang r6i, chd bo nira thoi.”

“Mat con da nham chwa day?”

“R0i,” t0i ndi doi.

“Pugc roi. Di thoi,” 6ng néi khi ching t6i tdi diém ding ké tiép. “Trai,
phai, hay di thang.”

“Phai,” t6i ndi, c6 dodn y ong, xac dinh xem 6ng muon di dau, réi cho
rang cong vién Gillson sé la dich dén cudi cung. “Dut khoat la phai.”
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TGi tiép tuc dan 6ng di tir Green Bay vé phia Dong dén Sheridan, cung
dwong quen thudc néi dai ngoai 6 & Bo Bac, uoén lwgn theo bo ho vai
nhitng ng6i nha 1ong lay, vinh, va nhitng thung liing hep thu vao tam mat -
kiéu quang canh co dién trong phim John Hughes.

“Pi thang,” t6i tiép tuc chi dan, khi ching t6i di vé phia Nam, chay qua
khu nha giau Winnetka va Kenilworth yén a cho t6i giao 10 gitta Lake va
Sheridan.

“Trai,” t6i noi, r6i bdo 6ng ngoat gap sang phai vao dai 16 Michigan,
chay qua 16i vao phia Nam cong vién.

“Puoc roi! Cung duong réi!” bo vui vé thong bao. “Con sé khong tin noi
minh dang ¢ dau dau!”

T6i quay mit khoi cra s6 xe, lam bd ngac nhién. “O 6! Céng vién
Gillson! Con khong thé tin noi.”

Ong lac dau cudi, chay vao bai d6 xe gan san béng mém.

“Giéi lam,” ong néi khi ching t6i buwdc xudng xe.

“Y b6 dinh néi gi nao?” t6i néi khi chiing t6i cling liéc xéo sang nhau.
“Con khong heé thay gi ca. Chuing ta c6 thé dirng & bat ci dau ma.”

“Tham chi la Saskatchewan,” 6ng noi.

“Tham chi la Saskatchewan,” t6i nhac lai khi hai b6 con litng thitng xudi
con dwong vé phia bén thuyén. Troi nang, nhung gi6é thdi manh, nén toi c
phai nam téc & dang sau dé khoi bi phat vao mat.

ROi, b6 luc tui tim sgi day thun dwa cho toi.

T6i lac dau, “Tinh co bo lai c6 dem theo mot sgi a?”

“B0 c6 ca kep gidy nita, néu con can,” b6 néi, cwdi twoi hon.

“Con kim bang,” toi hoi.

“Trong xe.”

“Vay sao.”

“Hay qua.”
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Ching t6i dén mot bang ghé bén ho roi ngoi xuong, ca hai ngobi ra gan
giita ghé. T6i néi minh van con nhé thudng dung dwa hai chan. Ong néi
ong c6 thé an dit téi vé vu do - 6ng con nhé da day xe noi cho toi hoi toi
con bé xiu.

DPay r6i. Pira bé. Bé tai khong con tranh né dwgc nita.

Toi chiu thua trwedc ma noi, “Bo... Me c6 néi b6 muodn con gitr diva bé?”

B0 noi ngay, “Bo chi mirng 1a con da sinh né.”

To6i gat, nhan ra minh giong bo biét chirng nao - c6 kha nang kim nén dé
né tranh mot dé tai 1au dén thé nay, roi khi phdi noéi thi di thang vao phan
cot 16i caa van dé. T6i cling thdy rang ong chwa tra 101 cau héi. “Nhung bo
muon con gilt nd, phai khong?”

“P6 1a mot cau hoéi khoé... B6 khong mudn mat né mai mai,” ong dap.
Ong dang deo kinh phi cong sdm mau, nhung van nheo mét nhin qua hd,
nhitng nép nhan han 1én quanh mat, kéo dai xuong tan khée miéng. “Nhung
ma nay, hoa ra ching ta da khéng mat.”

“B0 nay?” t6i nbi, quay qua nhin 6ng, mat t6i cling giau sau cap kinh.

“Sao, con yeu?”

“Con xin 16i da khong cho bo biét... Con wéc gi minh da néi.”

“Khong sao, con yéu.”

“Chi vi con da rat... ho then,” t6i ndi, giong nghen ngao. Tt d6 khong du
manh dé dién td cam giac cta to6i. “Con chét diéng, nhuc nha. Con lai
khong muon lam bé that vong. Gio, khi da ba muoi sau tudi, con mdi thay
tinh huong do... chang phai l1a tan thé. Nhuwng hoi mudi tdm, con khong
thay duwgc nhu vay... Qua thye la con khong thé.”

“Con yéu. B6 hiéu. B6 van ludn hiéu. B6 chwa hé xem thuwdng con... B6
chi wéc bo da c6 thé & bén con.”

“Nhung du sao ciing khong chi cé vay,” toi néi. “Con khéng mudn lam
b6 kho tam. B6 lam lung vat va thé, va luén cho con moi thit. Vay ma khi
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sap buwdc vao doi, con lai pham phai 16i 1am 1én nhat ma mot dita con gai
c6 thé mac phai, va con chi...”

“Nhung con yéu nay - chi vay thoi. 6 1a mot sai lam. Con khong co y
lam t6n thwong ai ca. C6 1é con da lam chinh minh that vong, chit khong hé
khién bo that vong dau.”

“Chac chan la cé chit,” t6i néi. “Gid thi bé c6 thé ndéi vay, nhwng hoi
ay...”

“Marian. Nhin b6 nay,” 6ng néi, thao kinh ra. “Me con va b6 van lu6n ty
hao vé con. Bao gi& ciling vay.”

T6i gat, r6i 1i nhi cdm on bo.

Mot khodng im lang kéo dai sau do, cho dén khi t6i thé dai roi noi,
“Chuyén nay thuc ra la 16i cia me.” T6i mim cuwdi nhung vé mat bé khong
doi.

“Me ciling da c6 gang hét sic r6i,” ong noi, va tdi khong khoéi cam dong
vl ong bénh vuc ba.

“Con dua thoi,” t6i noi.

“B0 biét... Nhuwng mot thoi gian dai, qua thye bo da trach me. Qua dai roi
b6 mdi nhan ra... Moi khi b6 me nhin thdy mot dita bé. Hay mot nguwai ban
c6 chau... b6 déu mudén c6 con bé.” Roi 6ng tho tay vao vi rit ra birc hinh
né. Ciing la birc t6i c6. Birc duy nhat toi co.

“Con bé c6 gwong mat giong con,” ong no6i. “Né trong hét nhw tdm hinh
chup con luc mai chao doi.”

Toi gat.

“Con bé c6 con vay khong?” 6ng hoi, mat chép chdp. “Tréng giong con
ay?”

“Van thé a. Dt khoat 1a n6 c6 doi tai giong con r6i,” t6i noi, ép hai tai
sat vao dau. “Va cling giong bo. Cam on bo rat it.”

Ong guwong cudi, nhung lai bat ra mot tiéng nghén nghen, nhu thé c6
bién tiéng thon thitc thanh cai gi khac.
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“B0 sé thay,” toi néi. “Con néng long dwgc nhin thay bd gap no.”

“B0 biét,” 6ng noéi. “Bo chi khong tin noi la né da I6n... Gio n6 da la mot
thiéu nit roi day.”

To6i gat. “Lam con cam thdy minh gia qua.”

“Con khong biét 1a,” 6ng néi, lua ca hai ban tay qua mai téc bac. T6i
chgt dau nhdi, nghi dén chuyén 6ng dang gia di va lo sg lic nao dé 6ng sé
ra di. That mirng la 6ng van vo sy cho dén ngay hom nay.

“Con biét khong, sang nay lic cao rau, bo da nghi dén tdm hinh dita bé
so sinh nay,” 6ng noi, lai nhin dam dam xudng bitc hinh. “B6 van ngam né
moi khi & mot minh... Dém nam thang... c¢6 hinh dung ra n6é du n6 dang &
tudi nao. R6i bd tham nghi du hém nay cudi cung bo cling sap duwgc gap no,
nhung, nhung diva bé do, co bé do, da mai mai khong con nita.”

TGi gat, theo cach 6ng dién dat thi biét khong chi la 6ng dang suy tw ma
con co n6i mot diéu 16n lao hon va cé chuan bi tir truéce.

“Va roi, bo chot nghi... du thé nao thi diéu do6 ciling sé xay ra. Chuyén dé
da xdy ra v6i con. Bita bé ctia bd da khong con nita. Co con gai bé bong
cta b6 ciing khong con nita.”

“Bo! Con dau c6 khong con,” t6i nai.

“B0 biét, bd biét. Nhung vé nhiéu mat thi con da khong con,” 6ng noi.
“Di nhién, b6 me gdp con. B6 me tro chuyén vdi con. B6 me biét con dang
lam gi, dé y dén chuyén ban bé, tinh cam, sy nghiép, va cuéc séng dang
dién ra ctia con. Nhwng thue té thi con da khong con la cia b6 me nita.”

Ong ngudc 1én, nhw van lam trong phong x@ 4n, nhu thé tim lya nhitng
tlr ma toi biét ong sé tim ra. “Kiéu nhw thé nay,” 6ng noi. “Kirby mudi tam
tudi, dung khéng?”

“Da,” t6i n6i, nhan thay day la lan dau tién 6ng goi tén con bé.

“Va no sé s6m lia bo gia dinh. Vao doi dé lam bat cit diéu gi no6 ap u.
Cau Chua phu ho, nhitng viéc hitu ich va dang lam. Va mac du 1é ra bé me
da c6 chirng 4y nam vaGi nd. Ca con ciing vay... Thi lic nay con bé van sé ra
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di... Vi vay bo nghi diéu boé dang c6 ndi la cudc doi troi qua rat nhanh. Va
no sé van ctt tham thoat troéi di. Poi khi bo quén mat dang 1a mua nao - hay
tham chi 1a nam nao. Nén ta chi con biét c6 gang hét minh thoi. Nhitng
chon lya cta ta. Nhitng khoanh khic ngén ngti duge bén nhau.” Ong hép
khong khi, roi tir tir thd ra. “Ta da phi hoai biét bao ngay va biét bao nam
va nhitng ky tc bén né. Nhung gio ta van con cé thé dugc gap nd, 6m lay
no. Va ta sé lam vay.”

Cam b6 run run khién 6ng trong lai gia di, nhwng 6ng nén duwgce dé khong
bat khoc. “Buc that,” bo néi, lac dau.

“Sao a?”

“B0 c6 day thun va kep gidy ma lai khong c6 khan tay.”

To6i cwoi roi 6ng nhoai téi 6m toi chat va lau hon moi cai 6m tir 6ng toi
con nhé duoc.

“Ta vé théi,” ong no6i. “Bo mudn gap chau ngoai ctia bo.”

Chung t6i di thang mot 1éo vé nha thi thdy me trong bép dang tat bat véi
mot bita tiéc linh dinh cdng phu. Du ba thuwong nau theo céng thitc da thude
long cua riéng ba, nhung hom nay ba tham khao hai cuén sach day nau an
la it, ca hai déu dé md& trén quay.

“Chao hai cuc cung,” ba noéi, vé to mo. Ba hét nhin bo lai nhin sang t6i.

Puong nhién la ba muén duwgc nghe ké, nhung bo va toi lai tuyét doi
chang hé mot 10i, chi binh luan vé may moén khai vi caa ba.

“Trong mon nao cling ngon ghé,” bo noi.

“Pep nita chit,” to6i bo sung.

Ba cam on ching t6i, c6 vé rat sét rudt, ro6i hoi, “Thé nao? Chuyén ra
sao?”

“Cai gi ra sao co?” toi hoi.
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“Hai bo con da ndi chuyén chwa?” ba noi.

“Da ro6i,” toi dap.

“Ro6i,” bo lap lai. “Tat nhién la r6i.”

“Thé nao?”

“B06 va con da phan giai xong muoi tdm nam doi trd,” téi néi tinh kho.

“Khong phai biét bao 10i doi tra,” ba no6i, boc mét dia tritng ludc nhoi
bang mang nhwra déo Saran Wrap r6i dé vao ta lanh.

“L0i n6i doi s6 mat,” toi ndi, réi trich dan 10i ba. “La ‘Me sé khong cho
b biét’.”

“L0i néi doi thi hai,” b6 n6i, may ngén tay lam dau. “La ‘Khéng thé noi
v&i Marian rang anh da biét’.”

Me t6i v nhu khong nghe thay bo con t6i khi tia vé 1an cu6i mén banh
mi bruschetta. R6i ba thao tap dé, treo 1én cai méc sat 16n bén trong phong
tri¥ thitc an, hén hé xoay ngudi vé phia ching toi, pho ra chiéc vay lua mau
vo hong c6 cic hinh mé neo mau vang. Cung v6i doi giay goét cao chirng
bay phan, tréng ba dep nhuwng hoi diém dia qua - dé dén mot ngudi nhw
Kirby chtt khong phadi la cho mdt dip thé nay. Thé nhung t6i nghi quan
trong la hém nay chiing t6i déu hoan toan la chinh minh - cai phién ban
dich thyc va chan that, vira nhw nhitng ca nhan riéng 1é vira la thanh viéen
trong mot gia dinh. Ma diéu nay bao gom ca viéc me t6i chung dién qua
mirc va ndu nwéng € hé.

“Vay la,” me n6i nhanh nhau. “Hai nguwdi da quyét dinh bién toi thanh ké
bi trit hét moi t6i 16i roi day a.”

“Phai. Gan nhuv vay,” t6i noi.

“Mot cau tong két xudt sic ddy,” bd dua roi di lai 6m eo ba. Ong hing
giong, vé mat trd nén nghiém nghi.

“Marian va anh chuyén tro rat thoai mai,” 6ng thap giong ti€p, nhu thé
chi dinh néi cho ba nghe, du ca ba déu biét 1a t6i cling nghe thay.
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“Thdy dé chiu ro6i, phai khong?” me néi. “Cudi cung thi ai ciing da biét
chuyén ca.”

Trong giay lat, long toi chot tran ngap mot cam gidc &m ap hanh phic -
nhung ro6i toi nghi dén Conrad. Chac han vé dam chiéu da thoang hién ra
trén mat toi vi thay bé héi, “Chuyén gi vay con yéu?”

Quyét dinh la chang c6 ly do gi dé noi doi nita, t6i bén ngbi xudng bén
ban bép, cam thdy hoi ldo dao, r6i budc minh trd 10i, “Con dang nghi dén
Conrad.”

“Ai?” bo hai.

To6i nhin 6ng, boi roi, roi tham chi ngdy ngwdi khi nhan ra rang trong
cong vién Gillson ching t6i chwa lan nao dé cap dén Conrad; & New York
me t6i cling khong thiee sy nhac dén cau ta.

“B0 dé cta Kirby,” t6i néi. “B6 nhé cau ta khong?”

“Khong nhiéu lam,” me t6i nhun vai. “Mang mang. B6 me chi gap cau ta
c6 mot lan.”

“Phai. Ngay trong can bép nay,” t6i néi, nhé ngay minh tht thai.

Khi vira quay dau, t6i thoang thay bd li€c qua me tbi day an y.

“Gl vay?” toi noi. “Vay la sao?”

Me lac dau.

“Khong bi mat gi nita dau ddy,” toi noi.

“Thoi dugc,” ba néi. “B6 me con gap lai cau ta mot lan niva.”

“Khi nao?” t6i hoi, nén nao. “O dau?”

“0, khong c6 gi dau. B6 me chi tinh cd gdp cau ta... dau d6. Me nghi la
khu chg nho ban do6 hitu co & Winnetka,” me néi, liéc qua b6. “Bén quay
ban ca chua.”

B6 con chwa xac nhan la minh nhé Conrad hay quay ban ca chua hay
khong, t6i da doi biét chuyén do6 xay ra khi nao.

“Luc Kirby khodng sau tudi,” bo ndi.
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“Tam thi phdi,” me noi.

“B06 me c6 noi chuyén véi cau ta khong?”

“Qua loa thoi,” me néi, gwong gao. “Bo6 me chao.”

“Vay la bd me nhan ra cau ta?”

“Ban dau thi khong,” ba n6i. “Cau ta map ra mot chit. Con mai téc thi...
khac.”

“Khac thé nao,” t6i hoi, tim dap nhanh.

“Thi... khac thoi,” me néi. “Ngan hon thi phai? Me chang biét nita... Ba
muoi nam roi ma.”

“Cau ta c6 noi chuyén véi bo me khong?” t6i noi.

“Thyec ra thi cau ta chao trudc, bé nghi vay. R6i b6 me chao lai,” bd noi.
“Chi c6 vay thoi. Khéng han giong nhw chuyén tro. Bo me lich sw, nhung
khong thich cau ta 1am sau khi cdu ta xi tri toan bd... tinh huéng.”

“Sao?” toi ndi, nhin qua me véi anh mat trach moc.

Me chau mat, biét 16i.

“Me? Thoi nao. Loi néi doi thit ba sao?” t6i néi. Roi to6i quay qua bo,
“Conrad chuwa tirng biét con c6 thai.”

“Khong u?” B6 trong lung tung.

“Khong,” téi néi. “Con chwa bao gid cho cau ta biét. Con tham chi con
khong gdp lai cau ta sau lan thit thai. Va dé la chon Iwa cua con.”

“Phdi,” me noi. “P6 la chon lya ctia con, Marian. Vay nén dung c6é ma
trach me.”

“Khoan da. Cau ta khong hé biét gi sao?” bo néi, ro rang ciing séc nhuw
Peter va ban be toi.

“Phai. Ma me ndi ding ddy - D6 la 16i ctia con. Cau ta chang lam gi sai
ca,” toi dap.

Me t6i thé dai néi, “Pugc, tot thoi. Nhung cd ba ching ta khong thé
dong tinh rang dé la chuyén da qua hay sao?”
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T6i lac dau, cwong quyét. “Khong. Ta khéng thé dong tinh nhu vay
duwgce. Va ta nhat dinh sé khong néi nhw vay vai Kirby. Conrad 1a mot phan
cua no ciling y nhu con vay.”

Me t6i nhan mat. “Me chang di xa dén mitc d6 dau.”

“Khong u?” toi noi. “Vay con thudc vé me nhiéu hon b6 sao?”

“Qi, lay Chua,” me tdi thot 1én, ching nhitng khong biét 16i ma con dam
to ra phan nd. “Van dé la, con da mang thai n6 chin thang va lya chon day
tinh than trach nhiém la cho né di, khi ma c¢6 1é thang nhoc do...”

“Conrad,” t6i noi. “Cau ta tén Conrad.”

Trong tham tam, t6i biét kiéu 1én mat dao dirc nhu thé chang c6 nghia 1y
gi khi ma chinh t6i la ké da mé& dau chuobi noi dai nhitng diéu doi tra ay.
Nhung dau sao, gio thi Kirby da biét chuyén. Va hai ching t6i dang dinh di
tim Conrad. Nén to6i nghi it ra tat ca ching téi can phai céng nhan rang cau
ta c6 mot cai tén va mot cho ditng trong cau chuyén nay.

“Hon nita, ta dau biét cau ta sé lam gi,” t0i n6i, nhd lai cudc chuyén tro
vdi Peter, thidy rang gio day chinh minh lai dong tinh v&i anh. “Con chwa
bao gid cho cau ta co hoi ay.”

“Vay con dinh lam gi day, Marian? Gi® di néi cho cau ta biét sao?” ba
hoi, vung hai tay lén.

“Pung vay,” toi noi. “Ngay mai, cung Kirby.”

Me nhin t6i tritng tritng, hai mat mé to. “Chang phai da qua mudn roi
hay sao?”

“Con bé di tim con thi c6 qua mudon khéng? B6 me gap no thi cé qua
muon khong?” t6i hoi.

B6 toi lac dau, du té6i khéng rd hanh dong dé la dap lai cau héi cta t6i
hay chi l1a 6ng dang c6 hiéu moi chuyén.

“Thé cdu ta con néi gi nita khong? Khi bé me gap cau ta hom ay? Ngoai
chao hdi ra?” t6i néi, ban khoan khong biét cau ta c6 hédi tham minh khong.

“Khong noi gi nita c4,” me dap.
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B6 chép chdp mat nhw thé dang tap trung, roi ndi, “Bo nghi cau ta con

néi, ‘May qua ca chua kia dep qua’.”

Néu ai khac thét ra cau doé thi d6 han la mét 10i mia mai, nhwng bo toi
don thuan la thuat lai chinh xac cac chi tiét hét sitc c6 thé, mot trong nhiéu
1y do khién 6ng trd thanh luat s tda so tham 16i lac.

“Vay thoi sao?” t6i hoi.

“Thé thoi,” bo ndi khé.

T6i gat, roi bao bo me la toi sé vé phong it phut triwdc khi Kirby dén. Khi
quay vé phia cau thang, t6i muwong twgng Conrad bén gian hang ca chua,
nhd téi hai ban tay cau ta, dwong nét va cam giac vé nd, am nong trén da
toi, tw hoi trén tay cau ta cé chi€c nhan nao khong, vao cai ngay boé me t6i
gap. Ty hdi ngay mai gap lai, cau ta c6 dang deo chiéc nhan nao khong.
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Chuong 25

Kirby

T6i con do hon sdu chuc cay so trén xa 10 55 va khodng chin mwoi phait
chay xe nita trong chuyén di nam tiéng chay bang bang cho dén lic nay.
T6i chi dirng lai mot 1an dé d6 day xang va di vé sinh. T6i cling nhé goi
cho b6 me, cam doan vd&i ho 1a téi hoan toan 6n, va rang hom nay troi nang,
quang dang, duong sa rat it xe c6. B6 nhac t6i di dung lan, khong vuot,
tranh xe tai 16n, va chg vura lai xe vira nghe dién thoai.

“0. Me con con din ditng quén banh ho dao nhé. Con ma dé lai trong xe
thi n6 chdy mat,” bd néi thém, nhac dén chiéc banh me gwi lam qua cho
chu nha, cing bon chiéc khan 16t ly bang vai lanh théu chit C. Lan dau, ba
that bai vGi ca hai céng trinh - vo banh qua sam va chi théu bang xa tanh
mau tim hoa ca “chang khién ba xic dong chit nao”. Nén tGi khuya hém
qua, toi van thay ba lui cui trong bép nwdng banh va théu thuia. Ba lam rat
cham cht, véi cai vé giong nhw moi khi ba thanh tdm cau nguyén diéu gi,
va toi khong khéi thay thuwong ba khi rét cho minh ly sita so c6 la.

“Me c6 can con gitup gi khéng?” t6i hdi, ditng tredc mat ba. Ba da doi
sang chi mau lam khong twdc dé théu, va theo nhw cudén sach mau théu trén
ban, c6 mot nut that trang tri kiéu Xen to.

Ba nguwéc nhin t6i qua kinh doc sach, lac dau, mim cuwdi wu tw ma néi,
“Kirby, con yéu. Con thtra biét la con dau cé biét théu. Hay nwéng banh.”
Ba thd dai. “Mot trong nhiéu that bai trong vai tro lam me ctia me.”

“Me dau cé that bai trong vai tro lam me,” t6i néi, hau nhw tin diéu nay
1a that.
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“Co chit,” ba n6i. “Cha me nao ciing vay ca. Chuyén dy la khong thé
tranh khoi. R6i con sé thay.”

Toi gat - lam sao cai néi mot sy that hién nhién nhw thé r6i hoi ba c6
muon t6i ngoi cung khong.

Me nhin t0i, ngac nhién. “Con nén ngu chut di.” Nhung ba khong phéan
doi khi t6i ngo6i xuéng bén ban.

“Con c6 thdy hdo hitc khong?” me hai.

“Chut chut,” t6i vira noi vira ngap méo ca mat.

“Hao hic cling phai,” ba noi.

“Con biét.”

“Me hao hitc gium con day.”

“Cam on me.”

“Me néng long dugc nghe moi diéu vé... gia dinh th hai cia con.”

T6i dam noéi 1a me dang thir Iong t6i, ma lai kiéu thir long kho chiu nita,
nhwng t6i van néi diéu ba mudn nghe. “Ho dau phai gia dinh thi hai cia
con. Con chi c6 mot gia dinh thoi.”

“Xem ho nhv vay thi cling c6 sao dau con.”

“Nhung con khong nghi vay,” toi ndi. “Ho la nguoi dung thoi.”

“Marian dau phai nguoi dung.”

“Thoi dwge, m, co6 dy thi khong. Nhuwng c6 dy giong mot ngwdi ban
hon.”

“Co0 dy khong cam thay giong nhw mot ngudi me...”

“Me, dirng ¢ day. Bugc khong?” t6i ngat 15i ba.

Ba nén cai ngap khi t6i néi minh sé di ngu lai.

“U. Pi ngt di con. Mai 1a mét ngay trong dai.”

To6i udong hét ly sita, dé vao bon rira, roi di ngang qua ba trén dwong quay
lai cau thang.

“Me?” toi noi, ngwong nghiu dung lai canh ba.
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“Sao con yéu.”

“Cam on me.”

“Vé chuyén gi?” ba héi ma mat m& to vdi cai nhin nhw vi thanh ti dao,
nhw thé nwéng banh va khau va ca dém la chuyén hét sitc binh thwong.

“Vi lam tat ca nhitng viéc nay,” t6i néi. “Con tin chac nha Caldwell sé
thich may chiéc khan 1am.”

“Phai. Me cling nghi vay,” ba néi. “Me rat vui la da d6i mau xanh. Ai
chang thich mau xanh, con c6 nghi thé khong?”

“Da. V6i lai ai ma chang thich banh hé dao?” t6i n6i thém cho me vui
long nhung ciling ca vi biét on nita.

Ba gat, roi thém, “Cau troi phu ho 1a ho khong bi di ¢ng loai hat nao. Me
chot nghi vay.”

“Phai,” t6i ndi khi di dén cau thang. “Cau troi phu ho.”

Con gio thi toi dang trén xa 16 55, nhan ra minh dang cau nguyén. Mot
10i cau xin thuc su, cu thé véi Chia cho cudi tuan dién ra tot dep. D€ ai
cling thich t6i, chdp nhan t6i va thay thodi mai vé chuyén t6i la mau mu
rudt ra cua ho.

bién thoai reo trén ghé bén, cat ngang cudc chuyén tro vgi Chaa. Du c6
thé da nghe b6 dan dirng nghe dién thoai khi dang chay xe, nhung thay tén
Philip 1a t6i chop 14y ngay r6i ap vao tai. Du t6i dang nghi vé may ngay
nghi cudi tuan tredc mat, nhung it nhat dén nita quang duong da qua la
nghi vé Philip. Tw t6i thit Sdu d6, ngay nao ching t6i cling n6i chuyén ca
gi® va hon nhau thém hai lan nita. T6i qua téi con dé ciu ta lan vao trong
ao minh.

T6i cling nhan ra minh dang nghi vé Conrad va Marian, va thac mac
khong biét cam xtc giita ho c6 gi giong véi bon t6i khéng. T6i biét chuyén
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gitta Philip va t6i sé khong kéo dai mai, rang cau ta sé di Alaska roi téi
Colorado, va cung lam t6i chi c6 thé mong la bon t6i van giit lién lac.
Nhung t6i khong thé hinh dung noéi sé khéng con dwoc lam ban véi cau ta,
cling nhu khong thé hinh dung Marian sé thé nao khi tim thady Conrad, sau
ngan ay nam troi.

Thém mot gio tuyét voi nita nghe nhitng giai diéu cia Ray LaMontagne
thi hwéng dan ctia MaQuest dirng tai Maple Hill, mot con pho xinh dep ma
nha nao ciing rong gap bon lan bat c ng6i nha nao trong khu t6i ¢. Nha bo
me Marian hoéa ra la ng6i nha thanh lich nhat trong ca day nha xinh xan cé
bai c6 xén phang, hoan hdo va ludng hoa da mau ngoc quy. Khi chay 1én
16i 1ai xe vao, toi thdy no trong gidong ngdi nha trong phim Cha c6 dau dén
ky la - r6i ban khoan c6 khi lai chinh la ng6i nha dé. T6i d6 sau mot chiéc
Land Rover va mot chi€c Mercedes mui tran, cd hai déu duwgc chui sap
bong loang.

Lan lita trwdc khi bwdc xudng xe, t6i ngam lai minh trong guwong chiéu
hau, nhan tin cho b6 me rang, Pa dén noi an toan, roi tin nita, ndi dung
twong tw nhung dai dong hon chiit cho Philip. R6i t6i hit mdt hoi that sau,
v&i ra ghé sau lay tai xach, banh hé dao c6 dinh mot mau gidy dan dé “Tw
bép nha Lynn Rose,” cing may miéng khan, xép gon trong mat tdi goi qua
mau vang nhii. Cudi cung t6i mé cira xe, tréo ra, huych méng sap cira xe rd
manh.

T6i hoi hop, thé khe khé trén dwong dén ctra, nhung t6i cling c6 cai cam
giac t0 mo ky la muon dwgc gap bé6 me Marian va xem noi ba ay khon 16n.
Toi murong twgng Conrad dang ding trude hien nha ba, chd don ban gai.
ROi t6i bdm chudng, n6 reo vang mot giai diéu trang nghiém sau not.

Toi nghe thdy tiéng goét giay di vé phia minh roi cta chgt mé toang va
me Marian ditng do, con 1ong lay hon cd Marian, mac chiéc vy cam, hai
tay dang rong chao don.

