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Chuvong 1

Trong phong kinh - lam viéc cua ctta hang hoa Faulkner Mildreth Faulkner
dang ngdi bén ban, can than chon mot bong paxten® xanh. C6 ludn ludn
dung hoa paxten dé diém xuyét cac kiéu xép hoa ctia minh. Bat bong hoa
xuong bén tradi t0 phac thao phong an cta gia dinh Ellsworth, c6 bat dau
nghién ctu cdc mau xép hai hoa vdi loai nén mau 14 cdy nhat ma c6
Ellsworth dinh dung thap sang.

Co tiéng gob vao kinh. Mildreth ngang 1én va nhin thady Harry Peavis. Day
cac ban vé sang mot ben, co ra hieu moi khach vao. Ong khach nhan 1oi
moi nhv mot diéu tat nhién va khong biéu 16 chit tinh cdm nao. D6 la mot
nguoi to 16n, xwong xwong, bap thit ran chac, vai va doi ban tay con gitr
duwgce dau vét ctia nghé chu trai ma 6ng ta da lam thoi trai tré. Hién tai, sau
khi da giau c6 nho doc quyén gan nhw hoan toan nganh ban 1é hoa; 6ng ta
rat chiu khé phé minh trong tw th€ mét nha kinh doanh van dé. Nhitng
ngon tay bi bién dang vi lao dong nom that lac diéu véi méng tay dwoc got
stta va bo com lé cat qua dep ctia Ong ta.

“Co lam viéc muon thé?” 6ng ta ndi véi Mildreth.

Co6 mim cuoi:

“T6i hau nhw ludn luén lam viéc mudn. Phiéu lwong thué, ban kiém ké...
khong viéc nay thi viéc khac... va lai, méi 7 gio...”

“Co that vat va, nhat la tir khi ba chi c6 bi dau tim, phai khong?”

“Q, toi c6 xoay s& cho qua ngay...”

“Ba dy hién thé nao r6i?”

“Carlotta a?”

«(y »

“Pa kha hon nhiéu.”

“C0 bao cho t6i mot tin mirng day!”
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“Chi t0i con phdi nam nha mot thoi gian kha dai nita nhung sitc khoe
moi ngay mot kha hon.”

“C0 c0 ba ctra hang phai khong?” ong ta hoi sau mot lic im lang.

“Vang.” ¢o trd 10i va hiéu rang 6ng ta biét hoan toan khong nhitng s6
lwgng va dia diém cac ctra hang ctia ¢c6 ma con biét ca nhitng con so6 kinh
doanh nita.

“0, 9...” Peavis noi. “Nay, t6i nghi ring gtii mot it tién vao chd co dé lay
1ai sé khong phai 1a mét y t6i...”

“Ong muédn noéi gi vay?”

“Trd thanh c6 dong ctia cong ty co!”

Mildreth mim cudi va lac dau.

“Xin cam on, ong Peavis... cong viéc lam an cta ching t6i kha t6t,
nhung hang ching t6i nho bé va rat khép kin.”

“C0 lé khong kép kin nhu ¢o twong dau.”

“Hay ct cho la vira du... Carlotta va toi, hai nguwdi chiing t6i c6 tat ca co
phan.”

Duéi cdp 1ong may rdm, doi mat xam xanh cta Peavis anh 1én vé xao
quyét.

“Co hay nghi thém di.”

Mildreth nhan tran, réi cuoi.

“O qua vay. C6 mot gidy chitng nhan ndm c6 phan mang tén Corinne
Dell... Mud6n thanh 1ap mot cong ty can phdi c6 ba nguoi trong hoi dong
quan tri, va ching t6i da biéu nhitng c6 phan nay cho Corinne dé chi ay cé
thé tham gia.”

“Vang, vang...” Peavis vira n6i vira lay trong tdi ra mot gidy chitng
nhan.... “Co biét ddy, Corinne da lay m6t ngwoi nha ching toi... va toi da
c6 trong tay cac c¢6 phan dé. Co c6 thé chuyén gidy chitng nhan nay vao so6
va cho t6i mot gidy chitng nhan méi.”

Mildreth lai nhan tran, xoay di xoay lai t0 gidy chitng nhan giita cac
ngon tay.

“CO cit xem,” Peavis néi, “moi viéc déu hop thirc, 16i ghi chuyén vao
mat sau hoi phiéu cling nhw phan con lai.”
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CoO gai dat to gidy do 1én ban va nhin thang vao Peavis.

“Ong thdy ddy, 6ng Peavis a, tit ca nhitng diéu ndy khong lam cho ti
vui long. Pay khong phai la mdt tro choi thang than. T6i khong biét 6ng
dang nghi gi trong dau. Ong 1a ngudi canh tranh véi chiing t6i, néu ching
t0i khong mudn ong thoc miii vao cong viéc ctia minh. Corinne da hanh
dong khong phai khi nhwong lai nhitng c6 phan nay. T6i nghi rang, do hoan
canh, chi ay khong thé lam khac dwgc nhwng toi cho rang 6ng biét tinh thé
cua chung toi.”

“T6i biét,” Peavis noi. “Co rat cau thd, con toi thi khong. C6 c6 thién
cam vai toi va téi mong rang toi cling c6 thién cam véi co6... Nhung moi
lan c6 pham sai 1am ma t6i c6 thé 1gi dung, thi t6i khong tir dau. Cong viéc
la cong viéc... Sau viéc nay, co biét day, chiing ta c6 thé gian xép vdi nhau,
do6i v6i phan con lai cia cac ¢6 phan... c6 sé gilt vi tri & day va tiép tuc
diéu khién tat ca. Toi, t6i sé bang long vdi 51% va...”

Mildreth lac dau, Peavis nan ni:

“Co sé kiém duwgc bang hién tai va duwgc dam bao bang mot nguon von
v6 han. N6 sé gitp c6 m& rong cong viéc. Toi sé la mdt nguwdi hun von t6t.”

“Khéng, cam on. Tat ca sé van nhw cii.”

“Pugc, néu vay co hay ghi chuyén tén cho nam ¢6 phan nay.”

“Pich xac la 6ng mudn cai gi?” c6 hoi.

“Khong muodn gi cd,” ong ta trd 10i c6 vé that tha gia tao. “T6i khong
muon xen vao cong viéc ctia c6. Co thé t6i sé la mot nguwdi hun von ma.
Hay lam di... sé kiém duwgc nhiéu tién. Bay gio toi phdi vé r6i. Rat sung
suong dugc thay ba chu lam viéc mudn.”

Ong ta cuoi hi hi, r6i ndng nhoc nhac tdm than cuc mich ra khéi ghé.

Nhin 6ng ta ndng né 1€ budc ra ctra hang, Mildreth cdm thdy doi mat sac
nhw dao an dudi bo 16ng may ram khong bé qua mot chi tiét nao.

Co gai chim dam trong suy nghi mat vai phut. R6i sap cac ban vé lai va
noi vai Lois Carling, nguoi lam cong tai cita hang:

“Pong ctra vao chin rwdi nhé; Lois. Toi sé khong trg lai nita,” co dung
lai chéc 14t trudc cai guong to dit ¢ 16i vao ctva hang. O tudi ba muoi hai,
cd c6 than hinh cta gai ham hai. Kinh nghiém trong bay nam diéu khién
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cong viéc c6 két qua da khién co tré nén hoat bat vé thé chat va tinh than,
tao dang nang dong, gilt cho nhitng bap thit ran chac khong nhao ra. Chi c6
mot phu nit hoat dong mai c6 thé cé nhitng dwdng nét gon gang, s sac sdo
va hiéu nang nhu vay.

Lois Carling nhin c6 di ra bang d6i mat mo mang hoi dau kho. Lois 1a
hién than cuda tudi tré hang hai, nhw sitc bung né ctia mét loai rwgu vang
m&i, con Mildreth lai c6 nhan cach chin chan cia mot ngwoi day tu tin vao
sac dep cta minh. S6t rudt trwdc thanh cong ‘chdm nhwng chac’ cua
Mildreth tredc mat minh, tat nhién Lois phai ty héi, ‘Vay thi c6 ay c6 céi gi
ma minh khong c6?’ Nhung vi dau 6c khong quen thudc 1am véi cac van dé
tam 1y nén Lois Carling m& mo6t ngan kéo quay hang 1ay ra hop keo ma
Peavis méi dui cho khi vao va can mot miéng s6-co-la.

O 16i vao gara, noi Mildreth dé xe c6 mot tram dién thoai. Trong lic chd
dwa xe dén, sy thoi thiac khién c6 cam ldy cudn danh ba dé tim s6 mdy cta
Perry Mason, luat su. C6 tim thdy s6 may van phong cta 6ng c6 ghi chi @
duwdi, ‘Ngoai gio lam viéc xin goi Glen wood 6-8345’. Glen wood, theo co
biét, la co quan nhan va thu xép cac cudc lién lac. Co giai thich rang minh
muon hen gap ong Mason vé mot viéc quan trong; ngay chiéu hém do néu
c6 thé dwoc. O dau day kia, mot giong phu nit héi s6 may cta ¢, roi bao cd
bd may xubng, ngudi ta sé goi lai sau vai phut nita.

Mot nhan vien da duva xe ra. Mildreth mé ctra phia lai va ra hiéu cho
nguoi kia biét rang c6 sé dung xe mudon hon mot chut. Hiéu y, anh ta quay
xe sang trai dé bom xang.

Mildreth tré lai buéng dién thoai ding lic chudng réo.

CO nhac may:

“Al6?”

“Co la Faulkner?”

“Vang.”

“T6i la Della Street, thw ky ctia 6ng Mason. Co c6 thé néi that ngan cho
toi biét cha dé cong viéc cia c6 khong? C6 Faulkner?”

“Vang, toi la cha ctra hang hoa Faulkner. Bay la mot cong ty... Mot
trong nhitng ngwoi canh tranh véi toi da tim cach cé dwge mot sé c6 phan,
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nhitng c¢6 phan duy nhat khong bi gia dinh toi kiém soat. Toi sg rang nguoi
dy sé gdy rac réi cho chiing t6i va mudn biét toi c6 thé lam dugc gi?...”

“MOot cudc hen vao sang mai c6 thich hgp véi c6 khong?”

“T6i nghi rang dwgc... T6i... nbi thuc ra, do bi thoi thic tdi da goi dién
thoai. To6i rat lo lang tr khi biét dugc sy giao dich nay, cach day khong
lau...”

“Muoi redi sang mai c6 duwgc khong?”

“Nhat dinh la dugc.”

“Rét t6t. Ong Mason s& tiép ¢d, chao cd.”

“Vang, chao c0,” Mildreth tra 10oi.

Nhe nhom déi chit, co 14y xe va tGi ngay nha Carlotta, & dwong Chervis.

Puong Chervis chay ngoan ngoéo quanh cac ngon doi néi cao 1én & phia
bac Hollywood. Carlotta va Bob & lung chirng doi, trong mot biét thy xay
gia da hoa, ban ngay sang trang nhung bay gio lai tré nén mdt khoi xam xit,
twong phan véi cac ngon dén thanh ph6 dang nhap nhay.

Mildreth tra chia vao 6 khéa, m& ctra va buéc vao phong khach noi Bob
Lawley dang ng6i doc bao trén ghé twa. Tay trai anh ta cdm mot cudn so
nho bia da va trén tai phdi c6 dat mot cai but chi. Bob ngwdc mat 1én, ro
rang khong bang long vi bi qudy ray, roi, nhan ra Mildreth, danh dau long
hé m6t nu cudi hoan nghénh. Cung lic ay, cd nhan thay anh ta voi cat bién
cudn sO vao tui 4o vettong.

“Hello, Millie, anh khong biét 1a em sé dén.”

“Chi Carla ¢ dau, anh?”

“Trén gac ay.”

“Chi ay ngu a?”

“Khong, dang doc sach.”

“Em 1én mot chit nhé. Anh cé di dau khong day?”

“Khong, co chuyén gi vay?”

“Em c6 diéu mudn noéi véi anh.”

“Duoc thoi!”

Ta&i ctra, co ngoanh lai:
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“Em vao bat ngd khi anh dang tinh todan chuyén mua ban, nén anh kho
khan 1am mdi gidu duoc...”

Bob hoi dé mat, réi cwoi va ngwgng ngung noi:

“Em lam cho anh ngac nhién, thé thoi.”

Mildreth 1én cau thang, dén buoéng chi co, c6 thay chi dang nam. Nhitng
chiéc goi dung ditng chen xung quanh doi vai ba. Mt chiéc den chao hong
treo & dau giwong, soi sang cac trang sach.

Carla ha chao xu6ng, khién can buong day anh sang diu, phét hong.

“Chi twdng em khong tdi,” ba noi.

“Em vé mudn. H6m nay chi thé nao?”

“O mdi ngay mot kha hon, vé tat ca moi mit.” Carla cudi.

Ba nhiéu tu6i hon Mildreth. Da ba xanh rét va mac du khong thuc sy
béo, co bap c6 vé mém nhéo.

“Tim chi thé nao?” Mildreth lai hai.

“Rat tot. HOm nay bac si néi rang sau hai tuan nita, chi c6 thé 1ai xe. Tim
chi hinh nhw t6t r6i. Chi tin chac rang chiéc Cabriolet nhé cia minh sé
khong xoay mong mong nita.”

“Chi dung voi,” Mildreth khuyén. “Hay di tr tir nhat la ldc dau.”

“Bac si cling ndi thé.”

“Chi doc gi vay?”

“MGt cudn sach méi cé tam cd xa hoi sdu rong ma chi khong hiéu, va
chang...”

“Sao chi khong doc quyén gi nhe nhang hon?”

“Khong, chi can nhu vay. M6t cuén sach hay lam chi say mé va sau do
khong thé nao ngt dwgce. Con nhw quyén nay... con mudi trang nita...” Chi
sé khong can thudc ngu.

Mildreth cuoi.

“Rat tot. Em tiéc la da dén muon. Em dén dé xem sitc khoe chi thé nao.
Bay gio, em xudng ndi doi 101 vdi Bob roi chuén luon.”

“Bob that dang thwong,” Carlotta n6i nhe nhang, “khong may cho anh ay
c6 mot ngwoi vg 6m yéu. Anh ay rat tuyét, em biét day, Millie.”

“Vang, em biét.”
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“Em... em chwa bao gio c6 nhiéu thién cdm véi anh ay, c6 phéi khong?”

Mildreth reén may.

“Pirng nodi chuyén ay vao lic nay. Cudi cung anh ay va em sé hiéu nhau
thoi, chi a.”

Mat Carlotta toi sam lai.

“Bob dau kho vé chuyén dy. Chi mudn em hay c6 hét sitc dé hiéu anh ay
hon.”

“Em sé thyc hién ngay tiéc khac,” Mildreth hita, miéng mim cwdi nhung
anh mat day budng binh. “Chi hay giit gin sttc khde. Pirng twdng minh kha
hon ma lam gi qua ddy nhé.”

Carlotta nhin c6 em ra vé.

“Co sttc khoe phoi phGi nhue em thi that 1a tuyét. Udc gi em cho chi mot
it, du chi trong mot gio...”

“Em muon cho chi nhiéu hon thé, Carla a. Nhuwng tir nay moi viéc sé tot
lanh ca théi. Chi da qua con hiém nghéo r6i.”

“Chi tin nhw vay. Chi cam thay khoe hon truéce.”

Carla lai cam sach. Mildreth nhe nhang khép ctra lai va ung dung budc
xuong cau thang.

Bob Lawley gap bao lai. Cai but chi khong con dat & tai nita.

“Udng mot ly nhé?” anh ta dé nghi.

“Khong, cam on anh.”

C0 ngo6i xudng tredc mat anh ta, nhan mot diéu thudc 14 r6i cti xudng
cham vao que diém ma Bob chia ra. R6i c6 ditng day, nhin thang vao mat
anh ré:

“Anh c6 tin rang néu ba nguwdi ching ta hgp sitc lam an thi sé rat tot
khong?”

“Chuwa dau, Millie a.”

“Tail sao?”

“Khong nén dem viéc lam an ra qudy ray Carla, nhat la trong lic nay.
Anh da néi diéu dé véi bac si. Ong ta néi rdng chi dang duwoc diéu tri ding
hwéng, trde hét la do da dit bé duge nhitng lo toan vé cong viéc.

“Hinh nhv c6 diéu gi khong 6n ha?”
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“Harry Peavis dén ctra hang, chiéu nay...”

“Cai thang to xac dy. Han mudn gi?”

“Mua cong ty, hodc it nhat, kha kha c6 phan dé c6 quyén kiém soat n6.”

“Chinh han...? Em hay bao han tim noi khac ma treo c6 di.”

“Vang, em da lam r6i. Nhung hién tai, han la c6 dong...”

“Co dong!” Bob thot 1én. Va Mildreth doc dugce trén mat anh ta mot nét
lo lang thodng qua.

“Quai quy that! Thé nao ma han da...” anh ta co tinh xoay mat di.

“Corinne Dell,” Mildreth giai thich, “chi dy da 1dy mot nguwoi nha Peavis,
anh c6 nhé khong... tay chong da thuyét phuc chi &y nhuwgng cac c6 phan.
L& ra em phai mua lai cho dé truwdc khi chi ay roi ching ta... Nhung noi
thirc 1a em da hoan toan quén mat su ton tai cia ho.”

Bob cuoi, té ra nhe nhom thuce sw.

“Peavis 0 thé lam gi dwgc nhi? Nam c6 phan chi la mot giot nwéc trong
bién cd. Em hay mua lai phan cta chi ay va thanh todn cho han di.”

Mildreth lac dau:

“Harry Peavis khong chiu dé cho thanh toan dau. Han mu6n céi gi dé va
diéu do6 lam em hoi sg. Co 1é han cé quyén xem xét s6 sach cua chung ta.
Co6 thé do la cai han muon. Em khong biét. Du sao ngay mai em sé di gap
mot luat su.”

“Y kién hay day, luat s ndo thé?”

“Perry Mason.”

“Ong 4y khong quan tdm dén loai viéc ndy dau. Can phai c6 vu giét
nguoi thi méi 16i Mason ra khoi ghé banh dugc.”

“Néu ong ta chiu s¢ dén mot chit,” Mildreth néi, “thi cong viéc sé lam
ong ay thich thi. Viéc nay can mét nguwoi khong chi biét 1at tirng trang gidy
trong b luat. N6 doi héi phai cé tai nang 1én vé phap ly.”

“Pugc. Vay thi Mason la nguwdi ma ta can dé ‘quan tam’ dén Peavis, néu
em yéu cau dugc ong dy chu tam dén han. Nhung anh cho rang em dang
dinh bién dong dun cia mot hang chudt chii thanh qua ndi.”

“Theo em, tot nhat la tap hgp cac chitng thw, s6 sach ké toan. Thé nao
Mason ciling can xem.”
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“0, vo ich.” Bob n6i manh mé.

“Néu 0ng ay yéu cau thi sao?”

Giong Bob trd nen khan khan vi by doc:

“Em nghe day, Millie, tat cd déu dé trong ta sat nha bang va anh c6 mot
cudc hen quan trong vao sang mai. Néu Mason mu6n xem cac chitng thw
thi anh sé dwa sau, nhung anh khéng nghi rang 6ng dy can dén ching. Anh
can gap dai dién hang bdo hiém cua anh. That chan qua. Tat nhién, c6 thé
bao thoi cudc hen do, song anh da kha vat va vi viéc ay.”

“Anh da gap phdi chuyén bat trac nao vay, anh Bob? Sao anh khong néi
gi v&i em cad. Em chi biét dugc diéu do qua chi Carlotta.”

“0, mot cti cd dién cuia gi 14i xe say bi ti &y ma... Lic 4y anh chwa vao
xe. Anh do xe doc theo hé pho khong hiéu bang cach nao ma han va moép
xe anh. Co 1€ 1a han da truot tay 14i.”

“Anh c6 ghi s xe ctia han khong?”

“Khong, vi anh khong & d6. Nhitng ngudi chitng kién tai nan da ké lai
cho anh, nhung ho khéng ghi lai s6 xe.”

“Puoc, tat nhién em khong can nhitng c6 phan dé, nhuwng lai thich c6
ching... Anh c6 thé dén nha bang dwgc khong?”

“Hoan toan khong thé duwgc, Millie a. Anh c6 hai hodc ba cudc hen trong
bubi sang va bay gio anh khong thé hoan duwgce. Em cé thé gidi thich viéc do
cho Mason nhung dirng 16 cho 6ng dy biét tat ca giay to...”

“Dugc thoi,” co noi giong chan nan. “Em hy vong viéc do sé troi chay.”

“Em lam viéc nhiéu qua day, Millie a. Hady cham cham lai mé&t chat.”

“0, em dang khée ma. Cong viéc lai chay déu vi vay em c6 nhiéu viéc
phai gidi quyét. Thoi, em vé day.”