“Chao, Kirby!” ba reo 1én khi t6i hit vao mui thitc an thom ntc.
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“Chao ba Caldwell,” t6i n6i roi thady Marian xuat hién ngay sau luwng ba &
sanh.

“Goi ba la ‘Pamela’ théi,” ba néi, dinh 6m t6i, roi lai quyét dinh thoi.

To6i gat, trao banh va may cai khan cho ba ré6i néi, “Me chau lam tang ba
may thi nay.”

“Oi, me chau t& t& qua,” ba néi, vd vd 1én mén qua roi dit 1én ban trong
sanh. Roi ba cam 6 banh, khen né that dep, con Marian thi len qua me dé
om chao toi. Cai 0m c6 cam giac vua trinh trong via thoai mai, va toi tw
héi c6 thé nao hai thit d6 song hanh véi nhau dwge khong, ma néu khong
thi t6i dang nghi dén cai nao.

“Rat mirng dugc gap con,” Marian noi.

“Con cling vay,” toi dap.

“Vao day chau yéu, vao day,” Pamela dan t6i di qua mot gian sanh rong
dén can bép 16n é hé thirc an. “Ba lay gi cho chau udng nhé? Nha ta cé
nuwdc nho méi ép, cam vat, man ép, nudc - ca loai thwong lan cé ga.”

Man ép? t6i nghi, an long vi thay ra la ai cling c6 chat gi d6 ky quac.

“Me, dé n6 nghi ti da,” Marian lam bam, nhung Pamela khong nghe, c
md ta lanh roi liéc lai t6i cho doi.

“Chau xin chat nwéc a,” toi noi.

Ba gat, 1ay ra mot chai Evian 16n bén ctra t roi rét vao mot ly xanh c6
chdm ma néu dat 1én may chiéc khan 16t ly ctia me t6i thi sé rat hop.

“Ngoi di, ngoi di chau,” ba ndi, trd téi quay diung lic b6 Marian budc
vao, ca phong tic thi ngdp tran sy hién dién manh mé cta ong. To6i thay
thich ong ngay.

“Kirby,” 6ng noi, budc vé phia tdi va nam ldy ban tay t6i. “Cudi cung thi
cling da gap chau. Chao mung chau.”

“Cam on 6ng,” t6i ndi, nggp trong cam giac nong am.

Ong rt tay lai dut tii quan, nhin t6i chdm chim ma cuwoi. Cudi cling 6ng
gat, nhu thé hai 1ong v6i cai minh thdy, “Ong mirng 1a chau dén day. That...
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that vui khi gap chau.”

“Cam on ong Caldwell,” t6i noi, biét rang 6ng ciling sé chinh t6i.

Di nhién la 6ng chinh, ndi t6i ctt goi 6ng la “Jim”. Du me Marian da kha
ter t€ roi, nhung t6i cam nhan duwgc céi tinh than khac han tir bo ba, va cach
duy nhat t6i cé thé mo6 ta né la t6i cam thay gan bé véi 6ng. Hay cé 1€, co y
nghia hon, dwdng nhw 6ng cam thay gan bé véi toi.

Qua nhién, 6ng néi, “Chau dang nhin hai tai lita ctia 6ng ddy a? Ong hiéu
chéac la phéi c6 mot 16i xin 16i chi nhi?”

T6i cwoi that long va noéi, “Da. Chau chang dé y dau.”

“Chau chang dé y dén no trén ngwoi 6ng,” 6ng noéi, quay nhin qua
Marian. “Hay trén nguoi Marian?”

“Ca ba lubn a,” t6i nobi, thay thodi mai hon.

“ft ra mdy cd con c6 téc ma che,” 6ng néi.

“Phai. Toc thwa,” Marian noi.

Ong lua tay 1én mai téc bac va day, chi hoi lem & hai bén thai duwong roi
noi, “Cha cha! Hai c6 dau thé trach t6i vé vu do.”

Marian quay qua nhin me, ba c6 vé khong thich 16i t6 cdo nay. “Téc
ching t6i khong thwa. Téc ching t6i manh. Khac nhau day.”

“Vay chinh x4c thi khac thé nao?” Marian hoi.

“Téc manh, nhung nhiéu sgi,” Pamela néi, quay vé phia tii qua.

T6i nghi dén me va mai toc quan, day em t6i thira hwéng, va thay that
hay khi cu6i cung ciing biét téc minh nhw vay la do dau. R6i t6i nhé me
van luén noéi ba thich tirng sgi t6c trén dau t6i ma chot thay nhdi 1én vi
thuong ba.

“Qi chao, may cai ndy dé thwong qué,” Pamela néi, tram tro khen mdy
chiéc khan.

“Me chau may day,” t6i noi.

“Oi, dep qua. Pep that,” Pamela néi, c6 chit nhiét tinh thai qua.
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T6i bdo ba rang t6i mirng vi ba thich, khi ba tiép tuc n6i mot thdi mot
hé6i. T6i nhin ba nhwng khong dé lot tai nhitng gi ba néi, nhan ra ba thudc
kiéu ngudi nao. Roi to6i nhan ra rang, mia mai thay, ba lam t6i nh¢ dén mat
kiéu nguwdi nhw bo toi, nhwng giau cé hon, tinh té hon. Ca hai déu nhiéu 1061,
than thién, cdi md, nhung & ba c6 céi gi dé lam téi cam thdy minh sé khong
thé nao hiéu dugc ba, rang ba sé luoén gitt khodng cach véi to6i nhw thai do
cta bo t6i vai thé thao. Du 6ng cé than thiét vGi mot nguwdi ban dén thé nao
thi dwong nhu ho cling khong bao gio that sy tién xa hon hai doi Cardinal
va Ram. T6i cé thé hinh dung rang day la cung cach cta Pamela, chi cé
diéu déi twgng ctia ba khac va hep hon.

“Thé hém nay chdu mudn lam gi nao?” ba néi. “Vao thanh ph6 nhé?
Chéu dén Chicago chwa?”

“N0 sinh ra ¢ day ma,” Marian li nhi.

T6i li€c nhin ba r6i nhin lai Pamela. “Ro6i a, nhwng khong lau,” ti dap.

“Xem nao, c6 nhiéu cho phai di tham lam. Vién bao tang nay, phong
tranh nay, khu mua sam nay. Chéu cé thich mua sam khong Kirby?”

“Da cé. Thinh thoang,” t6i dap, tham nghi me nao con nay.

“Ba nay. Toi nghi hdm nay khong phdi 1a ngay dé di mua sam,” Jim ndi.
“Ca nha chi tro chuyén théi c6 dugc khong? Tim hiéu nhau?”

Pamela dwa tay lén nhw thé néi “t6i sai r6i”, va hoi, “Vay, bon t6i c6
dwgc phép an khong day? Vi toi da sita soan mot bita thinh soan réi day!”

“Dugc ch,” Marian néi. “Ta dugc phép an me a.”

“T6t,” ba n6i. “Vay thi ta di an théi!”

T6i mim cwdi, nghi rang it nhat day ciling 1a mot diém chung giita gia
dinh t0i v0i gia dinh nay, va co 16 1a moi gia dinh khac. Khi co6 gi dang hoai
ngo, ct vao ban an cai da.
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Chuong 26

Marian

Sang hom sau, khi Kirby va t6i da né duwgc chuyén me dinh lam diém tam
cho chiing t6i, ca hai t6t 1én chiéc Land Rover ctia bd, chang tam tap gi, roi
bat dau lai di vu vo quanh thanh ph6 qué huong theo yéu cau cta con bé dé
xem noi toi khon 16n. Con bé con c6 mot danh sach tat ca nhitng noi muon
xem, trrong trung hoc cna t6i, nha thd (du to6i bdo né nha t6i gan nhw
khong bao gid di), nha ctia Conrad héi nho, va nha Janie.

“Thé Philip sao r6i?” t6i héi khi ching toi lui khoi 16i 1ai xe vao nha. T6i
khong néi la da nghe thay tiéng n6 néi cwdi dén gan nita dém vong qua
hanh lang.

“Cau ta 6n,” con bé noi.

“Moi chuyén t6t ca chir?”

“Da,” n6é dap, mim cwdi. “Con nghi bon con gan nhu dang hen ho...”

T6i cho nghe cu thé hon nhung thdy con bé da néi xong chuyén riéng
ctia minh r6i, nén quyét dinh khong ép.

It phuit sau, ching t6i r& vao géc dudng, gan chén than quen cla t6i ngay
xtra. “Day la Truong Trung hoc New Trier,” toi ndi, chi mot toa nha gach
quen thugc. “Nha cta nhitng Trevian kiéu hanh va oai hung.”

NO gat, khi toi véi lay cai cdc cd nap, nhdp ngum ca phé den, tay kia
danh 14i ré vao khudn vién truong gan nhu vang hoe. Toi chay vong quanh
treong, roi vao mot cho dau xe, nhin xudéng duwong dua, ménh mang ky
niém.

“Co dang nghi gi vay? Vé nhitng ngay lam thanh vién doi c6 dong a?” né
héi hoi cham choc.
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“Ha,” t6i ndi, du gan nhw la vay. “Cé nghe néi ¢ day nguoi ta bai bo doi
dé6 roi. Khong quan tdm ding mic. Thé ciing tot. Co nghi bon con gai nén
nghi ra hoat dong gi hay hon la c6 dong cho dam con trai cung 16p.”

N6 cuoi diéu. “Co khong thich lam thanh vién doi c6 dong sao?”

“Cling thich. Nhung c6 wéc minh da trung thanh vGi bong da. Co thich
mon ay, nhung lai bé sang c6 dong. Cho Todd. Hic,” t6i néi, ddo mat. “Anh
ta la tién veé.”

“Puwong nhién roi,” Kirby noi.

“Nay. Co dang ndi la co hoi ti€c vé chuyén dé ddy nhé. Vay khong da
chudc 16i cho ¢6 sao?” t6i hdi, du trong bung thi khong han tiéc da tham gia
doi. Janie va toi da dugc hwdng mot quang thoi gian tung birng - chiéc vay
ké 6 ngan va mdy qua cau tua rua d6 qua da lam t6i thay kha vui trong mot
giai doan ma cam giac vui vé duwdng nhu rat quan trong.

Kirby liéc t6i, roi lai nhin dwong dua trong khi cd hai cuing xem mot
thang con trai dang chay nuwéc rit 1én 1én xuéng xuéng mdy bac thang khan
dai v6i quyét tam gianh huy chwong Olympic. “Phai, chuyén dé chudc 16i
cho c6... Nhung Conrad chudc 16i cho c6 nhiéu hon.”

Toi gat, run ban khi nghe tén cdu ta ben c6 che gidu bang cach hat cau c6
dong ma co6 ngu t6i van con c6 thé ho vang: Chung t6i n6i New Trier; cac
ban noi Trevian! New Trier! Toi nhin con bé, dwa tay phai lén ra hiéu cho
no.

Kirby lam theo va iu xiu ho, “Trevian.”

T6i mim cwoi ho doan ké tiép: Ching téi n6i xanh 14 con cac ban néi
xanh da troi. Xanh 1a!

“Xanh da trgi,” n6 ho va ué odi dua nam tay 1én.

Khi chay ra trudc treong toi chi tdim bién bao mau doé trang c6 hai chi
CAM DO trong khu vire danh cho xe buyt. “Con thdy bién bao d6 khong?”
toi hoi.

“Thi sao?”
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“CO phi lén Ié duwong roi don n6é xudng chi vai ngay sau khi c6 c6 bang
1ai, ngay vao mot dong tuyét day ca hai thuwde.”

“Co y a?” n6 hoi, nhu thé cau chuyén la mot phan trong kho giai thoai ly
ky, bat tri vé t6i chit khong phai mdt rai ro nhd, du cé gay thwong vong
trong khodnh khac do.

“Khong,” toi dap. “Vo y thoi. Co dé mot tii McDonald trén bang dong
h6. Khi ¢6 vao cua, né roi xuéng. Co béen cti xuéng dé chup ma khong tra
tay 1ai dé chinh sau khi cua. Thé la phi ngay 1én 1é. C6 dang di cung Todd -
anh ta giat thét la Ién bao c6 thang lai, nhung c6 lai vo y van ga tang toc.
Moi chuyén dién ra ngay triréc mat doi toan va doi dau vat, ca hai dang don
1én xe buyt. Va di nhién Todd da le lang b6 c6 ma lén mot xe.”

“Pé con doan xem. Anh ta 1én xe buyt doi toan?”

“Hay day nhi,” t6i n6i. “Di nhién la ddu vat. Giai nhi toan bang vdi hang
bay muoi hai ky.”

“Chi gidi nhi thoi sao?”

“U,” toi noéi, roi nhai cai giong dan don cta anh ta. “Nhung do 1a quyét
dinh t6i té nhat day bo! Cuép xa 10!”

Kirby cuwdi, “Thé roi 6 c6 bi 16i thoi gi khong? Vi dam vao bién béo
ay?”

“U. Hiéu truéng hung hé chay ra cho dén khi thay 1a cd - c6 vén duogc
tiéng ngoan, nén 6ng ngudi di doi chit. Nhung 6ng cho ¢ tap 1ai thém hai
gid vGi thay day lai, ong nay bi hoi miéng khung khiép chwa tirng thay. Té
thé day.”

“DPé la lan duy nhat cd gdp rac réi a?” con bé hdi, lai nhin t6i soi méi nhw
thé dang nghi, Truwdc khi co6 dinh bau.

“U. Mbi lan d6, gan nhu 1a vay. C6 con khong trén hoc trong ngay trén
hoc truyén théng ctia hoc sinh nam cudi nita ma,” t6i no6i, khi vong xe tr@
lai dai 10 Winnetka. “Nguwoi dep doan trang nham nhi.”
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Qua nhién, n6 ndi ngay. “Ngudi doan trang ma dé minh dinh bau that
u?”

“Ngudi nay thi cd,” toi néi. “bi dau tiép day?”

“Nha Conrad,” n6 dap.

T6i cAm thay hai tay minh nam chat vo6 lang, tim dap don khi ching t6i
chay t6i cai khu vuc trong thanh phoé duwgc goi 1a khu tong thong vi duwong
nao ciling dwgc dat theo tén mot vi tong thong. T6i chon duwong vong,
nhung chwa day nam pht sau ching toi da t6i nha cii ctia Conrad.

“Pay,” toi chay chdm lai nhu dang trwon va chi can nha cap bén, gio
dwoc son lai thanh mau cham nhat c6 ctra tru6c mau do gach. “Trudc kia
né mau trang c6 ctta chdp mau xanh 14,” t6i néi v4i con bé.

“INO c06 lam o nhg lai... nhitng ky niém cti khong?” n6 hoi.

“C6,” toi noi, “Di nhién r6i. Ca vui lan bu6n. Phan nhiéu 1a vui.”

To6i nhin cham cham can nha, nhé lai nhitng dem tirng & do, nghe gay
dan guitar, hai dira tro chuyén cuwoi dua, xem phim, lam tinh. “Kia la phong
chu dy,” t6i ndi, chi vé ctta s6 goc bén phai. R6i toi bdo né rang gan nhuw
ching t6i da chia tay & phong sinh hoat chung. “Ngay sau khi c6 noéi doi
chu dy vé két qua thw thai.”

N6 gat, roi nuot manh.

“Hoi ti€c 16n duy nhat cta c6,” toi noi.

“Hoi ti€c 16n duy nhat cia c6?” n6 noi. “That ha? Vay con... c6 biét
day?... Dinh bau ngay lan dau?”

“Sao c0 lai hoi tiéc chuyén dé duwgc?” toi n6i, nhin no.

“Thoi dugc. C6 1é bay gio thi khong. Nhung con héi ay. Hoi dy han la co
héi tiéc chw.”

To6i gat, thira nhan diéu kho khan dy. “Tat nhién. Co chang wdc diéu ay
lai xdy ra v@i bat ci¢ dira con gai méi 16n nao ca... Co khong mong diéu dé
xdy ra vai con. Co nghi con nén tir tir hang c¢6 quan hé tinh duc, néu khéng
chd dén khi 1ay chong thi it nhat cling chd mot thoi gian dai, that dai. Dé
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néu 15 co thai - con sé san sang tng pho tot hon ¢6,” téi néi, hy vong con
bé van con trinh trang.

“C0 muon néi la dé co thé gilr diva bé?” no hoi.

“Phai,” t6i n6i. “Y ¢6 mudn néi vay.”

T6i quay lai nhin n6 r6i can than lya 10i. “C6 wéc la da c6 thé gilt con.
C0 wéc do mdi la quyét dinh ding cho con.”

“Con cling wdc vay,” con bé noi. “Con thuwong bo me va em gai con -
nhung con cling véc vay.”

Tim t6i tan nat khi t6i goi tén no, va réi, “Cé khong dinh néi moi chuyén
xdy ra déu c6 ly do - vi thuc tinh ¢6 khong tin chuyén dé. Co nghi cudc doi
phan nhiéu la ngau nhién... Nhuwng c6 sé ndéi diéu nay. C6 mirng la moi
chuyén da xdy ra nhu vay. Co mung la da mang thai con. Co mung la da
sinh con ra. C6 murng vi con cé mot gia dinh yéu thwong con. Va trén hét,
co mung la gio con dang ¢ day.”

N6 mim cwdi nhe véi toi trong khi t6i noi tiép, chwa chiu buéng tha cho
minh.

“Nhung lay Chua... 1€ ra c6 khong duwgc néi doi chu ay.” Téi lac dau va
ap ung, “Chuyén dé qua sai.”

“Nhung c6 sap stra sai ma,” né noéi. “Hom nay. Bing khong?”

“CoO sé c0,” toi noi, long that lai, nghi rang néu chay xe qua nha cau ta
ma da kho thé nay, 1am sao t6i t&i ndi ctva nha cu ta hién gio?

Con bé néi khi nao t6i san sang thi chiing t6i c6 thé di, r6i t6i hit mot hoi
sau va chay lui, bang qua dwong tau tGi nha Janie, diém cudi trong danh
sach yéu cau cta con bé. Té6i noi, t6i thay me Janie ¢ san truwdc, dang lam
vuon, mac quan sooc kaki Bermuda va doi mii rom. Ba vay xe toi roi tiu tit
chay tdi ctta xe, nhanh qua khién t6i chang kip chia sé vGi Kirby rang t6i
chang thich ba cho lam. Ba la kiéu hay néi cai cau “Toi la kiéu ngudi ma”
roi dién vao mot dirc tinh hodc la chung chung nhat nhéo hodc rat tw phu
(“Toi 1a kiéu ngwoi thich gitp d& nguwoi khac” chang han). H6i con nho toi
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da kho chiu véi ba, khi 16n hon cang khong wa tgn, du c6 1€ cling sau bay
nam roi t6i chwa gap ba.

“Marian! C6 biét la chdu ma! Me chau bdo c6 cudi tuan nay chau veé!
Chau thé nao roi chau yéu?”

“Chau khoe, cdm on c6,” t6i noi, dé y thady ba chi nhin lwét Kirby, bang
chitng rang me t0i chua tiét 16 muc dich thuc cia chuyén vé tham nha. Toi
tw hoi mat bao lau nita thi nhitng rao chan bi mat cta ching t6i mai dé sup.
Nhw bitc twong Berlin dy - lic dau chi vai cai 16 day dé cho dén khi may
btia ta xuat hién roi thi vii diéu bat dau. Khéng hiéu sao t6i khong hinh
dung dugc me toi c6 lic nao d6 khoi mao mot cudc chuyeéen tro cong khai
vé Kirby, va t6i ty hdi tai sao lai thé. Dé che gidu sy that co ban - hay sy
that la tr dau chung t6i da noi doi? Va that sy c6 thé tach bach hai thit ra
sau qua nhiéu nam nhw vay sao?

“Janie sao r6i a?” t6i noi, biét rang minh sap phai chiu dung man doc
thoai chirng hai mwoi phit vé cudc song ctia Janie ¢ Cincinnati tat yéu la
lap lai nguyén xi la thu t6i nhan ti chinh Janie, nhét trong tam thiép nghi 1é
duwgc trang tri bang tdm anh gia dinh mdc d6 trang mua hé trén bd ho
Michigan chup nhanh. Bitc thw nao cling nhw vay, hét nam nay sang nam
khac, dé cap khong thiéu thit gi cac sinh hoat ngoai khéa cua ba thang con
noé (“Séi Con! Cau lac bd danh co!!”) va cac thanh tich dién kinh (“Ban
thang 16n dau tién cua Brandon!”), v0 van viéc thién nguyén cta né (“Nam
tram gio Phuc sinh cho tré co nh& - mot ky luc!™), va di nhién, chi tiét vé
lan thang chitc méi day cua Keith chong né va nhitng cudc phiéu lwu ba
mon phoi hgp (“Té cha hiéu sao anh ay lam dwgc hét nhitng thit dy!”) Roi
t0i chd tdm vao ba Wattenberg, dang tém tat lai ban tin vé cudc doi Janie,
v&i mot cau quang cao chung chung vé Midwest - ké ca cac gia tri gia dinh
va mot nhip song cham rai hon.

“Vay con doi song ¢ thanh pho 16n thé nao?” cudi cung ba hoi.

To6i chwa kip tra 10i thi ba lac dau, n6i nhitng la tw hao vé t6i, nhitng la
rat thich phim cta t6i. Va mac du d6 khong phai 1a mon tt caa chong ba,
nhung 6ng cling xem, r6i nhitng la ho da dan tat ca ban be it nhat cling thu
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lai chwong trinh, vi né sé c6 ich cho danh gia xép hang cuta t6i. Ho cling
dang gop phan vao ty 1€ nguoi xem day!

T6i cdm on khi ba hit mot hoi dai, kiét sitc ro6i dot ngot doi de tai. “Vay
lan sau cting chau vdi Janie tro chuyén la bao gio?”

“Tiéc la 1au r6i a,” t6i ndi, nhé la dau nhw dip hop mat mwoi nam, khi t6i
bao né t6i danh phai bé 1& vi cong viéc trong khi thuc ra cé lién quan dén
Conrad nhiéu hon. T6i biét cau ta sé khong dén, nhung t6i khong mudn
nghe nhac t6i tén cau ta. Toi khéng muén ¢ bén nhitng ai biét cau ta. T6i
khong mu6n nghi gi vé cau ta ca.

“Nhung khong hon gian gi ca dung khong? Hai co khong xich mich gi
day cha?”

“0, khong dau c6 Wattenberg, 1am gi c6 chuyén ay. Bon chau chi... xa
cach dan. Chuyén d6 van xdy ra ma.”

“U, doi song mdy cd khac nhau thé kia ma - diéu dé thi ding,” ba néi,
liéc nhin tay trai toi, va toi thay minh van cam tay lai.

“Co tin tirc cwdi héi gi khong? Sap deo nhan chwa?” ba hoi. “Me chau
quy cau ngudi yéu do cta chau lam. C6 c6 xem hinh. Cau ta trong nhw
Richard Gere thoi tré, chang dién vién c6 mé nhat ay. Tt hoi xem Nguoi
dan ba dep dén gio. Vi lai ai ma ngd chau lai yéu anh chang choi gai?”

To6i mim cwoi dap, “Phdi. Thoi dugc, do la mot ky cong.”

“Thé?”

T6i lac dau, dwa ban tay trai khong deo nhan lén, tho thé, “Chwa c6
nhan!”

“Thoi nao, co 1én! R6i cling dén thoi! Sau ddy la con cai. Chau van con
thoi gian ma. Vi lai biét dau chau sinh doéi khong chirng. Chéau c6 biét xac
suat sinh doi tang dan theo tudi tdc khong? Phu nit 16n tudi dé rung hai
tritng. Biét dau chau con sinh ba nita ay chi®! Chau c6 thé dudi kip con
Janie chi trong mot lugt.”
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To6i thodng mudn bao ba rang sinh con khong phai la thi tho, cling nhw
diém SAT, hay tham gia d6i c6 vii, hay vao mdt truong dai hoc ngon lanh,
roi moi chuyén 16n nhé khac nita ma ba da bién thanh thi thé tir ngay Janie
va toi con bé, di ca mot quang duong dé vé xem rang ctia con ai nhu trwdc,
nhu me t6i ké. Toi khong bao gid hiéu ndi sao ba lai thich theo déi xem
Janie va toi dita nao hon trong khi chinh Janie lai khong them dé y, c6 khi
nhitng no lic cua me no lai phan tac dung.

Nhung nghi lai, t6i thay rang chinh minh da tham gia thi thd. C6 1& dé la
ly do t6i y thitc rat rd mdy cau nhan xét v@ van cia ba Wattenberg. Va cé 1é
d6 phan nao la ly do t6i khong muoén Janie hay bat cit ai khac biét si that -
vi t6i tin rang ba, va nhitng nguwdi khac nhu ba, c6 thé khoai trd nham nhi
v& kich nay. Btta con gai dugc binh chon 1a c6 kha nang thanh dat nhat, sap
di Michigan theo hoc bong, xuat than tit mot gia dinh danh gia c6 cha la
mot ludt sw quyén cao chitc trong. Mudi tam tu6i c6 thai, lai con véi
Conrad Knight nita chit. Ca soc tot cung va bé bang.

Gio toi méi thady minh ci¥ cham cham nghi dén ban than khi tuwéng cai tin
ctia minh sé c6 anh hwéng gi ghé gém dén doi ai. Thién ha sé ban tan vé toi
hang tuan, hay c6 1€ chi la mot t6i bén ban an, roi néi sang céi gi khac. Va
lai ai can biét ho noi gi. Gio day to6i mdi vo 1€, khi da qua mudn mang, la
chuyén do6 chang may quan trong. T6i da hy sinh nhiéu biét may, ké ca tinh
ban v6i Janie, vi mot sai lam. Du da lau qua ré6i khong con nhé nhung gi
nd, nhuwng t6i van cam thay ti€c vi minh da khong giit dugc tinh ban giita
hai di¥a. Du cho khong con nhiéu diém chung nita nhung ching t6i van
luén c6 qua khit, ma vé nhiéu mat, cling quan trong nhu hién tai hay tuwong
lai. D6 la khéi diém cua ching t6i, cai lam nén ching t6i hom nay.

Toi liéc qua Kirby thi thdy con bé dang nhin ba Wattenberg cham cham
hoi khinh thwong. Toi tinh chuén ngay, vi ca hai, nhung t6i biét minh phai
lam gi. Nén t6i hing giong va quyét tdm hanh déng. “O, chau xin 18i chwa
gidi thiéu vai co... co day la Kirby Rose.”

“Chao chéu,” ba néi, chang mdy may t0 mo. Nhung lan nay, téi quyét
dinh la sé budc ba chu y.
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“Kirby la con gai chau,” toi noi.

Ba Wattenberg ditng ngdy nhw phong, ding nghia den, nhw ta gia lam
twgng khi choi do twong. “Chau néi lai coi? Con gai chau 4?” ba vira néi
vira bat cudi vé bon chon. “Lam sao ma chau cé con gai dugc chit! A ma
khoan da.” Ba l1én nhin quanh xe c nhw ¢6 t6 quay phim ndp trong hang
rao. “Phdi day la kiéu chwong trinh chi ca gi day khong? Mot chwong trinh
truyén hinh thyc té dy?”

“Khong. Khong phai phim dau,” toi dap. “La doi thuc.”

“Nhung... y chau la sao?” ba hoi.

“Kirby la con gai chau,” t6i nhac lai. “Phai khong Kirby?”

Kirby gat va cudi ngao, c6 vé bam sat tirng bién tau cam xtc “Phdi, la

»

me.

“Nhung...?” ba Wattenberg néi. “Con bé la con chong...”

“Khong,” t6i noi, lac dau. “No6 la con dé cta chau.”

“Nhung lam thé nao? Chéau bao nhiéu tudi r6i?” ba hoi, nhin Kirby cham
cham, gio mdi bat dau cha y.

“Muoi tam,” Kirby dap.

“Vang, c6 Wattenberg. Chau c6 mang n6 hé nam bon chau tot nghiép
trung hoc. Do la ly do chau hoan hoc dai hoc mét nam. R6i chau sinh no,
va c6 quyét dinh khé khan la cho né lam con nudi. Lic ay chau nghi lam
vay la ding. May la con bé da tr¢ vé tim chau. Ca nha chau dang lam quen
v6i nhau.” T6i tung tin thang thirng - vi thue ra van dé khong phai chinh cai
tin. Van dé chinh 1a néi, rot cudc ciing da noi ra. Téi cdm thay thanh than
dén ky la khi dam minh trong cai cam giac cdi m@ va trung thue tot cling
nay. Con nguoi toi la vay day. Chap nhan hay khong thi tuy.

“Cha. Troi oi. Thé ma c6 chang hay biét gi c4,” ba Wattenberg néi. Ba
khong chi trong strng so6t ma con ling ting, ro rang chuwa san sang dé don
nhan chuyén ngo6i 1é d6i mach mot cach dé dang thé nay, thwong thi phai
tim ki€m, tirng ti mot.
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“Phai. Ping lo chuyén do, c6 W. Chang ai biét cad. Nha chau git kin...
Nhung 16 ra khong can phai thé. Vui 1ong néi cho Janie biét - va chuyén 10i
gitm la chau xin 16i da n6i doi né. Thyce ra, c6 c thoai mai néi cho bat ¢
ai tuy y,” toi néi nhw thé, khong dwoc toi cho phép thi ba sé khong ra via hée
cung v6i mau tin hap dan nhat con pho Mapie Hill ké tir vu hai 6ng hang
x6m dobi vg - may ba vg van ngoi yén trong nha, may ong chong qua bén
kia dwong, doi ca lién tuc, thién ha dua cgt khdo nhau la mot 6ng chong
phai nhan chiéc sofa khong dugc thodi mai nhung bu lai, dwgc bo nguc gia
cue by. T6i dinh cho ba biét nguwdi bo 1a ai - vi toi biét ba mudn hoi chét
duwgc - nhung quyét dinh 1a phai cho Conrad biét truéc.