“Néu em can cac chitng ttr thi cho anh biét. Ngay kia anh c6 thé qua nha
bang. Nhung thue ra anh khéng hiéu vi sao Mason lai can ching.”

Mildreth lai nai thém:

“Anh Bob! Cac chitng thuw déu & nha bang cd, phai khong? Tat ca déu
sap x€p co trat tw ca chit? Anh...”

Bob chom ra khéi ghé:
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“Troi oi! Kho lam, xin dirng qudy ray t6i nita. Toi da cé kha nhiéu diéu
bwc minh roi. Btrng lam mét t6i bang nhitng chitng tir chét tiét cta co. Toi
biét: c6 ghét cay ghét dang t6i. Hon thé nita c6 con tim moi cach dé kich
dong Carlotta chéng lai t6i.”

“Hay dung lai,” Mildreth ngat 10i. “Anh x® sy va kéu la nhw mot diva tré
ay. Anh mudn biét Carla biét ching ta cai nhau a?”

Anh ta binh tinh lai mot cach kho6 nhoc:

“Q, thé day, c6 ich gi dau? Néu Mason mudn cac chitng tir, bdo 6ng ta
goi dién cho t6i. Con néu khong muon cai nhau thi co cut di.”

Khéng néi thém mot 101, c6 gai bang qua ctra budc vao dém toi.

Co hoan toan vo tinh v6i vé dep ctia dem sang trang nay trong luc di doc
theo dwong Chervis, biét bao cau héi chen lan trong dau: Tai sao Bob lai
hoang phi nhiéu 16i dé gidi thich vé tai nan ctia minh dén thé? Tai sao viéc
gdp dai dién hang bao hiém lai quan trong dén nhw vay? Tai sao dwa anh ta
vao cong viéc lai gap nhiéu khé khan thé? Tai sao trién vong xuat trinh cac
chitng thw lai gdy cho anh ay noéi buwc doc nhu vay?... Mildreth ty trach
minh da thiéu xa giao. Co khong tin twéng mot chiit nao vao Bob. T nhiéu
tuan nay, co kiém cé dé 14y lai c6 phan ma Carlotta da giao lai cho anh ta.

Tat nhién, that phi ly dé nghi ngd sy trung thanh cua Bob doi véi
Carlotta. Thé nhung c6 khong thé khong thay kho chiu. R6i cau chuyén tai
nan, mii xe bi thung...

“Co6 18, minh la mot co6 gai khong may vi hiéu biét qua nhiéu vé 6ng anh
ré...” Co nghi.

Ngay lic ay, c6 dén phong tai nan cta tong hanh dinh canh sat dé hoi
xem c6 bdo cdo nao vé chiéc Buick cta Bob dung phai mot chiéc xe khac
va Bob thi vira ¢ trong xe vira la nguwdi c6 16i khong.

Mot cu dién thoai goi nguwdi lai chiéc xe kia da cho co biét khong phai
chi c6 minh Bob lic xe va nhau. Mot thiéu phu t6c vang kha hap dan, ngoi
bén anh ta trén bang ghé truwdc, 6ng nay c6 ghi tén co ta dé c6 nguwoi lam
chitng, néu can xin chd mot phit.... “A, day roi. Esther Dilmeyer. Dia chi
co ta ghi lai 1a mot hop dém, hop dém Golden Horn 6ng khang dinh minh
da nhé chinh xac noi c6 ta 1am viéc - va nguoi lai chiéc Buick - Ong
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Lawley - la m0t nguai rat ditng dan. Tai nan la do 16i cua 6ng ay va ong dy
da tra phi ton. Khong, viéc chwa dugce gidi quyét nhung sang mai, lic muoi
mot gio 6ng Lawley phéi dén. Ba c6 thé cho biét ba 1a ai duwgce khong, thwa
ba?”

Mildreth nhan manh:

“T6i la nhan vién Quy boi thwong cong nhdn. Ching toi tin rang co
Dilmeyer da bi thuong.”

“Chi c6 t6i bi va cham thoi,” ngwoi kia cai lai, “bi xay sat kha nhiéu. Con
mot nguwdi khac nita di vGi Lawley, ba c6 thé yéu cau 6ng ay lam chitng,
ong ay tén la... chd mot chit. Bay r6i... Sindler Coll.”

“Ho c6 udng ruwgu khong?” Mildreth héi.

“Khong, nhueng ho phong nhanh mot cach ky 1a.”

“Céam on,” Mildreth dat may.

Tai sao Bob lai gidu tat cd moi nguwoi sy that cta tai nan. Xe ctia anh ay
duwgc bao hiém va hang sé chiu trach nhiém dén. Nhung thyc ré rang la
hang da khong lam gi ca. Han la hang ciing khong biét nita bai vi ngay hom
sau, Bob phai gap doi thu dé thir tim mot si théa thuan.

Mildreth thich tr¢ lai dy an trang tri cia minh nhung c6 cam thay cé
nhitng viéc khan cap hon.

RO rang la Bob khong c6 y dinh giai thich sy c6 mat cta co gai ban bar
trong xe minh.
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Chuong 2

Nhitng nét dau kho hién ra trén mat khién Esther Dilmeyer gia han di.

Xung quanh co, ri ram nhitng vui vé gid tao cia hdp dém, can phai c6
mot lwgng regu nhat dinh dé gitr minh du tinh tdo ma lam viéc.

Dan nhac dang choi mot diéu Swing ém diu. Bang phan khéi c6 san, chu
nhiém nghi 1é hén ha liét ké qua micr6 cac tro vui. Ngwoi quan ly riegu thi
dang ca nggi gia tri két rvgu véi nhitng khach choi c6 bd mat dwa ma. Hau
ban don da xum quanh cac ban an, than trong khong dwa thitc an ra s6m
qua, sau mon cocktail va thém nuwdc vao regu cho nhitng ké da qua chén.

Do6i vdi nhitng khach quen c6 ddm bdo chac chan thi & tang trén con co
cac tro gidi tri it 6n ao va ditng dan hon. Ban gidm doc té ra rat than trong
trong viéc lwa chon nhitng ai dwoc qua mot cdi clfa nam tan trong cung
phong gti do phia trén cé dé chi¥ ‘riéng’ va di l1én cau thang t&i nhitng
phong khach ma tir d6 nghe r6 tiéng lan cta nhitng vién tron hoa trong
tiéng ri rao ctia nhitng cau chuyén kin.

Néu bén duwdi, ngudi ta cd ép khach udng thi phia trén lai khac han. Ban
giam doc cho biét ho ‘mong’ khach choi an mdc kiéu da hdi va dung moi
cach dé thuyét phuc cac dé tir Than Tai vé su can thiét ctia 16i X1 sy tinh té.

Tam tham lat san day da nu6t hét tiéng chan di. Nhitng birc trweédng phu
kin twong, anh den ma& ao, khong khi dwom mui an choi thugng lwu, giau
c6 va xa hoa. Tét ca da gop phan tao nén sy yén tinh lich sy.

Trong mot goc 6n ao day kich thich, noi rwgu chay tran tré, mot ké chay
tii c6 thé danh liéu lam mot viéc tai tiéng. Nhung cling chinh ngudi dé, néu
song trong moi trrong khac thi sé budc phai khodc mot chiéc ao 1€ bao
quanh bang tit cd cac diu hiéu giau sang va sé biét cach chiu dung mot
cach xttng dang s mat mat ctia minh va ra vé lich sy. Chi tdi lic dwéi anh
sang ban ngay khong thwong x6t, khi da céi bé 1é phuc va lam méi cho sy
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hoéi han, dan vat thi con nguwdi dé mdi gidc ngé dwoc rang mat mat bao gio
cting 1a mat mét vi ngd nhan minh 1 gentleman® hin da roi vao bay do
chinh nhitng ké da thu lgi trén sy mat mat kia giang ra. Nhung khi dy thi da
qua muon.

Di nhién Esther Dilmeyer khong bao gio di t6i ngon nguéon mon tam ly
hoc nay. C6 chi biét vira da dé hiéu rang khi nguwdi ta dot ngot goi co thay
thé mot nit nghé si vang mat thi c6 can phai dung dwa than minh ding diéu;
trire ti€p khéu ggi khach dé ho quén di tat ca va bi dan vao cudc.

Khi dwgc yéu cau 1én tang mat, ¢6 phai x¥ sy nhv mét quy ba lich thiép:
khong cuoi to, khong danh mong. N6i chung, cac ba thwong nhin co véi
anh mat thiéu do lwgng; nhwng co c6 thé tin & dam dan ong khi ho gianh
cho c6 cai nhin thi¢ hai thuan lgi hon va san sang tan tinh c6 khi c6 mot dau
hiéu khich 1é nho nhé.

Bay gi0 Esther dang ngoi tredc mot cde rwgu - bia Inglan pha nwdc girng
c6 ga. Boi véi mot ngudi khong thong thao thi cé thé coi day 1a Sam banh -
Cocktail.

Théi quen dinh hinh m6i c6 bang mgt nu cwdi may moéc, tam trang u sau
cta c0 twong phan vdi bé ngoai quyén rii day ham muon.

Co0 da phai trai qua biét bao nhiéu thoi gian nhw vay dé cho doi nhitng ga
thon? Luon luén chi c6 mot kich ban danh cho bao ké n6i dudi nhau.
Nhitng 6ng c6 vo di kém nhin c6 day thém mudn va tham ty hita sé trd lai
mot minh. Nhitng 6ng di mot minh thi dung mét trong nam chién thuéat
chuan dé dat van dé mot cach dot ngot va kho tra 10i. Esther da hoc dwoc
cach phan loai ho ngay lan dau gap mat sao cho khi déi thu di quan co dau
tién thi c6 da co6 thé nam tron dau phéap cua ho.

Du sao, c0 nghi, minh chi nhan dvgc nhitng gi xitng dang dugc nhan. Lé
ra, cO cling c6 thé da lam nhitng viéc khac trong doi; nhwng y vao tudi tré
va nhan sac, co6 da lao minh vao cudc song hién tai: lam vui long nhitng
ngwoi dan 6ng. Co da cho phép ho madi ¢6 udng. Néu ho chi c6 mdt muc
dich la so soang thi c6 sé lo dénh nhin dong ho tay va noi:

“Chong toi sap dén day, chi mwoi phit nita...”
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Hodc c6 ra hiéu cho m6t ngudi hau ban va mot 1at sau tay nay sé téi bao
rang c6 nguoi goi c6 ¢ may dién thoai.

Néu khach san sang tiéu tién thi c6 khich 1é. Néu 6ng ta c6 vé thoa man
duwgc cac diéu kién can cd, co sé ndi bong gioé vé cac hoat dong & tang trén,
va khi diéu dé gay hitng thu cho 6ng khach, c6 sé kiém cho 6ng ta mét thé
vao va theo 6ng ta dén ban co quay.

bam ho ly da xép loai khach ngay tir cai nhin dau tién: nguwoi san sang
nhdy xuéng nuwdc, ngudi than trong, ngwdi ha tién, cot tru ctia phong choi,
nguoi so thua va twdng rang nha bang ng minh tién...

Gitta Esther va nhitng nguwoi hé ly, c6 ca mot bo luat dau hiéu. Néu con
cttu c6 nhiéu 16ng thi c6 & lai gidam sat viéc xén long. Néu khong, co lai
xuong quay rugu tim nhitng con ctru khac cé thé gap.

C0 nguwdc mat l1én khi Milderth Faulkner dén ban minh. Bat gdp cai nhin
cua co, Mildreth mim cwoi. Esther danh mat lai: Co6 rat can diéu do! Chac
lai 1a mot nguwdi vo c6 6ng chong da nga quy va ké 1€ tat ca: gap c6 gai téc
vang & hop dém, ghé song bac va cudi cung thua bac... Esther ghét hang
nguwoi ham nhitng diéu mao hiém nhw vay roi sau d6 vé nha than van véi
vQ, dam vao nguc, tuon ra mot lit nwéc mat ca sau va hé coé dip la hap tap
bat dau lai.

“Helld,” Mildreth 1én tiéng, tay v6i mot chiéc ghé. Mot cau béi dang
lwgn 10 xung quanh chd d&m hiéu ctia Esther nhuwng khong thdy mot dang
diéu, mot ¢ chi nao bao tredc mot vu cai co 6n ao dang dwgc sap dat ca.

“Chao chi!” Esther lanh dam dap.

Mildreth tha dai.

“T6i thay chi cling chi c6 m6t minh nhw t6i. Té hon la t6i luén luén cam
thdy c6 don. Cho tGi vira r6i, quanh t6i con c6 dam dan ong: toi thir 1ay lai
sttc bang mot bita cocktail nhwng khi méi uéng duwge mot nira thi ba ga da
liéc tinh t6i. Cho phép t6i mdi chi mot coc chit? Sau do toi sé di.”

Esther thé ra. Bay khong phai la mot vu tai tiéng dang sg. Co goi mot ga
hau ban.

“MGt sam banh cocktail chit?” Mildreth dé nghi. Esther nhan 10i.

“Cho hai sam banh cocktail,” Mildreth goi.
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“Mang cai nay di,” Esther n6i v&i ga hau ban. “Né am qua.” c6 vira cuoi
vira gidi thich cho Mildreth, “Chi nghi t&i viéc uéng nd, téi cling du
chan...”

Hoan cadnh bat budc phéi c6 mot ctr chi xa giao nao dé. R0 rang Esther
khong thé c6 mot cudc gap god c6 1gi nao nita khi Mildreth con ngoi & ban
c6. Nhung mat khac, nhan mot chau dai thi chang c6 hai gi...

Esther nhin déng ho tay:

“Ong ban t6i dén muon roi.”

“0, chi da c6 cudc hen. Déang I& t6i phai nghi ra diéu d6. Téi khong nén
quay ray...”

“Khong hé gi. Ching ta c6 thi gio dé udng doi chat. Bay khong phai la
lan dau tién han bat t6i phai doi, do déu...”

“Hinh nhw ching ta gap nhau roi thi phai. Trong chi quen quen.”

Esther lac dau:

“T6i khong nghi thé. Toi khong nhé chi.”

“Toi da gdp chi ¢ dau do... cho mot chut... Hinh nhu chi da gap tai nan
trén mot chiéc Buick... vang bay gio t6i nhé ra r6i, t6i da nhin thay chi &
trong xe...”

“Chi cling dinh vao vu va xe dé a?”

“Khong, t6i la khach qua duwong. Néu day la mot nguwdi ban trai cta chi
1ai, thi ong ay lai giéi ddy...”

“Chi thay thé a?” Esther n6i mot cach khinh thwong. “Thuc ra tay ay
cling kha nhung hoi ngde. Ban trai t6i la mot ngwdi khac, Sindler. Anh ay
dep trai nhung biét hoi nhiéu... Chi lam nghé gi, néu t6i khong to mo?”

“0, t6i lam mot nghé binh thwong: Diéu khién cac ctra hang. T6i c6 ba
cai...”

“Troi! That dé chiu khi c6 cong viéc riéng va khong phu thude vao ai,”
Esther thé dai. “Néu bay gio mdi bat dau vao doi thi téi sé chon mot nghé
kha hon cai tro lvon leo nay.”

“Tro gi?”

“Gai bar.”

“A, t6i biét...”
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“Khong, chi khong biét gi hét. Chi khong thé hiéu dugc néu khong th.
Pay la mot cong viéc ban thiu.”

“Tai sao chi khong bo di ma lam viéc khac.”

“Lam gi? T6i khong biét toc ky, cling khong biét danh may. T6i khong
biét m6t nghé gi ca. Vay thi lam ndi trg ¢ nha nhitng ba giau c6 dé ho git
tay cho sach ma ngb6i choi bai v? Khéng, cam on, tha chét con hon.”

“Co6 hang dong viéc cho mét ngwoi xinh dep va duyén dang...”

“Ai cha, t6i biét. Nguoi ta thuong thay cac dong chio hang trén bao hang
ngay. Toi da tim tGi vai ba noi: & d6é con to6i hon nhitng gi t6i lam & day.”

Mildreth quan sat c6 gai va nhan ra nhitng nép nhan nhe dau tién do dau
kho han trén khoe mat va moi.

“Pdy khong phaéi la loai cong viéc ma t6i mudn ndi. C6 nhitng viéc
lvong thién. Thinh thodng t6i mwén cac co gai vui vé, tré trung, biét git
minh va chiéu khach...”

Trong khée mat Esther anh 1én mot tia hy vong r6i vut tat.

“Vang, toi biét. Cling c6 nhitng ngwoi tring x6 so, anh dwgc in trén trang
dau... biéu do c6 xay ra...”

“Chi c6 cai do dai that dep,” Mildreth 1én tiéng sau mot Itic im lang.

“Chi thich a?”

“Rat thich.”

“Khong dat dau. Trong nghé nay, can phai mdc cho dé coi, nhung khi
nguoi ta khong c6 du tién dé sam cac kiéu do dai thi can phdi hoc cach
chon 40.”

“Hoa phong lan rat hgp véi mau nay.”

“Co lé thé. Nhung phai néi that rang, thuwong thwong ngudi ta khong biéu
toi phong lan con chinh t6i thi khong mua...”

“T6i c6 ddy. T6i sé gui cho chi.”

“Chi c6 phong lan a?”

“Vang, nhitng gio phong lan ma t6i chd dwa dén cho mot ba khach bi
cum va nguoi dé khong 1ay nita. Chi & day a? Néu vay t6i sé gti phong lan
cho chi.”
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“Thé thi tuyét. CAm on chi ngan lan. Song diéu do6 sé khong lam phién
chi day chi?”

“Khong, toi rat thich. T6i phai ghi gi 1én g6i hang?”

“Esther.”

“Chi Esther thoi a?”

“0 day, ai cling biét t6i. Nhung tiy chi, chi c6 thé ghi Esther Dilmeyer.
Con chi, goi chi la gi nhi?”

“Mildreth.”

“Pdy la mot céi tén dep.”

“Cam on.”

Boi ban mang sam banh - cocktail dén.

“Chtic may man,” Mildreth néi, miéng ké coc rugu.

“T6i can may man,” Esther ndi.

Mildreth hoi dot ngot:

“Thuce sy chi c6 muon ra khoi noi day khong, Esther?”

“Chi mu6n néi: 16i toi ra khoi cai hop dém nay a?”

“Pung thé.”

“0, bing bat ctt gia nao! Chj hiéu ring t6i da & ddy nim nam! Ding sudt
dém. Uéng nhiéu, hit nhiéu, khong cé da khong khi. Diéu nay bat dau thay
ro...”

Mildreth nghiéng dau xuong.

Esther néi tiép:

“Chi nhan thay nhitng ngudi khac gia di nhung chi khong hé nghi diéu
d6 sé dén vai chi. Va r6i, mot ngay kia ngwdi ban trai than mén sé quang
chi di dé tim mot co6 gai khac, tré hon. A, ding lic dé t6i sé givong buém
di titc khac, néu ngudi ta danh cho t6i mot cong viéc thich hgp.”

“Hinh nhw chi dau kho lam.”

“Chi biét tai sao khong?”

“Khong.”

“Ban trai t0i, ngwoi ma chi da thdy ngoi cung toi trong 6-t0, la ban cta
ong cha ¢ day. Gan day, han da quyén rii mot c6 gai khac. Han giau, nhung
toi da biét hoi chiéu nay. Hién gi®, han mu6n x06a tén tdi khoi danh sach va
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giao viéc cho con bé kia. Han van tin rang t6i khong biét gi ca. Trong khi
toi dang lam & day, chung n6 dam buon ban trén lung toi.

“Luc nay, Sindler dang du don véi con kia. Mot lao cha ¢ day, Harvey
Lynk da dén nha nghi & Lilac Canyon. TG¢i mot hodc hai gio sang, moi viéc
sé dugc gidi quyét. Chi ngac nhién khi thay t6i dau kho a... Néu chi bay
dwgc cho t6i cach chi phéi chiing né va kiém cho t6i mdt cong viéc lwong
thién thi t6i sé ra khdi day nhanh dén noi chi phai chéng mat!”

“Chi c6 thich lam viéc & nha mot nguoi ban hoa khong?”

“Do6 la mot cong viéc tuyét diéu. Chinh chi dang lam viéc d6 phai
khong?”

“Pung, t6i diéu khién cac ctra hang hoa Faulkener.”

Pang dwa coc rgu 1én moi, Esther dot ngot dat xuong ban.

“Vay ra, chi la... em vg Bob. Va su6t thoi gian vira roi chi biét ro... Tai
nan...”

Mildreth nhin thang vao mat c6 gai:

“Pung, toi dén day dé thi tim cho ra manh méi. Thu that, t6i cé y dinh
tra van chi. Nhung sau khi gap g@, toi hiéu rang, chi khong phai la ké thu
ma la mot phu ni* nhv t6i dang ¢ gang tw xoay xd trong cudc séng.”

“Co nghia la chuyén chao hang vira roi chi nham dé sai khién toi, phai
khong?”

“Pirng c6 ngoc thé, Esther a...”

“Ai chitng minh rang day khong phéi la mot meo lam cho t6i tin twdng
va noéi nhitng chuyén vira roi ra?”

“Néu nghi nhu vay thi qud la ngbc. T6i da cho chi biét tén ding khong?”

“Pung,” Esther thira nhan, tay vay vo diéu thu6c 14 mot cach bure doc.

“Chi c6 mu6n lam viéc cho t6i khong?”

“Sé phai lam gi?”

“Lam vui long khach dé ho con tré lai.”

“Khong, khong phai thé. Toi muén néi: chi muon toi thuat lai cai gi?”

“Khong c6 gi hét, trit phi chi muén néi.”

Esther suy nghi r6i quyét dinh:
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“Khong, khong thé duoc... T6i da dinh vao mdt tro ban thiu ma ho dung
dé choi kham chi. T6i sé khéng bao gio c6 thé lam viéc cho chi néu toi
khong ké lai toan bo cau chuyén va néu khi t6i ké xong, chi khong noi gi
Vi tdi vé cong viéc nita thi cling chang sao.”

“Chi sg cong viéc khong thich hgp.”

“Viéc do chang lam cho t6i swéng hon 1én dau nhung do 1a 16i thoat doc
nhat.”

“Chi sé c0 viéc lam, con c6 noi hay khong la tuy chi.”

“Khong, toi sé no6i hét vaGi chi.”

“Pugc. Chi c6 biét hién gio Lynk & dau khong?”

“T6i da noi roi, han & tai nha nghi mat caa han, dang cho dgi con di
rac...”

“Chi c6 biét noi dé khéng?”

“T4t nhién la c6! T6i da dén ddy. Tat ca cac c6 gai lam viéc ¢ day déu da
dén day...”

“Toi phai goi dien thoai,” Mildreth noi. “Trong luc do, chi hay ghi cho
toi dia chi nha nghi mat, duvgc khong?”

Esthpr dong y. Mildreth lién tGi buong dién thoai va lai quay s6 may dém
cua Mason.

“T6i nghi rang c6 sé gdp ong Mason & ban gidy cia 6ng ay,” nguoi ta tra
151 6. “Ong 4y néi ring sé & d6 khoang hai tiéng va chi con mét tiéng nita
thoi...”

Mildreth goi tGi ban gidy va nhan ra giong Della Street.

“Co Street, van la toi, Faulkner day. T6i dang & trong mot tinh thé rat
kho x. T6i hét strc can gap ong Mason ngay t6i nay.”

“T6i nay?”

“Vang.”

“T6i rat ti€c co Faulkner a. Nhuwng 6ng Mason dang c6 viéc rat quan
trong va khong thé xong trudc nira dém. Ong ay khong thé tiép ai ca.”

“Thé sau nita dém? Ong 4y c6 thé gip toi khong?”

“Tdi s¢ rang khong. Ong ay can nghi, c6 biét day.”
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“Xin c6 nghe t6i, co Street. Day la mot viéc rat quan trong toi san sang
trd bat ctt mot gia hgp ly nao, sg rang dé dén mai thi chdm qua mat...”

“Tai sao? Piéu gi da xdy ra thé?”

“T6i vira duge biét chi gai t6i, dang 6m da giao tat cd c6 phiéu cho
chong. Ma hinh nhv anh ay da dung nhitng c6 phiéu dy dé bdo dam s6 ng
danh bac. Trong nhitng c6 phiéu ay cé mot gidy chitng nhan c6 phan cong
viéc ma t6i dang diéu khién... T6i sé n6i nhiéu hon vao nita dém. Co c6 thé
thuyét phuc 6ng Mason...”

“Xin chd cho mot phat,” Della néi. “T6i sé xem xem c6 thé lam dugc
gl.”

Sau ba muoi gidy. Della trd lai may dién thoai:
“Ong Mason chi doc xong vao nita dém. Tiép theo, ong dy sé& udéng mot
tach ca phé. Néu co c6 thé dén vao lic mot gio thi ong ay sé tiép.”

“Cam on, cam on nhiéu... Chd mdt chut: té6i dang lam viéc v&i m6t nhan
chitng... Tén c6 ay la Esther, Esther Dilmeyer. C6 hay ghi di, t6i yéu cau
day. To6i sé thit div c6 ay dén cho co. Néu co ay dén hay gitt ¢ ta lai va dé
nghi doi xw ti té. Co nay biét ro tit ca. Téi ngd vé viéc nguoi ta cé thé lam
bat ctt cai gi ma khong c6 c6 ay.”

“Co c6 dén khong?” Della noi. “T6i phai ghi chép cudc gap gd nay. Co
c6 thé nhac lai tén va dia chi cia minh khéng?”

Mildreth thong bao, r6i dat mdy. Co trd lai ban an, vé quyét doan. Esther
dwa cho c6 mot mau giay gap lai.

“Bao gio chi xong viéc?” Mildreth hoi.

“Sau mot gio nita, t6i co6 thé di lic nao muodn.”

“T'6i muon chi lam gitip mot viéc.”

“Viec gi?”

“Pén van phong Perry Mason. Day la luat sw ctia t6i.”

“Perry Mason. Nguoi da giai quyét vu Tidings® a?”

“Chinh 6ng ay.”

“M0t nguoi cao, manh khanh. T6i ludén nghi rang, néu minh giét mot
nguoi nao dé dong thoi an trom nha bang hay mudn duwoc trang an thi phai
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nho Perry Mason.”

Co cuoi.

“Vay thi,” Mildreth noéi, “chi c6 thé gap t6i tai nha 6ng ta vao mot gio
khong?”

“Vao gio ay ong ta dau con ¢ van phong?”

“Co, toi da hen.”

“Tai sao chi lai muon t6i dén day?”

“V1i t0i can sy giup do cta chi dé loai Bob Lawley ra khoi céng viéc cua
t0i.”

“Pugc, dong y. Nhung c6 18 toi sé dén cham vai phat.”

“Pong y. T6i sé gii phong lan cho chi.”

“0, dirng ban tam vé viéc ay...”

“Viéc ay khong lam phién todi chut nao. T6i thyc sw ¢6 phong lan trong
tay. Chang rat hgp véi cai ao dai cta chi.”

Esther cti xudng phia Mildreth.

“Chi nghe nay... Néu chi néi chuyén véi Lynk thi phai hét sitc can than.
Va ché ndi rang t6i da cho chi biét. T6i da thé khong 16 bi mat nhung chi
lai méi tir trén troi roi xuong trong khi téi & thap hon mat dat, roi chuyén
viéc lam... Tom lai, day la mot trong nhitng lan hiém hoi trong doi c6 mot
nguoi cho t6i co may... lam thé nao ma chi biét Lawley bi vat 1ong va dinh
dinh vao vu d6?”

“T6i da yéu cau anh dy cho xem mot s6 ching thu... O ching c6 gi quan
trong. Bay gio hdy quén tat ca di. Khong ai biét rang t6i da gap chi.”

“Chi hay binh tam, nhung vé phia chi, ditng néi véi Lynk la toi biét ro
nhitng du 4n ctia han. T6i mudn lam cho han twéng rang téi bo cha. Va lai,
han khong mu6n tiép khach t6i nay dau triv Sindler Coll va con ché céi c6
bo mat bé con cua han...”

“T6i phai di day,” Mildreth vira n6i vira xem dong ho. “T6i c6 nhiéu viéc
phai lam trong mét gid dong ho, ké tir bay gio, chu yéu la véi ong Lynk.”

“Chi hdy de ching, han sé trd nén doc ac khi bi nguwdi ta lan quyén
ddy... Néu han khong mudn noi thi dirng de doa bang Perry Mason.”

Mildreth mim cuoi:
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“Cam on, t0i sé hét sitc té nhi.”

Gitra Iuc co roi di thi Esther goi lai.

“Chi nghe nay, t6i muon choi that tha vdi chi! Khi lam viéc cho ai, t6i sé
lam dén noi dén chén.”

“T6i tin chi.”

“Lynk twéng rdng han sdp vugt toi trong doi tw cia tdi va t6i phai cha
tam sao cho han khong lita dwgc minh...”

“Ddy méi la cong bang, Esther a. Nhung cho toi tra lai 101 khuyén caa
chi: phai than trong va6i Lynk.”

Esther nd mot nu cwoi thay doi han nét mat.

“T6i biét rang tat ca nhitng diéu ay nguy hiém biét chitng nao va Lynk sé
nghi ngo t6i. Nhung t6i biét cach dé thoat ra dugce. Nhitng byc minh ca
nhan c6 nghia gi dau... Chi di di, toi sé gap chi lic mot gio, co 1€ cham mot
chut.”
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Chuong 3

Luc 11h 30, Perry Mason ma ctra van phong.

“Cho toi vo ich théi, c6 Della a,” 6ng néi. “H6 so nay mat nhiéu thoi
gian hon t6i twédng. To6i sé ngoi day va doc lai cac két ludn cho dén mot
gio.”

Mason treo ao khoac va mi.

“Piéu do chang co6 1gi gi ca. Toi sé n6i chuyén véi co dy va...”

“Khong dau,” Della cat ngang. “Bay gi¢ thi to6i budc phai ¢ lai. T6i da
udng cafe, n6i cach khac la khong thé nham mat treée 1h 30 dwge.”

Mason ngoi xuéng ghé banh xoay. Nhitng ctr dong cua 6ng chita sy vung
vé thuwong cé & nhitng nguwoi xwong xwong, to cao long khong. Nhiéu nguoi
lam chitng da bi lam vé thai do ué odi ctia ong va tuwéng rang ditng trudc
ong ho cé thé tw bao vé bang nhitng bia dat khéo 1éo va nhitng thu doan doi
trd. Nhung bao gio ho ciling bi bat ngg khi bong dung phai chiu dwng anh
mat bang da ctia 6ng va qua mudn dé hiéu dugc rang Mason cé khd nang
don doi thu vao chan twdng bang nhitng dot tién cong khong thwong xot.

Nhung trong phan 16n thoi gian, luat su thwong tao cho minh mot vé
ngoai vo tw, dé dai va hién hau. Ong ghét tat ca moi wdc 18, didu do dugc
thé hién rat ro trong cach x sy hang ngay ciing nhv trong cach diéu khién
mot vu theo kiéu cua riéng 6ng.

Della Street, thv ky ctia 6ng da quen véi cac trang thdi tinh than khac
nhau d6. Gitra co6 va o6ng ton tai mot tinh ban dac biét hiém c6 ndy sinh twr
su tan tuy vi sy nghiép chung. Trong nhitng ltic kh6 khan, ho da phoi hop
hoan toan an y giong nhw mdt doi bong bau duc dwge huan luyén tot.
Mason nga nguoi vao ghé banh va gac chéo chan 1én goc ban.

“Sao ngai khong bao c6 dy dén vao nhitng gio ti€p khach,” Della noi.
“Ngai da qua mot ngay mét nhoc vi ho so nay, thém vao do...”
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Mason phac mot ¢t chi cat ngang 16i binh luén.

“Hinh nhw c6 dy dang bu6n phién that sy.”

“Sao ngai biét? Ngai c6 nghe co dy noi ¢ dién thoai dau a?”

“T6i thay c6 té y buc minh khi nghe c6 ay.”

“Pdy chi 1a mot cam giac. T6i khong hiéu tai sao lai khong thé dé viéc
d6 dén mai...”

“Mot thay cai rat giong vdi thay thudc,” Mason trinh trong noéi. “Nguoi
thay thu6c hién dang doi minh dé citu chita thé xac con ngudi, con thay cai
lai dung doi minh dé an i tinh than cho ho. Guéng may tw phap sé dé dang
bi hong néu ngudi ta khdng gilt n6 trong trang thai van hanh, tra dau ma& t@
t€ va cac thay cai la ky su ctia guong may ay.”

Ong 14y mot diéu thudc 14 va dua cho Della mot didu. Ho cham thudc
bang mot ngon ltra chung. Mét nhoc sudt ngay, Mason chim dam trong ghé
banh va ty cho phép minh hwéng nhitng phut yén lang hoan toan. Sau vai
phtit 6ng tram ngam noi:

“Mot trong nhitng viéc dau tién ma mot thay cai phai biét la: nhitng
nguwoi hay khang dinh cong viéc ctia ho la khan cap va qudy ray ong ta bat
ky Itc nao, néi chung la nhitng ngwoi khong c6 y dinh tré tién. Nhung toi
khong tin rang ddy la treong hop...”

“Ngai mudn noi rang day la nguyén tac chung?”

“Pung thé. Nhitng ngudi tra tién thuwong tim cach tra tién it nhat néu c6
thé dugc. Vi thé ho chi hoi y kién vé nhitng cong viéc cha yéu va khi thyc
sw can thiét. Nhung nhitng nguwdi khong c6 y dinh trd tién déu céc can dén
tong so6 tién cia mot hoa don. Cho nén ho khéng chiit ngai ngung quay ray
thay cdi vao moi gio, ban ngay ciing nhw ban dém, twéc mat cua Ong ta
budi danh gbn chiéu thit By, hodc bat 6ng ta dén van phong vao ngay Chua
nhat...”

“Vay thi,” Della néi. “Néu co0 ta la loai ngudi dy, ching ta sé giti cho co
ay mot ban ké tién phai trd la nam tram dola...”

“Thtr goi dién cho c6 ay xem,” Mason bdo. “Néi v&i c6 ay rang t6i da
xong viéc s6m hon du kién va co6 &y mudn gap tredc mot gio cling dugce.”

Ong vira n6i xong thi dién thoai réo.
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Della cam 1ay ong nghe.

“A16... Vang, day la van phong ctia 6ng Mason... Co khong thé noi o
hon hay sao?... Ai?.. Tén gi?...”

C0 ngoanh vé phia Perry Mason, tay bit 6ng noi:

“Co ay say rugu...”

“Co Faulkner than mén chang?”

“Khong! Esther Dilmeyer...”

“A ddng... ngudi lam ching... D& tdi néi chuyén vdi co ay...”

Della dwa 6ng nghe cho ong.

“A16,” Mason néi. “Cé viéc gi day, cd Dilmeyer?”

Giong néi lung bing lam 6ng khé hiéu:

“Hen dén gap ong.. Khong thé... Bi dau doc...”

“Cai gi?”

“Bi dau doc,” giong noi 1ap lai mot cach mét nhoc. “Ching da dau doc
t0i.”

Mat Mason sang lén.

“Co bdo rang nguoi ta da dau doc c6?”

“Tung té...”

“C06 phai la c6 da qua chén khong?”

“Khong phai toi nay. Hay tin rang toi rat khoe. Nhung ching da dau doc
toi...”

“Co ¢ dau?”

Nhitng tr néi ra nghe dwgce rat kho, bi ngat quang bdi nhitng tiéng tha
hén hén:

“Can ho... Hop so-co-la... An... 6m... khong thé... Pén ctu... goi
gium canh sat... goi... goi...”

Co6 mot tiéng am giong nhw tiéng mdy dién thoai roi xudng dat.

“A 10, alo,” Mason noi.

Nhung 6ng khong nghe thiy gi nita trv tin hiéu ngat lién lac cua téng dai.
Khi 6ng dang lap lai ‘bi dau doc’ thi Della chay dén téng dai dé thi dinh vi
noi goi nhung ngwdi ta da ngat lién lac treede khi c6 kip giai thich cho dién
thoai vién diéu c6 muon. Co danh tr¢ vé van phong.

https://thuviensach.vn



“Chuyén gi da xay ra vay?”

“Esther khang dinh rang, ai d6 da gwti cho c6 ta mot hop s6-co-la. Co ta
an va ngo doc. Co ta to ra dau thue sy. Hodc say riwgu. Bay gio toan bo van
de la phai biét c6 ta & dau? Hay thi tim trong cuon danh ba dién thoai xem
c6 mot Dilmeyer nao khong?”

Della lat tirng to danh ba.

“Khong, khong c6 Dilmeyer.”

Mason nhin déng ho.

“Co Faulkner than mén chac phai biét c6 nay & dau, thi gdp c6 ta xem.”

Cudn danh ba c6 s6 may riéng ctia Mildreth ciing nhw s6 may cac ctta
hang hoa cua c6 ta. Della goi dién dén nha Mildreth. Mot giong cao, hoi
ngai ngu hoi:

“Ai day?”

“C6 phai nha co Faulkner day khong a?”

“Vang, c6 muobn gi?”

“Lam on cho t6i gap c6 Faulkner. C6 viéc khan cap lam.”

“Co ay di vang.”

“Ba c0 biét co dy di dau khong a?”

“Khong!”

“Khi nao co ay vé a?”

“T6i khong biét. Co ay khong bao khi nao vé, ma t6i cling khong hoi.”

“Cho mot chut... Ba c6 biét co Dilmeyer. Esther Dilmeyer khong a?”

“Khong!”

“Co6 viéc quan trong lam. T6i muon tim dia chi c6 ay.”

“T6i khong biét. Bting goi toi vao nhitng gio nay dé dat ra nhitng cau hoi
ngu ngoc nhw vay.”

Ong nghe bi bé xudng mot cach tan nhan. Della lic dau. Mason héi:

“Co Faulkner sé khong dén tredc mot gio sao?”

“Khong a.”

“Chung ta phai tim cho dwgc c6 Dilmeyer nay. Tiéng goi cta c6 ta to ra
la nghiém trong.”

Mason cat voi cac gidy to dang doc.
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“Della, goi van phong trung tam S& Canh sat...”

Khi da bat dwoc lién lac c6 dua may cho Mason.

“Perry Mason day! Cach day mot vai phut, mot co Esther Dilmeyer nao
dé da goi dién cho t6i. Theo t6i hiéu co6 dy dang & trong mot can hd, nha
riéng, t6i doan thoi, mdc dau c6 ay khong néi ro. Toi khong biét dia chi
tham chi khong biét ti gi vé c6 ay ca, tri viéc co dy hen dén van phong gap
toi vao mot gio sang. Esther phdi lam chitng trong mot vu ma toi cling
khong biét ro chi tiét. Bay gio xin hdy lang nghe: C6 ay noi v6i toi qua may
dién thoai la c6 ké nao do6 da giti cho c6 nhitng thoi s6-co-la tam doc. Thuc
té€ cO ay c6 vé rat mét va hinh nhw c6 ay da nga xudng hoac may dién thoai
da tudt khoi tay khi c6 ta dang néi. Sau d6 nguwoi ta da ngat lién lac. Co ay
khang dinh rang ngudi ta da dau doc dé ngan can cd ay ndi...”

“Ong khong thé cho chiing tdi dia chi hay sao?”

“Khong!”

“Chung t6i sé xem so bau ctt. D6 gan nhu la tat ca nhitng gi ching t6i c6
thé lam.”

“Hay goi lai cho t6i néu cac 6ng tim thay cai gi dé.”

“Puwogc, nhung khong c6 dia chi ching toi khong thé 1am gi duoc ca. Ong
hién gio & dau?”

“O van phong cua tdi, va toi s& chd & day cho dén lic cic dng goi dién
lai.”

“Dong y.”

Mason dat may, day lui ghé va ditng day, hai tay duat vao tii quan, ong
tuyén bo:

“Della, day la cau chuyén cua nhitng nguwoi dién. Co Faulkner khong noi
v&i c6 rang c6 gai nay phdi lam chitng vé van dé gi hay sao?”

“Khong!”

“Co0 nghi di nghi lai cau chuyén di, c6 gang...”

“Xin chd mdt chat! Co dy goi tt mot hop dém... T6i nghe ti€éng nhac.
T6i nhd t6¢i am nhac. Pay la... sép! To6i tin chac dé la nhitng bai
Haualeoma ctia ngwoi Hawai. Ping, day la nhac Hawai... mdt bai hat x@
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ddo ma t0i dugc nghe cach day hai tuan, khi chiing duwgc truyén qua dai
phat thanh.”

“Cai dé6 bao gio cling la mot dau hiéu ddy, nhung lam sao biét duwge ho
dang choi ¢ dau?”

“T6i tin rang c6 thé tim diéu d6 qua tong dai, nhwng ngai ¢t nghi thém
xem, con c6 cach nao khac khong?...”

Nam phut sau Della chay voi vé:

“Tim thay roi, Sép a!”

“Pia chi cua c6 ay?”

“Khong, nhung chung ta sé c6 no. Nguoi Hawai choi ¢ Golden Horn,
mot quan rwou. T6i da goi dién t¢i hoi xem ho cé biét Esther Dilmeyer
khong. M6t co gai & phong gtti do da cho toi biét o ay & do suot ca budi toi
nhung da vé sém hon moi ngay vi bi chithg dau ntra dau. To6i da héi co ta
c6 biét c6 Faulkner khong nhung cau trd 16i la khéng! Téi héi dia chi cua
Dilmeyer, c6 ta khong cé nhung néi rang 6ng Lynk, mot trong cac ong chu
hop dém biét. Tiéc rang ong Lynk lai di vang nén khong thé gap dugc.”