“Qi, tin kha sttng s6t day!” ba n6i ma nhin nhw muén néi ring ba khong
phan dinh duwgc han t6i nén thdy xau ho hay hanh dién rang ngoi. Can nhac
mot gidy roi toi quyét dinh rang chuyén do chang quan trong. Vi toi dang
hanh dién.

Khi ching t6i 1ai xe di, t6i mim cwdi mot minh, lac dau, nghi gia ma ba
biét toan bo cau chuyén bat dau & dau. Ngay trén lau trong chinh cai
giwong bon coc cua ba.

“Chuyén gi ma vui thé?” Kirby hdi.

Chang c6 gi lot khoi mat n6 ca.

“0, c6 khong biét nita... Chi la thay chuyén d6 that thi vi.”

“Lam rung chuyén thé gigi cta ba ta nhw thé dy a?”

“U,” tdi dap. “Ct néi toet ra... cho ba ta biét con 1a con gai ¢6 thdi. Cho
ba ta biét su that.”

“Ctt xem nhu do la vong tap chay cua c6 di,” Kirby nai.

“Co cling nghi vay.”

“Ta c6 nén lam ludn bay gid khong?” con bé héi. “Chay tGi nha chu ay
va giai quyét cho xong moi chuyén?”

“Con chwa dén trwa nita ma,” toi noi.

“Phai ddy. Co nén doi trra roi hdy bao tin buon,” Kirby néi.
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“Pay la tin vui ma,” toi nai.
“Phai,” n6 noéi, nhoén nu cuwoi diéu, kiéu hoa hau nhi. “Han con la di&a
con gai chu hang mong wéc.”

Con bé dua, nhung t6i nhin né nghiém trang va gat, ngu y rang dé chinh
xac la diéu t6i cam thay.
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Chuong 27

Kirby

Mot gid sau ca hai da tam xong, mdc hai b6 gan giong nhau, quan jean va
do thun sat ndch mau xanh tim than (4o t6i cung kiéu nhung ao ba la hang
hiéu dat tién). Gap nhau & hanh lang, ching t6i nhin nhau phi cwoi, roi vao
phong ba dé trang diém, ditng canh nhau. Cé mot lic, téi dé y thay ban tay
Marian run run trong khi ké chi nwéc den cho mi trén. Ba nhiu may, khong
vilra y véi két qua, bén chui di dé ké lai, bam moi khi ké cham hon lan thi
hai. Trong khong khac gi, c6 Ié lan dau con kha hon, nhung t6i nhin ba tha
dai swon swot dau hang réi chuyén sang danh ma hong.

Xong xudi, chiing t6i xudng dwdi nha, ba dé lai van tat may chit cho bé
me trén quay, kiém tra do dac trong tdi xach phai bon lan la it, m& chai
nuwde 1ay trong ta lanh, nhap mot hép, roi héi toi c6 can gi khong ma khong
hé dé y cau trd 10i - 1a khong.

“C0 Marian,” cu6i cung toi noi.

“Hu?”

“Minh di thoi, dugc chit?”

Ba gat, mim cwoi, roi lo dénh di tgi ctra tredc nhw thé day khong phai la
mot phan sy da mudn nhitng muwdi tdm nam roi.

Thé 13, cudi cung, ching tbi cling dang trén dwong vao thanh pho, dia chi
Lincoln Park da dugc nhap vao hé thong dinh vi, mét giong nit kiéu Anh ty
phu lanh 16t hwéng dan chung t6i ré ¢ dau. Co6 ta lam Marian buc, cudi
cung ba nhai lai cai giong Anh cua co0 ta.

“0, im di,” ba quat, nhung khong biét 1am sao dé giam am lwong tham
chi khi da loay hoay v&i hé thong ca may phuit.
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“Co0 c6 nghi chu dy da két hon roi khong?” t6i budt miéng hoi.

Ba nhin dam dam phia trwdc roi ndi, “Co doan la chwa. Nhung c6 khong
biét vi sao. C6 1é chi dang c6 mot ban gai nghiém tic. Cé 1é chu ay da ly
di.” Ba budt ra tiéng cwoi cang thang. “Thuyc tinh c6 khong biét. Co khéng
hinh dung dwgc chd ay. Co6 mudn noéi la - 6 nhé chinh xac chu ay ting thé
nao, co6 con hinh dung dwgc chu ay cé thé ra sao, con biét day, sau gan hai
chuc nam, nhung c6 khéng hinh dung dwgc cudc séng cta chi ay bay gio.
Chu ay dang lam gi... C6 nghi ta ciing sap biét r6i.”

Toi gat, r6i hai muoi phit sau, cd6 ban Anh thong bao rang ching toi da
dén dich la s6 nha 1130 Armitage, mot ng6i nha xay bang da cat két nau
ndm gitta hai toa nha gach do

“Kia. Ta t6i r6i,” ba noi, trong nhgt nhat hon binh thwong khi do xe
thang thdm vao mot cho trong phia tridc ngoi nha.

“Cé that c6 muén lam chuyén nay khong?” t6i héi. “Y con 1a ta cling
vao. Hay con di mot minh ciling dugc.”

Ba c6 vé mudn theo y nay, nhung roi lac dau. Ba tat mdy, r6i nam chat
tay lai nhw dé vitng vang lai. “Khong. Co6 san sang.”

Chung t6i buwéc xudng xe, bang qua via he, r6i buwdc déu 1én may bac
thém trudc, nhue thé dang dén dam tang. Ba dua tay ra, ban tay run run khi
bdm chuéng “2C Knight”. Chiing t6i chd. Khong thay gi. Ban tay ba chon
von trén nut bam, r6i ba hit mot hoi dai va thir lai. Vai gidy tr6i qua. Van
khong thay gi.

“Chac chu ay roi thanh phd r6i,” tdi néi, cé phan nhe nhom, it ra thi cling
cho ba.

“Co ¢ chu ay chi ra ngoai... lo may viéc linh tinh,” ba néi, trong nhu sap
ngat. “D0 mot gio nita ta quay lai cling dwoc. Hay la an voi bita trwa roi
quay lai?”

“Pugc,” toi néi, mién cudng quay got theo ba xuong khoi thém. Ba ngap
nging & cudi bac thém roi ré phdi, nhwng roi doi y quay ngoat lai, buéc
thang vao 16i mot ngwoi dan 6ng dang di tGi. Ho suyt va vao nhau, nhung
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khong, roi t6i bong nhan ra 6ng, con trudc ca khi ai trong hai ngudi nhan ra
nhau. Nhung khi cd hai cung lui lai m6t buwdc thi toi biét ho da nhan ra
nhau, r6i t6i ndi ca da ga khi nhin ho ditng canh nhau. B6 me t6i. Ba nguoi
ching t6i dang cung ditng day, t6i nghi. Lan dau tién. Lé ra chuyén nay da
c6 thé xdy ra tur trudc.

Y nghi tiép theo lai hét sitc ling tiing: bd ti hdp dan qud. Trong dep trai
vuot xa bat ky ong bd nao tdi biét. Xu xi theo kiéu nghé si, téc den bong
bénh va doi mét tuyét voi. Ong mic quan jean mai, bot da nau kiéu lai gitta
bot cao boi va giay cong nhan xay dwng, so mi lanh trang dé ngoai quan, va
mot khan quang vai bong dai in hoa tiét, budc léng va tha hitng hd quanh
co6. To6i muwong twgng né cd mui tram hay can sa hay két hgp ca hai, cho
dén khi t6i nhan thdy qua thuwc 6ng mang mui hwong dé - it nhat thi cling la
mui tram. Mot bén tay 6ng om tdi tap héa c6 cai banh mi dai nho ra & dau
tii vai. Moi thit & 6ng déu toat ra cai vé hap dan kiéu thanh thi.

Ca hai van nhin nhau sitng s@, bat dong, cudoc dau mat bat phan thang bai
ky la nhat toi tirng thay, gan nhw thé ho dang bat thau cdy nhau. D6 1a cach
ta nhin mot ngwoi hoan toan xa la, nhung du ho co6 la ngudi la di nita thi
mot ai do cling sé phai chiu thua ma noéi cau pha tro sau khi nhin vao mat
nhau 1au dén vay. T6i dam ban khoan phéi chang minh khong nén dé bd me
gap lai nhau thé nay.

Cudi cung 6ng cling md& 101, ndi tén ba nhu doc twong trinh, cam cdi nhe.
Ro6i héi, “Em lam gi ¢ day?” Giong ong khong han tho 16, nhung xa cach
va lanh Iting. Ong chuyén tii qua tay kia va t6i nhin ban tay vira ranh cta
ong. Khong c6 nhan cuéi.

Marian m& miéng dinh noi, r6i ném vé phia t6i cai nhin tuyét vong. T6i
biét ba h6i hop nhung khong biét ba lai cuong 1én thé nay. “Em... bon em...
Em mudn n6i chuyén véi anh,” ba lap bap.

Tron tru, toi nghi. Tron tru that.

“N6i chuyén u?” 6ng noi, nghiéng dau qua bén.

“Phai.”
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“Chuyén gi?” ong néi, cung lic vira diéu nghé, diém nhién, lanh lung.

Ba lai liéc vé phia t6i, nén toi thac mac khong biét ba cé dinh tho 16 hét
moi chuyén ngay ngoai dwong khong. Toi lac dau, ra dau day khong phai
ké hoach hanh dong hay nhat, nhung ba da quay vé phia ong. “Ta di dau
do... n6i chuyén dugc khong?” ba hoi. “Cé 1€ 1a di udng chit ca phé?”

“Anh khong u6ng ca phé.”

“Anh ti'ng uéng ma.”

“Anh khong u6ng nita.”

T6i nhan ra minh dang nin thé khi tiép tuc theo doi ho. Ly ky y nhu trong
phim. T6i budc minh phai tho ra.

“Thé thi tra?” ba noéi. “Hay ta tdi dau dé ng6i? Pau cling dugc?”

Ong nhtn vai r6i nhin t6i 1an dau tién, khong c6 vé gi 1a da nhan ra, chi
c6 s ditng dung pha 1an chit khé chiu. Ong liéc nhin dong ho roi 1am bam
rang minh khéng c6 nhiéu thoi gian.

“Khong 1au dau,” ba néi.

Ong gat. “Thoi duge. Vay dé anh cat may thi nay di da. Anh sé ra ngay.”

Khi 6ng xoay nguoi bo di, buwdc hai bac mot lic, tdi thdy rd nguwc Marian
phap phong qua lan do. D6 1a lan dau tién toi thay ba khong con diém nhién
tuyét doi, ké ca cai lic téi go ctra nha ba, va khong hiéu sao, diéu dé lai
khién to6i khong chi cdm thdy gan ba hon ma con thich ba hon. Bé khong
kip d6i y, t6i bén cham vao tay canh ba ma no6i, “Thoi, khéi dau vay la tét
16i.”

“Chu dy ghét c6,” ba ndi, khi chiing t6i ng6i canh nhau trén bac thém
cudi.

“Thé con hon la khong thém quan tam,” t6i noi, du that ra, cai thai do t6i
vitra chitng kién thién vé ditng dung lanh nhat hon la cam ghét.

“That u?” Ba nhin to6i 1a la, nhw thé ba hy vong ding la vay.

To6i gat, roi ban tin that nhanh cho Philip biét 1a toi vira gap duwoc bo dé.
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Mot phit sau, ctta trwéc mé, Conrad lai xuat hién. Ching t6i ding phat
day nghiém ngan, mat lai nhin nhau. T6i dé y thay khan quang c6 da khong
con, doi bot thi dwoc thay bang dép tong, nhw thé cudc trao doi ngan ngui
gitta ho vira roi da lam ong thay bitc béi. T6i xem d6 nhw mot tin hiéu tot -
nhung r6i tw hoi chinh xac thi minh mu6n 6ng cadm thay thé nao. T6i mudn
cudi cung moi sy sé ra sao ngoai chuyén 6ng chap nhan téi c6 mat trén doi?
Va phai chang 6ng sé khong thé ghét ba ma van chap nhan t6i?

Ong nhin lai t6i, nhw thé méi thay tdi 1an dau. “Chi 1a Conrad,” 6ng néi
ma khong dua tay ra bat.

Toi ngay nhin ong, choang ngop, nghi ong vtra ty gidi thiéu, “Chu la
George Clooney”, vi khoanh khac dy c6 cam giac that phi thuc, vGi t6i 6ng
chang khac nao ng6i sao.

“Con chau?” ong hai.

“Kirby,” toi dap, cam thay ngd ngan vi da quén md miéng.

“0. Kirby. Chi thay roi,” 6ng néi, cé chiit khé chiu. Theo sy hoang
twong cua toi sé la: Cam on da cho biét tén nhung mi 1a diva quai nao va mi
lam gi ¢ day véi co ta?

Marian hang giong roi noi, “Ta di dau day?”

Ong nhtin vai, “Ddm day phé nita duéi kia c6 quan tra Argo. Ping géc
Sheffield.”

“Pugc,” ba noi. “Tuyét qua.”

Ong nhin ba v6 cam, ngu y rdng lic nay ching cé gi “tuyét” ca. May 1dm
la 6ng cdm thay du chuyén gi dang xay ra thi cling déu ky qudc va khong
thodi mai. Con té nhat la 6ng c6 thai do hoan toan thu dich. Nhung 6ng van
buéc xudng vai bac cudi, réi ré trai, buwdc thoan thoat ra dwong. Marian va
toi tut lai sau lvng, ba chung t6i lang 1€ budc hang mot.

Khi ching t6i budc vao Argo, tiéng o6n ao bén trong khién téi nhe ngwoi,
cd anh mat &m 4p va mui d6 nwéng nita. Conrad vao xép hang, quay qua
chuing t6i hoi, “Chon ban di. T6i goi nwdc. Hai ngudi mudn uéng gi?”
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“Em uong... tra xanh,” Marian n6i r6i nhin t6i.“Con cling vay,” t6i dap,
du thuye ra toi chang hé thich tra.

Marian m@ tdi xach, réi 1ay vi, luc loi tim it tién, nhwng Conrad nhin ba
khinh khinh, “Anh c6 day r6i.”

“Cam on,” ba noi, cat tién di.

“Cam on cha,” toi néi theo, roi theo ba dén mdt ban trong & gitta khu ban
an.

Khi ching t6i da yén vi, t6i nhin ba noéi, “Co phai néi véi chu ay. Ngay
khi chu dy quay lai ban, ¢6 can phai néi cho chu ay biét con la ai.”

“Con da noi roi ddy thoi,” ba dap.

T6i ddo mat, thady phat dién vi cai kiéu chang dau ra dau kinh dién cta
ba. “No6i cho chu ay biét con la con gai chu dy,” tdi néi, chom vé phia ba.
“Néu khong con sé ty no6i day.”
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Chuong 28

Marian

Pén khi anh dem tra tdi thi t6i da hoi hop sap ngat. Khi nhan lay ly cua
minh, toi (va cé 1é hai nguwdi ho nita) nhan thdy tay minh dang run. T6i thay
choang vang, toat mo hoi, chong mat, va dwdng nhw khong lam sao giit cho
hoi thé diéu hoa dugc.

“Lau nay anh thé nao?” t6i mé& 10i, gian minh vi chon mot cdu mé dau
than nhién mot cach 16 bich nhw vay. T6i liéc thiy Kirby ném cho t6i mot
cai nhin ghé tém.

“Um. On,” Conrad néi. “Con em?”

“T6t,” t6i néi. “Tét. On.”

“Tuyét.” Anh 16t nap nhuva trén ly, xem tui tra da dugc chra ma khong dé
boc hoi nhiéu. “Anh thay la em da thanh dat 1am,” anh n6i, khong nhin toi.
“Anh chra xem phim ctia em, nhung anh chac la rat hay. Chic ming.”

T6i da nghi rat c6 thé anh biét t6i lam nghé gi, nhung van ngac nhién khi
nghe anh nhdc dén chuyén d6. “Cam on,” t6i ndi, van cii gam dan mat
xuong hai ban tay minh dang ddt trén ban. “Anh lam gi r6i?”

“Cai nay cai kia.”

“0.” T6i gat hoi hao httc qua vi anh ching chia sé thém thong tin gi.

“Y em la 1am gi dé séng ay ha?” anh héi, van né trdnh nhin mét toi.

“Chac vay. Phai,” toi dap.

“Thi em c& hoi thang ra thoi.”

“Thoi dugce,” t6i ndi, lic nay thi chan t6i da nhin 1én nhin xudng dudi
gam ban. “Anh lam gi?”
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“Anh lam @ quan bar,” anh noéi.

T6i gat gat, lan nay mim cuwoi.

“Gan nhu em nghi ch gi?”

“Y anh 1a sa0?” t6i néi, du biét chinh x4c anh muén néi gi.

“Nghe nay, Marian. Chuyén nay la gi day?” anh ndi, nhin thang vao mat
t0i. Long ban tay t6i bat dau ram ran. Moi thit déu dang ram ran - toan bd
than xac va dau 6c t6i dang qua tai vé cd cam giac lan cam xtc. La thay,
trong thodng choc, ching t6i lai nhw hoi mwdi tdm, nhwng roi t6i nhé ra
khong phéi ching tdi - ma 1a con bé. Va do la phan kh6 khan nhét, trong
toan bd chuyén nay, hon bat ctt chuyén gi da xdy ra trong qua khit. Chuyén
con bé dang nhin t6i, chd toi cd stta chita diéu gi do thuc sy khéng thé sira
chita. Ma c6 thé thi cling khong tron ven. C6 1é la khong bao gid. Va nhat
dinh khong phai tai chiéc ban nay, bén ly tra.

Thay t6i chwa trd 10i dwgc, anh néi, “Anh nghi gap lai em cling vui.
Nhung that ra thi... tai sao em dén day?”

T6i nhin anh, chuan bi tinh than, ty hoi sao anh chwa rap noi dwgc moi
chuyén. Tudi con bé. Sy hién dién s s ctia n6é bén ban. D6i mat né. Lic
nay to6i li€c qua thi thdy con bé dang buc tic, rat cé thé dang nghi rang né
da cho doi muoi tAm nam dé duwgc thé nay sao? To6i lifm moi, co6 hong kho
khoc, r6i nhap ngum tra lam bong mai trén.

Anh l4c dau. “O day ho pha néng. Pang 1& anh phai bao truéc cho em.”

“Khong sao,” toi noi, giong nghen ngao.

Thé roi, sau hai hoi thd nang nhoc, t6i nghe minh tu6n tudt tudén ra
nhitng 10i xin 16i va giai thich khong dau duoi trong khi ca hai nhin t6i tran
troi, ngwoi thi sttng sot, ké thi that kinh vi ngwdi me tham hoa cta no.

Ngay hom ay & nha anh... Ngay cu6i em gap anh... Em da noéi déi... Em
s¢ hdi... Em da lam mét chuyén sai... Em xin 16i vi chwa bao gio cho anh
biét... Em da c6 thai... Va réi em sinh con bé ra... Nhung da cho no di... Em
nghi lam vay la diang... Nhung dang 1é em van phdi néi cho anh biét... Em
rat xin 16i.
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Khi toi dot ngot nging bdt, anh ben hoi, “Khoan da. Em n6i em c6 thai la
sao?”

“Em da c6 thai,” t6i nhac lai mu mi. “Em da bao anh la em khong co...
tai nha anh hom 4y... nhung em... da c6.”

“Veé sau em mai biét a?” anh ndi, nheo nheo mat, van chwa hiéu ra.

“H6m &y em da biét roi,” téi néi. “Trong phong tdm. O nha anh. Két qua
thi thai dwong tinh. Nhung em lai néi v6i anh la... am tinh. Em da... néi doi
anh.”

“Tai sao em lai lam thé?” anh van hoi.

“Em cling khong biét nita.”

“Em khong biét u?”

“Em sg.”

Anh gat, nhung ro rang khong chdp nhan xem do la 10i giai thich dang
hoang. “Vay la em da sinh dira bé?”

“Phai,” toi ndi. “Nhung em dem cho n6 lam con nudi. Em nghi lam vay
la tot hon ca... vi ching ta con qua tré...”

“Chung ta?” anh néi. “Ching ta dau biét em c6 thai.” Mat anh danh lai,
tirng chit nhu dao cat.

“Em biét,” toi n6i. “Em xin 10i.”

“U. Em néi vay roi.”

“Phai. Xin 16i.” T6i lac ddu, nham mat vao, roi lai mé mat ra.

“Vay ai nhan nuoi n6? Con bé dau?”

T6i nin thd, kinh hoang nhan ra rang anh van chwa rap n6i dugc moi
chuyén. Va r6i, khi anh dwa mat nhin sang con bé, t6i thay diéu dé xay ra,
anh 1ap ttc hiéu ra moi chuyén.

Qua nhién, anh thi tham, “Khi that. Chau la...?”

“Da,” Kirby dap, v&i vé diém tinh tuyét doi, oai vé. “Chinh la con day.”

“Con cta cha u?” anh néi, nhin cham cham vao mat n6. Mat cta anh.

https://thuviensach.vn



“Gan nhw vay. Da,” con bé dap.

Van nhin vao mat n6, anh lac dau nhw thé dang bang hoang, nén téi lai
noi, vGi ca hai, rang toi rat xin 10i.
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Chuong 29

Kirby

“Con noi lai xem con tén gi?” Conrad hdi toi sau khi Marian lam té khong
ai bang cai viéc thong bao vdi ai do rang: Ngac nhién chua, la mdt dira con
gai day! O, tai biit, anh 1a cha n6 day. Roi lap bap giai thich 1é thé va noéi 1oi
xin 16i ma 6ng van chwa chap nhan. Qua moi diu hiéu c6 thé thay rang 6ng
khong dinh lam thé. Ciing chang trach 6ng dugc.

“Kirby,” t6i néi, nghi rang c6 1& minh nén cung cip thém mot chut tiéu
st nao do. Kirby, & St. Louis... Kirby, cling la nhac si... Kirby, con khong
dinh doi chu trg cap nudi con dau.

“Kirby nay,” éng noi. “Cé 1é chu phai néi cai gi do that squ sac... nhung
ma...” Ong gio hai ban tay khong 1én.

Toi gat, chot thdy tha thiét mudn lam 6ng vui 1én, hay it ra thi cling
khong lam 6ng byc thém. “Con khong can gi sau sac dau,” toi noi.

“A phai. Vay dugc. Vi chii cling ching c6.”

“Khong sao,” toi dap khé.

“Ma gid chu ciing phai di 1am day.” Ong rtit iPhone trong tii ra roi néi,
“Con cho chu s6 dién thoai dwgc khong? Co 1€ lic nao dé ta sé n6i chuyén.
Biét vé... con bao nhiéu tudi roi nhi, nhac lai xem?”

“Muoi tam.”

“Phai. Mudi tdm nadm qua.” Ong lic dau, roi 1dm bam céi gi nghe nhu
“chuyén nay ding la khong c6 that ma.”

To6i nudt khan, roi cho 6ng s6 dién thoai, doc thong tha tirng chit s6, nhin
ong nhap vao dién thoai, tw hoi c6 bao gio ong goi khong.
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“Con ho cua con?” 6ng noi, lai nhin toi.

“Rose,” t0i noi lién thoang.

Ong gd vao bén chir cai roi gat gu, “Tén hay day.”

“Cam on chu.”

“Chu mong ho cling vay, phai khong?”

“Ai co?”

“Gia dinh Rose? Gia dinh con ay?”

“0. Phai. Da. Ho t7 t& lam. Binh thudng. Ch biét ddy...”

“U. Phai, t6t. Chu that long mirng khi nghe vay,” 6ng noéi, giong gian dir
nhung kiém ché khi 6ng ném cai nhin han hoc vé Marian. R6i 6ng cam ly
tra ditng 1én, “Um, nghe nay, t6i phai di roi. Nhwng cam on vi da dén. Ca
hai. T6i rat cam kich diéu d6.”

Marian gat, dan mat xuéng ban, con 6ng nhin toi néi, “Rat vui dwgc biét
con, Kirby.”

“Con cling vay,” t6i nd6i, mudn khoc. Toi biét day la 16i cia ba nhwng van
dau long khi 6ng khong muon ¢ lai tro chuyén véi t6i lau hon. Moi chuyén
c® nhv mot tham hoa. T6i nhin 6ng ding 1én, rdi ban, réi ra khoi ctra, vong
qua céi goc di khuat. Bi mat.

Toi that vong & ché, nhung ty nha chuyén dé khong nham vao minh.
Ong con khong biét c6 toi. Va lai, hat hui chi 14 mot phan trong doi 1am con
nubi. Vay t6i mong dgi gi chi¥? T6i van con may la chwa bi hai canh ctra
déng sam vao mat.

“Vay la,” t6i n6i khi nhép ly tra xanh cé vi dang y nhw cam giac trong toi
lic nay. “Moi chuyén dién ra that tot dep.”
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Chung t6i vé nha thi thdy b6 me Marian trong bép cing mdt bita an linh
dinh nita. Hinh nhu biét st ménh cta ching toi, ho héi vai cau e deé, nhung
xac dinh dugc ngay rang cudc gap go dit khoat khong phai 1a mot thanh
cong vang doi.

That kho chiu khi trong me ctia Marian lai cé vé hai l1ong vé chuyén nay
khi thot ra vai cau kiéu “Pa bao ré6i ma” va “Vay la hay hon ca” trong khi
b6 Marian c6 vé hiéu thyc ra khong phai vay 1a hay hon ca. It nhét cling
khong phai cho t6i. Khi 6ng di qua bép dén may lam d4, 6ng ding lai dat
tay 1én vai t6i, siét nhe.

“Pé chu ay thd lai cai da,” ong néi vai t6i. “Don nhan mot lic chirng ay
chuyén la qua nhiéu. R6i chu ay sé nghi lai.”

T6i dang cam thay ho nghi thé nao thi Marian trong cling thé, nhung ca
hai déu khong noéi ra cai diéu t6i dang nghi: lam gi c6 co may ong ay sé
nghi lai. Ong ay cam ghét ba, ghét 1ay sang ca toi. T6i cit ty nhu d6 khong
phéi 16i ctia dng. Y t6i muén néi ring chudn bi tinh than dé 1dam quen mot
da tré ta chwa hé gap, nhung chi it, cling biét n6 ton tai, la mot chuyén.
Con gap t6i nhw kiéu vira roi lai 1a chuyén khac. Mot vu danh tp vé tinh
cam.

Du khong phai t6i khong thdy moi chuyén nay la 16i cia Marian, nhung
to6i van khong khoi thong cam vé&i ba. R6 rang la ba dang kho tam. Hon
nita, toi phai khen ba doi chut vi da gong 1én ma di véi toi. Ba co thé viét
cho 6ng mot 14 thw (ma dén gid t6i méi nhan ra c6 1€ la ké hoach hay hon).
Ba c6 thé tha t6i d6 r6i nap sau mot goc quanh (cé 1€ cling la mot y hay
hon). Ba c6 thé ngao man va diing dung béo tin. Y tbi 13, vé mdt phuwong
dién nao dé thi nhitng 10i lap bap ap ung cho thdy ba ban tam biét chirng
nao - va rang ba biét ba da lam héng bét moi chuyén.

Sau ntra gio chuyén tro bang quo ma t6i khong lam sao tap trung dugc,
dién thoai t6i rung mot tin nhan dén. T6i nhin xudng long, hy vong thay
mot tin nhan tir Philip. Thay vi vdy d6 la mot s6 ma vung 312 t6i khong
quen. Chwa kip suy doan thi to6i da nhdp vao tin nhan roi doc: Kirby. Hom
nay bi bat ngd. Chu biét day khong han 16i caa con. Conrad.
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T6i nhin cham cham may chi¥ 4y, nhan ra b6 Marian néi ding - tring
phoc - r6i t6i dang cam thay lang lang khudy khoa va hy vong thi dién thoai
lai rung r6i cé tin nhan thit hai. Mudn n6i chuyén thém. Goi hay dén néu
dwoc. Quan Zelda trén dudng Rush. Nhac séng, do dn ngon ngé. O day suét
dem.

Chac mat to6i da to cdo vi Marian nhin t6i cham cham hoi, “Gi thé?”

“La cua chu ay,” t6i n6i. “Conrad.”

“Chu ay... n6i gi?” Marian hai.

Me Marian biu méi réi bo ban dirng 1én.

To6i dua dién thoai cho Marian va ba doc, khéng té vé gi, r6i nhin t6i hoi,
“Con c6 mudn di khéng?”

“DPi dau?” Me Marian ditng bén bon rita noéi. “Tdi nay nha ta da c6 ké
hoach di an t6i r6i ma.”