“C0 ¢6 noi cho co ay biét day la viéc quan trong khong?”

“T6i da noi rang day la van dé song, chét.”

“Pugc, Della, goi lai van phong trung tam, thit nghi xem c6 thé héi...”

“Trung uy Tragg a?” cO goi y.

“Pung day! Tay nay vita dugc lay vao doi hinh sy va 1a mét chang trai
thao vat.”

“Ngai c6 chiu trach nhiém vé viéc thuyén chuyén Holcomb khéng?” c6
vira hoi vira quay so.

Mason nhéch mép cuoi.

“Holcomb phai ti chiu trach nhiém vé viéc d6. Han la mot ké ngu ngoc
tot bac dang ghét...”

“Thwa ngai, c6 trung Uy Tragg day.” Della néi...

“A 10, chao trung uy, Perry Mason day.”

“Qi! Sy bat ngd quai quy! Xin dirng béo ring 6ng vira phat hién mot xac
chét!”

“Co thé co day!”
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Tragg lén giong trinh trong ngay:

“Chuyeén gi vay?”

Mason tém tat sy viéc cho dén doan Della phat hién ra ddu vét & Golden
Horn.

“T6i cam thay diéu do khong rd rang,” Tragg néi. “Cé thé cé vai tia
sang, nhung chang dang bao nhiéu dé xac dinh dwgc diém méc.”

“Du thé nao di nita. Sau nay ong ciing ding trach t6i da khong béo truéc.
Néu mot ngwdi nao do sang mai tim dwoc xac co ay...”

“Hay binh tinh lai nao: 6ng dang & dau day?”

“0O van phong cua t6i.”

“Ong c6 mudn di mot vong téi Golden Horn khong?”

“Con 6ng?”

“Téat nhién!”

“Pugc.”

“T0i sé dén cho 6ng sau nam phut nita. Néu 6ng cho téi & dwdi nha thi
loi thai gian hon. Ong hdy s&n sang khi nghe thay tiéng coi nhé!”

“T0i sé san sang,” Mason noi.

Ong dit may xudng, chay tdi céi ti héc twdng 18y 4o khoac va mii.

“Co hdy cham lo viéc van phong, Della a. T6i c6 thé goi dién cho c6
muon hon mot chat.”

Can mot hodc hai phiut dé cho thang may 1én, nhwng Mason khong can
dén mot phat da xuéng dén tang trét dé nghe tiéng coi va trong thiy cac
ngon dén mau dé mau tr chiéc xe cua Tragg dang lao tdi véi toc do 16n
nhat.

Trung Uy dirng lai sat via hé, Mason nhdy vao xe va no6 lai r6 may ngay
dot ngot dén noi ong bi dan chat vao lung ghé. Tap trung vao tay lai, trung
tiy khong néi mot 15i. Ong c6 tudi xap xi Mason: tran cao, ddi mét sdc sao
va day nghi lyc khién 6ng nom hoan toan khac véi trung si Holcomb.
Trong khi xe hét coi inh 6i qua cac duwong pho, Mason ldang 1é nghién ctitu
hinh dang ctia nguwdi ngdi canh minh va nghi rang néu gap dip thi 6ng ta c6
thé tré thanh mot do6i thu nguy hiém.
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“Ong bam vao di,” Tragg khuyén va cho xe ré ngodt bing hai banh.
Mason nhan thay trung dy thich phéng xe nhanh, qua tiéng r6 cia may
quay hét cd va tiéng coi thét xé tai, nhwng ong van giit vé binh tinh va dirng
dung cua mot nha phau thuat dang mo. Nét mat ong biéu 16 s tap trung
vira da va mat han vé deé bi kich thich.

Tragg dirng lai trvdc Golden Horn. Hai ngudi xudng xe va chay qua via
he. Mdt ga gac cong khong 16, mac dong phuc dé choi chan ho lai:

“Pi dau?”

Tragg day manh han sang mo6t bén, ga ngap ngirng mot chat roi ghé
miéng vao mot micr6 bat chat trén twdng va huyt ba tiéng coi chéi tai.

Tragg vugt Mason tién vao phia trong.

“Co0 gai 6 phong gtri 4o c6 biét diéu gi d6.” Luat su noi.

Tragg tién tGi gan quay va dwa phu hiéu canh sat ra.

“Chung t6i c6 thé gap Esther Dilmeyer dwgc khong?”

“Thwa 6ng t6i khong biét, cé ngwdi vira goi dién cho c6 ay hoéi ndy...”

“C0 c6 biét c6 ay khong?”

“Co.”

“Co dy lam viéc & day phai khong?”

“Vang! Noi chung la... c6 ay ludn luon & day.”

“C0 ay co6 duge huang phan tram do dan khach khong?”

“T6i khong biét.”

“Ai biét?”

“Ong Magard hodc 6ng Lynk.”

“Ho & dau?”

“Ong Lynk da di vang ti t5i va to6i khong biét 6ng Magar & dau? Toi da
tim ong dy sau khi mot c6 gai goi dién tdi nhuwng khong thay.”

“Nhu vay la nha hang nay ty diéu khién phai khong?”

“Thwong thi mot trong hai 6ng cha ¢ day. Nhung t6i nay ho déu di vang
cd.”

“Con ai c6 thé cung cap tinh hinh cho ching t6i. C6 tha quy? Cac boi
ban?”

Co gai lac dau.
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“T6i khong chac. Nhung toi biét mot nguwdi co thé...”

“Ai?”

“Sindler Coll.”

“Anh ta la ai?”

“Ban cua Esther.”

“Ho séng chung vd&i nhau a?”

Co gai quay madt di.

“Nay c0 bé, dung gia vo ngay tho nita. Toi chi hoi co6 mot cau thoi!”

“Khong, toi khong tin rang ho séng chung vGi nhau.”

“Coll c6 thé & dau?”

“T6i tin rang chi tha quy biét dia chi ctia anh ta, thinh thodang Coll c6
chuyén nhitng tdm séc cho chi ay!”

“Cam on,” Tragg noi. “Co nghi phai day, c6 ta khong phdi la ngudi xau
dau. Chung ta di thoi ong Mason...”

Ho di tim len 16i giita nhitng cdp dang nhdy. Puwgc mot cau boi ban chi
dan, Tragg tim thay c6 thd quy ngoi trong mot cai 16ng gitta quay an va
quay uéng.

Ong chi cho ¢ ta ngdi sao ctia canh sat va hoi:

“C0 c6 biét mot nguwoi tén la Sindler Coll khéng?”

Mat mé to, c6 gdi té ra rat lung ting.

“Nao,” Tragg néi. “Co nhd lai di. Co6 biét anh ta khong?”

“Co... 0, co.”

“Chung toi c6 thé gap anh ta & dau?”

“T6i khong biét. Anh ta da lam diéu gi vay?”

“T6i khong biét.”

“Tai sao O0ng lai can dén anh ta?”

“Nghe day. Pirng héi dai dong nita. T6i can anh ay, nhanh 1én. Anh ta &
dau?”

“Khu nha Everglade.”

“Can nao?”

“Xin 6ng cho mot phut.”
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Co gai lay trong ngan kéo ra mdt cudn so ghi dia chi. Cac ngon tay co ta
run ray khi 1at cac trang giay.

“C0 c06 dia chi cta Esther Dilmeyer trong s6 khong?”

“Khong. Co gai ¢ phong guti ao da hoi toi lic nay. Chuyen gi xay ra
vay?”

“Khong c6 gi ca,” Tragg lap lai. “Chi cho t6i dia chi cua Coll nhanh
len...”

“O tang hai, khu nha Everglade, s6 209.”

“Anh ta co dién thoai khong?”

“T6i khong biét, ¢ day khong cé s6 mday ctia anh ay.”

“Co0 chi mé6i quen mat anh ta?”

“Vang!”

“T6i nay anh ta c6 mat ¢ day khong?”

“Khong.”

“Néu anh ta dén c6 c6 nhin thay khong?”

“Vang, co cha!”

“Co 6 thé nhin thdy tat ca khach di vao day khong?”

“Khong phai tat ca, nhung...”

“Co 1€ Coll 1a mot khach dac biét phai khong?”

“Thinh thodng anh dy dén gap toi...”

L&p phan trén madt ¢6 gai chuyén sang mau dé. Tragg néi véi Mason:

“Chung ta thtt tim xem Coll c6 ¢ khu nha Everglade khong?”

“Thuc t€ ai la ngudi diéu khién ¢ day?”

“Co6 hai nguwoi hun von: Clint Magard va Harvey J. Lynk.”

“Co 6 biét ho ¢ dau khéng?”

“Khong. Lynk dang nghi ¢ mot nha nghi mat xoang nao do cua ong ta.”

“Nghi a?” Tragg hoi va liéc nhin Mason. “O dau nhi?”

“T6i khong thé néi chinh xac. O dau ddy tai Lilac Canyon. Liic ndy ong
Magard cling khong c6 ¢ day.”

“C0 c6 biét 6ng ta & dau khong?”

“Khong. Ong ay phai dén day trong vong mot hai phit niva.”
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“Khi 6ng ta dén, co bao ong ta goi dién cho tong hanh dinh canh sét, gap
trung si Mahoney, va néi cho 6ng nay biét tat ca nhitng gi ma ong ta biét vé
Esther Dilmeyer, chd c6 quén. Chdc nita toi sé goi dién thoai cho ¢6.”

Tragg gat dau ra hiéu cho Mason. Khi ho di ra, Mason néi:

“Toi chwa bao gio phai chiu nhitng thiét thoi cia mot cong dan binh
thuvong...”

“Ong mia mai t6i ha?”

“Khong, mdt nhan thitc don thuan théi!”

“Can phai x ly cong viéc nhu thé, néu khong ching ta c chay vong
quanh, va ngudi ta khong rut ra dugc diéu gi hét. Ai cling quén rang ca
ngay, ching ta nhan dwgc nhiéu ci goi khan cap va chiing ta khong cé
quyén dé mat thi gio.”

Ho lai di qua 16i cii. Vira tréo cac bac dan t6i 16i ra Tragg hoi:

“Ong c6 biét cai hop dém nay khong, Mason?”

“Khong. Sao vay?”

“Theo t0i, day chi la mat ngoai thoi. Mot ngay kia t0i sé da no 1én khong
trung.”

“Sao ong lai n6i nhu vay?”

“Ga gac cong... hdn 1a mot vo si béc xo cil. Ong c6 thay hin dwa vai trai
ra tredc, khi han twdng rang sap xdy ra mot cudoc au da khong? Khi ching
ta di vao, han da nhao vao may truyén am bao hiéu c6 canh sat ap dén... 16
tai ctia han bang sup lo...”

Nguoi gac cong khong 16 nhin ho di ra bang thai d6 thu dich. Tragg vuot
qua madt han, r6i, dot nhién quay lai di ngoén tay tré vao nguc han:

“Po6 to xac kia, may that ngu ngéc va cham chap hon truwéc kia. Tao
khong biét & day c6 diéu gi &m mudi hay khong nhuwng chinh may da lam
tao sinh nghi. May c6 thé néi diéu d6 véi chu may. Néi ca viéc tao sé pha
hiy céi 6 nay nita. Néu may khong noi thi tao sé ndi. Han c6 thé sé cam on
may. Va lan sau, khi thay tao, may hay nhé chao tao, chao, nghe chwa?”

Ong ta ra xe, mic gi gac cong ditng ngdy nhu phong, miéng ha héc, mat
tron xoe nhw nhitng chiéc ctc trén bo dong phuc cua han.

Tragg vira cudi vira nd may.
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“Piéu do6 sé lam han suy nghi.” 6ng ta vira quay di va bop coi...

Vé nguyén tac, nhan sv ctia khu nha Everglade phai gobm mot ngwoi don
tiép, mOt nguwdi coi tong dai dién thoai va nhiéu ngwoi phuc vu thang may.
Nhung thoi budi kho khan da quyét dinh khac di, cac thang may deéu la tu
dong, va phong 16n chi con vai tro trang tri thuan tdy. Tragg an nut chuéng
dat canh tén Coll phia ngoai cita s6. Qua day c6 thé thdy dwogc mot phan
phong l6n.

“That khong may,” Mason noi sau phut cho doi.

Tragg an tiép nit c6 ghi chit ‘quan ly’. Dén lan thit ba, mét phu nit phan
nd, mdc so-mi ngu, ao kimono va di giay pang-tip md@ ctta mot phong &
tang trét va di qua phong 16n, kéo 1é do6i giay tang ctia minh. Ba nhin Tragg
va Mason mot hoi 1au qua ctra kinh, roi hé cira do mé6t phan va hai:

“Cac 6ng muon gi?”

“Sindler Coll.” Tragg tra loi.

“Cac ong tao tgn qua day! Chudng ctia anh ta kia kia. Cac 6ng chi viéc
dung théi!”

“Han khong tra 10i...”

“Thi sao? Toi khong phai la vi em cua anh ta!”

Khi ba ta dinh sap ctra lai, Tragg lat ve ao pho ra phu hiéu canh sat.

“Thwa ba, xin ba chd nong qua. Ching t6i phdi gap han. Pay la viéc
quan trong.”

“Nhung t6i khong biét ti gi vé chd anh ta ¢ ca... O day, ddy 1a mot gia
dinh dang kinh, va...”

“T4t nhién, thwa ba,” Tragg noi vdi vé mém déo, “ba khong thay phién
long khi tir ch6i gitup d& canh sat mot viéc nhé u? Bay gid, ching t6i coi
toa nha nay la co tiéng t6t va ba la mot cong dan tot, luén luén dirng veé
phia luat phap va trat ty...”

“Vang.” Nét mdt nguwoi dan ba diu hon.

“Chung t6i da dugce chi dan t6t, ba xem... chiing t6i biét phai dwa vao
dau... Thwong thwong, nhitng ngwoi tim thué ngwsi quan ly nha ctra van
goi dién cho ching t6i di tim hiéu tiéu st nhitng nguwdi duw tuyén ma ho co
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trong tay. Ho hét sttc chii y chon nhitng nguwdi c6 quan hé t6t véi canh
sat...”

“T6i hiéu,” ba ta ndi.

Vé thu nghich bién mat, ba ta mudn giy an twgng tét nén bat dau lam
duyén mot cach hoi 16.

“Néu t6i c6 thé lam bat ct diéu gi cho cac ong..”

“Chuing t6i mudn biét tin titc vé Coll: cé thé gap han ¢ dau va nhitng ai
la ban han... Cu6i cung, ba xem...”

“To6i khong biét gi nhiéu lam. Pay la m6t chang trai nén nép, cé kha
nhiéu ban... Nhiéu ngudi dén gap anh ta.”

“Pan ong hay dan ba?”

“N6i chung... tém lai... vai ngudi dan ba. Ong biét ddy chiing t6i khong
quan tam dén nhitng nguwdi thué nha khi ho séng yén 6n.”

“Ba c6 biét mot co Esther Dilmeyer nao dé khong?”

“Khong!”

“Chung t6i muon gap Coll khi han tré vé,” Tragg noi tiép. “Ba c6 thé
mdc quan do va cho han trong phong 16n dugc khong? Ba sé goi dién cho
tong hanh dinh cénh sat va xin gap trung Uy Tragg, chinh la t6i. Trong
trrong hop toi khong cé ¢ day thi xin gap trung si Mahoney - 6ng ay sé noi
v&i ba nhitng diéu can lam.”

“Rat vui long,” ba néi. “T6i sé san sang sau vai phut nita.”

Choang chiéc do kimond, ba ta lai di qua phong 16n Tragg nhin Mason
cuwoi mim.

“Piéu gay ra cdm gidc budn cwoi la 6ng da hgp tac véi canh sat.”

“Khong, cai ma t6i cho la buén cudi la viéc canh sat hgp tac véi t6i.”

Tragg cudi coi mo.

“Hay ké cho t6i nghe sy viéc di 6ng Mason.”

“Sy viec gi?”

“Co6 phai ong da néi vGi toi rang Esther Dilmeyer 1a mot ngudi lam
chitng khong?”

“Pung! Nhung do 1a mot vu kién dan sw, va toi khong thé cho ong biét
cac chi tiét néu khong dugc sy dong y cta ba khach hang. T4t cd nhitng gi
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toi c6 thé néi dugc vdi ong, la mot c6 Mildreth Faulkner nao dé sé phai dén
gdp toi ¢ van phong vao luc mot gio.”

“Budi chiéu a?”

“Budi sang. Trudc tién ¢6 ay mudn gap vao lic muoi rudi sang. Roi co
ta lai goi dién cho ching t6i trong trang thai bi kich thich, c6 ta xin gap toi
vao ngay t6i hom ay. Vi t6i phdi lam viéc ca budi t6i, cho nén c6 thu ky da
de nghi c6 ta dén vao sau lic nita dém, v6i hy vong sé nhan dwoc 1oi tw
ch6i. Nhung c6 ta da tim 1ay co hdi d6 va ngoai ra con néi cho t6i biét vé
viéc Esther Dilmeyer dén gap t6i. Néu t6i hiéu ding thi sy lam chitng cta
cO gai nay la con chu bai caa co Faulkner...”

“Ttt d6 ma nguoi ta c6 thé két ludn rang mot trong nhitng dwong su,
duwgc cho biét, da dau doc Dilmeyer dé ngan c6 nay lam chirng...”

Mason dong y.

“Ching ta hidy nim sy viéc bing mot dau khac,” Tragg néi. “Ong hdy
yéu cau Mildreth cho biét nhitng ai la dich tha cua c6, va ching ta sé
khoanh ho lai.”

“Khé gdp Faulkner lam. Co6 thw ky cuda t6i da thir va chac ldc nay van
dang th nita ¢ van phong cua t6i.”

“Thr goi dién cho c6 dy xem.” Tragg vira chi vao buong dién thoai cua
can nha vira ggi y.

Mason vao trong buong, Tragg twa canh tay vao ctra.

“A 16, Della ddy a? C6 gi méi khong?”

“Khong c6 gi ca. Toi da goi lan lwgt ti'ng ctra hang.”

“Khong c6 tra 10i ha?”

“Vang. Khong co tra 10i.”

“Chung t6i dang tim mot tén Coll nao day, nhung chwa gap dwgc han:
Hay san sang dé Magard, m0t nguwdi hun von véi Lynk, goi toi khi ong ta
tr& ve.”

“Vang. To6i sé gitt mot dwong day r6i.”

“Néu lac nao nguwoi ta cho dia chi cia Esther thi ¢6 goi ngay cho van
phong trung tam nhé.”

“Bao c6 ay xin gap trung si Mahoney,” Tragg noi.
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“Xin gap trung si Mahoney, yéu cau 6ng ay c ngudi di mo-t6 dén nha
Esther. Néu can thi pha ctta.”

Mason ddt may xudng.

“Ong c6 tin ring dang phai goi dién cho Golden Horn khong?” éng héi
Tragg. “Du sao Magard ciing c6 thé ‘quén’ goi...”

“T6t nhat hay dé t6i lam viéc do,” Tragg noi.

Khi Mason ra khoi buong, thanh tra canh sat lién thay thé ditng gan canh
ctra hé mé, Mason thdy mot vat trang trang trén mat dat dwéi cai ban con
dit may. Ong cii xuéng tho tay nhit 14y no.

“Cai gi ddy?” Tragg hoi.

“MOot cai khan mui xoa... Mot khan mui xoa phu nit. T6i sé giao lai cho
ba quan ly. C6 mot chir cai & dau phia trén. M6t chi D...”

Tragg lac canh tay rat manh. Mason dén gan. Tay de trén mdy, Tragg ri
tai:

“Magard vira tdi, theo co gai n6i. Nhung cé thé han da dén day dugc mot
lic va quyét dinh khong ban tam...”

“A 10, Magard ¢ dau? Trung iy Tragg ¢ van phong trung tam day. Toi da
yéu cau ong goi cho t6i. Tai sao ong khéng goi? Houm... m. Tha vi that,
ong lai dén dung lic t6i goi dién a...”

Ong nghe kéu lach tach mat mot lic, Tragg nhay mét cho Mason. Réi
ong ngat 10i:

“Théi dwgc. Toi khong can nhitng 10i gidi thich ma can dia chi cia
Esther Dilmeyer... Céi gi?... Nay m& két sat ra ma xem di!”

Tragg lai 14y tay che may.

“Hién tai, toi chac han gidu mot cai gi d6. Han da tudn cho t6i mot dong
nhitng 10i giai thich va 10i xin 16i: diéu d6 khong danh ltra dugc ai dau. To6i
tin rang chung ta dang di dung huéng.”

Ong dot ngdt bo ban tay xudng.

“Vang... Co dy khong lam viéc cho 6ng sao?... Ong c6 chic khong?
Nghe day, d6 1a viéc quan trong va tdi khong muén bi choi x6... Ong
khong biét gi ca sao? Co6 ay c6 dang ky & S& Bao hiém Xa hdi khong? Toi
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thdy... Pugc... Co 1€ toi sé can dén ong. Bung c6 di dau ma khong dé lai
s0 may day nhé.”

Ong ta dit may va ngoanh vé phia Mason.

“That la lung hét sitc.”

“Ong ta khong biét c6 ay & dau a?”

“Khong. Hinh nhw ¢ 4y quan niém, dé gilt dwgc sy kinh trong, mot gai
bar phai git bi mat dia chi riéng ctia minh... T6i cam thay diéu dé hinh nhw
dién dién thé nao ay?”

“Toi cling nghi vay,” Mason noi.

“Cudi cung, cai ma han ké lai... Theo han, chwa bao gid c6 ta cho dia
chi. Vi c0 ta lam viéc an phan tram nén ho khong coi la m6t nhan vién.”

Ctra nha ba quéan ly mé. Chinh ba ta xudt hién quan do chinh té. Mat xoa
mot 16p phan qua dam, néu khéng phai la vira da, ba ta n@ mot nu cudoi
khuon sdo rat thich hgp cho viéc 1ay long khach la va noi:

“T6i...”

R6i ngoanh vé phia ctra ra vao. Hai ngwoi doi theo hudng nhin cua ba ta.
Qua bd ctra kinh ho thdy mot thanh nién manh khanh dang buwéc 1én bon
bac mot, roi dit chia khéa vao 6. Truedc khi md, ba quan ly con kip néi:

“Pé la Coll...”

Anh ta gan nhv chay va t6 ra than kinh dang kha cang thang. Tragg cho
dén ldc anh ta gan dén chan cau thang mdi bat chuyén.

“Anh ra tran day a, ong ban?”

Hinh nhw anh ta chwa trong thdy Tragg. Anh ta ding han lai va nhin
chong choc vao mat 6ng. Ba quan ly von va:

“Ong Coll, day la...”

“Pé t0i,” Tragg ndi va chia phu hiéu ra.

Nguwoi thanh nién phan tng ngay: anh ta ngoanh ra phia ctta nhw dé chay
tron, roi khi tran tinh dugc, anh ta nhin Tragg, mat nhot nhat.

Tragg im lang quan séat va lo ngai. Coll thd sdu, Mason c6 thé nhin thdy
ban tay anh ta dang nam chat lai.

“Sao, cac ong mudn gi & t6i?” Cudi cung anh ta, héi.
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Tragg kéo dai thoi gian tra 15i. Ong quan sat Coll: M6t anh chang manh
khanh, mdc 4o vét tdng c6 don vai cao. B mat ram nang, chitng té6 hau nhw
anh ta song ¢ ngoai troi khong nén mi. Toc anh ta den 16ng lanh va lwgn
song - Chac chan la c6 sy gitup do ciia mot chuyén gia. Mac du cao mot mét
bay tam, anh ta khong ndng qua sau muoi kilogam. Tragg dung giong kho
khan ctda canh sat déi véi mot ngudi pham quy ché hoi:

“Tai sao anh chay nhu vay?”

“Toi di ngn.”

“Anh rat voi...”

“Toi...”

Anh ta im ldng, cap moi mim lai thanh mot duwong chi.

“Chung t6i can biét vai diéu,” Tragg noi.

“Veé viéc gi?”

“Anh c6 biét mot 6 Esther Dilmeyer nao dé khong?”

“Sao ntra?”

“Chung t6i dang tim c6 ta, va cac dau vét da dan chung t6i dén gap anh.”

“Chi c6 thé thoi a?”

“Cho dén luc nay.”

Khuon mat Coll biéu 16 si ban khoan dén mitc buon cwdi, anh ta phat am
ranh rot:

“Dilmeyer... Esther Dilmeyer, gai bar trong mot hop dém, td6i nhé nhw
vay co phai khong?”

“Chinh la c6 d6.”

Coll rit ti tti ra mot cudn so tay, tay run run gid tirng to. Roi cam thay
Tragg dang quan sat minh, anh ta dot ng6t gap so lai:

“Bay gio t6i nhd roi: Khu nha Molay Arms.”

“S6 may?”

Coll chau may lai nhw dé tap trung tw twéng:

“328.”

“Anh gap 6 ay lan cubi cung vao lic nao?”

“Nhung... T6i khong biét. Lam thé nao ma nhé dugc...”

“Cach day mot tuan? Mot ngay? Mot gio?”
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“0, c6 18 1a hém qua. C6 ay lam viéc & Golden Horn va thinh thoang toi
c6 dén day.”

“Pugc,” Tragg noi. “Anh di ngu di.”

Ngoanh vé phia ba quan ly, 6ng noi tiép:

“Thwa ba, chiing t6i khong can ba nita. Cam on vé sy giip do dang quy
cta ba. Khu nha Molay Arms & trong pho Jefferson phai khéng, Coll?”

“Pung, toi tin la nhw vay.”

“Chung ta di,” Tragg no6i v6i Mason.

Khu nha Molay Arms gém mot toa nha khong cé thang may. Mason va
Tragg dung lai trude mot loat cac cira dong kin, nhitng thung thw va nhitng
cai chuong. Khong nhan dwgc sy tra 10i tir can hd Esther; Tragg trung tap
ba quan ly va chiéc chia khéa van nang cta ba ta. Ho tréo hai tang va di
vao mot cai hanh lang hep, c6 tradi tham da son, ddy mui am moc toa ra tir
nhitng nguwoi ngu trong nhitng gian budng thiéu khong khi. Buong s6 328 &
goc Bong nam. Ctta so trén dé lot anh sang vao. Tragg go cita, nhung
khong c6 két qua nén bdo ba quan ly mé. Ba ta mé cita sau mot gidy ngap
ngirng. Gan ctta, mot phu ni téc vang nam co quap, ¢6 ta mac mot bo quan
do nit bang vai tuyt di tat len va gidy gén c6 dé cao su. May dién thoai roi
bén nhitng chi€c chan manh khanh ctia mot chiéc ban nhd. Trén ban c6 mot
hop keo s6-co-la nhan kem an d@, gidy goi hop trdi ra & xung quanh. Bén
canh dat mot cai nap, trén nap c6 mot tam thi€p dinh vét ban s6-co-la, ‘Dé
c6 vii tinh than chi. M.F.” M6i mot thoi s6-c6-la nam trong mét 6 nho 16t
gidy, nhung cho trong cho biét ngudi ta da an mat may chiéc. Mason nhanh
chéng lam phép tinh: thiéu mat tdm hodc mudi cai trong 16p dau. Lép th
hai hinh nhw khéng dung dén. Tragg cti xuéng nhin c6 gai, bat mach, va
noi voi ba quan ly:

“Ba di xuéng goi cho t6i trung si Mahoney & van phong trung tam. No6i
vdi ong dy rang trung uy Tragg da tim thay co gai Dilmeyer va ding la co
ta da bi dau doc. Bao 6ng ta ¢ ngwoi nao do dén 1ay dau vét va goi xe citu
thuong.”

Mason quy mét dau goi xudng dat xem xét.

“Cho nam dai c6 to6t hon khéng?”
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Tragg cam lay c6 tay Esther. Mat c6 ta sung huyét, da phu, hoi thd cham
chap va kho khan.

“Pay co6 1é 1a hau qua cua mot loai thuée rém hon la cia mot thit thude
doc cong hiéu,” Mason noi. “Nguoi ta cé thé citu dugc co ay.”

“Chung ta hay thw nita di,” Tragg néi. “Xoay lung co ay lai day. Bugc,
ong xem co thé tim thady khan mat khong. Trudc tién hay nhing khan vao
nuwéc lanh.”

Mason mé& voi nwdc lanh ¢ chau rira mat, nhiing mot cai khan tam vao,
vat kho roi dwa cho Tragg. Tragg chdm vao madt va c6 cua Esther va lay
khan mdt danh nhe vao ma c6 ta. Roi cdi 4o blu va tut phan trén cta vay
xuong, roi dap khan vao cho 16m cta bung trén. Co6 ta van khong hé dong
day.

“Co6 nén dung khan am khong?” Mason hdi.

“Dugc, chung ta hay tht xem...”

Mason m@ voi nwdc néng, 1ay mot cai khan mat sach & ngan kéo ti com-
mot, dem nhing nwdc nong va ném cho Tragg. Tragg tra lai cho 6ng chiéc
khan mat dau tién va Mason dem vo lai dudi tia nwdc lanh caa bon tam: tha
thuat nay kéo dai chirng nam phuit.

“V6 ich,” Cudi cing Tragg néi. “Xe cttu thuong sip dén. Ong ta nhin
may dién thoai.”

“Tdi khong muén dung né. Ong can chii ¥ dén nhitng cai ma ong so dén,
Mason a, nhat la keo s6-co-la va gidy géi.”

Mason dong y va khéa cac voi nuwéc lai. Tragg ditng ddy. Mason liéc
nhin cai sot dung gidy. R6i 6ng m& mot cai ta hoc twong va kiém tra. Co
mot nita td do dai budi t6i c6 vé dat tién vdi nhitng doi xang-dan vira y.
Pem so sanh thi thdy s6 d6 mac chiéu it hon va kha cii. Tragg noi vé sot
ruot:

“T6i dang tu hoi khéng hiéu ba quan 1y da goi Mahoney chwa. T6t nhat
la chiing ta di xuéng.”

Ong ta ngiing lai khi nghe mot tiéng coi:

“Ho kia ro6i... Ho sé€ san soc co ta.”
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“Tragg,” Mason noi. “Toi thiét tha dé nghi mot viéc. Toi mudn thay
thu6c cta toi sé chira cho o ay.”

“Tai sao vay?”

“Cac thay thudc cap citu ctia ong rat tot, song trong mot tram cap citu, co
ta sé khong dwoc chay chita chu dao nhw thay thudc cua toi sé lam, nhat la
khi buwdc vao thoi ky diéu dwdng... Toi mudn ngudoi ta chuyén co dy dén
bénh vién Hastings Memorial, xép vao mdt buong riéng va bac si Willmont
sé hgp tac vGi thay thubc cta 6ng.”

“Al sé tra chi phi.”

“T6i.”

“Tai sao?”

“B@i vi diéu do can thiét cho toi.”

“Pugc,” Tragg noi.

Ong ta dwa cho Mason tam thiép kém theo cac théi so6-co-la:

“Ong c6 dé y dén nhitng chif cai ditng dau khong? M. F.”

“R0i sao nita?”

“Mildreth Faulkner.”

“That ngoc. Khi gri mot hop keo so6-c6-la tam thudc doc, khong ai dé lai
tam thiép ctia minh cho canh sat.”

“Ai ma biét duwgc,” Tragg thi tham. “Khéng c6 gi tuyét doi cd, nhat la khi
van dé lai 1a mot vu giét phu nit.”

“Vay thi 6ng c6 tin rang néu toi thiét tha vdi viéc clru c6 gai nay thoat
khoi tai nan thi d6 la vi t6i mudn che ché cho nguwdi dau déc khong? Mot
nguoi toéi khong biét, mot nguwdi chwa phai la khach hang cua t6i, va toi
chwra bao gi® gip: nhung véi ngudi dé tdi c6 hen gip trong...” Ong nhin
dong ho tay. “Mot phan tw gio nita.”

Tragg cuoi.

“Néu qua nhw 6ng gidi thiéu, viéc nay c6 vé kha ky cuc. T6i khong cé y
phan doi viéc chuyén c6 ay dén bénh vién Hastings Memorial, néu 6ng c6
thé nho Willmont chay chira.”

“Toi sé thwr,” Mason noi. “T0i sé goi dién cho ba quan ly.”
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Dén cau thang, 6ng gap trong hanh lang hai nguwdi mac blu trang khiéng
mot chiéc bang ca.

“O cudi hanh lang ay,” 6ng néi v6i ho. “Sau dé, cac dng hdy cho toi &
trwdc clra toa nha. Toi sé bao cho cac 6ng dia chi can phai chuyén co gai
tGi.”
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Chuong 4

Khi Mason tré vé, Della Street dang ngoi bén mot géc ban cia 6ng, may
dién thoai trong tam tay.

“Khong co tin tic gi a?”

“Khong a.”

“Thé 1a o ta da sai hen. Diéu nay sé chita cho t6i cai bénh hen gdp vao
ban dém.”

“Esther Dilmeyer thé nao a?” Della hoi.

“Co ay dang trén duwong dén bénh vién Hastings Memorial. Toi da goi
dién cho bac si Willmont. Co dy da uéng phai mot thit thuéc rém nao doé
nhung con qua s6m dé biét do la thudc gi. Co khi mdt thit thuée ngu dung
dé che gidau hiéu qua cua thudéc doc. Du sao di nita toi tin rang chiing ta da
dén ding lic va co ay sé thoat khoi tay than chét.”

“Ngai da gieo sy sg hai cho Magard...”

“Tat nhién r6i! Thuyc ra, chinh Tragg da lam viéc dé...”

“Magard c6 vé da bi khuat phuc hoan toan.”

“Ong ta da goi dién phai khong?”

“Vang, ong ta biét rang 6ng da téi Golden Horn v&i mot canh sat dé tim
hiéu tinh hinh. Ong ta d3 néi v6i canh st tat ca nhitng gi minh biét, 6ng ta
héi xem liéu c6 thé lam dwoc gi cho ngai khong?”

“Ong ta khong dang yéu 1dm dau... Co da tra 15i thé nao?”

“T6i da cam on va noi rang hién gio viéc ay thé la da.”

Mason xem dong ho.

“T6i cho rang ching ta c6 thé di nga va coi nhw khong cé cudc hen nay.
Co6 hdy cho... nguoi ta sé noéi...”

Bong c6 tiéng giay 10p cop buwdc nhanh vang lén trong hanh lang, Mason
ma clra.
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“Rat cam on 6ng vi da dgi t6i... T6i rat tiéc la da dén muon, nhung t6i
khong thé dén sém hon dugc.”

Mason cham chu nhin c6 gai:

“M0i co6 ng6i xuong, co Faulkner, day la thw ky cuda toi, cd Street... Co
hit thude chi?”

“Khong, cam on. Toi rat voi 6ng Mason a...”

“Co diéu gi khong 6n chang?”

“Pay la mot cau chuyén dai. Téi khong biét bat dau tir dau.”

“0, 6 c bat dau tir giita.”

Co gai cuoi.

“Vang, Carlotta chi t6i, va t0i, chung t0i m& cac cwa hang ban hoa
Faulkner truéc khi Carla cwéi chong. Chiing t6i chia nhau c6 phan trir nam
cai danh cho mot c6 nhan vién dé c6 ay c6 thé tham gia vao hdi dong quan
tri. Can phai cé ba nguwdi ma, 6ng hiéu day... Nguwoi canh tranh chinh cia
ching t6i 1a Harry Peavis 6ng ta kiém soat phan 16n viéc ban 1é hoa. Truwéc
day toi luon ludn c6 cam tinh voi ong ta. Co nhitng mat ong ta kho khao,
thiéu té nhi nhwng day la mot ngwdi rat cé nang khiéu, mot nguwoi rat khon
khéo trong kinh doanh va biét citng ran khi can thiét.”

“Ong ta c6 lién quan gi dén cau chuyén ctia c6?”

“Ong ta da kiém dwoc ndm cd phan ma chiing t6i da cho c6 nhan vién.”

“Va ong ta mu6n tham nhap vao céng viéc ctia co a?”

“Luc dau, toi cling nghi nhw vay, va chinh 6ng ta cling n6i dua vé chuyén
do, ndi rang Ong ta sé la mot nguwdi goép co6 phan cdm, mot nguwdi gop co
phan ma. C6 thé la nhw vay... Nhung t6i so rang tat ca nhitng diéu d6 nham
che day mot cai gi nghiém trong hon.”

“Co tiép tuc di.”

“Cach day muoi tam thang, chi t6i 1y chong...”

“Chi c6 lay ai?”

“Robert C. Lawley.”

“Ong 4y lam gi?”

Co gai khé phac mot cwr chi dé hiéu hon 16i ndi, tredc khi tra 10i.

“Anh dy quan ly tién cua chi t6i...”
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“Cong viéc co du cho ong ta lam khong?”

“Sé du khi anh ay c6 nhiéu hon.”

Mason mim cuoi:

“T6i nghi rang sy quan ly ctia 6ng ay khong lam tang thém von.”

“Khong, vang dung thé.”

“Chi c6 da no6i gi vé viéc d6?”

“Carla bi dau tim va da chita chay qua cham. Chi ay qua say mé hoat
dong, khi chiu di kham bénh thi da hoi mudn. Bac si n6i rang con phai mot
thoi gian 1au nita chi &y mdéi hoi phuc dwgc va trong khi chd dgi, bang bat
cl? gia nao cling phai tranh cho nguwoi bénh nhuwng lo lang va nguyén cd gay
cang thang than kinh.”

“Ba ay c0 biét o tinh trang c6ng viéc cia minh khong?”

“T6i rat hy vong rang c6,” Mildreth néi rat nhiét tinh.

“Co c6 bao gio noi vaGi ba ay vé cong viéc khong?”

“Chung to6i tranh no6i vé chong chi ay. Chwa bao gio t6i c6 thién cam vdi
anh ta. Carla da trach mang toi céi t6i thanh kién do6.”

“Ba dy c6 yéu chong khong?”

“Chi ay si tinh. Va anh ta da lau linh dé lam cho viéc do6 tiép tuc. Chi vai
161 khen ngoi, nhitng sy quan tdm nho nhé, ching can hon dau. Ong biét
nhitng ngudi chong sé nhw thé nao khi c6 vg giau. That tiéc 1a nhitng nguoi
dan ong khac khong 1gi dung dugc bai hoc... nhung hinh nhw nhitng nguoi
duy nhét thyc hanh bai hoc dé la nhitng nguwoi dugc hudng 1gi vé mat tai
chinh...”

“Tém lai, ngay tir dau c6 da khong tan thanh cudc hén nhan nay?”

“Pung vay, toi luon luén nghi rang Bob la m6t ké bip bom, mot ga dao
mo, mo6t thang hen.”

“Ong ta c6 biét nhitng diéu c6 nghi khéng?”

“Di nhién. Chac chan la c6. Ching t6i da thit x{¥ sy nhw nhitng ngudi van
minh... Va ching t6i da thanh cong. Trudc khi Carla bi bénh, ca ba ching
toi cung di nghi cu6i tuan, Bob da ngot ngao vdi t6i dén mic nhv mat ong
chdy ra t* miéng anh dy. Va d6i mat cta Carla nhv tham bao, ‘Em khong
thay anh ay tuyét voi hay sao, Mille?’”
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“Con c0 thi sao?”

“T6i cling thit hién diu va duyén dang véi anh ay, nhung trong bung thi
dién 1én. Mot ngwoi thue sw vu 1gi khong lam t6i khé chiu may, nhung toi
ghé tom nhitng ké dao dirc gia an noi ngot nhw mia lui.”

“Puoc, day la viéc phy,” Mason néi. “Hién nay tinh hinh da di dén dau
r6i?”

“Carla hoan toan tin @ Bob. Khi chi t6i 6m Bob bat dau cham lo cong
viéc. Mai lan chi t6i hoi tinh hinh thi Bob tra 16i rang khong phai lic lo
lang dén cong viéc va va lai, moi thit van chay déu nhu cac banh xe.”

“Nhung cd, cd co tin diéu do khong?”

“T6i biét rang d6 khong phai la sy thye.”

“Tail sao?”

“Vang, cach day tam ngay, Bob bi tai nan 0-t6. Tat nhién viéc do6 cé thé
xdy ra dén vdi tdt cd moi nguwoi va tit ca sé binh thwong néu Bob khong
tuén ra nhitng 10i gidi thich doi trd. Chi can hiéu anh ta mot chat 1a c6 thé
nhan ra diéu d6 ngay ma khong can suy nghi. Truwdc khi dinh néi d6i, anh
ay sap xép lai cau chuyén sao cho né khong con chit khap khiéng nao. Tat
ca khdp tirng li ting ti, that hoan hdo, nhung qua dep thanh gia doi.”

“Ong ay da n6i déi c6 ve tai nan d6 a?”

“Vang.”

“Va co da quyét dinh xac minh nhitng 16i néi ctia 6ng anh ré?”

Co gai hoi dé mat.