Marian nhin me lanh lung, ra hiéu cho ba tranh xa chuyén nay, réi quay
qua nhin t6i. “Dtrng lo chuyén an t6i. Cit lam nhu con mudn 4ay.”

Toi gat.

“Con c6 muon di khong?” ba hoi.

T6i nhin xuéng 1i nhi, “Mu6n.”

Vi t6i muon di. Hon bat ¢t diéu gi.

“Dugc,” Marian noi. “Vay co sé chd con di.”

T6i nhin ba, thac mac ba noi vay la y gi. Ba sé lam tai x€ hay di kém t6i?

“Cam on c0,” t6i noi, can than lya 16i. “Nhuwng c6 chi... tha con ¢ dé thoi
dugc khong? Con nghi ¢6 1€ 1an nay con nén thit di mét minh.”

“Pugc, tat nhién roi,” ba néi, gat dau nhu thé ba hoan toan hiéu. Nhung
rd rang trong mat ba thoang mot vé that vong ma ba khoa 1ap thai qua khi
néi hoi to va vui vé rang y do rat hay. “Hai ngudi can & riéng vdi nhau.
Nhat dinh r6i. Gio da biét con nén chi Conrad véi co ciing chang con
chuyén gi ma noi nita.”
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“Chang con gi hét,” me ba phu hoa.

Sam toi, Marian tha t6i tai toa nha gach dé, khong c6 gi noi bat, dé bo
qua trén dwong Rush néu khong nhd c6 cai bang hiéu nho dén neon cam
ZELDA - NHAC SONG 365 NGAY TRONG NAM.

“Muroi mot gio c6 sé quay lai,” ba néi khi t6i buwdc xudng xe. Ba c6 vé
bon chén, va t6i thac mac phan nhiéu vi nghi la Conrad dang & phia sau
canh ctra, hay vi toi sap vao mot quan bar va ba biét bo me t6i sé giét ba vi
chuyén do. “Trr phi con mudn ¢6 dén s6m hon. Cit goi néu muon nhé.”

Toi gat, nghi rang dirng hong c6 chuyén t6i mudn vé tredc mudi mot
gig, la chi médi nghe tiéng nhac séng hap dan té nguwoi vang ra thoi day.
“Muoi mot gio cling dugc.”

“Con da c6 tién an t6i chwa?”

“R6i,” toi dap. “Con 6n. San sang.”

“Con khong dinh... uéng... regu chir ha?”

“Khong dau c6 Marian,” t6i néi, nhuéng mat.

Vi ba van chwa chiu lai di nén t6i vay chao day ham y r6i quay lung,
bwdc 1én 1é dwong, bang qua via hé sut lun, r6i budc xuéng maot nhip cau
thang ngan dén 16i vao cé vieon. To6i mé canh civa kim loai nang trich ra roi
bwdc vao mot can phong hep dai, titc thi mé tit bau khong khi than mat, am
cing, von cang tré nén dm cung hon nhd tran thap va dong ngudi dang dua
nhau vao phong. Nhitng khic nén lun nhé tirng giot sap von cuc téa khap
can phong mot thit 4nh sang lung linh, r6i nhitng bong dén Giang sinh mau
trang treo sau cai quay bar bang go soi, cii ky.

Hau nhv khong con ghé trong, nhiéu nguwdi ditng ¢ quay, s6 khac tim
tum trén van ditng chay doc hai bén phong, s6 nita thi ng6i bén may ban
tron quanh san khau nhé & cudi phong. Mot anh chang nao dé vira dit phan
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trinh dién kha tuyét bai “Tin Pan Alley” cda Stevie Ray Vaughan va gio san
khau tréng tron tri* mét cdy dan piano canh loai nhé bang g6 mun va mot
bd trong trang 14p lanh. Vai ba hop dan guitar, am li, va cac dung cu khac
chen chic & mot goc ké san khau.

bam dong da dang, nhiéu chung toc, va thudc nhiéu thé hé, nhung chu
yéu la nguwdi 16n, kiéu du muc, va hét say, tuyét khong c6 kiéu tao lao. Toi
c6 cam giac rang hau hét 1a khach quen, dén day dé nghe nhac hon la tim
bo lac von rat thwong thay trong vai quan bar ma Belinda va t6i thi thoang
moai 1én vao dugce ¢ St. Louis.

T6i nhin mot lwgt khap phong, tim Conrad, roi vi khong thay ong dau,
toi bén di lai quay nhu 6ng dan trong tin nhan sau cung, diém hen cta
ching t6i. Mot co6 phuc vu quay rugu co kiéu téc Bettie Page, canh tay ran
chac xam may chit tiéng Nhat, va bung phang dén phi ly khoe ra gitta ao
hai day hé ron cung quan jean cap tré, hoi t6i mudn udng gi. T6i dinh goi
vodka tonic hay it nhat ciing la bia, vi c6 cdm giac co ta sé khong ca thé toi,
nhung quyét dinh khéng thtt van may. Thay vi vay t6i goi mot ly Coca roi
dwa co ta to nam do la.

Co ta khong nhan, néi la quan moi, rot day ly tir cai voi tai quay “Em
dén dé gap ong chu ding khong?” co ta héi, dwa ly Coca cho t6i.

“Um, em dén gip chd Conrad,” tdi noi.

“U. Anh &y 1a cha.”

“0,” t6i thot 1én, thic méc sao 6ng khong néi véi Marian ring minh lam
chu quan bar.

Mot 6ng gia da den ngoi dwdi t6i hai ghé gat dau ra hiéu cho co ta, va co
ta gat dau ra hiéu da biét. “San sang mot ly nita?”

Ong ta gét, c6 ta pha mot ly bourbon véi nuwéc, day vé phia 6ng. Roi cd
ta budc lai cho t6i va chi vé san khau. “Conrad dau d6 dang sau kia kia.
Thinh thodng dém nhac m@& bat dau hoi cham dé anh ay con khich 1€ ho doi
chut... Néu khong, anh ay biét rot cudc minh sé phai 1én san khiu ca dém.”

“Chd dy con hét khong?” ti héi, gi& da héo hic hon.
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“Anh dy con hat khong &?” c6 ta vira ndi vira tam tim cuwdi than thién.
“Troi, con, con chit. Anh ay van choi bass, guitar, kén va piano. Em nghe
anh dy hat bao gi¢ chwa?”

To6i lac dau, néng long muodn noéi vdi b ta rang ong chinh la bé dé cna
t0i, rang ching t6i mdi gap nhau hom nay thoi, nhat 1a khi téi thdy 6ng
dang tién lai gan chung t6i, ct di vai bwdc lai chao moi ngwdi hai bén,
trong tuyét voi kiéu rock & roll, van mdc quan jean lic chiéu, c6 diéu bay
gio da thay sang ao thun den va doi mii 1uGi trai John Deere xanh 14, vanh
mi son va cong. Tim t6i dap ron khi 6ng ngoi vao ghé quay bar canh t6i,
nhin t6i, n6i, “Chd ming la chau dén.” Vé mat ong thw thai, khong con
chit cang thang nao t6i thay lic truéc.

“Cam on chu da moi con,” toi n6i khi mot phu nit mdc vay tim va giay
da den tinh xdo ngoi vao piano va cat tiéng hat bai “Both Sides Now” hay
dén &m anh cua Joni Mitchells.

Conrad nhin c6 ta mdt lat, gat dau tan thwdng, réi cao giong mot chuit, du
tiéng xi xao vira du dé khong ai phai gao 1én. C6 phuc vu quay ban ndy dwa
cho 6ng mot ly Coors Light va 6ng cam on roéi bao t6i, “Con gap Steph
chua?”

“R0i,” t6i noéi, nhin c6 ta. “Em la Kirby.”

Cb ta gat roi noi, “U. Em vira n6i v6i cd bé 1a dém nhac mé lic dugc lic
thua...”

Conrad lac dau. “Hiém khi thua. May tay nghiép dw ctia ta hat con kha
nita 1a. Ca phuc vu quay nita.” Ong mim cudi véi cd ta.

“Nay. Anh bao ai nghiép duv day? Budi trinh dién vira r6i t6i dwgc tra
nam muoi dé day nhé.”

“O thé ha? O dau thé?”

“Tiéc tot nghiép dita chau. Vay nén noéi ding ra la té6i da thanh dan
chuyén nghiép ro6i ddy nhé.”

Conrad hoi mim cudi, roi néi, “O’ day bon chd cht yéu 1a dan yéu nhac
song. Khong c6 céi loai karaoke v@ van. Chi xai do that, du do la rock,
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soul, funk, jazz, hay blue.”

To6i gat roi c6 nghi cach nao do6 dé cho 6ng thay minh ciing am twong am
nhac - nhac t té€ dy - chit khong phai 6ng dang doi mat véi mot Charlotte
hay Belinda. “Da, con thay ro6i. Trong mot dém nhac mé@ ma chu di tw
Stevie Ray Vaughan cho dén Joni Mitchell? Khong té.”

Ong nhuéng may réi mim cudi, “Con ranh nhi.”

Toi gat.

“Con c6 choi nhac khong?”

“Co. Con hat dugce vai bai - biét choi guitar chit dinh. Nhung chu yéu
con choi trong.” Vay la nhiéu hon toi tirng tiét 16 va tha thwe vdi ai, it nhat
thi cling khong phai ngwoi nha. T6i nghi dén Philip va chuyén cau ta thay
trong cuda t6i trén Facebook trudc roi dé tai dé6 méi dwgce néu ra. Thé nay la
da tién bo roi.

“Con choi tréng u?” ong noi, trong ngac nhién it hon nhung né phuc thi
nhiéu hon hau hét nhitng ngudi khac.

“Da,” t6i n6i, cam thdy c6 1& can phdi nhéo minh mot ci. T6i khong tin
noi la dang tro chuyén nhw thé nay tai mot noi thé nay vGi bé minh.

“Cha, an tugng that.”

“Sao? Vi con la con gai a?” toi hoi, ra vé buc, nhung trong bung thi
khoadi chi vi 6ng chu y va tan thanh thay ro.

“Vi chd von an twong véi nhitng nguwoi biét choi trong. Va phai, ca vi
con 1a con géi.” Ong nhin t6i tréu choc. “Mdt dita con gai bé teo. Con la gi?
Mot dita con gai bon bay ky non choet?”

“Co6 lé vay. Nhung con biét choi,” t6i n6i. “Con khong phai hang xoang
dau.”

Ong nhoén cudi twoi réi véi ti. “Con nghe nhitng gi?” 6ng héi.

“Moi thit mét chit. Rock, dan ca, R & B, tham chi rap,” t6i néi. “Pu ca
tri* nhac dong qué. Moi nguwdi nha con thi lai mé nhac dong qué lam. Ho
twong Alan Jackson hat ‘Summertime Blues’ dau tién.”
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Ong ngtta cd cudi khiing khuc. R6i 6ng nhin tdi nghiém tdc néi, “Nam
ban nhac wa thich nhat?”

“Cha. Cai d6é kho no6i qua,” toi dap. “Co 1é la Wilco, Radiohead, Van
Morrison, R.E.M. va Velvets,” t6i ké, dém ra trén dau ngoén tay. “Maureen
Tucker la nguwdi hung ctia con. Khong ai bang. Con Yael thi suyt soat.”

“Chét tiét. Con dang la con gai chu.”

“Da,” toi dap, son gai 6c. “DPung vay.” T6i tu mot hoi Coca dai, quang
ong hut trén quay, roi hoi, “Con chi’? Marian ké chau nghe la cha tirng choi
trong ban nhac rock?”

Ong no6i cau thdy ré khi nghe nhic dén ba va néi, “Chuyén d6 lau 1dm
roi. Nhung phdi, chu titng séng ma mac so mi vai flannel va mé cai tiéng
guitar dac quanh véi da thi am thanh bién héa va tiéng doi d6. Chu choi
hét may thi ay.”

“Nhu 1a gi?” toi hoi.

“Nirvana. Pead Jam. Alice in Chains. Mudhoney.” Ong trong thodng
bang khuang, r6i lac dau noi, “Chuyén dé lau lam réi. Ttr &y dén nay cha da
tw lam cho minh da dang lén r6i.”

“Pa dang kiéu gi?” t6i ndi, van co hét sitc té ra sanh séi, van con thay
kho hiéu la sao bé minh lai dep trai nhw vay. Thuc ra diéu dé c6 chit dang
ngai.

“Moi thit mot chut. Ciing nhe con vay. Tt Mike & Mechanics cho dén
Bo Diddley roi dén Violent Femmes. Chu thich rock c6 dién. Stones,
Beatles, Bob Dylan. Khi that, chi con nghe cad nhac dong qué nita. L6n
chut nira roi thi c6 1€ con ciling sé thich tinh mdc mac ctia nhitng ca tw dé.
N6 chan that. Khong mau me. Chua dinh néi la - Waylon Jennings? Hank
Williams? Con phai thich may anh chang dé méi dugc.”

T6i nghi dén do thun Philip mdc nén noéi, “Da. Nhung ho khong han la
dong quée.”

“Troi dat!” Ong cudi. “Lam sao con biét?”
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“Ho tw ban Golden Age ma.”

“Golden Age, ha?” 6ng néi. “Néi lai xem con bao nhiéu tu6i?”

“Muoi tam,” t6i noi, va nét mat ong lai doi khac, toi ty héi cé phai 6ng
dang nghi vé ba khong. Mwdi tdm nam tredc. D6 1a khi to6i budt miéng,
“Chu byc c6 ay lam khong?”

Toi twdng sé thdy ong trong ngac nhién, hay céng kich, nhung 6ng chi
lac dau, cau tra 10i da ro rang khi 6ng con chwa dap, “Kha la byc.”

T6i gat, nhin xuéng miéng 16t ly bang gidy bia.

“Du sao thi ta hay n6i cho ro6 nhé. Chu byc ¢6 dy. Khong phai con,” ong
noi, lic nay thi diéu dé da han nhién, nhung t6i van swéng ron khi nghe
ong xac nhan. “Chuyén c6 dy da lam didng 1a...” Ong dinh néi “nhu cit”
nhung stra thanh “roi beng”.

“Con hiéu,” t6i n6i, nhin vao mat 6ng. “Co ay ciing biét vay.”

“U. Um.” Ong nhin vai roi bé khép ngén tay.

“Co0 dy s0g,” toi noi. “Sg dén mirc khong dam nudi con.”

“Co0 dy dau phai nho con néi véi chi.”

“Con nghi co6 ay cling khong muon chd nudi con.”

“Piéu do thi kha ro6 r6i.”

“Phai,” t6i ndi.

“Nhuwng con biét khong,” 6ng noéi, “chuyén dé khong han tuy thudc & co
ay.”

T6i no6i, “Néu chi nudbi con thi roi ai cling sé biét. Co ay khéng mudn
diéu do.”

“Nhac lai,” ong néi, gap doéi cai khan an, réi xép lam tw. “Chuyén do
khong tuy thudc vao minh ¢6 dy. Du cudi cung co dy da c6 quyét dinh ding
cho con - va nghe c6 vé ding la nhw vay - c6 ay van khong c6 quyén gidu
chu vé dita con cia chi.”

“Con hiéu.”

https://thuviensach.vn



Ca hai im ldng mot 1at cho dén khi cudi cing 6ng néi.

“Ma thoi. Co ay ciling da c6 dugc cudc song thap nga cta minh roi. Thé
la tot. Cho c6 ay.”

T6i hiéu 6ng muodn noéi gi - hai bé con t6i khong ai 1a mot phan trong céi
ké hoach cudc doi tuyét voi ctia ba & dai 16 5. Va du toi biét minh cling nén
han ba, nhung t6i khéng khéi cdm thady ai ngai cho ba, nhat 1a vi t6i nghi ba
sé lam moi chuyén khac di néu duoc.

“Cudc song ctua cd dy khong hoan hdo dau,” t6i néi khi chot nhan ra.
“Con con khong biét c6 ay c6 hanh phic vay khong nita. Vi tién bac va
thanh cong nhw thé dy. Y con 1a... ¢6 dy c6 cin hod nuc cudi d6 & New York
- va ban trai giau su co 1€ sé cau hon c6 dy nay mai, va s& hitu dau nhw ca
hang truyén hinh...”

Conrad gio hai tay 1én néi, “U. Nghe tuyét that. Nhung qua tinh chd
khong can phai biét cu thé.”

“Phai r6i,” t6i n6i. “Con xin 16i.”

“Hay lam,” 6ng lai no6i. “Nghe nay. Khong cé gi ghé gém dau... Chi la...
Marian va chu khac nhau. Rat khac. Lu6n la vay.”

“Chu c6 gia dinh chwa?” toi hoi.

Ong l4c dau. “Chua... Nhung da tirng. Trong khoang ba nim.”

“Chu c6 con khong?” tdi héi, lo lang chd cau tra 161, du khong rd minh
muon thé nao. C6 anh chi em cung cha khac me sé kha thu vi - va toi cé
cam giac rang con 6ng dita nao cling sé hgp vai toi, va c6 1€ nd giong toi
nhiéu hon Charlotte. Nhwng nghi lai thi néu cé duwgc tron 6ng cling tuyét.

“Khong,” 6ng noéi. “Co dy khong muon.”

“Nhung chu thi mudn?”

“Rat mudn.” Ong mim cudi véi t6i, r6i téi cam thdy mot con én lanh
chay doc song lung va rung minh khi nghe 6ng néi vay, ro rét hon nhiéu so
v&i cai cdm giac ma Marian c6 bao gio cdm thay.
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“Co6 phdi vi vay ma chu chia tay véi c6 dy khong?” to6i hoi, nghi that trg
tréu khi di¥a con la tdc nhan lam tan v& mot cudc tinh r6i khéng cé con lai
la tac nhan lam tan v& mot cudc tinh khac trong doi ong.

Ong cudi, liéc qua c¢6 phuc vu quay hinh nhv dang nghe 16m cudc
chuyén tro giita ching t6i, hay it ra ciing rat can man phuc vu chiing t6i.
“Khong han.”

“Xin 16i,” t6i n6i. “Con biét thwe ra dé6 khong phai viéc ctia con.”

“Khong. Khong sao,” 6ng néi. “Nhung con ciing nén héi c6 dy.” Ong chi
Stephanie r6i néi, “Co ay la vg cii cia chi. Nhan vién phuc vu quay quy
quai. Vg nham.”

Stephanie ném mot mui chanh vao 6ng va ong hat trd lai quay “Nay!
Liéu hon. Em khong té thé dau.”

“Phai roi. Néu co6 khong lam bo thang than thi c6 da la nguwdi vg hoan
hdo réi day.”

Ca hai cung cuoi, ro rang la gitta ho khong c6 gi hon oan. “Chi ludng
tinh. No6i thang ra la vay. Ma song cung anh thi ciing dau dé dang gi,
cung...” Stephanie cuwdi cot thém chit r6i lai dau kia quay dé lam mot ly
margarita. Nhin c6 ta ca miéng ly vao mot dia mudi, t6i no6i, “Co ay c6 biét
con la ai khong?”

Conrad lic dau. “Khoéng. Chii chwa néi vé6i ai.” Ong nhin tdi, dinh néi gi
do, r6i nghi tét hon 1a khong nén.

“Gi thé a?” t6i hoi.

Ong liéc ra sau vai vé phia san khdu roi néi, “Chu dinh néi ring c6 ay
biét me con la ai.”

“Sao lai thé?” toi hoi, thac mac phai chang c6 ta hoc cung tredng véi ho.

“V1,” ong noi, nhun vai.

T6i khong chiu budng tha ma ¢ nhin cho dén khi 6ng néi, “Vi Marian la
tinh yéu doi chd. Trong mot thoi gian dai. Va doé 1a kiéu thong tin ta thd 10
khi con tré va kho dai va hy vong ta dang song trong cai gi d6 16n lao va tot
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dep hon cai ta titng mat. D6 1a kiéu chuyén tao lao lam ta mat thi gio nghi
nggi. Dé chud noéi diéu nay - chuyén dé chang duwgc tich sy gi ddu. Nhé diéu
do, duwgc chit? Moi chuyén sé cit xdy ra thoi va song mai véi qua khit hay
dan vat ban than rang chuyén gi da co thé xdy ra cling chang ich gi.”

T6i nhin 6ng cham cham ro6i 6ng nhin thang lai tdi. “Chu biét, chad biét.
Tinh yéu ctia doi chd tham chi con khong cho chi biét khi c¢6 dita con cua
chii. Chuyén dé chdng nham nhi tham hai sao?” Ong lic dau cuoi khay.

“Khong tham hai dau,” toi noi.

“U. A thi, n6 phai néi lén diéu gi dé...”

“Con nghi n6 khong noéi 1én diéu gi vé chu. Hay con,” t6i néi, sy that
dinh hinh trong dau. “Con nghi né noéi 1én diéu gi d6 vé co ay. Con nguoi
trwde kia cua co ay.”

“Va t6i gio van vay,” ong noi. “Giang son dé doi ban tinh kho doi.”

T6i n6i minh khong chac diéu do, nhan ra c6 1€ minh néi nghe sé that
ngu ngoc néu dinh day khon cho ai d6 gap do6i tuéi minh. B6 minh.

Qua nhién, 6ng nhin tdi hoai nghi. “O, that sao?”

“Thoi dugc. Co6 thé cha dung,” t6i noi. “Nhuwng it nhat c6 ay cling da co
stta sai. C6 ay la nguwdi tim ra chu, chud biét khong? R6i hom nay c6 ay da
den.”

“Mudn gan muwoi tam nam roi, phai khong?”

“Con nghi vay,” toi noi. “Nhung it ra gio hai ta cling dang ¢ day.”

Ong mim cwdi, hdp mot ngum bia dai, réi néi, “U. Con néi y d6 chudn
ddy, c6 nang choi tréng. M6t cach nhin doi hay. Co6 ma duy tri diéu do néu
dugc.”

T6i mim cwoi, nghi 1a cach dé khong cé vé giong minh ma nghe cit nhw
giong b me t6i. Giong Charlotte. Nhin vao mat tich cuc. Biét on vé cai ta
c6. Biét on Chua vé nhitng gi minh c6. Thai d6 lac quan la nén tdng cia
long can dam. Long t6i chgt man mac néi nhd nha, nhwng khong phai kiéu
lam ta bu6n, ma la kiéu nhac nhé rang ta la ai va ti dau tdi.
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“Thé bo me chi ra sao?” t6i hdi 6ng, chac chan ho chang giéng gi vdi bo
me Marian.

“B6 chd khong & yén mot chd. Ong 1a kiu ngudi hdo huyén nay day mai
dé. Ong cudi vo ba 1an va chwa bao gid that sw c6 viéc 1am 6n dinh vi, con
biét ddy, may sép cuia 6ng ai cling dot cd. Vay nén dirng cé mong cai coc gi
& ong... Nhung 6ng dé mén. Chang ai ghét duwgc.”

“Con me cha?” toi noi.

Conrad nhin t6i, anh mat chot déi khac. “Me chd mat trong tai nan xe
hoi khi chd méi muwoi mot tudi.”

Tim t6i thit lai. “Oi... Con xin 16i,” t6i néi, thic mic sao Marian chwa
cho toi biét mot chi tiét quan trong nhw vay vé ong.

“U. Té 1dm. Ba 1a mot nguwdi me tuyét voi... Ma chd khong néi vay chi vi
ba da mat dau. Ba qua thuc dac biét. Ba cé kiéu chuyén gi ciing lam ra téu
duwgc - ngay cd khi nha chd ngheéo xo xac. Véi lai, troi, ba biét hat nira.
Giong nit trung tuyét voi.”

T6i cam thdy minh cuwdi sung swéng khi 6ng hoi, “Con cling thé ha?”

Toi gat.

“Tuyét that day,” 6ng no6i, mim cwdi lai véi t6i. “Vay con thdy sao? Toi
nay con muén choi khong? Hét chit dinh?”

“Trén san khau sao?”

Ong cuoi roi néi, “U. Trén san khau. Dan tréng ngay trén ay roi.”

T6i lac dau bao ong la to6i khong nghi vay.

“Sao khong?”

T6i nhun vai.

“Con choi nhac song bao gio chwa? Trwéc khan gia ay?”

Toi lac dau.

“Vay thi dén luc roi, con thay sao?”

T6i lai lac dau, 1an nay mim cudi.

https://thuviensach.vn



“Thoi nao. Ca hai chiing ta cung choi,” 6ng ndi, day ghé ra roi dan to6i di
dén san khau & cudi phong. “Con chon bai hat di. Chu thi bai nao cling
thich.”

“Gi cling dugc ha?” t6i héi, tiéng nhac 6n hon khi ching t6i dén gan may
loa chinh.

“Gan nhw vay,” 6ng noi.

Chung t6i ng6i bén mot ban nho ngay bén trai san khau, danh dau bang
mot bang nho gap lai ghi chit danh riéng, 6ng goi burger, khoai tay chién va
mot coc Coca nita cho t6i. Trong khi d6 thién ha cit déu déu tién lai cho
ong ma chao, hoi khi nao thi 6ng hat, mot s6 con yéu cau ca bai hat.

“Chung t6i dang can nhac day,” 6ng noi, chi toi, gidi thiéu t6i la “Kirby,
mot tay trong va la cong su cua t6i dém nay.”

Hai gio troi qua nhanh nhwng chuyén tro rat tha vi con nhac thi hay. Bam
dong khong hé co kiéu wa binh pham, dwdng nhuw danh gia cao moi no luc,
nhung chuyén do6 cling khong lam voi b6t néi hodng s¢ t6i cam thay la
Conrad c6 thé sé ép t6i 1én san khau. Choc choc 6ng lai ggi y mot bai ma
toi xua di vi ly do nay hay ly do khac - khéng y nghia, khong cé chuyén am
vure trong ro rang, rang don gian la toi khong thich. Du vay, chua yéu la téi
tri hodn, gat di cd mot s6 bai wa thich ma biét minh cé thé hat va choi,
chang han nhu “Have You Ever Seen the Rain?” ctia Creedence Clearwater
Revival va “Good to See You” cua Neil Young.

Khoang muoi mot gio mwoi lam thi ong noi, “Thoi nao, Kirby, sg gi
chit?” Cudi cung t6i nham mat ma dong y bai “Small Town” cta Pearl Jam,
theo goi y cta ong.

“Y chii 1a ‘Elderly Woman Behind the Counter in a Small Town’ ha?” t6i
ndi, nhé lai Eddie Vedder da phat biéu trong mot bai phong van rang twa dé
dai dong la dé phan ng lai may twa dé bai hat chu yéu chi c6 mét chit cua
ban nhac.

“Pung la bai ay ddy,” 6ng ndi. “Con biét chii?”

Toi gat, nham lai 16i bai hat trong dau.
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Ong khoanh tay, lic dau, roi néi tit hé ndm 1995 t6i gid ong chwa choi
lai.

“Vay thi nghe c6 vé hgp nhi?” toi noi.

“U, chi nghi thé,” 6ng néi, cudi toe, sup vanh mii xuéng che mét. “Ta
choi thoi.”

Tim t6i dap ron, ching t6i tién vé san khau, r6i t6i ngoi 1én mot chiéc
ghé cao sau dan trong DW c6 16p boc titan 14p lanh, dep mé hon. T6i 10 mo
lam quen v@i no, nhan ban dap, cam dui 1én, tham chi con choi dao. To6i
quyét dinh la sé khong dung chiim choe, nhw Moe vi dai van lam.

T6i nhin Conrad cam micro 1én, ddm dong xem 6ng nhuw mot ngoi sao
16n, ai ndy déu ngoi thang hon, nu cwdi nd rong hon, vo tay hay huyt séo
cho doi. Ong khong chi 1a cht quan ma rd rang con 1a ngudi cia cong
chung.

“Xin chic mét budi téi tét lanh, tat cd moi ngwdi,” ong mdé 101, giong
tram hon trong loa. Ong xoay mii lai, vanh mii gi& & ding sau.

Khoang chuc ngudi ho tén ong, s6 khac thi chiic lai 6ng mot bubi toi tot
lanh.

“T6i nay toi muon dwoc gidi thiéu vdi cac ban Kirby Rose tuyét voi. Mot
tay trong tai nang tir St. Louis dén tham ching ta. Toi khong hé biét dén c6
bé sudt maot thoi gian dai,” 6ng noéi, quay lai nhin vao mat t6i. “Nhung co
bé ctr lam. T6i thuc sy thich c¢6 bé. Va t6i biét cac ban cling sé thich. Vay
nén hay chao dén co bé nong hau kiéu Zelda nao.”

Pbam dong vo tay cuong nhiét trong khi t6i cdm thdy nhw sap ngat tGi
noi, mo6 hoi tda ra khap cac 16 chan 16ng, anh den sang chdéi ca mat. Sg dén
nghet thd, t6i nhin Conrad budc t6i sat mép san khau, 1ay cdy guitar trong
mot hop dan day dé can xe, roi hat day quai qua dau, dao vai not. Pung lic
t0i sap ngat xiu thi 6ng quay lai, bwdc may budc tGi cho t6i, néi, “Ci¢ binh
tinh. Hit vai hoi that sau vao. Ro6i c theo chi. Con lam dwgc ma, nhoéc.”

T6i gat, nghe nhip diéu bai hat trong dau, nhw t6i van luon lam ngay
trede khi bat dau choi.
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Va r6i quan bar lang di, ai ndy déu nhin, chd doi, khi Conrad gdy may
not dau tién, roi hat, chat giong nam cao muwgt ma am ap lam t6i nhg Eddie
nhung c6 am diéu khan khan, riéng biét.

Guong mit em toi thdy nhw quen. Am anh than thuong, ma sao t6i van
chwa nho ra.

To6i lanh ca ngwdi mac du trén san khau néng ham hap khi nhip bai hat
ctt thé dén vai toi, t nhién nhw moi n6t nhac dén véi 6ng. Thé roi, dén mot
lic, dng budc téi chd toi va bao tdi hat. Toi 1ic dau. Ong bén noi, “Thoi
nao, Kirby. Chi muén nghe con hat. Hat di, c6 géi.”

Vay la t6i hat, tim dugc hoa am ngau hitng, méi dau hat thir, r6i moéi lac
mot manh mé hon theo tiéng tréng. Oi, dd 1au 1dm rdi. C6 bao gid dam
mong la em lai vé. Ma gio em & day, bén toi.

Do 1a khi t6i ngudc 1én va thdy Marian dang ditng cudi phong, canh quay
bar, xem chung toi.

“Ba dy dang & day,” toi bao khi 6ng dén gan toi lan sau.

Ong nhin méi t6i doan, khé gat. C6 18 6ng thay ba rdi, nhung toi c6 thé
nghe 6ng, thdy 6ng, cam thay 6ng béng choi say mé hon. Ong nhdm mit
gdy dan con t6i danh tréng, ca hai cung hat:

Y nghi va tinh cdm da nhat phai.

Y nghi va tinh cdm da nhat phai, nhat phai roi.

Nhat phai, nhat phai...
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Chuong 30

Marian

To6i da biét Kirby choi trong tir khi né trinh dién doan rap nho nhoé & phong
kich ban. Nhung t6i van xic dong va mé man khi buwdc vao quan bar va
thady né dang choi trong that, dwdi anh den san khau, trréc khan gia that,
v6&i bo minh. Chuyén d6 qué choang nggp va phi thyc khién téi vira hanh
dién vtra dau don.

Vay nhung, ho kia, da tim thdy nhau, & bén nhau, cting hat cai bai t6i
nhd rat rd anh da choi. D6 1a mot trong nhitng bai toi thich nghe nhat trong
von tiét muc cda anh va lan nao hai dita nam van vo trén tdm ném trong
phong ngu cua anh toi cling doi nghe.

Bai anh choi trong ritng cai ngay ching t6i chup bitc hinh duy nhat.
Giong anh bay gid con hay, chin hon trudc, du té6i chwa tirng dugc ngam
anh trong khung canh biéu dién that sy thé nay.

Anh danh guitar diéu luyén, tw tin, va Chua oi, quyén rii dén mitc t6i kho
ma chiu n6i. T6i dang ngam nhin chang trai minh titng yéu va lai bo6i hoi
nhw dita con gai ngay xua, nhitng ky tc ao at ua vé khién ca khéi 6c lan
con tim t6i déu nhirc nhoi.

Sau man hgp am cubi hay tuyét, moi ngwoi nhat loat ditng day vo tay,
reo ho, huyt sdo am 1. Nguwoi ta goi tén anh, vai nguwdi con biét tén con bé.
Mot nguoi dan ong déi mii da den khum tay bén miéng kéu to yéu cau hat
nita - Conrad bén quay lai hoi y con bé. Lwng anh quay vé phia t6i, nhung
toi thady duwgc con bé gat, mim cudi, roi cui t6i thi tham lai véi anh diéu gi
dé. bém nay ho la mot d6i, dém dau tién ho cung nhau.
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Conrad budc lai tredc san khdu, cdi dau, néi nho tinh bo vao micro,
“Nay. Toi da ndi co bé la con gai toi chwa nhi?”

Loi tuyén bo vira diit, tiéng vo tay cang ro 1én am 1, va nhitng 10i yéu cau
hét tiép ciling tang vot. Nhung Kirby ditng 1én, cti chao nhanh, roéi cam
micro noi tinh bo la né co gio gidi nghiém nhung cling cAm on moi nguoi
rat nhiéu. Moi ngudi cudi 6. Ho thich n6. Ho yéu mén né. T6i yéu no.

Con bé nhin thdy t6i nén vay nhanh mot cai va mim cwdoi do lwgng, roi
thi tham gi dé vdi Conrad khi ho buéc xudng san khau di vé phia t6i, gitta
nhitng cai vo luvng va khen nggi. Khi ho lai gan hon, t6i thay ca hai mo6 hoi
nhé nhai va thd hon hén. Ro6i ho ditng lai ngay canh t6i. Nu cudi lic ditng
trén san khau ctia Conrad da tat, nhung sy thu oan khi truéc cling khong
con.

“Cha,” toi noi. “Hai nguoi choi dinh qua.”

“Cam on c6,” Kirby néi, hai ma hong ruc, mat long lanh. Trén mat né
toat ra niém vui thuan khiét lam t6i mudn hon Ién tdi tap.

T6i cling mudn hon Conrad - noi thoi thic qua manh liét va dang sg - va
du biét khong nén lam vay nhung t6i van nhin vao mat anh ma néi, “Bai do6
goi lai nhiéu ky niém.”

Anh gat, chdp nhan cau nay nhwng khong han la dong tinh, réi khoac vai
Kirby. “Con bé rit c6 nang khiéu,” anh néi, 1ai 16i nhan xét d6 sang huwéng
khac.

“Pa ro la con bé thra hudng tur dau,” toi noi.

“Phai,” anh noi, r6i quay lung lai véi t6i, bién cudc chuyén tro thanh
phtt riéng tw v6i Kirby. “Cam on vi con da dén,” t6i nghe anh néi. “Chu
vui lam.”

“Con cling vay,” con bé no6i, mat rng hong vi ty hao, phan khich va sy
triu mén thdy ro danh cho anh.

“Quay lai s6m nhé,” anh noéi, dwva mu ban tay quét tran.

“He nay nhé?” con bé ndi. “Khi con t6t nghiép xong.”
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“Luc nao cling dwgc,” anh noi. “Bat ¢t lic nao.”

To6i nghi lai phit chia tay ctia con bé va t6i khi lan dau con bé dén New
York, cau ay tr miéng t6i m@i nghe khac lam sao. Pém dau tién ching t6i
cing ngobi vdéi nhau trén may cai ghé dau bén quay bép nha t6i méi khac
lam sao - than trong va kiém ché. Anh khéac t6i biét chitng nao. Anh that va
song dong - hai thit ma t6i yéu & anh. Hai tht ma con nguwoi toi chwa tirng
thue su ¢6, it nhat cling khong phai trong doi thue, chi trong nhitng thé gidi
toi tao ra trén gidy. it nhét cling khong phai tir muia hé dé.

Kirby buéc tdi néi dam cau véi c6 phuc vu quay, hai nguwdi trong nhw
ban be, t&i Iuc dé thi Conrad méi nhin toi. Nhin that.

“Anh cam ghét diéu em da lam,” anh néi. “Nhung anh dang c6 dé khong
cam ghét em.”

“Cam on anh,” toi dap, long lai dat dao cam xuc.

“Cam on em da quay lai,” anh noi, roi dwa tay 1én kéo mii thdp xuong,
gidu di doi mat. “Thoi, anh phdi trd lai lam viéc day.”

“Phai. Puong nhién roi,” toi noi.

“Tam biét, Marian,” anh noi, r6i quay di lan nita, dé c6 chit riéng tu sau
cung vdi Kirby, minh dam mo6 ho6i 6m tam biét no.

Trong chuyén xe vé nha, con bé lang 1€, nhw thé dang ngam nghi lai moi
chuyén xdy ra, dam minh trong d6, mét nu cwoi chién thang thoang trén
mat. T6i mudn ton trong sw riéng tuw cia no, si toan ven vé cam xuc tir trai
nghiém vira qua ctia n6, nhung dong thoi téi cling chdy long muodn biét né
va Conrad da néi nhitng gi, va anh da ké vdi né vé doi minh thé nao. Cudi
cung, khong chiu n6i thém giay nao nita, t6i hdi thang né rang anh da c6 vg
chua.

Con bé lac dau.
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“Con con cai?” toi héi ngap ngung.

“Chi c6 minh con thoi,” con bé dap, nhin dam dam ra ctta s6 bén hong
khi ching chay xe ra khéi thanh pho theo hwéng Bac, vé lai khu ngo.

“A, thdy chd ay van con choi nhac ¢6 rat mirng,” t6i noéi, tim mot cau
mao dau - cau nao dé dé ggi nd ké vé budi téi nay, vé Conrad va nhitng
cam nhan cua noé.

“Da. Nhung chu dy ciling kinh doanh nita,” con bé noéi. “Zelda la quan
bar ctia chu dy. Do chu dy sang lap.”

“Vay sao?” toi noi, vira ngac nhien vura hai long. “Tuyét qua.”

“Phai. Md&i dau thi do6 la cau lac bd jazz, khodng muwdi lam nam trudce -
ro6i chu moi may nhac cong giéi trong thanh pho, ban bé va nhitng ngwoi
quen biét khac tGi. R6i moi ngudi c truyén tung va gio thi quan da thanh
mot huyeén thoai & Chicago - nhac céng ca nuéc dén va choi da loai nhac.”
Con bé noi vé chuyén dé véi céi giong so6i noi nhat toi tirng nghe & né.

“U, co ciing khong ngac nhién,” t6i n6i, di mot phan nhé trong toi rat
ngac nhién, va t6i nghi con bé nhin thau diéu do, ding cai kiéu cta né -
ludn gat phang moi thit nham nhi.

“Chu ay chua titng vao dai hoc,” con bé néi. “Vay ma nhin chd dy xem.
Cha ay that sy hanh phiic trong quan bar d6. Cha ay goi né la nha minh.
Gia dinh minh. Tham chi vo cii ctia chi 4y van con lam viéc & d6 - va ho
van la ban be.”

To6i sap x€p lai chi tiét nay, thac mac khong biét moi quan hé cta ho thé
nao va vi sao ho chia tay, roi néi, “Hai b6 con vGi nhau tuyét voi that day.”

“Cam on c0,” n6 noi. “Qua la vui.”

Chtng t6i im bat khi gan tdi Glencoe, roi chay vao Maple Hill. Gan nhw
nha nao cling déu da tat den, lac dac chi con vai ngon dén bén hang hién.
Khi ching t6i chay vao 16i di, con bé quay qua t6i, “Co lam tan nat trai tim
chu 4y, c6 biét khong.”

https://thuviensach.vn



T6i lang ngwoi, réi quay qua nhin con bé, mdt né chim trong béng toi.
“Chu noi v6i con vay sao?”

“Khong no6i nhiéu - nhung phdi. Chu that long yéu c6.”

T6i ddm noi con bé ditng vé phe anh, nhung toi khong trach né. T6i cling
vé phe anh.

“Vdi lai con nghi...” con bé néi, giong nho dan.

“Sao?” t6i ndi, tat may xe, nhin mat no.

“Thoi khong cé gi,” né néi, lac dau.

“Con ci¥ no6i di,” toi no6i, chuan bi tinh than nghe nhitng 16i anh da néi
khién t6i dau long, nhitng 10i ding sy that ma t6i biét minh dang phai chiu.

Nhung thay vi vay né lai bao, “Con ciing khong biét nita. Con gan nhw
c6 cam giac la chu dy van con yéu c6.”

Toi chwa kip dap lai thi con bé da xuéng xe, sap ctta, budc tGi 16i di
treedc nha. Toi xudng theo, wéc gi cé thé quay ngugce thoi gian. Ubc gi thoi
muoi tdam minh giéng n6 hon chuit.

Sang hom sau, ngay trudc chin gio Kirby go ctta phong t6i. Con bé da
thay do, va li dat dwéi chan, bao né phai di dé con oOn thi tot nghiép. Toi le
lang tinh tdo lai va mdc do lanh vao, ré6i it phit sau ching t6i da ditng &
sanh ngoai, bo me toi tir bép budc ra dé gap chung toi.

“Chau khong ¢ lai an sang dugc that sao?” me toi hoi.

“Qua that l1a chau phai vé dé kip hoc thi,” Kirby dap. “Kéo khong qua
dwgc bai thi nhap mén toan hoc cao cap ma tot nghiép.”

B6 t6i gat va néi, “Ong ba hiéu ma chau.”

“Thoi,” Kirby néi, giong c6 vé manh dan hon ldc méi t6i, nhue thé né da
tredng thanh trén san khiu t6i qua. “Chau cdm on cd nha rat nhiéu da don
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chau. That vui khi dwgc lam quen vGi ca nha.”

“Q, dng ba ciing vy, Kirby,” bd t6i néi, budc tdi 6m con bé that chit va
hén 1én ma né. “That tuyét khi cudi cung ong ba cling dugc gap cé chau
ngoai. Ong ba biét chau c6 mot gia dinh yéu thwong chau rat nhiéu, nhung
ong ba hy vong chau c6 thé dén nhan thém ca 6ng ba nita. Ong ba that long
mong day méi chi 1a khéi dau.” Ong nhin me tdi va ba git dau tan thanh
khong ditt khoat, bon chon xodn chuoi ngoc trai trén co.

Kirby mim cwdi réi lam to6i soc khi néi, “Cam on 6ng ngoai.”

Ong cudi twoi, nu cwdi sung swéng nhat da 1au roi téi mai thay & ong.

Sau mdy gidy im lang vung vé ma rd la me t6i khong dinh 6m tam biét
con bé, t6i n6i minh sé tién n6 ra cong. B6 me t6i gat, hiéu y t6i mudn dugc
mot minh véi né trong khi tdi xach va li 1én r6i budc ra ngoai. Khi ching
toi téi xe thi con bé da lai tram ngam va nghiém trang, nhwng t6i ty nha
chuyén d6 ciing binh thwong & nhitng cudc chia tay, nhat la trong nhitng
moi quan hé mong manh, md&i mé. Can c6 thoi gian dé xay dap long tin va
s gan bo dich thue, du la tinh ban hay cai gi mang tinh mau t hon, va toi
san long no lyc dé dat duwoc diéu do.

“Vai tuan nita la con tot nghiép r6i,” con bé néi.

“Roi sao?” t6i hadi, khap khai.

“B06 me con mudn con moi co téi. Vay nén. Co6 duwgc maoi... Nhwng con
biét c6 ban téi mat v4i bo phim va di moi viéc khac nén khong hé chi néu
co khong...”

“Co0 sé c6 mat,” t6i néi. “Chac chan day.”

Con bé git r6i noi, “Tuyét. Con sé nhan cu thé cho c6. Hay goi hay gi
de.”

“Vay thi t6t qua.”

“Tho6i. Cam on ¢0,” né ndi, du cad hai déu biét 10i mdi la méon qua no
danh cho toi - khong phai nguoc lai.
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Khi t6i vao nha, me t6i ham néng tach ca phé cta ba réi rét ra mot tach
cho bo va t6i. R6i ba dap tritng vao mdt cai t6, chuan bi lam tritng trang.
T6i nhac ba la tdi c6 chuyén bay sém va khong con nhiéu thoi gian truéc
khi phai di thu don hanh ly.

“Thi tot nghiép va viét kich ban truyén hinh,” b6 néi, tréng van con tram
ngam. “Chang bao gio dut.”

“Hay nhitng phién toa quan trong,” t6i n6i, mim cuoi.

“Thé t6i qua sao?” me tbi hoi, giong phoi phgi. Nhu thé Kirby chi di
xem phim.

T6i nhin ba, ty héi sao ba khéng thé cong nhan toan bé tam mitc quan
trong cua cai chuyén dang xay ra - hay chdp nhan y niém la Kirby ton tai
trong cudc doi cua ching toi. Co 1€ ba cam thay c6 16i vi da tiép tay cho toi
quyét dinh nhuw thé va muén bién bach véi chinh minh rang dé la quyét
dinh ding dan. Hodc c6 1€ ba van thady nhuc nha vé chuyén da xay ra va lo
lang moi nguwdi sé nghi gi vé chuyén dé. Ma c6 1€ chi la ba sg Conrad, lo
rang anh sé lai khién t6i lac 16i.

“Conrad va Kirby hgp nhau lam,” t6i néi, ké van tat cho b6 me nghe
canh twgng khi t6i vao quan, nhung khong biét dién dat sao cho xing véi
ho. “Xitic dong lam... rat cdm dong. Con mirng cho ca hai.”

B0 dat ly xudng roi nhin vao mat to6i. “Chuyén dé dang né ddy,” 6ng ndi.

“Con phai cho anh biét tir 1au r6i mdi phai,” t6i noi.

Me t6i lac dau, kién quyét khong chiu nhin nhan nhw vay.

T6i 10 ba di ma quay qua bo. “Con thay hinh nhu anh dy sé khong bao
gi® tha thi cho con vi chuyén con da lam véi anh dy.”

“Bat nwdc da hat di khong 1dy lai dwgc con a,” bo néi. “Chi nhin vé phia
tredc thoi. Gio con dang lam ding.”

“Con dang c6 day,” toi noi.
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“Po6 la tat ca nhitng gi con c6 thé lam,” bo no6i, 6m to6i hét nhw da 6m
Kirby luc ¢ sanh.

T6i ngh sudt chuyén bay vé nha ma van con chénh choang khi buéc vao
can ho, cudi chiéu hom ay. Hom th Sau c6 don dep da dén nén nha cira
con sach sé hon thvong 1€, moi th dau ra do. Toi mo ta lanh, nhuvng nhw
moi khi, chang c6 gi dé an - du ciing khong phai la t6i doi. Toi litng thitng
di qua bén ban va liéc chong ban thédo t6i dem theo trong hanh ly dinh doc
trén may bay, nhung gid thi cdm thay hoan toan khong c6 hitng dong dén.
To6i tinh chay bd trong céng vién, nhung ciing chang c6 long da nao. T6i
bén bat stereo, nhwng nhac - nhac nao ciing vay - lai lam t6i nhé dén
Conrad va vé mat anh khi biét con bé 1a ai. T6i sé khong bao gid quén dugc
cai vé mat dy. Nén cudi cung toi cam dién thoai 1én goi cho Peter, hoéi anh
c6 dén dugc khong. Anh néi dugc, tat nhién la dugc, anh sé dén ngay khi
6 thé, giong vo ve.

Khodng nam gi@ thi anh tdi, thang tir cho lam. Anh néi da ¢ d6 su6t may
ngay cudi tuan dé dap Ita. Toi tw hoi liéu c6 dam chay nao trong do lién
quan tG¢i phim caa minh khong, nhuwng roi khong héi. Lic nay, t6i da qua
kiét qué nén khong thue sy dé tam. Ching t6i ngoi trén sofa va toi ké anh
nghe vé cudi tuan vira roi - vé cudc chuyén tro vdi bo trong cong vién, thai
do thu dich cua Conrad, man trinh dién cdm dong cua anh véi Kirby. To6i ké
anh nghe moi thi* ngoai trit cdi minh dang cam thdy lic nay - vi véi ban
than t6i con khong biét mo ta thé nao.

“P6 la mot budce tién 16n,” anh noéi khi t6i dat 10i. Anh c6 cai vé man
nguyén tai cac cudc hop sau khi tim ra cach gidi quyét mot van dé, va t6i
nhan ra anh xitng dang duwgc khen vi nhitng gi vira dién ra cudi tuan vira
roi. Vi da lam t6i thdy la minh phdi d6i mat v&i qua khit va ndi ra sy that.
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Rang du t6i ng Kirby, Conrad va bo diéu dy, nhung t6i cling ng ca chinh
minh. “Em co6 vui la da di khong?”

“Co,” t6i n6i. “Kho khan... Nhung c6.”

“Cai gi dang gia cling déu kho khan ca,” anh ndi, nam tay toi siét chat.

“Phai,” anh noi dung.

Peter lac dau nhw thé mudn néi khéng phai chuyén ding hay sai. “Anh
xin 16i vi da khat khe v6i em. Chi tai anh thdy khé chap nhéan... c6 bi mat
nao gitra hai ta.”

“Em biét,” t6i dap. “Em hiéu.”

“Nhung gio ta cé thé di tiép r6i,” anh néi. “Phai khong em?”

To6i gat, toan bo con ngwoi toi déu dang co lam chinh diéu do.

“Anh nhé em lam, Nha V6 Dich,” anh néi.

T6i néi minh ciling nhé anh, r6i ching t6i nhin nhau, nhin nhau that su,
r6i anh kéo t6i vé phia minh ma hon. T6i thi tham xin 16i, r6i anh thi tham
lai bay t6 sw cam thong va tha thu.

“Anh mu6n em,” anh néi, hai tay lwét 1én trén roi luén vao duwdi ao toi.

“Pi nao,” t6i ndi, dan anh vé lai phong ngu roi ching t6i lang 18 cadi do,
gitp nhau cdi nat, khéa, day lwng. Sudt lic d6 bon mat van khong roi nhau,
mot cudc chuyén tro khong thanh 10i dién ra, cho dén khi ca hai khéa than
hoan toan, r6i hon nhau. Anh khen t6i dep, lwét tay ngugc tir hong 1én lung
toi roi ha téi xuong giwong. Anh thuan thuc va ty tin trong tirng dong tac,
tirng 10i n6i. T6i nghi dén moi chuyén da xay ra ké tir 1an sau cung chiing
toi bén nhau thé nay, vai dém trudc khi Kirby go ctra nha téi. Twdng nhw
mot kiép da tr6i qua.

“Em san sang chwa?” anh hoi.

T6i ndi roi. T6i noéi té6i mudn anh, can anh va yéu anh biét chirng nao.

T&m than anh van phu trén than t6i, anh chong hai tay hai bén nguoi toi,
lac dau, nhv mudn ndi t6i khong hiéu ding y anh. “Anh néi ‘san sang’
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khong phai vdi y d6, Nha V6 Dich a... Em da san sang cho budc tiép theo
chuwa? Cung nhau?”

T6i nhin anh cham cham, sitng so. Day la diéu t6i khong hé ngo tdi.
biéu t6i khong hé nghi dén su6t may tuan qua va ca cudi tuan vira roi.

“Y anh 1a sao?” t6i néi, dé biét cho chic.

Anh lai phu toan bd sitc nang ctia minh 1én trén t6i va hon t6i. “Anh san
sang roi, Nha Vo Dich,” anh thi tham vao tai t6i. “Anh da san sang mua
cho em chiéc nhan trong mdéng cta em. Lay nhau. C6 con. Tat ca nhitng
viéc do. Theo tht ty nao tuy em.”

T6i cam thay minh run 1én khi hinh dung mot 1€ cw6i nhé c6 mat hai bén
gia dinh. Aidan va Kirby ditng hai bén. Cudc séng td6i hang mong muon.
Chung t6i hon nhau nhw tir 1au 1am roi, va nhat dinh khong phai tir khi con
bé tGi tim t6i. R6i chuing t6i lam tinh that cham rai, hoi thd anh pha vao tai
t0i, hai canh tay anh quan riét 1ay t6i. Chung t6i kéo dai that lau cho dén
khi khong chiu n6i thém gidy nao nita roi cung nhau thang hoa. T6i c6 thé
cam thdy anh bung no trong t6i, diu dang rén ri goi tén t6i, néi anh sé bién
toi thanh vg anh. T6i thdm nht minh la ngwdi phu ni*t may man nhat doi.
T6i bao anh rang t6i hanh phiic v6 cung. Ro6i khi t6i nga thiép di, goi dau
trén nguc anh, t6i gan nhw, hau nhw tin 1a vay.
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Chuong 31

Kirby

T6i buwdc vao nha sau chuyén lai xe nam gio dong ho thi b6 me, em gai va
Noah vita an triva xong. Ai ndy déu mung rd khi thdy t6i, ngay cd me. Toi
budc minh phai vao ngo6i vdi ho, du rat muén duge & mot minh.

“Thé nao?” Charlotte héi khi me ditng 1én di 1dy cho t6i mot dia. “Sao
roi?”

“Thich 1am,” t6i néi, wéc gi cé cach nao mo td minh thich dén mitc nao.
“Tiéc khiéu vii sao?”

N6 va Noah nhin nhau cudi toe r6i con bé noéi chwa bao gio vui hon. Ro6i
n6 ké la thay Tully da phai du6i c6 nam dira vi nhdy bay - va tam dia vi
udng ruwou.

“Em c6 thdy Belinda khong?” t6i khong nhin dwgc ben hoi.

“Chi mot phiat sau khi bon em tdi,” né néi. “Vay cua chi dy trong mé
hén. Pep lam. Vay la cudi cung chi dy cling mua dugc cai vay ngoc lam
tirng mac thw.”

To6i gat, lam bo ngac nhién, nhwng trong long khong chi that vong vi con
ban khong doi y van mdc céai vdy d6 ma con thdy thwong hai n6 la lung.
Dbiéu dé at khong thé khién né thdy vui vé duwgc - du cho trong né c6 xinh
dep cd nao.

Charlotte day dia xa lach c4 ngtr con thtra phan ntta ra r6i noi, “Sao? Chi
c6 gap chua ay khong? B6 dé chi ay?”

“C0,” toi noi, khi me dwa to6i mot dia xa lach ca ngw va mot bat xup ca
chua.
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“Chu ay ra sao?” n6 héi, ai ciing nhin t6i cho dgi.

“Chu ay van la nhac si. Lam chd m6t quéan bar tén la Zelda va choi nhac
song sudt ba tram sdu mwoi lam ngay.” T6i tranh nhin vao mat bo me khi
ditng day lay mot lon Coca trong tu lanh, roi ngoi xuong lai, mé lon tu mot
hoi dai.

“Con dén quan bar sao?” me héi. Chi la ba chang dang dirng.

“Da,” t0i n6i. “Nhung con khong udng ruwgu. Khong khac gi phan nita
mdy nha hang & St. Louis. Hay bat c gi & Hill,” tdi néi, am chi khu nha
hang Y ma bao gi® b6 ciing 1am mot ly tai quay ruou true khi vao dn cling
ca nha. “DPang hoang thoi ma me. Tin con di.”

Ba gat roi néi ba tin t6i. Hoan toan.

Duong nhw néng long muon thoat khoi dé tai Conrad, bo néi, “Thé con
bd me c6 Marian? Ho cé tir té khong?”

“Da,” t0i n6i. “Con thich b6 c6 ay hon me. Me ¢6 ay kiéu nhw hoi hom
hinh. Nhung cting kha t té.”

Trong me t6i c6 vé chi y dén chuyén nay, c6 1é nhe nhom vi t6i van git
duwgc sw nhay cdm v@i théi hgm hinh. “Ho lam nghé gi?”

“Ba thi khong di 1am. Ong lam luat sw cho nhitng ngudi kiéu nhw Oprah
ay. Nha ho giau.”

B6 me t6i gat, nhw thé da doan trude 1a vay.

“Chu ay trong thé nao?” Charlotte héi. “Bo chi ay.”

“B0 chi day ma,” t6i ndi, chi bo, 6ng cuwdi twoi roi dap lai toi.

Charlotte tiép, “Phai! Chi hiéu y em muén néi gi ma - bo dé chi co.”

“Cai nay thi chi khong thé n6i doi - chu dy dep trai. Giong nhu... ca si
nhac rock ay,” t6i noi, bat cwdi. Toi li€c nhin me, trong ba lai c6 vé lo lang.
“Khong phai kiéu ca si rock dé téc dai, nghién ngap nhitng nam tdm muwoi
dau me. Chi giong dan nghé si théi. Chu ay hay lam. Cuc ky tw t€.” Toi
dinh ké chuyén hai bd con hat v&i nhau trén san khau nhung roi lai nghi
muon gitt diéu dé cho riéng minh mot thdi gian da. Va lai, td6i khong mudn
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lam b6 buon. T6i biét minh cam thay thé nao khi 6ng c6 nhiéu diém chung
v&i Charlotte hon, dugc gi dau khi khién dng ciing cam thay nhuw vay. Thé
roi, chi d& me vui 1én chit dinh, t6i néi, “A quén, ba Caldwell that 1ong
thich may cai khan an day.”

“That thé ha?” me no twoi tinh han lén.

“Da phdi. Ba khen may cai khan xinh lam. Ba con cdm on vé cai banh
nita.”

“Con c0 an banh khong?” me hoi.

“Khong,” t6i ndi. “Nhung c6 1€ vi ba mudn dé danh. Ho khong bi di ttng
hat gi dau.”

Me tbi cuoi twoi réi trong khi Charlotte va Noah ding lén di, thong bao
la ching dén tiéc ho boi. “Chi mudn di khong?” Charlotte hoi toi, ro rang la
10i maoi khong can thiét, lan thit m6t tram trong nam nay, nhung van tir té.

T6i cdm on n6 nhung bao khong di vi da mét 1t sau chuyén bay, va lai
con phdi 6n bai nhiéu lam. R6i khi nhin hai dita tay trong tay bo di, t6i nghi
dén Philip, hdo hitc mudn goi cho cau ta, gap cau ta, hon cau ta lan nita.

T6i bdo bd me minh di soan d6, nhung hai ngwdi ngan lai, bAo mudn néi
véi toi thém doi diéu.

T6i chuan bi tinh than, chd mot bai thuyét gido cudi cung vé chuyén hoc
dai hoc, nhung thay vi vay ho néi vé Belinda.

“N6 lam sao a?” t6i n6i. T6i nghi trong dau that nhanh, c6 xac dinh xem
ho da biét nhitng gi va liéu minh c6 bj lién luy gi khong.