“Khi Peavis dén yéu cau toi chuyén giao gidy chitng nhan cua ong ta thi
toi bat dau suy nghi. T6i bong nhan thitc duwgc rang, néu nguwai cha sé hitu
ctia nam c0 phan kia c6 dwgc nhitng ¢6 phan ctia Carla nita, thi ong ta sé
kiém soat cong ty. Chua bao gio' ching t6i nghi tGi sy bat trac nay, cong
viéc kinh doanh cta ching t6i la viéc gia dinh, c6 1é ching t6i da cau tha,
khong ré ndm c6 phan ay ludn ludn dai dién cho can can quyén lyc.”

“Chac c6 sé noi vdi toi rang, ong anh ré sé chiém ca phan cua chi co phai
khong?”

“Pung, nhung diéu x4du nhat 1a: hinh nhv Bob da danh bac va thua vuot
kha ndng tai chinh ctia minh. Nhung anh ta da c6 gidy ty quyén cta chi toi
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khi chi &y 6m, thay thuéc cam khéng dwgc lam viéc. T6i ludon ludn ngo
rang Bob da tim cach thic day viéc d6. Anh ta rat dé thuyét phuc bac si
rang cong viéc la mot nguyén nhan lam cho Carla mét méi.”

Mason lac dau r6i hoi:

“C0 c6 biét cac chitng thw & dau khong?”

“Chac dang trong tay mét 6ng Lynk nao do, mot 6ng chu ctia Golden
Horn... hop dém ma c6 gai di theo Bob lic xdy ra tai nan, lam viéc tai do.
Lé ra gio nay co6 dy phdi c6 mat ¢ day...”

“Co ta sé khong dén dau,” Mason néi.

“Cai gi?”

“Mot ké nao dé da gii cho c6 dy nhitng thoi so6-co-la tam thuée doe. Co
ay da goi dién cho to6i lic muwdi mot gio ba muoi va phat am rat khé khan.”

“Nhitng théi so6-co-la tam thuéc doc,” Mildreth kéu 1én. “Nhung ai cé thé
lam dwoc viéc d6?”

“Co6 mot tdm thiép di kém theo cai hop: ‘D€ c6 vii tinh than ctia ¢6’ Ky
tén ML.F. Viéc nay goi cho c6 diéu gi khong?”

Mildreth nhin 6ng vé sirng sot.

“Nhung... Tdm thiép ay... Chinh t6i da gwi cho co ay!”

“Cung vGi so-co-1a?”

“Troi o1, khong! Ong hiéu cho tdi, dng Mason. Téi m&i bat dau choi trd
tham tr. T6i c6 mot chi dan: tai nan 6-t6. Sau khi Peavis di r6i, dot nhién
toi hiéu rang minh sé lam vao mot tinh canh rac réi nhw thé nao, néu Bob
da bu6n ban bip bom nhitng c6 phan ay. T6i biét rang Carla da ghi chuyén
vao mat sau phiéu c6 phan va da viét gidy uy quyén cho anh ta.”

“Co tin rang chinh Lynk da c6 nhitng c6 phan.”

“Peavis sé lam cho Lynk hanh dong hodac Lynk sé dat quan hé véi
Peavis.”

“T6i hiéu. Chiung ta hdy néi dén tdm thiép...”

“Vang, khi Bob lao vao chuyén giéi thich dai dong thi t6i hiéu ngay rang
néu cé chuyén gi dé khap khiéng thi n6 phai dinh tdi tai nan. T6i cam thay
trong chuyén tai nan nay c6 nhitng tinh tiét ma anh ta khong mudn toi biét.
Vi vay t6i bat dau diéu tra. Viéc nay khong khé khan gi vi nguwdi lai chiéc
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xe kia da lam mot ban khiéu nai t6i phong tai nan. Khi xe dam nhau, hinh
nhu Bob vtra roi Golden Horn va trong xe anh ta c6 mot nguwdi nao do tén
la Sindler Coll, ngoai Esther Dilmeyer. Sindler Coll la mot tay danh bac
chuyén nghiép, toi tin nhw vay. T6i khong cho rang Bob da ban nhitng c6
phan cda vg dé danh bac. Nhung t6i nghi rang ho da thuyét phuc anh ta vé
su vitng chac ctia khoan tin dung kia.”

“Pung thé,” Mason no6i, “nhung con tdm thiép?”

Co gai cuoi.

“T6i da rai tri khi trinh bay nhitng gidi thich cia minh, phai khéng? Né6i
tom lai, toi dén Golden Horn va tw thu xép dé lam quen vé6i Esther
Dilmeyer. C6 dy c6 vé u sau. Toi hiéu rang c6 ay va Sindler Coll... ho da
yéu nhau va chac la...”

“Pugc. Con tam thiép nay.”

“Toi da guri phong lan cho Esther...”

“Khi nao?”

“Sau khi tr biét c6 ay. C6 ay phién mudn va t6i da ndi toi la ngwdi ban
hoa.”

“C0 dy 6 noi vai cod vé nhitng c6 phan khong?”

“Khong, chi no6i viéc chung ctia hop dém thoi.”

“Peavis c6 bd cac c6 phan néu cd doa kién ong ta khong?”

“Peavis khong phai la loai nguwdi nhw vay, khi da dat ban tay 1én bat ky
viéc gi thi 6ng ta sé bam chat vao ddy cho dén hoi thd cudi cuing. Muon thu
hoi cac chitng thw phdi mat nam nam t6 tung. Tot hon nhudng quyeén kiém
soat cong viéc... Nhung ong hay noi cho toi hay, ong Mason! Cai gi da
khién Ong tin la t6i da gri tdm thiép kém so6-c6-la trong khi t6i giti n6 kém
vOi phong lan?”

“Chac chan mot nguwdi nao dé da dat vao trong hop so-co-la sau khi g&
né6 ra khoi gio phong lan. Co da gtri ching nhu thé nao?”

“Qua mot nguoi ap tai hang cua hang Western Union.”

“Cé bao bi khong?”

“Trong mot cai hop trong sudt.”

“Bang kich thwdc cua hop s6-co-1a?”
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“Vang.”

“Co da gui chung di dau?”

“T&i Golden Horn.”

“Gui theo dia chi cua Esther Dilmeyer?”

“Téat nhién.”

“Bang cach nao?”

“Y 6ng muén néi gi?”

“Bang but chi, but mady, danh may?”

“0, bing buit mdy... T6i viét tén co dy 1én trén gidy géi hang.”

“Cai hop kich thuwéc gan bang mot hop so-co-la gia ba livre phai khong?”

“Vang, toi tin la nhw thé.”

“Vay thi & Golden Horn c6 thé c6 mot ngudi nao dé da dé dang lay né di
va thay phong lan bang s6-c6-la tam thuoc doc. Rat dé lam néu ngwai do lai
nam cong viéc chu chot.”

Mildreth ngam nghia dau cac ngon tay deo gang.

“T6i nhG da néi véi nguwoi ap tai rang khong can giao géi hang tan tay,
mién la n6 dén ding ngwai nhan...”

“Ong ta da giao g6i hang cho ngudi gdc céng. Va ngudi ndy phai 1am
qua nhiéu viéc... Co danh gia cac c6 phan cta c6 la bao nhiéu?”

“Nhiéu hon gia tri ctia ban than ching. M6t minh t6i la cha ba ctra hang.
To6i kiém song tot va cong viéc phat trién déu dan. No6i tom lai, t6i coi viéc
bu6n bén, theo s6 thu nhap ma né dem lai cho téi twong dwong vdi mot
khodn von 25.000 do-la, c6 thu 1ai tot. Nhung 1€ di nhién la t6i khong thé
lay can c nay dé ban...”

“Theo t0i, can phai tinh dén cac phi ton,” Mason néi. “Nhung tinh dén
bao nhiéu nhi?”

Khong chut ngap nging, co gai tra 10i:

“Muoi nghin do-la néu la can thiét.”

“Co thé vuot con s6 do khong?”

“Kho... 6ng. Tom lai... toi phai can nhac da.”

“T6i khong bao gio nghi t6i viéc phi pham tirng xu. Néu t6i phai chi tién
thi dé la can thiét. Della, c6 hay goi dién dén Golden Horn, hoi Magard dia
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chi cai hang ctua Lynk.”

Ngap nging, Mildreth 1ay tw tii xach ra mét méanh gidy roi lai dat vao.
Nhan thay luat s dang quan sat, c6 ndi:

“T0i co... dia chi ngoi nha nghi mat ¢ Lilac Canyon...”

“Ai cho c0 dia chi nay?”

“Esther Dilmeyer... nhung dirng dé 16 co dy...”

“Co hay yén tam... Della, hady goi taxi va vé ngu di. Co Faulkener, t6i sé
goi dien cho c0 sau mot gio nira.”

Ong di t6i ta hoc twong, choang do khoac, doi mii va ting c6 khach dang
lo lang mot nu cwdi trdn an lam vitng long co.

“Co dirng hanh dong gi ca, moi viéc sé tr6i chdy. Nhitng ga ay c6 mot
song bac lén lut ¢ sat Golden Horn. Toi da di cung trung uy Tragg cua doi
hinh sy. Gad gac cong qua nhiét tinh va Tragg da dat han tré lai ding cho.
Magard da dugc bao truede khi ching toi ra vé. Hién nay han sap dung da
moi cach dé gidi thich...”

Mildreth ding day:

“T6i cam thdy minh song lai. Cau chuyén nay da giang cho t6i mot don
chét nguoi. “

https://thuviensach.vn



Chuong 5

Tir duwong 16n di Lilac Canyon, c6 rat nhiéu duong nhé dan dén nhitng ngoi
nha nghi mét trén cac ngon doi. Do d6, Mason lung ting doi chat khi tim
con duwong tot nhat. Song cudi cung, ong da tim thay dwong Acorn Dreve,
ré vao do6 va theo 16i di ngoan ngoeo, 6ng lén t¢i swon nui, t ddy nhin
xuong, ong thay c6 nhitng chdm sang cta vung ngoai 6 va nhitng vét sang
dai do cac duwong 16n tao thanh. Ong di chdm lai d& tim s6 nha, nhung
nhitng ngdi nha & cach mat dwong kha xa va thwong an dwdi nhitng lum
cdy. Bong o6ng chot thdy dén ctia mot chiéc 6-t6 dang dau, roi dén cta mot
chiéc khac dau xa hon mot chit, roi chiéc th ba nita. O bén phai, trong
mot ng6i nha nghi mat nhd, den sang trung. Ngoai hién, cac cham do 1ap
loe chitng té c6 rat nhiéu ngwoi dang hit thuée. Qua khung cita mé, anh
sang hat ra thanh vét dai va dé thay nhitng nguwdi dan 6ng doi mi qua lai
khong ngé6t. Sy ndo nhiét nay khién cho ta lién twéng téi mot cudc vui choi
nao d6. Nhung & day thiéu han sy vui vé. Duwdi anh den pha 6-t6, Mason
cang mat doc bién s6 ctia mét trong nhitng chiéc xe d6. Khi nhin thay mot
chit ‘E’ nam trong hinh thoi - dau hiéu ctia canh sét, 6ng dot ngot nhan ga,
Vot qua cac xe vira nhin thdy. Qua dé vai tram mét, con duwong két thic
bang mot vong tron lat da, vira da dé quay xe. Quay tré lai, 6ng dén sap xe
minh bén canh cac xe khac. Tat den, tat may r6i c hai bac cau thang mot,
ong lén dén tan hién nha. Mot trong nhitng nguwoi dang ngoi day nhan ra
ong, lién tién lai gan nam tay kéo 6ng ra mot cho riéng va hoi:

“Nay, ong Mason, thuat lai viéc cia 6ng nhu thé nao day?”

“Vu viéc gi?”

“Vu giét ngudi chi con gi nita, 6ng da déng vai tro gi? Ong c6 dan than
vao khong? Do ai?”

“T6i tin la 6ng con biét nhiéu hon t6i.”
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“Ong khong biét a?”

“Khong.”

“Thé tao sao ong lai dén day?”

“T6i mubn gap trung Gy Tragg. To6i dinh gap 6ng ta & van phong trung
tam, nhung & do lai bao téi dén day tim. C6 ngudi bi giét a?”

“Pung thé, mot vién dan ban vao lung, cd ba hai.”

“Ngudi ta c6 biét ai ban khong?”

“Khong.”

“Nguoi bi ban 1a ai?.”

“Harvey J. Lynk.”

“Lynk,” Mason ldp lai, “tdi chwa quan tdm t&i ngudi ndy. Ong 4y lam gi
khi con s6ng?”

“Nhiéu vu kinh doanh 16n. Pay la mot trong nhitng 6ng chu ctia Golden
Horn. M6t quan rugu... cé tang trén.”

“MOot song bac?”

“Xtc xac, po kho, ban co quay....”

“Con ¢ day? Day la cai gi vay? Mot t6 tinh yéu a?”

“Chang biét nita.”

“Ong vira bao ddy 1a mot trong nhitng ngudi cha hop dém... Vay ai la
ngwoi hun vén vdi anh ta?”

“Clint Magard.”

“Nguoi ta da bao cho 6ng ay chwa?”

Phong vién cuoi:

“T4t nhién la roi, va tat ca cac to bao hang ngay cta thanh pho déu da ct
nguoi téi dé moi & 6ng ta mét 10i khai...”

“Vé chuyén ay a?”

“Chuyén d6 t6i nghi la dé gt. Mot nguwoi dan ba da dinh vao. Ngudi ta
tim thay mot chiéc tdi du lich, bt phan & trong ti com-m6t va nhitng mau
thudc 1a van chay trong gat tan... Tragg dang lam viéc & ddy. T6i nghi rang,
ching ta sap kéo ra tir vu nay mot chuyén gay tai tiéng hét sitc béo bd. Dé
bao vé danh dy ctia minh, mot c6 gai ngdy tho, tuyét voi da budc phéi cam
lay sing ngan. Lynk toan tom 1dy c¢6 va mot cudc du da da xdy ra. Co bé
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trong trang khong nhé rang minh da ban. C6 chi nghe mot tiéng no va thay
Lynk nga ngtta. Sting sot ¢6 viit sing va chay tron khong dam kéu citu. O,
chi can thém chut nita la t6i da cung cap cho 6ng 1oi bién ho lam san. Vi
chac rang 6ng sé lam thay cai cho cd ay va sé nhan duwgc muwoi ngan dé-la
vé nhitng diéu ma t6i vira cap khong cho ong...”

Mason bat cuoi:

“Nay, néu Tragg ban nhu vay, thi t6i khong qudy ray ong ta nita. T6i sé
gdp vao dip khac.”

“Ong c6 mudn tdi néi véi 6ng ay ring 6ng da ¢ day khong?”

“Khong, dirng noi gi ca. Luc nay toi dang von nhau vGi ong ta... Va toi
khong muodn gio tay ra... Toi thich choi tay trén, nén 6ng ta khong biét t6i
dén tim thi cang hay.”

“Ong muén 1am cho 6ng 4y ngac nhién sao?”

“Cé the.”

“Thé 6ng khong thé noi gi vGi chiing t6i sao?”

“Khong.”

“Con chuyén 6ng mudn gap Tragg?”

“Khong c6 gi bo ich cho 6ng ca.”

“Ong &y c6 biét 6ng quan tdm dén vu nay khong?”

“T6i cling khong biét la c6 vu nay. Trong doi minh t6i chwa bao gio gap
Lynk va khong ngo 6ng ta da bi giét. Chao ong!”

Ong di t6i cau thang. Mot cai bong hién trén khung ctta va Mason nghe
thdy giong Tragg:

“Nguoi chyup anh & dau nhi? T6i mudn cé6 mot tam anh caa...”

Nhan ra Mason 6ng ta lién dirng lai.

“Nay 6ng,” 6ng ta kéu Ién. “Ong 1am cai quai gi & dau thé?”

“Ong ra chd xe t6i dau di,” Mason dé nghi...

“Khong ti ban qua. Ong néi ¢ day thoi.”

Mason gio ngon tay cai vé phia dam phoéng vién dugce danh dau bang
nhitng dom thudc chay dé.

“Co lé ong o ly,” Tragg vira néi vira di xuodng.

Khi dén gan xe Mason, ong ta hoi:
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“Tai sao 6ng muodn gap Lynk?”

Mason né mot nu cuoi hoi tiéc.

“T6i sé noi tdt cad vGi ong. T6i hy vong di trudc ong, nhung ong da
thang...”

“Bi trwdc toi?”

“Pung. Té6i mudn biét nhiéu hon vé Esther Dilmeyer va nhitng quan hé
cua cO ta: gia dinh, thu twv v.v...”

“Ong nghi rdng Lynk s& néi tit ca nhitng diéu d6 cho 6ng sao?”

“T6i hy vong nhw thé.”

“Tai sao 6ng khong héi Magard. Ong ta & tai vdn phong ctia minh, ding
cho hon Lynk...”

“Toi dinh gap ca hai nguoi.”

Tragg nhin 6ng, vé ngam ngh:

“Holcomb ludn luén qua quyét rang ong hay choi xau, Mason a. T6i nghi
rang anh ta da sai lam. Anh ta & mot phia, 6ng & phia khac va day la mot
cudc chién tranh ac liét. Chi c6 diéu la 6ng di nhanh hon anh ay. Tay 6ng
thwong nhanh hon mat... con mat cia Holcomb, tit nhién... Nhung bay gio
t6i hiéu rat rd tinh cam ctia Holcomb d6i véi 6ng. Ong khong gitip cho
cong viéc cua ching t6i dugc dé dang.”

“Tat nhién.”

“Tai sao?”

“T6i can bao vé khach hang ctia minh...”

“Cha... Hay n6i vé nhitng khach cta ching ta, vé c6 khach hang cua
chuing ta... Co6 ay da ké cho ong nhitng gi khi dén?...”

“Co ta dén dau?”

“Van phong cua ong. Khong phai ong da c6 cudc hen gdp luc mot gio
sao?”

“A, phai!” Mason néi, 1am nhw éng vira hiéu diing ring Tragg muén 4m
chi viéc gi. “Pay la mdt vu khéng quan trong. To6i nghi rang co ay thay
khong cé gi bat tién néu toi thuat lai vu ay véi ong, nhung sy bi mat nghé
nghiép...”

“Cu0c hen vao mot gio a?”
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“Pung thé.”

“Chung ta hady cho rang, viéc d6 lam mat cua ong tit hai mwoi dén hai
muaci lam phut...”

Ong ta nhin dong ho...

“Ong da lam nhanh quid mitc dé dén day... Ong khong mat 14y mot
phtt... lam thé nao ma 6ng cé dia chi? Lam thé nao ma 6ng biét Lynk da bi
giét?”

“Mot nha bao da noi véi toi. Con ong, sao ong biét?”

“Van phong trung tam bao cho t6i.”

“Nhung 6ng c6 biét vu giét ngwoi da dwgc phat hién nhw thé nao
khong?”

“Khong, mot nguoi nao do da goi cho van phong trung tam.”

“Pan ong hay dan ba?”

“Pan ba. Ngudi nay khang dinh minh dang goi dién tit nha nghi mat va
c6 mot ké lang vang bén ngoai.”

“Tai sao lai ‘khang dinh’?” Mason hoi. “Chac day la c6 ban cd bac cta
Lynk va c6 mot nguoi lang vang...”

“Lynk da chét tw lau, trwde cu dién thoai...” Tragg dap lai cut lan.

“Ong biét gi ve viéc d6?”

“Pay khong phai la t6i biét, ma la thay thuéc. Mau dong tu, xac chét
citng do va cac viéc khac twong tw. Bac si xac dinh gio chét vao nita dém
va chac khéng nham lan bao nhiéu. Kha may man la ching t6i da dén ding
lic. Ngay mai méi c6 thé xac dinh dugc la da chét vao khoang nao giita 22
gio va 1 gio sang.”

“Ong c6 tin gi m&i vé ¢6 Dilmeyer khong?”

“Khong. Toi tin rang co ay sé thoat nan. Con 6ng, thuwc sy 6ng khong
biét chut gi vé tinh trang sttc khoe ctia Lynk sao?”

“Neéu toi biét, ong tin rang t6i van dén day sao? Pé kham pha mot xac
chét? Khong, cam on, t6i da c6 phan roi...”

Tragg quan sat luat sw, r6i gai toc vé phia trén tai trai.

“Ong tiép cd khach hang roi chay ao dén day... chic ngudi ta nghi ring
Lynk phai lam chitng nhu Esther Dilmeyer va da c6 mot cudc san dudi tat
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ca nhitng ai chitng kién... Nguoi ta néi rang c6 ké nao d6 mudn lam 6ng
thua trong vu kién nay...”

“Néu ong tim thdy moi lién hé nao giita cai chét cua Lynk véi vu
Dilmeyer thi cho biét ngay nhé, dugc khong?”

“Ong con dam ca gan...”

“Mot phép thr khong ton kém théi,” Mason thong dong néi. “Tam
biét...”

“Tat nhién!” Tragg thot 1én gian dir.