“B0 me da biét chuyén chi€c vay né an cap & ctra hiéu Robin,” b6 noi.
Thé roi, toi chwa kip can nhac xem c6 nén gia ngu khong thi 6ng hoi, “Con
biét chuyén dé ro6i, ding khong?”

T6i ngay nhin 6ng, nghi kiéu nay qua dac treng va that kho long tin noi
la t6i sap bi 16i thoi, nhung biét néu minh no6i déi thi tinh hinh sé con té
hon, nén t6i dap, “Da, con biét. Sao bo me biét?”
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“Quan ly ctta hang goi cho me,” me ndi. “Sang Chu nhat. Cudi tuan roéi
ba ta phat hién ra trong kho mat chiéc vay va nhé rang Belinda da thir chiéc
vay do nén nghi la con bé. Ba ta chd xem né cé mac dén tiéc khiéu vii
khong.”

“Sao ba dy lai goi cho me?” t6i héi.

“Ba ta twong Belinda la con gai me.”

“Me néi sao vdi ba ay?”

“Me noi thuc ra né khong phai con gai me, ma la ban than cuaa gia dinh.
Va me sé tim hiéu r6i 14y lai cho ba ta.”

“R0i sao nita?”

“Me hoi Charlotte la Belinda mdc vay gi. Me khong noi v6i em con vi
sao me muon biét. Nhuwng em con da khang dinh la né mac chiéc vay do.”

“Liéu n6 co bi bat khong?” t6i hoi, hoang hot.

Me t6i nhin bo, bo néi, “Khong. Quan ly da tinh bao canh sat. Nhung roi
bd me da tra tién cho chiéc vay.”

“B6 me lam gi co?” t6i hdi, lang ngwoi di. Hau nhu t6i khéng hinh dung
noi la bé me t6i lai lam diéu d6. Bao che cho ké pham tdi.

“Ho doi budc toi con bé,” bo noéi. “B6 mdi bao me la bo sé tra tién cho
cai vay va xtt ly viéc nay. Ro6i bo goi cho Belinda.”

“Roi chuyén gi xay ra?”

Ong néi, “B6 me goi né qua roi bd me ngdi... néi chuyén véi né thoi.”

“Hoi nay Belinda dang hoang mang lam,” me néi. “Ttr ngay bo n6 bé di
né da phai chiu kho. Hai me con hg gap kho6 khan vé tién bac. Khong phai
diéu dé bao chita cho viéc n6 da lam. Nhung b6 me khéng muon twong lai
né bi hiy hoai. B6 me nghi vé ban chat thi né la dita bé ngoan, nhung gio
chi la n6 dang hoi lam lac mot chut.”

“Thé nd noéi sao a?” toi hoi.

“N6 kho sd that tinh. Ma khong chi vi n6 bi bat qua tang. N6 c6 vé thyc
long hoi 16i. N6 hita hoan tién lai cho b6 me va nan ni b6 me dirng néi cho
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me no6 biét.”

“B0 me c6 dinh néi khong?”

“B6 me phai noi con a,” bé néi. “B6 me chi muon biét con c6 lam viéc
do chwa?”

“Con khong muon lam vay,” t6i dap.

“B0 me biét. N6 ké cho b6 me chuyén hai dita cai nhau. Va vi vay ma
con khong di dv tiec khieu vii.”

To6i gat, chd nghe bi trach sao khong néi véi bo me. Dang 1€ ra t6i phai
lam gi d6 nita. Nhung me chi bao, “Han chuyén nay that kho khan véi con,
Kirby.”

B0 toi gat dau r6i néi, “Pung day. Hau hét bon tré sé khong da manh mé
dé chon 1ap treong nhw thé.”

To6i cui dau, boi réi, du khong rd vi sao. Toi doan vi toi khong quen duoc
quan tam nhw vay. Lau réi b6 me méi ndi tw hao veé toéi. “Véi lai con cling
muon di Chicago ma,” t6i li nhi, van cti dau, ty hoi sao minh c6 tra lai
phan nao 10i khen nggi.

“Sao con khong goi cho Belinda di?” bd néi. “N6 dang chd con day.”

It phiit sau t6i da t6i cta tredc nha Belinda, 1an nay thi gb ctta. N6 ra mé
ctra ngay roi dan to6i 1én lau dén phong né. Hai dita ng6i trén giwong, chang
néi chang rang. Da dé né trong khung khiép, nhw né hodc dang khéc hodc
dang udng rugu hodc ca hai. T6i nhin di cho khac, thay vach twong phong
né pha day nhitng cau viét - cha yéu la 16i mdy bai nhac pop ngu ngéc
chang han, Ta sé & dau néu ta khong thé mo mong? Mot trich dan kha dang
hoang néu khong phai né thuéng trong mot bai ctia Jonas Brothers.

“B0 me t& ké t& nghe chuyén r6i,” tdi néi, chwa ditt cau thi con ban da
bat khoc. Toi nhoai t6i 6m no.
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“T@ xin 10i,” n6 noi. “TE cuw xtt véi cau khon kiép qua...”

“U phai,” tdi n6i, nhich ngwdi ra mim cudi véi no.

“T¢ xin 16i,” con ban lai néi. “T¢ chang hiéu t& bi lam sao ntta... Chi vi
lic nao t@ cling thdy chan nan... va chan 6n canh nghéo va khong bao gio
c6 dwgc mon gi ra hon dé mac cd.”

“T'é hiéu ma Bel,” t6i noi.

N6 lac dau, “V§i cau thi khac. Cau dau cé o6ng bd khong chiu trg cap tién
nudi con - cau c6 hai 6ng bo va hai ba me ma mot nguwdi thi giau su.
Charlotte con néi cau dang di gap bd dé... Chu dy la ngoi sao nhac rock that
ha?”

T6i nhan vai, c6 gidam nhe chuyén do6 di, chi néi, “Cha ay rat hay...
Nhung minh noi chuyén do sau di...”

N6 hi miii r6i tiép, “Té nghi minh cling hoi ghen ti nita. Vé moi diéu hay
ho xdy ra vGi cau. Va tham chi vé ca Philip nita. Cau ta thich cau that day.”

“Jake thich cau ma,” t6i noi.

“Khong, han thi thich gi. Han giong véi tat ca nhitng ga khac thoi. Han
chi nghi dén sex - thé théi...”

“Ptta con trai nao chang nghi dén sex,” tdi néi, mim cuwoi, du biét
Belinda ndi dung - vdi toi va Philip thi chuyén d6 qua cé khac.

“Con bé me cau nita. Chaa oi. TG biét cau thay 6n b6 me, Kirb, nhung
ho qua tuyét voi,” no noi.

To6i ché nhao. “Dugc, vé diém doé thi t& xin phép c6 y kién khac.”

“Khong. That day. Néu khong nhd bo cau thi t& da bi cong tay giai di roi.
Chta oi. T¢ ng chu ay. Khong chi bon tram do, té¢ thye sy mang on chu ay.
Cau qua may man khi c6 b6 me nhu thé. Té van luén wéc gi ho la bo me
tg...”

T6i nhin con ban, ngac nhién vi n6 cam thdy nhw vay. Trong bay nhiéu
nam nghe t6i kéu ca vé ho, né chwa lan nao néi gi nhu vay.
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“Ho khat khe nhung it ra cling con quan tam,” né noi, nwéc mat lai rung
rung.

“Me cau cling quan tam ma,” t0i noi.

“Té biét, nhung khong giong nhau. Me té chang bao gio & bén td ca...
Khong phai 1a 16i cda ba... Nhung t6 cling chang biét nita. Chi la thay chan
nan qua, Kirb a... Y t& 1 t& biét d6 1a 16i caa t6 - va ching c6 gi bao chita
dugc cho viéc td da lam. Nhung chi 1a t@... qua chan... moi thit.”

Toi lai 6m ban, tw héi sao lau nay minh khong biét con ban than nhat doi
lai cdm thay kho s& thé nay. To6i chgt nghi c6 1€ ai cling vay. Tic la trie
Charlotte ra. Nhung Chua o1, c6 1€ ngay ca Charlotte nira.

“Cau c6 tha thit cho t¢ khong Kirb? Vi cai cach t¢ da doi xtr véi cau ay.”

“C6. T¢ tha thit chit. Cau la ban than nhat ctia t6 ma. Cau sé mai la vay.”

ROi t6i nhin vao mat con ban va bdo né rang moi chuyén sé 6n ca thoi.
Thye sy 6n. Cudc séng ctia chung t6i va twong lai va moi thit sé vay. To6i
nhac lai diéu d6, va da 1au lam roi to6i mai thue long tin nhw vay.

Sang thit Hai, t6i tim thay Tully trong van phong dé xin gidy phép tu van
nham trén gio thé duc. “Tri phi thay nghi em can may ky nang danh cau
16ng cho doi minh nhi?”

Thay cwdi, chi vé chiéc ghé t6i van ng6i, néi, “Chuyén hoc 6n cho bai thi
nhap mon todn cao cap téi dau r6i?”

“Curet vai,” toi néi. “Hay la ‘nhw ciet’?”

Thay 10 di chit bay d6 va cau héi vé ngit phap cta t6i ma noi, “Thay thay
la em phdai da bdy mwoi hai diém méi tot nghiép duwgce. Sttc em dat dugc
khong?”

“Pugc,” toi noi, xua tay gat cau hoi dé di. “Chuyén d6 dé nhw bon dy

»

ma.
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“Tot,” thay néi. “Chut ty tin tha vi!”

“Em da thay doi roi.”

“Vay u? Chuyén nay c6 dinh dang gi dén chuyén di Chicago khéng day?
Hay c6 ban trai m6i?”

T6i nhin thay, ngac nhién va c6 phan ling ting. “Sao thay lai biét chuyén
Philip?”

“Gian diép Facebook ma,” thay noi, khi t6i nghi dén may tin nhan tinh
cam ma bon t6i viét ngay cang nhiéu lén twong ctia nhau.

Toi cwoi. “Phai. Philip duge lam, nhung chuyén nay chi la vé bo dé em
th6i.”

“Keé di,” thay Tully néi, bé ngon tay va nhoai vé phia t6i.

T6i nhoén cwdi, roi ké dau dudi moi chuyén, nao la hai bo con rat hgp ca,
nao la toi swéng ron khi c6 quan hé mau mu vaéi ai do tai hoa nhu vay, lai
con boc bach véi thay ca nhitng cdm xtc lic dieng trén san khau nita.

Thay Tully c6 vé lang nghe tirng 161, con hon cd moi khi, r6i néi thay
wéc gi c6 mat & dé ma xem. “Mot ngay nao do,” thay néi. “Khi nao em la
American Idol tiép theo.”

T6i ddo mat.

“Bay gio thay co thé noi thay da quen biét em tw hoi...”

T6i mim cwoi. “Phai day. Co 1€ em con kiém dugce cho thay gidy vao hau
treong nita.”

Thay cudi to, “Em dirng c6 vénh mat vdi thay nhé!”

T6i cuwdi réi hiva 1a sé khong lam thé vgi thay. Ching t6i néi chuyén
phiém dam phit nita r6i thay bdo, “Vay, em biét ta con vai chuyén khac
phai ban diing khong? Mot van dé quan ly cubi cung...”

T6i nhin thay. “N6i em la khong phai vu Mizzou di thay.”

“Kirby nay.”

“Hic! Thoi ma, thay T!”
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Thay 10 di tiéng i 6i cua t6i va ndi tiép, “Kirby, thay that tinh nghi em
nén vao dai hoc. C¢ thtt mot hoc ky xem. Em bo hay chuyén truong Iidc nao
cling dvgc ma...”

“B06 me em xui thady vu nay a?” toi n6i. “Han chét qua roi, thay biét ma.”

“Con em biét bd me da déng tién coc roi chit?” thay néi.

Toi khong biét chac, nhung gan nhuw da doan truwée 1a vay vi khong nghe
bo me nhac nhém gi nita khi vira hét han chét.

“Nghe nay Kirby. Pay la y kién trung thuc, tir day long thay. Thay nghi
em nén vao dai hoc. Chuyén d6 khéng cé nghia la em sé khong thé theo
dudi am nhac, ngay ca nhw la m6t nghé. Nhwng dai hoc 1a mot trai nghiém -
va it nhat cling la cai gi d6 em nén thit. Lay dugc nén tdng hoc van virng
chac r6i em van c6 thé c6 ké hoach B ma.”

“Sao dai hoc lai khong thé 1a ké hoach B ctia em?” t6i n6i. “Con am nhac
l1a ké hoach A?”

“Hai cai khong loai trtt nhau. Nhin R.E.M. va Radiohead day.

To6i lai ddo mat.

“Em c6 thé vao truong nhac tai Missouri, Kirb.” Thay quay di rit mot to
gidy tir may fax trén ban c6 tén toi & dau. Thay dwa t6i va téi nhin qua: Cac
nhac cong can chuan bi mdt vai tdc pham. Tu liéu chitng té chat giong hay
kha nang ky thuat déu c6 thé chdp nhan. Nguwasi choi nhac cu go can san
sang dé choi it nhat hai bai sau: mét bai doc tau/khtiic luyén trén nhac cu go
c6 phim (m6c cam marimba/xylophone/dan tang rung), tréng con, trong
dinh am, cac phong cach trén dan tréng (swing, rock, funk, Latin, v.v...)

T6i ngrng doc roi nguwdc 1én nhin thay.

“Em lam dugc chuyén nay ma, Kirb.”

“Thay con chwa tirng nghe em choi ma.”

“Thay biét em gioi,” thay ndi. “Thay chi biét thoi.”

Toi lang thinh.

“Tht nghi xem em sé hoc hoi dugc nhitng gi tir cac giao su thuc thu.”
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“Nghi dén moi thit nham nhi khac em sé phai hoc.”

“Khong c6 kién thitc nao la nham nhi dau.”

T6i khoanh tay, v buc hon thue long thay vay.

“Ctr nghi them mot chut dugc khong?”

T6i bao thay minh da nghi roi.

“Nghi thém mot chit nita th6i?” thay néi. “Lam on? Vi thay.”

T6i thd dai vé mét moi chwa tirng thay réi néi, “Thoi dugc. Ti ti nita thoi
day.”

Duong nhw do 1a diéu toi thiéu téi cé thé lam cho nguwdi duy nhat mot
long tin twdng t6i, ngay tr dau.

Chiéu hém &y, sau gi® &n t6i, Conrad nhin tin cho t6i. E cd gai choi
trong. Moi chuyén sao r6i?

Cuoi toe toét, toi nhan lai: Khong c6 gi dac biét. Chi dang hoc thi. Chu?

Ong nhin lai ngay: Pang nghe vai bai Sly va Family Stone... Album
There’s a Riot Going On hay day, néu con khong biét. Poan con sé thich.

To6i biét vai bai cta ho, chang han “I Want to Take You Higher,” nhung
khong han tirng nghe album dd, nén t6i lién tai trén iTunes vé, va sau khi
nghe vai bai, ben bao cao lai vGi ong: Tuyét. Thich “Poet” va “Family
Affair”. Cam on da mach.

Mot gidy sau, dién thoai reo. Ong goi. T6i chdp 14y, thich chi.

“Nay,” ong néi. “Thit d6 dugc chi ha?”

“Hay tuyét,” toi dap.

“Poan con sé thich ma.”

“Chac chan ro6i.”

“Thé... hoc hanh sao r6i?”

https://thuviensach.vn



To6i ké v6i ong la minh dang c6 gang qua duwgc bai sat hach nhap mon
toan cao cap dé c6 thé t6t nghiép. Ong néi minh ciing tirng vay, cing chung
canh ngo.

“R0i saon?”

“Chu qua dugc,” 6ng noéi. “Suyt soat. Chu khong vao dai hoc, nhung it
nhat cting khong phai ké bé dé trung hoc.”

T6i hit vao réi hoi 6ng cau hoi kho khan nhat. “Chia c6 wéc minh da vao
dai hoc khong?”

“Khong,” ong noi. “Cé 1é do khong phai la cau tra 16i ding dan. Nhung
sy that la vay... Du chu cling gap may.”

“Con dang thtr hinh dung xem phdi lam gi v&i doi minh. Hay it nhét la
vai nam tdi,” toi noi.

“Con dang muon chu khuyén gi sao?”

“Khong han. Con da dugc nghe khuyén nhiéu r6i.”

“U. Cht biét... Chd tin chdc Marian da 1ing nghe con nhiéu roi.”

“Da. C0 ay nghi con nén vao dai hoc. Nhuwng khong ra ra gidng dao,” toi
noi, tw hdi 6ng c6 c6 kiém cé dé nhac dén ba nhuw ba van ludn lam véi 6ng.

Qua nhién, 6ng néi, “Thé Idc con lai hai ngwdi véi nhau con vui chii’?”

“Sang hom sau con di ro6i. Nhung dung la vui. Con v&i ¢d ay vui vé ma...
Co ay sé dén du lé tot nghiép ctia con nén con ciing sap gap lai co dy roi.”

“0,” 6ng no6i. “Tot qua. Mimg cho con. Mirng cho ca hai.”

“Da,” t6i ndi. “Con biét cha phdi trong coi Zelda, véi lai... c6 1€ cha sé
khong thodi mai khi phéi gap c6 ay & doé...” t6i nin thd noéi, “Nhung chd
cling dvgc moi...”

“Cam on con, Kirby. Con tir té qua...”

“Du sao thi chac cling khong dén noi khé xtt lam, phai khong?” t6i gang,
hong cho 6ng mot 16i thoat.
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“U. C6 1& s& kha ling tiing... nhung cit cho chi biét 1a bao gid... Steph
lic nao ciling cé thé tryc chién dwgce. C6 1é cha ghé qua chut r6i vé cling
duoc...”

“Pugc,” toi ¢ nobi tinh bo hét sitc, co kiém ché noi phan khich, ty nha c6
1é sé khong duwgc nhv y mudn, nhung it ra 6ng cling nghi dén chuyén dé.
“Pugc vay thi hay qua. Nhung con thé nao ciing dwgce. Du chd dén duoc
hay khong cting khong anh hudng gi dau.”

“U,” 6ng noi. “Cha hiéu.”

“Thoi con phai di hoc day.”

“Phai r6i,” Conrad néi. “Nhung nhé nay - dao ham bac hai tinh gia toc.
Ct nghi dén: xe chay nhanh.”

T6i phi cwdi. “Phai. Dao ham bac hai tinh sy thay doi van téc ctia mot
dai lwgng dang thay déi. Vay nén phdi roi, gia toc. Nhung sao chi nhd
dwoc vay?”

“Chu nhd¢ cé 16 nhitng th vo bé ma,” 6ng noi.

“Vay no la vo bo ha?” toi hoi.

“Tram phan tram.”

“Con biét ma,” toi noi, cudi toe toét.

https://thuviensach.vn



Chuong 32

Marian

Thit Hai khi t6i t6i cho lam, Alexandre tim t6i trong van phong va dua toi
mot kich ban méi toanh ma Jeanelle viét con cdu ta trau chudt lai. “Thuwdng
thitc Gilmore Girls gap Cheers di nay,” cau ta noi.

T6i tha dai, “That ha? Toi c6 ghét n6 khong day?”

“Chi sé khong thich dau. T6i da xtr ly hét may ghi chu cda hang roi. Roi
rai vao may cau ‘troi 0i’ cho ho hiéu y minh.”

“ft nhét thi ta ciing con duge phat séng, ding khong? “Ma toi con chua
cwdi sép...”

Toi c6 gidu cai cuwdi sau xap gidy, nhung chac cau ta da thay vi cau ta
héi, “O, khi that Caldwell. Hai ngwoi dinh hon roi a?”

“U. T6i nghi vay,” téi néi, van con dang c6 hiéu cai tin nay. “Ding néi ai
biét day. Chwra chinh thitc. Du ching ta déu biét Standish khong dé doi y.”

Alexandre lac dau, thich thu. “Hai nguwdi sé la Julie Chen va Leslie
Moonves tiép theo. Biét dau anh ta sé tra thoi gian phat chin gio lai cho bon
minh.”

“U,” t6i n6i, cudi nhung cam thdy khong thoai mai. “Pé 1a cai t6i thiéu
anh dy cé thé lam cho bon minh, diing khong?”

T6i hom ay toi gap Jess dé cung an toi tai Village va cho co biét tin mdi
Vé cudi tuan vira roi va ca tin vé Peter.
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“Vay la khong con tia Itta nao v6i Conrad nita sao?” ban toi hoi, dwong
nhv phdét 16 chuyén tdi sap dinh hon.

T6i liéc xudng xem thyc don va lac dau. “Khong.”

“Cau c6 muon nhin vao mat t& ma nhac lai khong?” c6 ban ndi.

T6i nhin cham cham lai Jess roi noéi, “Néu tia Itta cdu muon noéi la anh ta
ghét cay ghét dang t& con td thi thay anh ta dep trai hon bao gio hét thi w,
c6 ddy. Con tia Itta kiéu khac thi khong.”

“Cau bao dep la dep dén mitc nao?” c6 héi.

“Chét ngwoi. Ngoi ngoi,” toi noi.

“So sanh anh ta vGi ai minh biét xem nao.”

“T¢ khong biét niva?”

“NOoi tiéng?”

Toi tra 10i ngay, “Nwta nhv James Franco nta nhu Bradley Cooper.
Nhwng néi vay van con chwa xing.”

“Cau han da nghi ngoi doi chut vé diéu nay.”

“Chac vay. Ciling... mot chut,” t6i néi. “Minh ndi vé Peter duwgc khong?
Lam on?”

“Phai ro6i. U. Chiic mirng ciu,” c6 ban néi nhw thé t6i vira thong bao
minh vira gianh dwgc giai thwdng mot nam mién phi st dung khan giay.
“Tin tuyét voi.”

“U. Anh 4y muén tuan nay di lwa nhan.”

“Thich that.”

T6i nheo mat lai néi, “Jess! Sao cau khong thich anh ay?”

“T¢ thich anh &y ma. T¢ chi khong tin la cau yéu anh ay.”

“T& yéu ch@!” toi noi. “Sao lai khong yeu?”

“‘Sao lai khong yéu’ hau nhw khong phdi la mot 1y do dé yéu,” Jess ndi.
“V6i lai nguoi xing hop trong doi ta thi chwa han la tinh yéu cta doi ta.
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Can than vé sy khac biét kho nhan thdy nhung lai cwc ky quan trong do
day.”

To6i lac dau, wéc gi chinh Claudia nhin ra dwoc diéu do, va nghi Jess la
nguwoi it nén ban phat 16i khuyén vé cac mdéi quan hé nhat.

“Té biét ro suw khac biét do,” t6i néi. “Va Peter 1a ca hai.”

“Tuy cau,” Jess néi. “Nhung t& chwa tirng thay mat cau sang 1én khi néi
vé anh ay nhuw kiéu vGi Conrad.”

“Conrad la mong mo thoi tré dai. Chi vay thoi.”

Jess ve vay mOt ngén tay vé phia t6i. “Du sao, anh ta cé thé con hon thé.
Vi lai cau da c6 mot divra con véi anh ta.”

T6i ndi cd ban da sai qua roi va qua quyét gap thue don lai.

“Cau 6 biét minh muon gi khong?”Jess haéi.

“C6” tbi dap. “T6 bidt.”

“Em thay sao?” Peter héi khi chiing t6i ng6i trong van phong nho tai khu
vuc ban kim cuwong, gap AriZwacker, nha kim hoan lau nam cta anh. Toi
da quyét dinh khong ban long chuyén Ari tirng thiét ké nhan cho Robin - va
hau hét nit trang chi ta c6 - ma c6 chu y vao nhitng vién da 1ong lay bay
trén ban. Bén dwdi moi viéen déu cé mo td mau sac, sO carat, va do tinh
khiét, va t6i dé y thay la khong c6 vién nao duwdi chuan VS1, ba carat, mau
G. To6i khong ranh vé kim cwong lam, nhung gan nhw chac chan rang vién
nao ciing déu nhiéu tién hon so v@i tong thu nhap nam nam dau lam trong
nganh truyén hinh cta toi.

“Chiéc nao ciing 1ong lay ca,” t6i n6i, phan nao trong t6i wdc gi minh c
dé Peter lam t6i ngac nhién. C6 lan t6i da khong khach sdo n6i minh muén
tw chon nhan vi n6 la cai to6i phai nhin ngay ngay, nhung c6 cai gi dé nhat
dinh la khéng hé lang man va hoi nan long khi ha cap mét biéu twgng tinh
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yéu thanh nhitng phan loai mang tinh khoa hoc nhw vay - nhat lai la nhitng
phan loai tap trung vao khiém khuyét.

“Em thich chiéc nao nhat?” Peter héi, nhin t6i cho doi.

T6i vo can nhac phong khi c6 sw chénh léch gid nhiéu, nhung trong
nhom cé mot cai an dit - mot vién kim cwong hinh chit cat goc VVS1 bon
carat, mau F. Cudi cung t6i troé né. “Vién doé 1ong lay qua... Nhung vién nao
cling vay,” toi noi. “Anh thich vién nao?”

Ari gat r6i néi vdi Peter, “Dung nhu anh doan.” Anh ta dung nhip can
than gdp vién kim cwong 1én thd vao mot mét nhan, roi deo thit vao ngén
tay toi. T6i ngdy nhin khong tin n6i. Pon gian thoi, vi dé la chi€c nhan kim
cwong dep nhat toi tirng thay, ké ca nhitng chiéc trén tay cac ngbi sao trong
tap chi.

“Em thich khong?” Peter hoi.

T6i nhin anh, van khong néi nén 16i, con anh thi cwoi twoi réi va nhay
mat vGi Ari. “T6i sé goi cho anh.”

Ari gat, roi ching t6i tam biét, vé lai dwong 47, di ngang mot dam nguoi
Do Thai Hasid va vai cap dang ngam hang hoa bay trong ctra kinh.

“Em hanh phtc chit?” Peter hoi, khi ching toi ré vao dai 10 5.

“Ngat ngdy,” toi dap, cudi twoi hét cd véi anh dé chitng minh.

Anh cdi lai hon téi nu hén ta khong thwong thay trén cac via hé dong
ngwoi. Mot nu hon di cing vién kim cwong bon carat, gan nhw tuyét bich.
Mot nu hon ma néu vao cai dém lan dau toi dé cap chuyén hon nhan thi at
t0i sé danh doi bat ¢ gi trén doi dé cé dugc. Cai dém toi gap Kirby va toan
bd cudc doi tdi bat dau thay doi.

Chiéu hém sau, Peter va t6i dy mdt tiéc sinh nhat trang trong, pho
trrong, c6 nhac hiéu la bai hat cha dé trong phim Bac si Zhivago ctia mot
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nguoi ban cli cta anh (va Robin) tai Peninsula. Chung t6i di chao hoi mot
lwgt, ném nhiéu loai vodka, ca hoi xong khoi, tri'ng ca tam trang dwgc phuc
vu, nhung khong ai thire sw ¢6 bung da dé dién tuoéng, va cam giac ay cang
tang thém khi Robin va anh ban trai diéu khac chan dwong ching toi.

“Thé khi nao thi hai ngudi cuwi?” Robin budt miéng héi sau khi ching
t0i no6i hét nhitng dé tai moi khi.

Peter chu0i tay 6m eo t6i r6i lam c6 nang soc khi noéi, “Sap.”

Nhu thé dwgc nhac vé, mot nhan vién phuc vu dwa ching toi hai ly sam
banh trén khay bac. Robin nang ly 1én, yéu cau ching t6i lam theo. “Nao,
chic mirng diéu d6! T6i that long mirng cho hai ngwoi. Hai ngwoi la mot
cap do6i hoan hédo. T6i gan nhw phat ghen khi hai ngwoi dep doi dén thé.”

“Cam on, t0i cling nghi vay,” t6i li nhi, nang ly 1én nhap mot ngum.

“Cai nay la dé chic mirng mot dai gia dinh thap cam, chang giéng ai,”
Robin noéi, réi quay qua cho ngudi yéu biét hoan canh cua ching t6i bat
thwong ra sao, ké cad cau chuyén Kirby tim t6i. Roi, chwa ai kip néi gi thi
chi ta da hoi minh dén dy dam cwdi dwge khong. “Nhé, lam on ma Peter?”

Peter mim cuwdi nhung lac dau néi dit khoat 1a khong.

“Marian sé cho em dén,” chi ta hoi. “Pung khong, Marian?”

“0, chic roi. Di nhién,” toi néi, réi 1lam cut hitng bang cach dua mot cau
la m&i chi ta theo ca tuan trang mat nita. Lat sau, c6 nang cung ngudi yéu
chénh choang bd di, con Peter va to6i buwéc ra thém ngoai. Ching t6i dua
vao mot rao chan cao, nhin qua anh den trén dai 16 5. D6 1a mot dém troi
trong, dep dé, kiéu sé lam ta phan chan, xtc dong khi la dan New York,
hanh phiic vi dwgc song nhwng khi ching t6i nhdp sam banh va ngam canh
vat, t6i lai bat dau nghi nggi mién man, cai kiéu nghi nggi tir lic di Chicago
vé. T6i mot lic, anh hoi téi cau gi dé, nhung toi khong nghe thay chit nao.

“Ht,” t6i noi.