Mason budc phai khéi dong khong voi vang va chi tang toc khi da cach
nha nghi mat dung mot ki 10 mét. Tren duwong 16n, ong duwng lai treGc mot
hang an mé& ctra sudt dém va vao day goi bac si Willmont & bénh vién
Hastings Memorial.

“Mason dang cam may day, bac si, Esther Dilmeyer c6 gi méi khong?”

“Co dy da qua khéi.”

“Co6 phai cac thoi s6-co-la da thue sy bi tam doc khong?”

“Pung.”

“Loai thudc gi?”

“Mot thit thudc nga bacbituric, xét vé triéu chitng va qua phan tich co6 1€
la véronan. Vi cua s6-co-la da at vi thudc, hoi dang. Pay la mot loai thudc
ngu nhung gitta liéu lwgng 1am thudc va liéu lwgng gay chét c6 mot khoang
cach 1én. Lidu lwgng gay ngt 1a ndim dén mudi grain®. Pa c6 nhitng ngudi
chét vi uéng sdu muoi grain nhung c6 mét nguwdi da hoi phuc sau khi udng
t@i ba tram grain... Ching t6i chwa phan tich hét cac thoi s6-c6-la, nhung
hinh nhw moi théi chita tir nam dén bay grain. C6 dy da an kha ttr tir dé tao
khodng cach giita muwdi grain dau va so con lai. Vi vay co ta da thay hiéu
qua cta thudc trede khi ngdn hét mot liéu gay chét.”

“Ong c6 chic viéc dy da xay ra nhu thé khong?”

“Toi tin la nhw vay sau khi xem xét cac thoi so-co-la va tinh trang nguoi
bénh. Co6 dy c6 bo mat sung huyét, thd cham, khéng c6 mot phan xa nao,
con ngwoi dan ra va bi sot. Toi thé rang c6 dy da uong véronan, theo liéu
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lvgng nam grain mot thoi tong cong lai 1a nam muoi grain. C6 dy toan gap
may man va sé binh phuc.”

“Puwgc,” Mason néi. “Ong hdy quan tdm thuong xuyén dé chay chita cho
c6 ta tot nhat. Can trong coi dac biét ca ngay lan dém va phai chi y dén
thitc an cta c6 dy. T6i mudn dwgc dam bao rang nguwoi ta sé khong tuon
thu6c doc cho c6 ay nita...”

“Pong y.” Bac si Willmont tra 1oi cut lan.

“Bao gio thi c6 ay tinh lai?”

“Khong trudc mot khoang thoi gian kha dai dau, ching t6i da riva da day
va choc tly song, nhung sé rat khinh suit néu ngudi ta x6 day co ta...”

“Hay bao cho t6i biét khi nao c6 dy tinh va hdy phong ngira moi chuyén
dé khong xdy ra viéc gi vGi co ay.”

“Ong c6 nghi ring c6 dy c6 thé bi mot rii ro de doa khong?”

“T6i dang tuw hoi diéu do6. Co dy phai dén cho t6i cung cap tinh hinh. T6i
khong biét diéu ma c6 ay biét va rd rang la mot ké nao d6 khong thich toi
biét viéc do.”

“Ong s& biét viéc do trong hai muwoi bon gid nita.”

“Du sao,” Mason néi, “cé 1&é ngwoi ta khong muén giét ma chi ngan co
ay noi trong hai mwoi bon gid. N6i cach khac, sau hai muoi bon gid, co ay
sé chang c6 ich gi cho tbi nita.”

“Du sao, cling sé khong xay ra viéc gi doi véi c6 ay nita dau,” Willmont
hita, “sé khong ai duwgc vao tham néu khong dwgc phép cua t6i, va c6 ba co
y ta tryc & dau giwong co ta... ca ba déu téc hung... D6 la diéu t6i mudn
noi voi ong...”

“Thé 1a da r6i, bac si a! To6i pho thac cho 6ng day.”

Ong b may va phéng nhanh dén chd Mildreth & Whiteley Pines Drive, &
day ciling vay, mot ngon doi sttng sitng nhin xuéng thanh pho. Ngbi nha
nam trén swon dwdi, mot tang nhin ra duong cai va ba tang phia sau. Mason
kin dao go ctra. Mildreth m@ ngay va hai:

“Tinh hinh ra sao r6i?”

“Co ay sé khdi... Co noi di, co nam virng tinh hinh, tv d6...”
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“Vang,” co gai cuoi thodi mai. “Toi da mua cai nha nay cach day sau
thang, khi Carla bi 6m. T6i mudn & gan chi ay.”

“Ba dy ¢ day sao?”

“Puong Chervis, xa hon diy mot chit, sau birc twong chan béi ngon doi.
Pi bé mat do nam phuit... 6ng hdy noi cho t6i biét tai sao nguwdi ta dau doc
Esther Dilmeyer di: cé phai day thuc sy la mot vu dau doc hay chi do uéng
thudc ngu qua liéu?”

“Khong, ddy ding la thudc doc... Trong cac théi s6-c6-la...”

Ho & trong phong khach. Mildreth lai gan tam lwdi sat cua mot cai 10
sudi 1ong khit vao san nha.

“M0i 6ng ngoi xuong... Toi bi céng...”

Ong ngdi xudng ghé banh va nhin c6 ding trwdc lwsi sit, hoi néng 1lam
vay c0 khé lay dong.

“Co bi cam lanh hay sao?”

“Chéc thé. Toi mét, nhung khong hé gi. Ong hdy ké cho tbi nghe di,
nhitng tin tirc déu xau ca phai khong?”

“Ai noi vdi co nhu vay?”

“Néu t6t thi 6ng da néi roi. Ong c6 muén udng chuit gi khong?”

“Vang, mot ly nho...”

C06 ma ta ly trong phong khach, 14y ra mdt chai whisky Scotland, nuwéc
da vun va mot cai xi phong.

“Nay. Lynk da néi gi? Ong ta chwa giao lai cac ¢6 phan cho Peavis phai
khong?”

“Toi khong biét.”

“Ong ay khong muén néi véi éng viéc dé hay sao?”

“Ong ay khong thé... 6ng dy khong thé noi dugc...”

“Ong &y say rugu a?”

Luc rét whisky, c6 run dén noi co6 chai va lach cach vao miéng coc.
Mason ch@ c6 rét xong vo cam lay xi phong, ltic d6 6ng mdi noéi thong tha
tirng tiéng mot:

“Lynk da bi giét chét vao nita dém.”
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Thoat tién, hinh nhw nhitng tir d6 khong c6 chit y nghia nao doi véi co
gai. Co tiép tuc rot nwéc ga. Ro6i, dot nhién, c6 giat nay minh, dn can xi
phong xu6ng lam rugu tran khéi coc.

“Cai gi... T6i nghe ding ddy chi? Chét a?”

“Bj giét.”

“Vao ntra dem?”

“Pung.”

“Ai... ai da giét ong ay.”

“Nguoi ta chrra biét. Mot vién dan vao lung, c& ba muoi hai.”

Co0 dat xi phong xudng va dwa coc regu cho 6ng.

“Du sao di nita, t6i cling c6 mot c6 ngoai pham,” c6 noi véi mot nu cuwoi
bue doc.

“C6 ngoai pham gi?”

“Ong hoi nghiém tiic ddy chi?”

“Khong phai co sao?”

“Khong.”

“Vay thi nghiém tic ma ndi, co da ¢ dau lic nira dem?”

“Vang, t0i.... ching ta hay thit xem, day la mot diéu ngu ngdc: Lynk da
chét trwde lic t6i thu hoi c6 phan ctia minh. D6 1a diéu xau doi vdi t6i.”

Co dung lai truedce ta ly va 1dy ra mot chai ¢ nhac.

“Whisky Scotland rat to6t doi véi mot da hoi thwong Iwu... nhung toi rét
va chuyén do6 da cho t6i mot bai hoc kha dau, t6i uong cdc cé6-nhac vay.
Ong c6 thich diing khong?”

“Khong, va toi khong khuyén c6 dung ruou ay...”

Co gai tv phuc vu... Co xoay minh va nhin chong choc vao ong:

“Ong khong khuyén t6i diing rugu nay sao?”

“Khong.”

“Tail sao?”

“Vi néu c6 udng co-nhac va sau do la whisky Scotland thi khoang hai
muoi phit nita c6 sé lo mo va nghi rang c6 thé tiw cho phép minh lam
nhitng viéc...”

“Ong mudn noéi cai quai gi thé?”
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“Cai 4o khoac 16ng thii ma c6 méc lic dén van phong t6i ¢ dau?”

“Nhung... Trong ti héc twong.”

“Ché kia a? O'16i vao?”

“Vang.”

Mason dit c6c xudng, ditng ddy va tién lai phia 16i ra vao. Ong mé ta va
lay ra chiéc do khoac 16ng cdo xam ma c6 gai da mac ldc téi gap 6ng. Dot
nhién co x0ng tGi:

“Khong dugc, khong duoc! Dé yén né ddy! Ong khong c6 quyen...”

Mason tho tay vao tii phai 4o khoac va lay ra mot khau sung ngan cd ba
muoi hai.

“Khi c6 dén van phong, toi thady hinh nhw céi tdi nay c6 mot cai budu
kha buon cui.”

Mildreth sitng s&. Mason mé sing ra va thay thiéu mot vién dan. Ong
ngtri nong sung, treo o vao t, dong can than ctra tu lai roi trd lai ghé banh
va ngo6i xuong. Sau khi ddt sing ngan 1én mét chiéc ghé ké chan, 6ng cam
lai coc ruqu.

“Chuc strc khoe ¢o,” 6ng noi véi Mildreth.

Mat theo doi 6ng khong roi, cd di 1ay chai whisky Scotland r6i tré vé
truedc lwdi sat 10 sudi.

“T6i co6 thé uéng thir nay khong?”

“Téat nhién, rwgu nay c6 1gi cho ¢6. Nhung ché uéng qua nhiéu.”

C6 udng mot hoi nira coc, van khong ngirng nhin 6ng bang cdp mat m@
to s¢ hai.

“Thaoi tiét kha lanh so v6i mua,” Mason néi. “Trong nhitng ngay néng va
kho, noi chung gioé sa mac sé lam mat ban dém... Nhung cai do khoac cua
co sé gilt cho c6 am.”

“T6i rét 1am, lic nay toi dang rét run 1én day.”

“Whisky sé lam c6 hoi sttc. Co c6 khau sting ngan nay tir bao gio?”

“Hai nam r6i.”

“Co0 c6 giay phép khong?”

“Co.”

“C0 da mua sung @& day, trong thanh pho?”
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“Vang.”

“C0 c6 biét rang nhitng chuyén gia duong dan c6 thé suy dién nhitng gi
khi xem xét mot vét dan khong? Moi vién dan ban di tr mot khau sing
ngan déu co6 dau vét riéng, khong lan vao dau dwgc va chi c6 khau sing
ngan dé méi co6 thé ban no di.”

“Ong noi diéu d6 vai tw cach 1a ludt su caa toi a?”

“Toi khong phai la luat su caa co.”

“Nhung t6i tin...”

Ong l4c dau:

“Khong phai vé vu nay.”

“Tai sao?”

“T6i khong biét nhiéu vé vu dé. Bo 6c cda toi khong phai dé ban nhw
mot chiéc 6-t6. Co c6 thé mua mot chi€c xe boc thép va dung né dé cuép
nha bang nhung c6 khong thé mua kién thic luat phap cta t6i dé dung né
trong viéc pham t6i giét nguoi...”

“Ong n6i nghiém tiic ddy chit? Ong nghi ring toi giét ong ta a?”

“T6i khong biét gi vé vu do ca. Néu nhw chinh c6 lam viéc dé thi cé 1€ 1a
trong tinh trang tw vé chinh dang. Biéu mudn noi 1a t6i sé khong dai dién
cho c6 néu khong biét tat ca moi viéc.”

“Ong muén noéi ring...”

Mason nhin dong ho va néi vGi vé sot rudt.

“T6i mudn noi rang, canh sat sé dén day ngay bay gio va néu phai lam co
van cho c6 thi t6i can phai biét tit ca trwdc. T6i cling muén no6i thém rang
nhitng diém yéu trong cau chuyén cta cd, néu co, nhac lai cho t6i biét sé
khong c6 hai gi. Bay gio co noi di...”

“T6i khong muon ong dai dién cho t6i...”

“Khong a?”

“T6i muén 6ng dai dién cho Carlotta, chi t6i.”

“Ba dy c6 quan hé gi trong vu nay?”

“Thwa 6ng,” Mildreth n6i sau mot ldc im lang, “néu 6ng la luat su cha
Carlotta va toi ké cho ong tat ca, thi nguoi ta khong thé budc 6ng néi ra,
phai khong a?”
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“Piéu cb ndi vai toi sé khong di xa hon.”

“Nhung c6 hgp phap khong?”

“Bo tinh hgp phéap di! Dé c6 thé hanh dong, t6i can phai biét day la van
de gi?”

“Vang, rat don gian thoi... Toi hom do, toi dén tham Bob, toi da ké cho
anh ta nghe chuyén viéng tham cta Peavis va ndi rang t6i can cac c6 phan
trong budi sang. Bob da khong dwa cho t6i cac c6 phan vGi nhitng ly do dé
dén noi khién t6i phai nghi ngo. Co 1é Carlotta da nghe chung t6i néi twr
phia trén cau thang...”

“Co tiép tuc di va nhanh Ién...”

“Vang. Bob phdi dé c¢6 phan & noi bdo dam. Anh ta phai lay ching vé dé
c6 thé it nhat 1a gio cho t6i xem. N6i tém lai, tdi nghi rang anh ta da dén
cho Lynk...”

“Co nght gi thi khong quan trong. Co da lam gi?”

“T6i tré vé gap Bob.”

“Ong ay da néi gi voi c6?”

“Khong c6 gi cd. Anh ay khong & day.”

“Con chi c6?”

“Cling khong.”

“C0 I¢é ho cung ra ngoai chang?”

“Khong, 6-t0 ctia Carlotta khong c6 ¢ day va chi dy da tuw lai xe ch
chang ai khac.”

“Ct cho rang Bob & nha Lynk di, c6 nghi rang chi c6 di dau?”

“T6i cho rang chi ay da di theo chong.”

“Bob da giét Lynk phai khong?”

“T6i tin rang Carla... T6i khong biét...”

“Con khau sung ngan? Co6 lay n6 ¢ dau?”

“O nha ho, khi t6i dén ddy lan thit hai. T6i da nhin thdy né & trén ban
trang diém cua Carla.”

“T6i cho rang day la suing ngan cta c6.”

“Pung, nhung t6i da cho Carla muwon cach day hai thang. Chi t6i thuong
¢ nha mot minh va t6i muon chi dy c6 mot thit vii khi.”
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“Bob c6 hay ra ngoai khong?”

“Khong thé doi hoi anh ta tir bo tat cd, vi ly do vg 6m. Khong ai cho dgi
diéu do ca... nhung téi tin rang...”

“Khi c6 dén lan dau, khau sting ngan c6 dé trén ban trang diém khong?”

“Khong... va ¢ lan th hai, t6i nhan thdy mot s6 do riéng caa Carla da
bién mat... Mot vai bo quan 4o va thuoc men...”

“Theo co, viéc gi da xay ra?”

“T6i nghi rang chi ay da theo Bob dén nha Lynk. Bob da mang sing
ngan cua toi di va anh ta da giét Lynk, Carla biét viéc do6. Troi oi! T6i ao
wdc dwgc biét chi toi dang ¢ dau trong lic nay! T6i dién 1én vi lo lang!
Pitng day va lai xe da la diéu rat khong hay véi chi dy r6i... Nhung ong
hay twong twgng con choang ma chi toi phai chiu dung khi phat hién sy that
vé Bob va vu giét ngwoi... That khing khiép!”

“C0 c6 nghi rang chi c6 da tré vé nha khéng?”

“Co.”

“Khoang khi nao?”

“To6i khong biét. Toi & dé lic mot gio kém hai muwoi. Mat nam phut dé
tim, nén toi lai xe di vao luc mot gio kém mudi lam va vi vay, da tdi van
phong dng cham. Ong di néi véi tdi ring Esther Dilmeyer bi uéng thudc
ngu... Ong da di gip Lynk... cho nén i tin chic ring moi viéc s& dugc thu
x€ép on thoa...”

“Nhung trede khi téi dén nha nghi mat, c6 da nghi rang Lynk chét roi
hay sao?”

“T6i khong biét viéc do... Toi chi biét rang nguwoi ta da dung sung
ngan.”

“V1 sao?”

“T6i da xem xét khau sung va thdy thiéu mot vién dan.”

“Néu thé chac co da dé lai ddu vét trén sung?”

“Chac chan la co6.”

“Va c6 da nhét khau sing vao tui 4o khoac phai khéng?”

“Vang.”
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“Pugc... No6i tom lai, c6 cho rang Bob da giét Lynk va Carlotta biét viéc
d6 nén ba ay da trd vé nha 1ay quan 4o, thuéc men va ra di...”

“Pung.”

“Theo c6, Bob c6 tré vé cung véi ba dy khong?”

“Khong, anh ta chac phéi chuon ngay. Bob khong dt can dam dé ding
tredc mot tinh huéng nhw vay. Anh ta phai ban va chay tron.”

“Nhu vay, néu theo 1ap luan cua c6 dén cung, thi sau khi Bob giét Lynk,
chi c6 da lay vii khi gay tdi ac...”

Mildreth can mo6i va ngoanh di dé tranh &nh mat ciia Mason.

Ong nhan manh mot cach cut ngin:

“Pung thé, c6 phai khong?”

“T0i... toi cho la...”

“Nhu vay khong logic, co biét diéu do...”

“Thé nao thi 16gic?”

“T6i khong biét, nhung t6i muon biét t6i dang & vi tri nao, c6 muon toi
dai dién cho chi co phai khong?”

“Pung thé!”

“Khong phai cho c6?”

“T6i c6 thé tw lo cho minh.”

“Co dung chac chan dén nhuw thé... Vii khi giét nguwoi la cia c6 va no day
dau vét cta cb.”

“Nhung t6i rat khée. Ho c6 thé tra hoi t6i nhung diéu do khong hai t6i
toi. Va chang ho sé khong chitng minh dugc gi ca.”

“Co ¢ dau vao luc ntra dem?”

“O cita hang, trong van phong cua toi. T6i dang thi tinh xem c6 thé thu
gom dugc bao nhiéu tién néu budc phdi mua lai cac c6 phan.”

“C06 muon toi dai dién cho chi c6?”

“T6i moi ong!”

“Khong ai quan tam tdi viéc ba ay da ra di. Néu chong ba ay giét Lynk
thi ba ay cting khong cé 1gi gi trong viéc do ca.”

“Ong khong hiéu... Ong khong biét chi t6i dang & trong tinh trang nao.
Néu canh sat va cac nha bao bat dau quay ray chi ay thi diéu do6 sé huy hoai
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tat ca hiéu qua caa viéc chira bénh. Chi t6i sé chét hodc tréd nén 6m yéu, dén
noi khong con hy vong binh phuc dugc.”

“Ai sé tra tién dé t6i dai dién cho ba ay?”

“T6i.”

“Néu nhan, t6i chi dai dién cho mot minh ba dy théi.”

“Téat nhién.”

“Quyeén lgi cua ba ay sé la trén hét...”

“Pdy la diéu t6i mudn.”

“Néu quyen lgi ctia ¢ can trg, téi sé xem c6 nhw mot doi tha...”

“T6i da tinh dén diéu do.”

Mason suy nghi roi héi dot ngot:

“Co da bao gio nghe noi dén viéc thir nghiém bang paraphin chwa?”

“Chwa. bay la cai gi?”

“MOot bién phap tim xem ai vira st dung sung...”

“Paraphin dong vai tro gi trong do?”

“Khi nguoi ta dung mét vii khi, nhitng méang thudc sting sé an sau vao da
ban tay. Khong thé trong thdy ching dwgc nhung phong Khoa hoc Diéu tra
hinh sy da 4p dung mot ki thuat dé lam chiing xuat hién... Nguoi ta dé vao
ban tay ngwoi bi tinh nghi paraphin nau chay va tang cwong thém cho né
mot 16p bong mong roi phu sap 1én. Nguwoi ta sé 14y ra khi né cing lai.
Thudc sing da an sdu vao ban tay sé dinh vao paraphin. Nguwdi ta d6 1én
trén d6 mot hoa chat. Héa chat nay sé phan tng vdi cac nitrat cta thudc
sung va lam cho céc hat thudc c6 thé thay dwgc bang mat tran.”

“T6i hiéu,” Mildreth néi véi mot giong yéu hon.

“Néu Carlotta khong dung sting ngan, tot nhat la ba 4y nén dén tim canh
sat ngay bay gio. Ho c6 thé lam mot thit nghiém trwdc khi nd tré nén qua
muon, va diéu do sé chitng minh ba ay vo t0i.”