“Em dang nghi gi vay, Nha V6 Dich?” anh néi. “Pau 6c em c nhu dang
dé tan dau ay.”
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T6i xin 10i, bao rang dang nghi vé chwong trinh - viéc viét lai mot phan
kich ban toi dang lam.

Anh nhin t6i do hoi, r6i néi, “Em cé con dang muon viét lai gi khac
khong day?”

To6i lo ling liéc nhin anh r6i néi, “Um, chic em con dang cin nhic
chuyén chiéc nhan...”

“INO thi sao?” anh hai.

“Um... Em nghi anh... chwa nén mua chiéc nhan dy,” t6i néi khi bit gip
mot ¢6 nang trong nhw ngwoi mau tré mang dang nhin Peter tiv dau dén
chan khong dugc y nhi cho lam. T6i cam thdy hoi nhéi 1én ghen tudng, roi
cd chu y vao cudc tro chuyén.

“Sao lai chwa?” Peter n6i, uong can ly sm banh roi dat 1én cai ban sau
lung.

“Em cling khong biét nita,” t6i dap. “Co 1€ n6 to qua.”

“No dau c6 to qua.”

“Um, em chuwa chic 1dm vé giac cét... Em khong chic né... di ding 1a
chiéc em muon.”

Anh khoanh tay r6i néi, “Em khong chac né ding la chiéc nhan em
muon - hay em khong chac anh la ngwdi em mudn?”

To6i nuot khan, c6 1ay hoi va thu hét can dam dé néi tiép, tw héi liéu minh
lam vay c6 diung khong hay day lai 1a mot chon lwa nita khién minh sé phai
héi tiéc trong nhiéu nam téi day.

“Peter,” t0i noi. “Em nghi minh khong nén cwdi nhau.”

“Nhung tai sao lai thé?” anh n6i, dén thanh pho hat anh trong mat anh.

“Vi... em khong chac ta thyc sy yéu nhau. Yéu theo cach dé c6 thé cudi,”
toi noi, nghi dén cudc tro chuyén véi Jess va cudi cung ciing tha that véi
long minh la c6 ban da ndi dung.

“Anh thi chac,” anh noéi va t6i nghi anh ludén la nguwdi chac chan trong
moi chuyén. D6 chinh 1a pham chat gitp anh tr¢ thanh mét CEO tai gioi.
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Anh chwa tirng nghi ngo ban than sau khi quyét dinh bat ctt chuyén gi.

T6i lac dau, nwdc mat chye trao ra, boi réi t6i mirc khong thé néi noi véi
anh rang t6i nghi anh chang qua la dang yéu cai y niém vé t6i. Va t6i cling
vay. Moi 6 déu duwgc danh dau ca roi, nhat 1a khi ma gio day ching toi da
gidi quyét xong xudi nhitng rac roi xung quanh Kirby.

“Chi la em thay chuyén nay khong dung... nita,” t6i né6i. “C6 1€ la chwa

N

tung...”

Toi cho thdy anh bung n6, néi gian, bat c¥ cAm xic manh mé nao.
Nhung anh chi hoi, “Anh c6 thé néi hay lam gi dé thuyét phuc em nghi
khac di khong?”

To6i lac dau, nhung bung lai tham wéc it nhat anh ciing c thir néi xem.
Song khi khong thay gi, t6i bén néi, “Kho giai thich qua. Chi 1a em cam
thdy minh da thay dé6i.”

“Chuyén nay c6 lién quan gi dén cudi tuan vira r6i khong?” anh hai.

“Khong han,” t6i néi, nhung trong tham tam, toi biét la c6. Rang né hoan
toan c6 lién quan tdi cudi tuan vira roi, Conrad, va viéc t6i hoa gidi vGi qua
khtt. Nhén ra céi minh titng c6 va cai minh tirng vitt bo. T6i tha thiét muon
dwgc cam thay nhw xwa. Trong mot moi quan hé ma t6i khong phai c6 viét
kich ban hay lo cat xén. Mu6n cai gi dé chan that - du la hon don va ré6i
ram. D06 la diéu Kirby da day toi.

“Em nghi em nén vé thoi,” téi noi, dé ly sam banh xudng.

Peter nhin t6i, van dep trai va diém tinh nhw moi khi, dé nghi dwa t6i ve.
Hay it nhat la ho tong t6i téi cho nhan vién gac cong. Mat anh buon va boi
roi, nhung anh van la quy 6ng hoan hao, dinh dac.

T6i nhin vao mat anh va néi, “Em nghi em nén di mot minh thi hon.”

Anh gat, r6i tién t6i ra thang may, hon phdét 1én ma t6i, khé chao tam
biét.
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Chuong 33

Kirby

R6t cudc toi dwge tam muoi diém cho bai thi nhap mo6n toan cao cap - qua
la phép la. Khong chi thtra tdim diém so v§i s6 diém can dé qua dugc mon
nay, ma con dat hang B nita chit. Trong doi t6i chwa bao gio dugc diém B
trong bai thi todn nao. Khi t6i bao tin vui cho thay Tully, thay dap tay an
mirng vai toi roi 1dy mot tam thiép trén ban lam viéc ra. Thay bédo t6i md ra
xem, nén téi m@. Bia ngoai cé hinh nhitng dam may xanh bong bénh con
bén trong thi ghi, Khong c6 gidi han! Bén dudgi la dong chit nho va gon
thay viét, Thay mua thiép nday TRUOC KHI em thi. Thay biét em s& lam
dwgc. Hay tién lén va bay cao!!! Ban cua em, thay T. Ro6i lai con tai buit,
Hoc nganh nhac thwong cé ich cho toan va ngugc lai nita. Néu em hiéu y
thay.

T6i cwdi roi néi thay ding c6 chd dogi lam gi, mdc du toi cling da bat dau
nghi hay la minh cit lam theo 16i thay khuyén. S¢ quai gi chit. Tinh huéng
xau nhat c6 thé xdy ra la gi nao? T6i nhé lai 1an dau go ctra nha Marian.
Bat lgi nhiéu khing khiép - vay nhung néu diéu dé ngan toi lai thi gio sé ra
sao? Vay thi ldc nay sao t6i khong dam.

“Sang nam thay sé nhd em lam ddy,” thay Tully ndi.

“Em sé vé tham thay ma.”

“Phai thé chi.”

T6i mim cwoi, nhwng la noi lai cam thay buon, du suét b6n nam nay t6i
chi mong ngéng mat diéu la sém thoat khoi choé nay.

“Ciling dung quén 1oi hita day nhé,” thay néi khi chudng reo, con toi
ding 1én vé lai thinh phong dé dw bu6i hop mat nam lan cudi - hai gio chan
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ngat phat thwdng cho hét may hoc sinh cudi cap da thuc sy dat duge thanh
twu gi do trong nam nay.

“L0oi hita nao cg?” t6i hoi lai, twédng thay dinh quang cdo cho Mizzou
mot lan sau cung.

Nhung thay néi, “Gidy vao. Hau treong. San khau.”

“Thay cé roi do,” tdi noi va bat cwdi. Vi téoi da gan nhw hinh dung ra mot
canh twgng nhu vay.

To6i trwde 1€ to6t nghiép, b6 me dan t6i dén LoRusso, nha hang t6i wa
thich ¢ Hill, dé chinh thitc an mirng ctung vdi Charlotte, hai me con Belinda
va Philip. D6 1a lan dau tién bo me t6i gap Philip nén c6 phan ling ting,
nhung cau ta thudc s6 hiém hoi dam tré biét cu x* véi nguwdoi 16n ding muc
ma khong thanh bg d& l1ay long. Belinda ciing da trd lai nhw trwdc, du bi me
cam tdc vo thoi han - hay it nhat cling cho dén khi tra hét tién chiéc vay cho
bd me t6i. N6 da ndp khodng nam bai kiém tra du diéu kién thi t6t nghiép,
toi thi gop nam muoi do trich trong tién cong maGi lanh, phan la vi t t€,
nhwng phan ciing 1a vi ban than, béi toi thay buén chan khi Belinda bi cdm
tic. Bon t6i con thiéu chitng bdy muoi do nita la n6 lai dwgc tung tang roi.

Trong khi d6 chi c6 minh me t6i cw x hét sitc la lung. Ba lau don dién
cuong dé tiép dén Marian, du ba ay sé & khach san Chase Park Plaza, ding
nhu me t6i tng dy doan. Téi cam doan vd&i me rang khong phdi Marian
nghi ngo gi vé diéu kién an & tai nha minh, chi la ba khong muén xam
pham. Tinh c¢& 1a t6i lai tin ding nhw vay, va tw nhu minh khong duwgc xau
h6 vé x6m giéng ctia minh, nha minh, gia dinh minh, hay bat c thit gi khac
la mot phan ctia minh.

“B06 muodn dugc dé nghi nang ly chiic mirng,” bo t6i néi khi ai ndy déu
nang ly Coca lén. “Chuc mung Kirby vi da qua dugc bai thi nhap mon toan
cao cdp! Va chiic mirng ca Kirby, Belinda va Philip vé 1é t6t nghiép sap tdi,
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cling nhw chic cac con may man cho moi no luc trong twong lai - va bat cit
chuyén gi sau do!”

B6 nhin thang vao mat t6i va mim cwdi, cach 6ng thi nhan minh bo tay
vu dai hoc, néi vai t6i la thoi duge - 6ng khong sao - du toi quyét dinh thé
nao di nita.

Ngay hom sau thi tiu tit da thit hoat dong. Nguwoi ta twdng sap c6 dam
cwdi ai vi thady nao la chai chu6t, i d6 réi ndu nwéng - dy la con chwa ké
dén tam trang hoi hop va cam xuc r6i boi. Ngay ca Charlotte trong ctling hoi
hop va ty mi khi vao tim t6i trong phong ngt. Pang danh trong t6i ngudc
lén, ra dau la da biét n6 vao, nhung van tiép tuc choi khé. Con bé ngoi
xuong chiéc giwong van bira bai chan goi, néi, “Sang nam em sé nhé chi
lam d6.” “Ai noi chi sé di dau chit?” toi noi.

“Me nghi chi dinh don dén New York,” n6 néi. “Hay Chicago.”

“Ua, gid me dang nghi thé sao?” t6i néi, gd ba nhip kiéu Paul Shaffer
nhan cho moi cau dua ctia Letterman.

“Chi c6 di khong?” n6 hoi, kéo md toc wot 1en cot thanh duoi.

T6i bo dui trong xudng, nhin vai réi noéi ai biét dugc.

“Chi biét ma,” em to6i néi. “Em biét chi c6 ké hoach r6i.”

“Thoi dwgce,” t6i noi, di lai giwdng ngoi canh nd. “Deé chi tiét 10 cho em
mot bi mat nho nhé.”

N6 chom t6i thi thao hoi, “Gi thé?”

“Chi nghi chi sé vao Mizzou.”

Con bé toét miéng cuwdi roi hoi toi da noi cho nhirng ai roi.

“Em la nguwoi dau tién ddy,” toi dap. “Véi lai chi cling chwa ditt khoat.
Nén cw gitr kin da nhé.”
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“Khong hé rang,” né néi. “Em hita. Mién la chi hita véi em chi sé goi noi
chuyén véi em luén, bat ké sang nam chi & dau.”

“Nhung gio chi cling tro chuyén véi em su6t dau,” t6i néi, mim cwoi voi
no.

Em t6i cwoi phd, cong nhan t6i khéng phdi nguwdi hay tam chuyén, roi
noéi, “Hia nhé?”

“Htta,” t6i dap, thay hoi soc vi nghi minh c6 1€ cling sé nhd né chut chuit.

DPung ldc cd nha t6i sap phai dén budi 1é thi Marian goi dién chic t6i
may man, roi xac nhan cac ké hoach cua ching t6i sau budi Ié.

“Con sé tim c0. Co mdc mau gi?” toi hoi, khi me toi vo nhw khong nghe.

“Po,” ba hanh dién dap khién t6i nhd minh da néi véi ba do6 1a mau cta
treong toi.

T6i liéc qua me, ba cling dang mac mau do, réi noéi, “Puwgc. Vay thi dé
roi.” Ro6i toi hoi lai xem ba da c6 ban do chi dan tdi toa nha chua.

“R6i,” ba néi. “Dtng lo cho c6. Ci¥ vui vé vGi budi 1é di. Co sé gap con
sau.”

“Da,” t6i n6i, nh¢ lai rang Conrad khuya hom qua goi bao cho t6i la 6ng
sé dén. Suyt nita thi t6i da cho ba biét, nhung r6i nghi c6 1€ 6ng khong
muon toi lam thé, va cé 1é dng sé co hét sirc dé tranh mat ba. Nén toi chi
cam on roi chao ba.

Me t6i hoéi ngay, “Thé c6 &y mdc mau gi?”

“Um, d6 a,” t6i néi. “Trung hop qué ha?”

Me t6i nhiu may, “Me biét ma... Hay la me di thay?”

To6i nghi ba da mat cong hoi lau mdéi tim dwgce chiéc vay phu hop, thé roi
khong biét diéu gi xui khién ma t6i dén bén ba, 6m lay ba va néi, “bung,
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me. Me c* mac vay nay di. Me madc trong dep lam.” T6i nhin me va hy
vong ba biét tdi dang nghi gi. Rang ba mac gi khong quan trong; t6i chi co
mot me dich thuwe ma thoi. Va dé la ba.

Vai gio sau, khi b me va Charlotte tha t6i xuong roi di do xe, t6i ding
gitta dam ban tu tdp ngay 16i vao vuwong cung thanh dwong cua St. Louis.
T6i dwa mat nhin khap may bitc twong hién c6 kinh gan mot tram nam pha
bitc tranh ghép manh khac hoa cai nguwdi co tén trung vGi tén thanh phd
ching toi - vua Louis IX cua nwéc Phap. Thuc ra, theo cau chuyén bang
quo me tdi bon chon ké trén duwong dén day, nha thd sé hitu birc tranh ghép
manh 16n nhat thé gidi. R6 rang me khong chi muén gia dinh t6i ma con ca
thanh pho va truong toi déu t6t dep tredc mat Marian, va tdi khong thé noi
la minh khong cam thay nhw vay.

Dén mot lic, canh ndo nhiét cta hang tram thiéu nién da tré nén on dinh.
Chuing t6i xép thanh hai hang, con gai doi mi va khoac 4o choang trang,
con trai thi dong bo mau do. Hau nhu toan thé cac thay c6 déu tdi duw vdi
ching t6i, cling doi mii va mdc ao choang, cé céa thay Tully, trong trang
nghiém va dep trai khac thwong. Bai “Land of Hope and Glory” dugc ghi
am vang lén, bdo hiéu cho ching t6i thanh ca bat dau. Ai ndy im phang
phac, ké ca may diva mat trat tu, réi toi thay trao dang mot cam xuc tap thé,
ky la, mot niém ton kinh chung lan téa khap cac hang ngudi - diéu toi chwa
tirng ngo t6i. Toi doan rang moi két thic déu khién ngudi ta cam thay nhw
vay.

To6i hit mot hoi sau roi budc vao thanh dién mat mé va t6i mo. Bong dén
nhap nhay bon bé vut tat - khién trong nha thd c6é cdm giac hoi ky la - roi
tiéng moi ngudi luc tuc khe khé, ngoi vao kin cac buc ghé. T6i ngudc 1én
tran nha tho tuyét bich, nghe thady me noéi: “bén muwoi mét triéu miéng kinh
hon bay ngan mau sac.” Khi ching t6i da duoc di lai, t6i dwa mat tim trong
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dam dong thi thdy Marian, roi gia dinh t6i. Ho ngoi ¢ hai bén 16i di, nhung
gan ngang hang, nén khéng lam sao ma nhin vao mat tat cd moi ngwoi khi
di ngang. T6i quyét dinh chi nhin thang vé phia tredc cho chac an, hai tay
x€p lai nhw da dwgc chi dan. T6i khong thay Conrad dau, roi tv nha dirng
that vong néu nhw 6ng quyét dinh khong dén.

Khi nhac dirng, t6i ngbi vao cudi buc ghé dai, tat ca ching toi déu ngoi
theo thit ty bang chit cai da dugc chi dinh, va lat xem t0 chwong trinh, to
dam tén tat ca ban hoc xuat sac - giéi nhat mén nay roi xuat sac nhat mon
kia. T6i khép t& chwong trinh lai r6i nham mat va bat dau khoanh khac tram
tw riéng, bé ngoai tai moi thit, du t6i tin chac bai gidang cia Cha O’Malley
va bai dién van tir biét cia Gena Rych dang truyén cam hitng cho nhiéu
nguoi.

Toi nghi vé chuyén minh dwgc sinh ra r6i cho di lam con nudi va muwoi
tdm nam dau doi. T6i nghi vé may thang vira qua va chuyén di New York
tim thady Marian. T6i nghi vé ngay hom nay, n6 c6 y nghia thé nao doi vdi
gia dinh t6i, dang ngoi sau lung t6i kia. T6i nghi vé moi thi phai xay ra dé
dwa tdi dén véi khoanh khac nay. T6i nghi vé chuyén minh sé di dau va
minh muon tré thanh mot ngwoi thé nao.

Thé r6i chiing t6i nghe xwédng danh, titng nguwdi mot. Ai cling dugc reo
ho c6 vii, mét so thi to hon va pho trivong hon - hau nhw c6 lién quan truc
tiép dén tiéng tam - va khi dén chit R, tim t6i bat dau dap cuéng loan gan
bang lic bwdc 1én san khau cung Conrad, du lan nay vi nhitng 1y do rat
khac. Khong ké noi hai hung thoang qua vé bai thi nhap mo6n toan cao cap
thi tot nghiép trung hoc van luoén la cai gi d6 hién nhién, nén khong phai t6i
ngac nhién khi thdy minh ngo6i day. Nhung t6i van ty hao, va that la la con
thdy biét on. T6i biét on Marian da sinh ra toi - r6i trao tdi cho mot gia dinh
mong muodn c6 mot difa con. To6i biét on Conrad, du 6ng c6 dang & day hay
khong, vi doén nhan téi ngay ma khong may may thac mac. T6i biét on con
em vi chwra bao gio 6 khién t6i cAm thay nhw nguwdi ngoai cudc, mac du no
c6 thé dé dang lam thé, mac du chinh t6i da tw lam vay. Va trén hét, t6i biét
on b6 me vi da yéu thwong va bién t6i thanh con cua ho.
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To6i nghe thdy tén minh - Kirby Katherine Rose - bén ditng day buéc 1én
bac dén bén ban tho, bat tay hiéu trudng va nhan bang tot nghiép. Khi quay
lai bwéc xuéng may bac dé va chuan bi ngoi xuéng thi t6i thoang thiy
Conrad khé nhédc cai mi twdng twgng 1én chao toi. T6i toét miéng cudi véi
ong, r6i gia bd nhac mii 1én dap lai.

Chung t6i vé tdi nha da dwgc ba muoi phiit - vira da thoi gian dé toi thay
qua 4o thun va quan jean con me t6i thi tré nén that sy cang thang - va
chuyén ay lam t6i cau thuc su.

“Chac la con khong mudn mac vay chi¥?” ba hoi.

“Phai, me. Con chac chan day,” t6i dap, co kién nhan vdi ba. “Nha ta ¢
co gang binh tinh va binh thuwdng dugce khong vay?”

“Anh dong y vé6i Kirby!” bo t6i ndi vong 1én lau va t6i nhan mat, biét
vay c6 nghia la 6ng sé ndi diéc ca tai Marian.

Chuong ctra reo chi it phut sau khi b6 me va to6i vira luéng cuong tap hop
trong phong khach - noi ching t6i khong bao gio ngoi. T6i ditng can moi,
ty héi trong doi minh sé con bao nhiéu tiéng go ctra day kich tinh nita. Khi
t0i m& ctra, Marian ditng d6 cam mot b6 hoa mau hong that to da cam san
trong binh. Mau t6i it thich nhat, nhung phéi cong nhan 1a hoa thi dep.

“Chtc mirng con,” ba noéi, dwa hoa cho toi, cung v6i mot tam thiép.
“Buoi lé dn twong qua...”

“Cam on c0,” toi dap.

“Co thich nha con lam.”

“Cam on,” t6i lai néi, cang lic cang hoi hop. Téi quay di va dan ba vao
phong khach, dé hoa 1én cai ban gbc, xa 16i di lai. Ro6i toi ditng gitta phong
va lay hét binh tinh gigi thiéu bd me t6i v&i me dé.
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“Me, bo, day la c6 Marian Caldwell,” t6i néi, sau khi da tap duwgt cach
néi dung cai cau do hoi sang. “Co Marian - day la bo me con. Lynn va Art
Rose.”

Ho bat tay nhau, dau tién la b6 véi Marian, r6i dén me véi Marian, ca ba
déu mim cwdoi va gat dau, dp ung chao, nhw thé ho ndi hai thit tiéng khac
nhau va dang cho phién dich vién 1ap khoadng trong.

Charlotte 16 dau vao phong ngodc ngoéc t6i. “O, phai réi. Con kia la
Charlotte. Em con,” t6i néi, chi né.

“Chao!” Charlotte noi, lai vay vay.

“Rat vui dugc gap ca nha,” Marian noi.

B6 t6i hang giong roi thé la tung ra da cdu xa giao van vé dong dai.
“Chao mirng dén St. Louis! Mirng la c6 da téi noi! Co that t té da di ca
chdang duong thé nay. Tk t€ qua. To6i biét Kirby rdt cam kich diéu dé.
Chung t6i cling vay. Cam on co.”

“Cam on vi da cho phép t6i chia vui ciing gia dinh,” Marian néi véi bo
toi. Ro6i ba nhin me t6i n6i, “Moi ngudi ai cling ti té€ qua.”

T6i nhin ba cham chap, nghi rang moi thit & ba, ttr toc tai trang phuc cho
dén cach an noéi déu khon khéo va tao nha. T6i dé y thdy ba mang mot doi
giay cao g6t hé miii mau da chat liéu bong, twong phan véi doi giay da den
thiét ké vung cua me t6i. T6i khong ranh thdi trang, nhung cam thay chac
chan la Marian biét Iwa d6 hgp véi mau do hon. T6i chgt nghi néu la con
gai cida Marian thi minh sé biét nhitng chuyén nhw vay - nhung réi nghi
thuc 1ong minh cling chang ham biét may thit ay. Cé 1é dé trd nén hoan héo
thi sé phdi chiu qua nhiéu ap lyc. Con b6 me t6i chi mudn t6i c6 gang hét
sttc minh, mot chuan kha thap.

“Marian nay, ching t6i 1dy gi cho c6 uong nhé?” b6 héi. “Ruwgu vang?
Bia? Nudc ngot? Nudc chanh? Hay nudce loc?”

Ba ngap ngting r6i ndi ba xin mot ly rwgu vang.

“T6t qua!” bo t6i néi, xoay ngudi tinh di thi me toi dé tay 1én canh tay
ong ngan lai.
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“Um, Art. C6 &y mudn vang tring hay dé nhi?” ba héi, cudi gugng gao,
lai van cai kiéu khong chiu néi tryre tiép véi Marian.

“Oi. Ct cho t6i loai ndo ma anh chi mé r6i ciing dwgc,” Marian néi. “T6i
thich ca hai.”

B6 nhin me ngd ra, khong ro phai chon gi cho Marian, ba ben néi ngay,
“Trang thi tuyét. CAm on anh.”

B0 gat r6i nhin me. “Em yéu? Con em?”

Ba noi ba cling sé dung mot ly vang trang, roi khong duwgc tw nhién quay
sang Marian, chi sofa ma n6i, “Mdoi c6 ng6i.”

“Cam on chi,” Marian dap, r6i hai nguwdi phu nit mac vay dé ngoi canh
nhau, mot canh twgng lam to6i phat hoang. Toi quay qua nhin Charlotte nhw
muon noéi citu chi véi thi né ngoi vao cai ghé cudi cung lai trong phong réi
bat dau bo 16 ba la nhw moi khi - nhuwng 1an nay t6i lai thay cam kich hon
bao gig hét. N6 noi vé budi 1é, réi nhitng la thay Tully doi mii va mac ao
choang trong rd dep trai, r6i n6 that tw hao khi t6i nhan bang tét nghiép.
“Chi c6 nghe em kéu tén chi khong?” né hoi.

“Ai ma khong nghe thdy em,” t6i néi, mim cudi.

Trong khi do thi bo to6i di ra dwa nwdc cho ching toi, va nhan ra chang
con cho nao dé ngoi.

“Ngoi day di anh,” me t6i ndi, xich vé phia Marian r6i vo vo 1én cho
trong canh ba. Gio thi ca ba ng6i mét hang, trong con ky cuc hon nita, tiép
tuc nguwong nghiu néi chuyén phiém.

Dén mot ldc, toi li€c xudéng dién thoai thi thady cé tin nhan cta Conrad.
T6i da khong tim thay 6ng dau trong canh nhon nhao sau bubi lé.

Gioi lam, c6 nang danh trong. Mirng 1a cht da c6 mat dé xem con.

T6i cudng cuong nhan lai: Chu dang ¢ dau vay?

Ong nhén lai: Quan rou nao d6 trong thanh phé, kiém gi bé bung.

Me t6i hdang giong ndi, “Kirby, con bo dién thoai xuéng dwgc khong?”

“Chuyén nay cling quan trong, me a,” toi dap.
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ROi t6i nhan lai, that nhanh: Rat mong gdp chi. Ghé qua néu dugc. Pirng
lo gi ca. R6i toi nhan dia chi. Vi hap tap, toi viét 1on x06n ca tén dwong
Eichelberger, nhung nghi 6ng du thong minh dé tim ra minh. Titc 1a néu
ong thuc long mudn.

“Con xin 16i,” t6i ndi, dé dién thoai xuéng va nhin qua Marian. Ba
nhwéng may nhw thé ba biét, hay nghi ngo, hay hy vong roi t6i gat lai ba,
bao trudc cho ba mot chut. Phong khi.

Lat sau, theo goi y ctia me toi, ching t6i vao nha bép dé an trwa, di ngang
chiéc banh kem lam cho t6i, dep tuyét tran trén ban phong an.

Marian dirng lai ngam nghia. “Banh dep qua!” ba thot 1én, con t6i ty hoi
liéu ba c6 biét me t6i lam ra chi€c banh do6 tir nhitng nguyén liéu thé so
nhat hay khong.

Charlotte néi, “Cé chd chit ném thir 16p kem pht me con lam di! Ngon
tuyetttt.”

B6 t0i bing tay danh tach nhu thé quén diéu gi roi néi, “Ta chang c6 cay
nén nao ca!”

“Minh khong can nén cho banh tot nghiép dau,” t6i néi khi bo nai ni dwa
y kién khac, hat to cau “Chic mirng con tot nghiép!”

“Hic. Lam on di bo. Birng ma,” t6i noi.

“Phai day. Lam on di, Art,” me néi, mim cwoi. Ba quay qua Marian,
“Giong hat cta Kirby khong phai la di truyén tit ching toi - chuyén dé thi
hién nhién r6i!”

Do la lan dau tién nhac dén diéu hién nhién ay, nén ai cling cuwdi 6 con
Marian thi n6i, “Giong hat ctia con bé ciing khong phai di truyén twr to6i.”

Thé r6i bau khong khi e dé tuy van con, nhwng han da voi bét khi ching
t0i di vao bép, ngoi quanh ban dn da bay san bita trira v4i nhitng mén ngon
nhat nha t6i lam dwgc. Sau mot héi cau nguyén 1€ thé, bé nguwéc 1én ndi,
“T6i khéng muon ty mi nhw thé...”

“Vay thi dirng c6 lam thé, bo,” téi lam bam.
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Ong nhin t6i, dwa hai tay 1én néi, “Chi mot diéu théi - bé hita day.”

T6i ddo mat va chuan bi tinh than khi 6ng quay qua Marian. “Lynn va t6i
chi mu6én duwgce cdm on cd vi da cho vg chong t6i mén qua 16n lao nhat ma
ngwoi nay cé thé cho ngwoi khac. Ching toi da cau xin Chia cho cé ai nhw
cd. Va Nguoi di dwa cd - va Kirby - dén véi chiing t6i.” Ong dam nghen
ngao trong khi t6i cau sao 6ng khong bat khoc that. “Né va Charlotte la
phudc lanh 16n nhét ctia vo chong t6i.”

“Puoc roi bo a,” téi néi nhe nhang. “Ta an thoi chi?”

“Roi! Thé thoi! Hét roi,” bo noi.

Marian hit mot hoi dai, nhw thé dang chuan bi mot cau dap luu loat,
nhung réi dirng lai va chi néi, “Vang, cam on anh chi. B¢ la diéu kho khan
nhat t6i ti'ng lam, nhung sau khi gap anh chi... t6i biét minh da quyét dinh
ding.” Ba liéc qua to6i that nhanh, buon ruwoi regi. “Vi Kirby. Con c6 mot
gia dinh that tuyét voi.”

T6i phan tich cau ba n6i, va biét minh sé con phan tich mot thoi gian dai
nita. Vi Kirby. Vay phéi chang ba tiéc diéu dé vi ba? Hay c6 1& d6 chi la
cach tot nhat dé no6i ba mirng la da cho tdi di. Du gi di nita thi t6i cling nhan
ra minh khong thé phu nhan rang ban than cting cdm thay nhu vay. Néu c6
duwgc doi lai tudi tho cia minh t6i cling sé chang chiu.

Lat sau chudng ctra reo, ai ndy déu nhin ra.

“Belinda dén a?” bd t6i hai.

Toi lac dau, biét con ban dang ¢ véi 6ng ba, roi bo lai doan “Hay Philip?
Cau ta dugc lam!”

Toi lai lac dau roi di vong qua goc nha ra sanh trwée, héi hop dén mirc
khong tra 16i bo. Thay mot phan tw khuon mat Conrad qua kinh m@ trén
clta trede toi moi thd ra duge. Toi m@ toang ctta chao ong, mung rd khi
thdy ong tGi.

“Chao con,” 6ng noi, budc téi om toi than mat, thoai mai, dwa toi mot
moén qua nhéd goi gidy cé cam gidc nhu 1a mdt cudn sdch. “Chic ming

»

con.
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“Céam on chy,” t6i noi. “Chu khong phai mua gi cho con ca dau.”

“Co gi dau,” ong lén tiéng. “Chi 1a may ban nhac th6i ma. Chu da viét
cho con mot bai hat nho nho... c6 nhip hay va doan choi tréng solo... nén
chu rat mong la hé nay con sé choi bai dé véi chd.”

“Thich qua,” t6i noi, nd nu cwoi dén sai quai ham.

Chtng t6i ngay nhin nhau mot 14t r6i t6i mdi nhd ra la da moi 6ng di ca
mot quang duwong dai dén day. “Nha con dang an trwa... C6 Marian dang &
day.”

“Chu biét r6i,” 6ng néi. “Chu sé khong & lai 1au. Nhuwng chd rat muén
gdp nguoi nha ctua con.”

Cam thay ngdy ngdt hon la cang thang, t6i dan 6ng vao bép, ai ndy déu
im bat - triv Charlotte ha hoc kéu lén, “Choi oi, cha ay day ha?” Nhw thé
ong la ng6i sao nhac rock that. Ma vdi toi thi 6ng cling gan nhw vay.

T6i mim cuwoi gat dau véi no, réi noi, “Moi nguoi oi, day la chi Conrad.”
ROi chi vao me, b6 va em gai cho 6ng biét.

Moi nguoi bat tay nhau khi t6i néi, “Va di nhién la chd biét ¢c6 Marian
r6i.”

Vi hai ngudi da ngt vdi nhau réi vo tinh sinh ra con ma.

“Chao, Marian,” 6ng néi. Ong khong hé than mat v&i ba, nhung ciing
khong con chut tirc gian nao nita.

“Chao, Conrad,” ba no6i, om chat ly regu, vai cai vé chu nai bi roi den
pha moi lan gdp 6ng, con bo t6i thi vao phong an lay thém cai ghé, nhét vao
gitra toi va Charlotte.

“Anh c6 doi khong?” me t6i héi Conrad, gio dang ditng. “Dé t6i don cho
anh it dia nhé.”

“Khong, cam on chi,” 6ng noi. “T6i vira an r6i, va cling khong & lai lau
duogc.”

Charlotte néi, “Ca nha vira méi n6i vé giong hat cta Kirby. Chac la chi
ay thtra hwéng tir chi. Chang phai cha la nhac si sao?”
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Conrad khiém nhwong gat dau roi néi, “Chi chau c6 tai lam. Cha wéc gi
minh dang dugc nhan 10i khen do...”

“Anh xttng dang ma,” Marian chen vao. R6i ba quay qua me tdi béo,
“Chi phai thay hai ngudi dién chung trén san khau co.”

Di nhién, t6i chwa ké vdi ai trong nha chuyén nay, vay la bat dau mot
cudc thao luan hoi 1au vé budi trinh dién cta chiing t6i & quan bar, Marian
dan chuyén, ké chiing t6i cing nhau biéu dién xuat sac ra sao. Ba c6 y tot,
nhung t6i wéc gi ba da khong néu chuyén doé ra vi trong me t6i lai buén, cé
1€ bai chinh t6i da khong ké cho ba.

“Con da dinh ké cho me nghe,” t6i néi vdi ba. “Nhung réi chuyén
Belinda... r6i moi chuyén dam ra lu bu.”

Me t6i gat, lam nhu 1a ba hiéu vay, trong khi bo di tdi tt lanh dem ra mot
lon Budweiser lanh cho Conrad. “T6i khong biét anh c6 thich thit nay
khong. Nhung & St. Louis thi gan nhuw 1a anh sé phai thich day!”

T6i nhin Conrad, nin thé, hy vong 6ng & lai. Qua nhién 6ng cam lay roi
noi, “Tai thi lic nao cling c6 hitng véi mot lon Bud. Cam on 6ng ban.”

To6i thd phao, nhe nhom va sung swéng, roi bat cudi ma chang hiéu vi
sao. To6i c6 nin ma khéng duwoc.

“Chuyén gi vui vay?” Charlotte hoi, c6 nghi xem c6 cau dua theo nghia
den nao do khong nhw moi khi.

To6i lac dau noi, “Khdng c6 gi... Néu moi nguoi thay chuyén nay qua la,
dang la ky la thi gio tay 1én nao?”

Ai ndy déu gio tay 1én va thé la bau khong khi e dé chinh thi¢c tan bién.

Sau khi cd nha an banh kem me lam (con bo thi bdo moi nguwdi hat va tao
dang dé chup hinh) mot 14t thi moi nguwdi kéo sang phong sinh hoat chung,
c6 ca Conrad, lic nay dang uéng lon bia thit hai va khong con liéc nhin
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dong ho nita. Khi b t6i mé video Cards game 1én, hai ngwoi bat dau noi vé
boéng chay (Conrad la c6 dong vién cia White Sox) va trong that tam dau y
hop - tét qua ro6i trir viéc no lai lam ndi bat chuyén me va Marian chang biét
noi gi voi nhau.

Hai nguwdi da n6i hét nhitng dé tai bé mdt va ré la khong c6 nhiéu diém
chung. Bung lic d6 Charlotte cdm may cuén album éanh gia dinh chay ao
vao.

“Mu6n xem hinh Kirby héi con nhé khong?” Charlotte héi Marian, dwa
ba ba cu6n album théat 16n.

“Charlotte!” toi phan doéi. “May hinh dé chan lam!”

Nhung trong bung tdi lai thay hai long khi mat Marian sang 1én va béo
em t6i y d6 that xuat sac, ba mudn duwgc xem lam. Ba mé cudn dau roi lang
nguoi, nhin dam dam xudng may birc hinh dau tién, cé ca nhitng birc chup
luc t6i maGi chao doi va ca nhitng birc chup vao chinh cai ngay ba cho t6i di.
To6i thdy me t6i nhin Marian véi vé mat cang thang, gan nhw buc boi, nén
t0i wdc gi ba xem nhanh nhanh, 14t trang, dén cho t6i hoi méi chap chitng.
Nhung ba khong 14t. Ba ¢t ndn na & dé tir lic dau, tréng nhw buén b3, cho
dén khi cu6i cung ba ciing no6i, “Conrad. Lai day. Hinh Kirby md&i sinh
nay.”

Ong gat, ding day khoi ghé budc t6i chd ba, nhin xudng qua vai ba, roi
ngo6i xuong canh ba trén sofa. “Pita bé dé xinh qua,” 6ng néi bang quo
khong goi dich danh.

T6i khong khoi cam thay tu hao, vi trong 6ng cé vé ty hao that, nhung
t0i van noi, “Thoi. Moi ngudi oi. Lat ti€p di. Con phai coi mudi tdim nam
nita ma.”

Cudi cung Marian ciing 1at trang khi me t6i tGi bén sofa roi bat dau ké
chuyén bén vai Conrad. D6 la lan dau toi cwoi, 1at, an thirc an dac, toi tap
ding lén trong giwong ciii. Khi moi nguwdi ti€p tuc 1at trang, me t6i cudi
cung cling ngoi xudng bén Marian, ty nhién thoai mai trd lai, ké nhitng mau
chuyén veé t6i - ca vé Charlotte nita - mét s6 ngo ngo, nhung hau hét thi kha
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chan. Nhung Conrad va Marian khong thay chan chiit nao, va hoi me t6i da
thit. Ba tra 101, con bo va Charlotte thi chéc choc lai chém vao nhitng 16i
binh luén du kiéu.

Khi ho xem t&i by trong dau tién cua toi, va me ké chuyén toi dé n6 ké
bén girong ma ngu, trong toi bong cé cai cam giac la la roi t6i nhan ra do
la gi. Do la cam giac than thudc. Vi cai noi toi dang ¢ day. Con nha nay.
V6i bo me va Charlotte. Nhitng nguwdi biét moi chuyén vé t6i, tr dau.
Nhitng nguoi biét toi.

“Con do la khi Art va t6i bat dau di mua nat bit tai,” me ndi, phi cuoi.
“Khong phai Kirby khong cé tai ngay tir dau. Chi la c6 tai nhung diéc ca

3

tai.

Me nhin qua t6i mim cuwdi. T6i mim cwdi lai véi ba vi tdéi dam noi ba biét
t0i dang nghi va cdm nhan diéu gi. Con hay hon nita, t6i dam noéi ba cling
dang cam thay nhu vay.

Khoang hon bdy gid, khi nha t6i ai ndy déu bat dau ngap thi Conrad bao
ong sé lén duwong. Bo t6i moi 6ng ¢ lai qua dém, nhung ong lich sy tir chai,
mot muc noi la ong thich chay xe dem.

Marian néi ba ciing phai vé, r6i nho bo t6i goi gitip ba mot chiéc taxi.

“Anh chd em ciing duwogc,” Conrad khé maoi.

“Anh chac ch?” Marian néi, trong ngac nhién.

“U. Khong hé gi,” 6ng nhtn vai dap.

Moi nguoi chao tam biét nhau trong khi Marian 14y tii xach con bo t6i
thi vé duong vé lai khach san. T6i buéc ra phong ngoai, chd ho, hy vong
khong ai di theo nita. Khong ai theo, roi 14t sau, t6i da & bén ngoai véi ho,
ditng canh xe ctia Conrad. Trdi van chwa toi, nhung tréng nhu sap c6 bao,
sam i am dang xa.
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“Thoéi,” Marian n6i sau mdy gidy im lang. “Cam on con da mdi ca hai.”

“Phai ddy. Cam on con, Kirby,” Conrad noi.

“Buoi 1é thu vi lam. Va ngay hom nay nita,” ba noi.

Toi gat, cam thay nghén nghen trong c6 hong. C6 biét bao diéu t6i mudn
noi, vay ma dau 6c bong dau trong rong va toi chi con biét cam nhan.

“Con murng la ca hai déu dén,” cudi cung t0i cling rang noéi ra duwgc, nghi
that la lung lam sao khi viéc dirng cung hai con nguoi da tao ra minh, mot
chuyén ma hau hét moi dita tré déu xem la dwong nhién moi ngay trong
doi, lai la diéu toi chwa titng dam tin sé xdy ra. Ma chac chan ciing khong
phai la thé nay - vao mot ngay 16n lao, trong dai nhw vay.

“Ca cha va co déu tu hao vé con,” Marian noi.

Conrad gat dau tan thanh, chdp nhan chit “chd va c6” cia ba, tham chi
con no6i thém, “Co chu déu wdc gi minh dam nhan tiéng khen.”

T6i mim cwoi, hit mot hoi sau réi 6m ca hai, dau tién 1la Marian, r6i dén
Conrad - gan nhv ca ba cung 6m nhau, vung vé, chéng vanh. To6i ¢6 ghim
nwdc mat bong dau chye trao ra, va tam biét that nhanh, lan cuéi. Chi cé
diéu lan nay, t6i biét d6 chwa han la lan cudi.

Khi da quay lai an toan trong bong t6i hang hién, t6i quay lai nhin ho l1én
xe l4i di r6i vay chao khi Conrad bam coi bip bip, moi tiéng la 16i chao caa
mot nguwdi. R6i toi hit mot hoi dai va tréd vao nha cung gia dinh minh.
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Chuong 34

Marian

Khong thé nao khong nhé lai qua khit trong lic Conrad dwa toi vé khach
san. Chung t6i vira ¢ bén Kirby va gia dinh con bé vai gio dong ho, va t6i
van chwa hiéu duge nhitng cam xuc nay - ti budi 1é t6t nghiép cam dong
ctia n6 cho dén khoanh khac cang thang lic méi bwdc vao nha va gap bo
me no, roi sy xuat hién cia Conrad nhw khong hé 1a that, roi chiéu t6i em
gai Kirby dem dong album cta gia dinh ra va me n6 bat dau ké nhitng cau
chuyén chi ba mdi cé thé ké. T6i nghi han that khé cho Lynn va Art khi
phai chia sé mot ngay ddc biét, quan trong nhuv vay voi nhitng nguoi xa la,
du cho ching t6i c6 1a mau mu cia con bé. Ma nhat la vi chiing t6i la méau
mu. Toi mirng cho Kirby va thdy phan chan cho twong lai cia nd, nhung
cling that kho khi thdy, can canh va song dong, tat ca nhitng gi minh da dé
mat va khong bao gid con lay lai dwoc, du c6 xem biét bao nhiéu tdm hinh
va nghe ké biét bao cau chuyén di nita. T6i néi minh da dwa ra quyét dinh
ding nhat cho né la néi that 1ong, nhung t6i khéng thé pht nhan cam giac
mat mat sau sac vé cai minh da tiv bé. Vé cai 1é ra minh da c6 thé co.

Thé nhung, trong khodnh khac nay t6i lai nghi vé Conrad va chi minh
Conrad. Ca ngay hom nay toi da né tranh nhitng ky @c do, ngay ca khi anh
ding gan dén mic t6i con ngwi thdy mui hwong quen thudc ¢ anh. Nhung
gio, ching ua veé that nhanh, that manh liét, that nguyén ven. T6i phai co
ghim cai wdc muon bat chot la dwa tay qua dé 1én dui anh nhuw thuwong lam
nhitng lan hai dita chay long vong trén chiéc Mustang den.

“Vao xa 10 44,” t6i ndi, theo huwéng dan Art da nguéch ngoac trén khan
gidy cho chuing t6i. T6i dang c6 dé tirng dam, tirng gidy déu cé y nghia, wéc
gi Conrad chay cham lai hay it ra cling tat radio di ma chuyén tro.
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Anh gat. “Pugc roi.”

To6i 1én quan sat nét mat anh nhin nghiéng, nhuwng anh liéc vé hwéng toi,
bat qua tang t6i dang nhin anh.

“Gi thé?” anh no6i. Khong thu dich, nhwng cling chang nhiét tinh. Chi c6
st tro tanh. Trong thoang chdc, t6i gan nhu thay nhé lai con gian.

“Khong c6 gi,” toi dap, lai nhin thang ra xa 16. Quang canh thanh phd
nhung chang c6 gi dac sac. Cho ching t6i dang di qua c6 thé la bat ky dau.

Anh thé dai, van dai mot, hai lan, roi ro rang khong vira y, bén tat han.
Chung t6i lang lang chay thém vai cdy s6 nita cho dén khi t6i chi 16i ra trén
dai 10 Vandeventer.

Anh ré qua phdi, roi cu6i cung cting néi. “No la dta tré tuyét voi.”

“Em biét,” t6i dap. “Con bé rat tuyét.”

“Ca gia dinh no nita,” anh noi. “Anh thich ho that su. Art la nguoi co chi
khi.”

“Phai,” t6i ndi. “Con bé that may man.”

“Ca em nita,” anh noi, liéc xéo t6i vé gay gat. “Néu con bé roi vao tinh
canh toi té thi...”

Anh lac dau khi t6i néi dit cau cho anh. “Anh sé khong bao gio tha thi
cho em.”

“Phai,” anh noi.

T6i chi cho ré cudi cung vao South Kingshighway. “Vay la anh da tha
thi cho em?” t0i hoi.

Anh hit vao mot hoi dai r6i nhtn vai, nhw thé t6i vira héi mot cau mang
tinh triét hoc, khong thé tra 16i chi khong phai mot cau kha dé hiéu. “Anh
cling khéng biét nita, Marian.”

T6i can moéi khéng noi gi, danh chdp nhan cau do, va ca viéc ro rang anh
khong muon no6i chuyén. Chay thém khodng hai cdy s6 nita thi t6i chi
khach san. “Kia r6i. Cudi duwong bén tay phai,” t6i noi.

Anh gat roi chay vao 16i di vira Iic m6t nhan vién trirc cong xuat hién.
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“Trong sanh cé quan bar day,” t6i néi, cdm thay cuéng cuoéng. “Anh vao
udng mot ly chi?”

Anh lac dau. “Anh con nam gio chay xe triédc mat nira.”

“Chi mot ly thoi?” t6i n6i. “Muwoi phat?”

Anh hit m6t hoi dai, thé ra, roi néi, “Thoi dugce. Mat ly.”

To6i m@& ctra, ndi v6i phuc vu la da dang ky phong nhung ban toi sé ¢ lai
mot 1at. Roi ca hai budc xudng xe, di qua khu sanh hau nhw khong c6 ai lai
dang Eau Bistro, tim dwgc hai chd ng6i cudi quay rugu. Lat sau, nhan vién
quay thay ching to6i. T6i goi mot ly Chardonnay, anh goi mét ly Stella. Anh
c? nhin dam dam tredc mat cho dén khi rwou dwge dem dén, va anh nhap
ngum dai dau tién. Tiép dén anh quay qua nhin thang vao mat toi, noi, “Sao
em khong cho anh biét?”

T6i noi t6i khong biét nita.

“V& van. Em cé biét.”

“Em... khong... Em chi nghi minh chwa dua chin chan... Em chwa san sang
dé doi pho véi nhitng van dé cta nguwdi tredng thanh... va nhitng chon lya
phttc tap. Gitt bi mat thi dwong nhuw moi chuyén sé dé dang hon.”

“P6 khong phai bi mat. D6 1a doi tra,” anh ndi.

To6i gat, nhan ra Peter néi ding - that ra hai thi &y khéng khac nhau la
bao.

“Em nghi anh sé c6 thuyét phuc em pha thai sao?” anh héi.

“Khong,” toi néi, dat ly xuéng ma khong uéng. “Khéng phai thé. Bung
hon la... em sg@ anh sé ngan em pha thai... R6i, khi em da tw thuyét phuc em
khong lam vay, em lai sg anh sé thuyét phuc em nu6i no6.”

“Anh sé chang co6 thuyét phuc em lam bat ct chuyén gi hét,” anh noi.
Giong anh roi boi va dau dén hon 1a gian dit. “Anh sé dé em chon. Anh bao
em vay tredc khi em thit thai co ma.”

“Phai. Thoi dugc, c6 1é em sg néu cho anh biét... Em sé tui thuyét phuc
minh nuodi nd,” toi noi.
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Anh nhin t6i gian dién nguoi, roi gio hai tay 1én theo ding nghia den.

“Em da yéu anh,” t6i n6i - nhw thé né sé giai thich dwgc moi chuyén. Va
theo mot cach ky la nao do thi gan nhw né cling da giai thich dwoc.

“Anh cling da yéu em,” anh ndi, lai nhin t6i cham cham.

To6i nhin vao mat anh, cdm thay lang lang, roi trong gidy phut ay toi biét
chac chan khong phai chi hoai niém lam minh thdy x6n xang. Chinh la
Conrad, ngay tai day, ngay giay phut nay.

“Lé& ra anh da gitip dwoc em,” anh néi, ha giong. “it ra em di c6 thé dé
anh néi 1oi tam biét.”

“Em biét. Dung ra em phai lam thé,” t6i néi, nhd lai hém ay. “Em mirng
vi cudi cung anh cling da dwgc xem hinh.”

Anh lic dau. “Y anh noi 1a chao tam biét em.”

Téi nin thd rdi néi, “0.”

“Anh van luon biét minh sé khong bén nhau mai mai, Marian. Rang c6 1é
minh con qua tré. Rang rd rang em qua tam v@&i cta anh... Nhung anh nght
minh cling dang dé dwgc ndi 10i tam biét.”

T6i lac dau. “Em khong qua tdm vdéi cua anh.”

“U. Phai.” Anh nhap ngum bia roi ddo mét. “Nha san xuat Ty Phu sip
cwdi mot... dai gia Hollywood... chét tiét nao do.”

Toi nhin anh ngac nhién.

“Kirby néi anh biét.”

“Thoi dugc, vay con bé c6 néi bon em chia tay roi khong?” t6i néi, nhan
ra minh chwa hé cho né biét.

Conrad nhtn vai, nhw thé du gi thi cling chang quan trong. T6i cling tin
nhu vay.

“Em khong tu phu,” t6i néi, giong diém tinh.

“Em dang & dinh cao thanh dat,” anh noi. “Nhan vat 16n. Moi trvong
song l6n. Co hai 16n.”
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T6i nhin anh, nghi minh san sang danh doi tat ca dé nguwgc dong thoi
gian vé lai ngay hom dy ma néi that véi anh. Nhung to6i biét anh sé khong
tin, nén t6i lai n6i, “Phdi. Pung. Em thanh dat. Nhung cudc song cua anh
tot dep hon, that hon. Em da thay lic anh ding trén san khau. Anh duwgc
lam cai minh yéu thich.”

“Em cling vay con gi,” anh noi.

T6i lac dau, nhan ra rang du truyén hinh va viét lach van luon la niém
dam mé cua toi, nhung toi thwong dé y dén muc dich chit khéng tan hwdong
hanh trinh - va tinh yéu danh cho viéc minh dang lam. Mot cudc giao tranh
thwong trire dé ludn tu chd, leo 1én ndc tiép theo, ddm bao la doi minh dugc
viét kich ban k§ luvdng, hoan hao.

“Khong giong vay dau. Duwong nhu anh rat... hanh phic,” t6i noi.

“Thinh thodng anh ciing gap that bai. M6t vu ly di. Vai lan dung ma tiy
qua liéu. Nhung nhin chung... Anh khong thé kéu ca. Cho dén nay la vay.”
Anh go 1én quay.

“Anh c6 muoén c6 con khong?” t6i budt miéng.

“Anh da c6 mot dita r6i,” anh noi.

“Anh biét em muon néi gi ma,” t6i n6i. “Anh c6 mudn c6 con nita
khong? C6 mot gia dinh ay?”

“Pwong nhién. Mudn. Bao gi¢ anh ciing... Con em?”

T6i gat néi, “Mudn. Néu do la gia dinh ding nghia.”

Nhv noi hai ta vira roi di, t6i nghi, muong twgng ra Kirby va gia dinh
con bé, mai nha day tinh yéu thwong ctia né. “Nhwng néu diéu dé khong tdi
thi c6 nghia la sé khong bao gio tGi,” toi nai.

“Em sé luon c6 Kirby ma,” anh noi.

“Phai,” toi noi. “Anh cling vay.”

Anh nhéch miéng cudi vdi toi, “That kho tin con bé lai 1a két qua cua
mot dém he ngu ngoc, phai khong?”

Toi lac dau, “Po6 khong phai mot dém ngu ngoc.”
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“Em biét anh mu6n néi gi ma. Ta chi la mot doi tré ngu ngdc. Nhitng ké
dai dot.”

“Phéi. Em doan vdy. Nhung vé nhiéu madt thi em nghi h6i dy em sang
sudt hon,” t6i n6i, nhé ra dém dé minh da lam theo truc giac khi gat dau
v6i anh. Bao nam trdi toi van tiéc diéu do. Tiéc anh. Tiéc ca con bé nita.
Nhung gio day t6i méi nhén ra rang c6 cai dep va s citu r6i @ mot dira con
ngoai y mudn nhung la két qud cua tinh yéu. Gio t6i mdi thay con bé la
diéu tot dep nhat minh tirng lam dwgrc.

Anh hép mot ngum bia dai r6i mim cwdi mot minh.

“Gl vay?” tbi n6i, cho nghe cau nao dé tham thia.

Anh nhin t6i bang cai nhin ma t6i van nhg rat ro, hét cai nhin trong san
sau nha Janie nam xwa. “Co6 thé hoi dy em sang sudt hon, nhung bay gio em
lai xinh dep hon.” Anh lac dau “Chét that.”

T6i mim cwdi, sitng so6t - mot 10i khen trong t6i nay la diéu toi khong hé
ngo tdi. “Anh cling vay,” t6i ndi, long xao xuyén.

Anh nhuwéng may, ra hiéu cho nhan vién quay rugu tinh tién, roi bao anh
phai di. “Anh van nhé chuyén gi xay ra khi anh uéng rugu véi em.”

“T6i hom ay anh uéng bia Dr Pepper ma,” t6i néi, mim cuoi.

“Vay a?” anh hai.

Toi gat.

“Um, vay thi anh vin nhé chuyén gi xay ra khi em uéng. Em 1gi dung
anh.”

T6i biét thira anh chi dua thoi, vdy ma tim van dap loan nhip. “Khoan
hang di,” t6i 1i nhi.

“Anh phai di thoi,” anh néi. “Nhung c6 1é sé gap lai em. Tai lé t6t nghiép
dai hoc cua Kirby.”

“Em nghi no sé khong theo dai hoc dau,” toi noi.

“0, c6 ddy,” anh néi, nhay mat, ¢t nhw anh c6 tin tay trong. Ma t6i dam
néi la anh c6. “Vay nén bon nam nita gap lai nhé?”
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To6i gat, nhung noi rang toi that long mong ching t6i c6 thé chuyén tro
trdc lac d6. Anh béo t6i biét tim anh & dau roi, Zelda m& cira suot ba tram
sau muoi lam ngay trong nam.

T6i nhin anh, khap khéi. Cau dé6 nghe nhw mét 161 moi. “Nhung sao
quan lai c6 tén Zelda?” t6i hoi, c6 nhd tén me anh, wdc gi tdi nay ching toi
c6 thé néi vé ba. Udc gi chiing t6i c6 thé ndi vé rat nhiéu thi.

“Pai gia Gatsby la cudn anh thich nhét,” anh no6i. “F. Scott Fitzgerald dé
tang Zelda.”

“Vg ong dy a?” toi hoi.

“Phai. Ba vo hét sitc dién r6 ma 6ng ay chang viéc gi phdi yéu nhiéu dén
thé,” anh noi, nhin t6i v6i anh mat chat chita. “Em biét van bia chung cho
hai nguoi viét gi khong? La cau trich dan trong cuén séach... Pita con da
chon cho ho.”

T6i lac dau. “Cau ay nhw thé nao?”

Mat anh khép ho khi anh doc lai, “Vay la ta khua mai chéo luét téi,
thuyén troi ngwoc dong, khong ngirng nghi tré vé qua khit.”

T6i nhin anh dam dam va d6i mat xam xanh manh liét 4y nhin lai ngay
tirc khac.

“Thoi,” anh noi, chubi hai td bac 1én quay. “Anh phai di that r6i.”

“Pugc,” toi néi. “Nhuwng nhé rang...”

“Chuyén gi?” anh hoi khi da nhém day, ditng gan t6i dén mitc chan
ching t6i cham nhau va t6i cam thay hoi thd anh am trén ma minh.

Toi hit vao that sau réi noi, “Anh c6 thé chay. Nhuwng khong thé tron.”

“Anh ti'ng nghe cau nay r6i,” anh néi khé mim cwdi, nén t6i dam chac
anh nhé nhitng gi chinh anh da n6i vao cai dém khong thé nao quén ay. T6i
dam chac anh nhé moi diéu.

Anh ding lén, kéo khda 4o khoac, gat dau chao tam biét. Roi anh budc
ra khoi quan bar, con t6i thi ngoi 6n lai cudc chuyén tro giita ching t6i, moi
chuyén ctia ngay hom nay, va ca cai dém ching t6i pham sai lam hoan hao
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ay, dudi chiéc quat tran trong phong b6 me Janie. T6i goi mot ly nita, chot
thdy qua doi c6 don. To6i thoang nhd Peter - va roi nhan ra khong phai minh
nh@ Peter, ma la nhé y niém vé cai toi titng nghi ching t6i chia sé. T6i nghi
vé s nghi€ép ctia minh va cai minh mudén viét khi cudi cung bo phim nay
cting két thuc, du la vi bi huy hay vi t6i da quyét dinh di tiép.

To6i biét minh con mot cau chuyén nita muon ké. T6i tham chi da muwong
twong ra nhan vat chinh - mot nhac si tai hoa va dita con gai citng coi cua
anh ta - va khdi dau cudc hanh trinh chung cta ho. T6i chwa biét cudi cung
ca hai sé dén dau, hay chinh xac ho dang di vé dau, nhung cling chang sao.
Van con nhiéu thoi gian dé giai quyét chuyén d6. Thoi gian dé xem dong
doi sé dua toi vé dau. Con lic nay, t6i ngoi mot minh trong quan bar cta
cai khach san & St. Louis nay va uéng can ly. Bay khong phai 1a nhitng gi
toi du tinh - ngay hém nay, khodnh khac nay, nhitng méi quan hé khé tin,
ca cli lan méi. Song t6i van thdy tran ngdp cam giac thanh than va tin twdéng
rang, cudi cung, lan nay t6i cling dang & ding cho danh cho minh.

HET
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e Chu thich »

W Tiéng Phap, nghia la that nhe ca ngudi. (ND)
& Am chi nguoi 16n ma nhu tré con.

Ll Pilot la tap phim nha san xuat t bo tién ra lam dé moi chao cac nha dai
chiéu phim ctia minh va tai trg kinh phi.

4 Tritng cd mudi, moén rat dat.
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