“Nhung... néu chi ay da dung sung?”

“Luc do sau cudc thi nghiém bang paraphin va trdc khi cé ban bao cao
cua chuyén gia dvong dan ba ta sé len dwong vao nha tu ¢ Saint-Quentin,
va viéc Lynk nhan mot vién dan ¢ lung sé khong cho phép t6i bién ho la
viéc tu vée chinh dang...”
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Mildreth di tr tir qua gian phong, dén chiéc ghé ké chan ma Mason dé
khau sing ngan trén doé...

“T6i sé khong dé lai dau vét & day,” co noi.

“Pung thé!”

“Chung ta c6 thé chui di khong?”

“Toi khong thé...”

Co lay khau sing, rit khan mui xoa ttr tii ra va xat manh vao vii khi. Rat
binh tinh, Mason vira nhin c6 lam vira nhap nhap whisky Scotland.

“Coi chirng,” Dot nhién 6ng ndi. “Co dirng dé ngén tay trén co sung.”

Ngay lic d6, mot tiéng coi rd 1én, réi rén ri & rat gan va mot chiéc 6-t6
dung lai trudc cira.

“T6i khong tin rang minh da di dugc nhiéu,” Mason néi va khang dinh
rang trung Uy Arthur Tragg ctia D4i hinh sy vira dén.... “Thay khau sing
sach tdt ca moi dau vét, chac ong ta sé...”

“Coi chung!” Mildreth thét lén.

Mason ditng bat khéi ghé banh lao vao nam 14y c6 tay c6 gai... nhung da
mudn. Mot phat sing no, vién dan xuyén qua ctta s6 va manh kinh vun
vang ra rao rao trén nén xi-mang tredc cong. Sy im lang ti€p do bi xé tan
bd&i mot hoi chudng nhw ra 1énh, kém theo nhitng ci ddm manh vao canh
ctra. Roi nghe thiy giong Tragg:

“Canh sat day! Md ra, néu khong t6i sé pha cira!”

“Bay gio, xin dé c6 déng kich,” Mason binh tinh néi v&i Mildreth va tr&
vé ghé banh, 6ng cam lai coc regu va cham mét diéu thuéc mdéi. Mildreth
ding yén, doi mat cham chd nhin khau sting.

“Troi oi! Toi khong nghi rang n6 cudp co... Cai khan mui xoa ket vao
btia kim hoa va da day né ra. Toi dat ngoén tay vao co va...”

Co0 gai cudi xudng gidu khau sung dudi trang ky dat & goc phong.

“T6t hon 1a c6 hdy mé& ctta cho trung dy Tragg,” Mason néi. “Ong dy
dang san sang dap vo ctra kinh ddy.”

“Tss... Tss...” Mason gam lén. “Trung Uy Tragg sé khong thich diéu
do...”

Co0 gai chay dén 16i vao, m@ ctra va hai:
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“Cai gi vay?”

“Ai da ban?” Tragg vira héi vira di vao. “Cé phdi 6-td6 ctia Mason ngoai
kia khong? Ong ta c6 & day khong?”

“Vang, ong ta co ¢ day...”

“Ai da ban...?”

“Nguoi ta da ban a?”

“Co khong nghe thay tiéng n6 sao?”

“T6i nghe thady mot cai gi nhu la tiéng may no...”

Tragg to vé chan ngan va di vao phong khach.

“Chao 6ng Mason. Thoi gian nay ong di lai nhiéu qua...”

“Nhitng cudc di xa tao ra su tré trung, trung uy a... vi ong nghi ngo, toi
xin gigi thiéu day la co6 Faulkner, ong sé biét ngay rang c6 dy c6 mot sé
thich hoan hdo vé whisky Scotland. Va t6i thong bao vGi ong rang toi
khong phai la luat suw cda co ay...”

Tragg dung nhin chong choc vao mdt ong:

“Ong khong phai 1a luat sw ctia cd ay sao0?”

“Khong.”

“Vay thi ong lam gi ¢ day?”

“T6i dén tham va ném, whisky ngon...”

“C0 da ban phai khong?”

“Khong.”

Rat nhanh, Tragg ddo mat khap phong va khi nhin thdy mot cai 16 trén
ctra kinh, lién tién lai gan dé xem xét.

“Lay Chda,” Mildreth thot 1én, “c6é mot 16 dan trén ctta kinh. Nghia la
nguoi ta da ban a? C6 ké mudn giét toi, ong Mason.”

“Xuyén qua ctra s6 u?” Tragg hoi.

“Vang.”

“Co khong nghe thay gi ha?”

“T6i nghe thay tiéng xe cta Ong, it ra, ddy cling la xe ctia ong. Va toi
nghe thdy mot trang tiéng nd. Toi khong twdng twong dugc rang day la mot
phat sung...”

“T6i hiéu,” Tragg binh tinh néi. “Ai d6 da ban c6 t ¢ phia ngoai.”
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“Chac chan nhu vay.”

“Chung ta hdy xem xem... C6 mét 16 thing trén rém va mot 16 khac &
ctta kinh. Piéu d6 cho ching ta thdy dwong di cua vién dan. Hay theo
dwong ban nay. Bay réem ra co cé thé thiy xe tdi & sat via hé. Puong ban di
qua dung phia trugc...”

“Pung thé.”

“Néu vay, nguwoi ban phai ditng ngay tredc miii xe toi, trén nhitng cai ca
kheo cao c6 18 t6i muoi lam pie®).”

“Khong phaéi 6ng ban a?” Mildreth héi.

Tragg phot 10 cau hoi.

“Néu c6 kinh nghiém vé dwong dan nhu t6i, c6 c6 thé xac dinh duwoc
hwéng dan di qua cira kinh. Hon nita toi ngtri thay mui thudc sing & day...
Toi sy sé phai luc soat can phong nay co6 Faulkner a.”

“T6i cam 6ng lam viéc do.”

“T6i van c lam.”

“Ong ay khong dugc phép néu chua cé 1énh, phai khong 6ng Mason?”

“Mason khong phai la luat su cta co6,” Tragg noi.

“Ong dy van c6 thé néi véi toi dieu do.”

Mason uéng mot hép whisky, binh than rit thudc 14, ngoi lang thinh.

“Nghe day co Faulkner,” Tragg noi, “chung ta hay thoi cac tro dung muwu
no chudc kia dé ltra gat di va hay bat tay vao viéc. Néu co ndi vdi toi la ai
da ban va khau sung hién ¢ dau thi t6i sé khong dan c6 vé van phong trung
tam va sé khong cho luc soat co ciing nhw nha c6. Nao... c6 phéi & cho nay
khi nghe thay ti€éng xe cua t6i... C6 da ban lic t6i dirng xe. Va khi toi go
ctra, phan ng tuv nhién cta c6 la gidu khau sing ngan xudng dudi dém
trang ky.”

Ong ta ling 18& di t6i chiéc trang ky va bit dau nhac dém lén.

“Ong khong c6 quyen,” Mildreth vira kéu 1én vira ndm 1y canh tay 6ng
ta.

Tragg g0 ra va day co gdi lui lai.
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“Néu c6 con tiép tuc thi sau hai mwoi phit nita, canh sat sé dén day chat
nich.”

“Nhung 6ng khong thé! Ong... O...”

Tragg quy xudng, cti thap dau tdn san nha, nhin dudi trang ky va thot 1én
mot tiéng reo ming théa man. Cung lic d6, Mason nghe tiéng ro ctia mot
chiéc xe dang leo déc con duwong tit. Ong can than tit didu thudc, viron vai
ngap dai va noi:

“0, néu trung Wy tha 16i cho t6i...”

“Trung 1ty khong tha 16i cho 6ng,” Tragg dap lai va duva tay trai xuéng
dwai trang ky.

“Piéu d6 c6 nghia la 6ng sé gitt t6i lai phai khong?”

“Piéu do cé nghia la toi sé nghe 10i khai ctia 6ng vé tat ca viéc nay truée
khi 6ng di bat ky dau.”

Chiéc xe dang lai gan. Mason nhan xét:

“Trung si Holcomb khong thich t6i c6 mat khi 6ng dy mudn bat mot
nguoi bi nghi khai ra. Ong ay thdy t6i ludn c6 mdt uy thé gay réi. Néi thuc
ra t6i c6 mot théi budn cudi, to6i khong thé khong chi dan cho nhitng nguwoi
khac vé quyén ctia ho va lam cho ho phai canh gidc chdng lai nhitng cai
bay ma canh sat giang ra.”

“Puwogc,” Tragg cau nhau. “Ong di thing. Hay cit di.”

Mason huwéng nu cuwdi vé phia Mildreth dé 1am vitng long c6.

“Tam biét... Khong dam lam phién 6ng, toi biét dwong...”

Khi 6ng di tir phong khach ra phong ngoai, Tragg noi véi Mildreth:

“Chung ta hay néi mot chit vé khau sing ngan nay, c6 Faulkner... Tai
sao cO da ban?”

“Pdy la mot rai ro.”

Mason m@ ctta ra vao.

“Co da tinh cO gap Mason va ong ay dinh 14y khau stng ctia c6 c6 phai
khong?”

Mason nhe nhang khép ctra lai va budc t6i thém. Sau xe ctia Tragg da c6
mot xe khac. Mot nguwdi dan ba tir xe buwdc xuéng. Mason ra hiéu cho ba ta
dung lai va di nhanh tdi.
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“Co viéc gi thé?” ba ta hoi giong kém vang.

“Ba c6 phai la ba Lawley khong?” Mason thi tham.

“Vang. Tai la chi cia Mildreth Faulkner. T6i c6 viéc...”

“M0oi ba 1én xe va quay tré lai theo dwong cii cho tGi khi toi dudi kip ba.
Nhanh lén... va khong 6n ao. Canh sat dang & day.”

Ba ta giat ndy minh.

“Ong 1a Perry Mason, luat su?”

“Vang. Em ba muén t6i dai dién cho ba.”

“T6i? Tai sao? Troi oi!”

“T6i khong biét. Nhung néu ba khong muon chét di & van phong trung
tam trong khi ho tim nguyén nhan, thi to6t nhat la ba hay n6 may...”

Ong 1én xe ctia minh, né mdy va ting ga tao tiéng o6n 16n nhat dé at tiéng
on khai dong cua Carlotta. Khi ba ta da di dwgc mot doan dwong xa, 6ng
lién di theo gang dudi kip ba ta va ra hiéu dirng lai.

“Ba sap vé nha sao?”

“Nhung... Toi... ong xem...”

“Pirng lam gi cd. Ba hdy dén khach san Clearmount va dang ky vao so6
voi tén ba Charles X. Dunkurk San Diego. Dunkurk D-U-N-K-U-R-K...
Hay lén ngay phong ctia ba, nam 1én givong va & ddy. Khong ra ngoai vGi
bat ky cé gi, khong doc bao, khong nghe radio. Dirng nhiic nhich tredc khi
toi dén. Va toi sé khong dén trwdc ngay mai hodc ding hon la t6i nay,
muon...”

“T6i can phai dgi & do?...”

“Vang. To6i khong muén thu hut sy chi y bang viéc dén vao ltc ba hodc
bon gio sang.”

“Ong khong muén giai thich cho toi bay gio?...”

“Khong. Toi cé nhitng viéc quan trong hon phdi lam va t6i nhan manh la
ba phdi dugc yén 6n.”

“Nhung... chong t6i...”

“Ba hdy quén 6ng ay di va di nhanh t6i Clearmount. Ba biét khach san &
dau khong?”

“Co.”
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“Vay thi di di. Trung Uy Tragg khong phai la mot thang ngéc. Lic nay,
ong ay dwoc cd vii bang viéc tim thdy em ba c6 mot khau sing ngan nhung
chi nam phut nita, ong ay sé biét rang t6i da gay nhiéu tiéng 6n hon can cé
dé lui va quay mét chiéc xe...”

Khong n6i mot 161 Carlotta Lawley nd mdy lao vé phia truéc.
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Chuong 6

Tragg chd cho tiéng xe ctia Mason di xa. Ong ddi theo cip méat Mildreth.
Co khong hé bdi rdi, ditng thang nguwoi, vénh vao, co ldy lai binh tinh. Sy
kich thich qua do da lam mat co sang 1én, ma trng hong. Tragg phai thtra
nhan rang day la mét c6 gai xinh dep, quen dugc dan 6ng chiéu chudng
va... 6ng da nhot co vao l1ong. Bay gid chi con viéc cai ctta long lai... Vi co
dang hoan toan nam trong tay 6ng va khong biét mot cach kha ngdy tho sy
rdi ro dang de doa minh khi c6 viéc can gidi quyét vGi 6ng, diéu do khién
ong ngap ngung choc 1at. R6i nén sw cam phuc do long diing cam cua c6
gai goi 1én, ong dot ngot 1én tiéng:

“Co Faulkner, toi sé dat cho c0 hai cau hoi. Tinh chat nhitng m6i quan hé
twong lai ctia ching ta tuy thudc vao cau tra 10i ctia c6. Néu c6 néi ro sy
that, t6i nghi rang t6i co6 thé gitap cb.”

“Nhitng cau héi gi?” co héi, giong khan va cang thang nhu tiéng let xet
cua ra-di-o.

“Tredc hét c6 phai c6 da guri keo s6-co-la tam thudc doc cho Esther
Dilmeyer khong?”

“Khong.”

“Tiép theo, c6 phai co da giét Harvey Lynk khong?”

“Khong.”

Ong tién lai ghé banh va ngdi xuéng mot cach thodi mai.

“Rat tot. Toi tin 101 6. Néu co da giét Lynk hodc gtri keo s6-co-la, toi sé
la nguwdi dau tién khuyén c6 khong tréd 16i va tin vao nhitng quyén hgp hién
cua c0...”

Giong Mildreth tré nén khinh khinh:

“N6i cach khac, néu t6i thira nhan, ong sé cao thuwgng va do lugng.”

Ong mim cuoi.
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“T6i khong chd doi mot sy thira nhan... it nhat, khong phadi la thira nhan
trie tiép. Nhung néu c6 pham t6i t6i sé nhan thay diéu doé trong thai do cta
co.”

“No6i tom lai, khi 6ng dat ra nhitng cau héi loai nay 6ng cé thé xac dinh
dugc cau tra 10i co6 thuc hay khong theo cach nguoi ta dap lai...”

“Khong phai luon luon ma thwong la nhw vay.”

“Thé thi bang viéc tin chac rang t6i khong pham bat ky mét toi nao trong
hai t6i ay, 6ng da lam xong nhiém vu ctia minh va that l1a v6 ich néu 6ng
mat thém thoi gio quy bau...”

“Khong nhanh dén nhw thé dau... Mot la, t6i khong noi rang t6i chac
chan la c6 vo toi. Hai la, du vo toi c6 van co thé cung cap cho t6i nhitng tin
t&c co ich.”

“T6i con chwa dwgc trang an sao?”

“Chua.”

“T6i c twdng hiéu...”

“T6i da ndi vdi co rang, néu co6 pham toi, t6i sé la ngwoi dau tién khuyén
c6 khong tra 10i. Bay gio toi n6i vGi cd: Néu co pham toi thi ding tra 101 t6i
bé&i vi néu co6 pham toi thi t6i sé dwa c6 vao bay.”

“Khong, t6i khong pham t0i. Tham chi, néu t6i pham t6i t6i khong tin
rang 6ng c6 thé bat t6i thira nhan bang mwu meo.”

“T6i nghi rang c6. Chung ta c cho rang cé chin sy may man trén
muoi...”

Su yén lang ctia Mildreth c6 sic thuyét phuc. Tragg noi:

“T6i nhac lai mot 1an nita, néu pham t6i, cd dirng trd 10i t6i ma chi néi
don gian la o6 ti chéi trd 16i...”

“Toi khong pham t0i.”

“Rat tot. Co sé khong thé néi rang t6i da khong bao truée.”

Co dap lai manh mé:

“Tw bay gio chiéu, toi phai ding trdc mot tinh huong kho khan. Téi da
thit thoat ra, nhung t6i sé khong néi vGi ong la van dé gi va cling khong cho
ong biéu thoi gian cta t6i. Khong cé cai gi bat budc t6i ca.”

“Co khong thé néi d6i diéu vé s buon phién trong cong viéc sao?”
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“Khong.”

“Nhitng buén phién bat nguén tir 6ng anh ré c6. Bé bdo dam ng cd bac
ctia minh, anh ta da giao cho Coll nhitng c6 phan ctia cong ty c6, va Coll da
giao cho Lynk phai khong? Harry Peavis, nguoi canh tranh cua co...”

Ong ngiing lai nhin nét mit Mildreth.

“Lam sao ong biét viéc d6?” c6 hai.

“Do 6ng Magard, nguwoi hun von véi Lynk néi.”

“Nhu vay nghia la 6ng ay c6 dw phan?”

“Khong, Magard noéi vdi téi rang ong ta chi phat hién ra viéc dé luc
chiéu qua va da tranh luan vdi Lynk vé dé tai d6. Magard da néi vdi Lynk
rang ong ta sé mua lai phan ctia ctia Lynk, hodc Lynk c6 thé mua lai phan
cua ong ta, nhung tom lai, hoi cua ho da bi pha va.”

“Nhung ai da cho Magard biét?”

“Khong ai ca. Ong ta chi so sadnh cac sy kién véi nhau, r6i buéc Lynk
dep tro choi cia minh lai.”

“Pugc, nhung day khong phai 1a 1y do dé t6i noi, toi...”

“Tai sao?”

“Lam thé nao dé biét dugce ring 6ng khong giing bay t6i? Ong c6 long
tot 1a da bao trudc cho toi rang 6ng sé lam viéc ay...”

“Oi, cam dong qua!” Tragg mim cuwoi. “N6i vdy nhung t6i van yéu cau
cO giup lam sang to mot vai sy viéc.”

“Nhitng sy viec gi?”

“Co c6 biét Coll khong?”

“Khong.”

“Co0 c6 nghe anh ré c6 nhac t6i ong ta khong?”

“Co.”

“Ong &y noéi gi vé Coll?”

“Anh dy sé dua Coll dén nha vao mot budi tdi khi chi t6i khée hon.”

“Chi c0o bi 6m a?”

“Vang, dang 6m.”

“Ong Lawley c6 néi trudc mit cd nhitng chuyén dua ngya hodc danh ca
ma Coll co6 tham gia khong?”
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“Khong. Bob chi n6i rang anh dy nghi sé lam vui long chiing t6i.”

“Co0 da tra 1oi thé nao?”

“Toi khong néi gi ca.”

“Néu toi khong 1am thi hinh nhw c¢6 khong c6 quan hé tét véi ong anh ré
phai khong?”

“O day la mot nguoi ti té... ong héi toi cai difu ma toi da tra 15, xin
nhac lai: T6i khéng néi gi ca.”

“Con chi c6?”

“T6i nhd chi dy da noi la: diéu dé kha dé chiju.”

“Pugc! Con bay gid, co Faulkner, téi sé n6i mot s6 cau va mudn rang co,
¢ trong trang thai hoan toan thoai mai, cho t6i biét moéi cau cua t6i, da budc
co phai nghi tGi diéu gi.”

“Toi thady c6 mot cai bay khac...”

Ong ngudc nhin:

“Két cudc, toi phai tin...”

“Vién c6 t6i vo toi, ong dinh bat toi phdi choi tro chap chit suét dém a?”

“Khong phai thé. Viéc d6 chi mat vai phut théi ma. Co nhd cho rang to6i
chi tim sy that, chit khong phai mot cai gi khac. Néu sg n6 thi o dirng gitp
t0i. Néu khong, sy gitip do' ctia ¢6 sé rat quy bau.”

“Ong 1am di,” Mildreth thé dai. “T6i cho ring day 1a mot bai tap vé lién
twong y...”

“Khong hoan toan nhw vay. Pay la mot k§ xdo ma cac nha tam 1y hoc do6i
khi dung dén. Nguoi ta dwa ra nhitng tir vo toi va danh mot s6 thoi gian
nhat dinh dé nguoi sap bi hanh t6i trd 10i. Nhitng y nghi pham t6i c6 thé 10
ra qua nhitng cau tra 16i. Tat nhién, ngwdi sap bi hanh tdi sé chd y dé khong
tiét 16 va cau tra 10i cua anh ta sé phai tgi cham hon...”

“That 1a vo ich khi 1én 16p cho t6i mot bai tam 1y hoc so dang...”

“T6i thich dé co biét chinh xac diéu minh muon. T6i mudn ¢6 noi 1én cai
tlr vira xdy ra trong 6c khi nghe thay ttr cta t6i. Nhw vay cé thé nhanh hon.”

“T6i hiéu, ong lam di.”

“Qua bong?” Tragg noi.

“Khung thanh,” c6 tra 10i vé hoan hi.
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“Bong hoa?”

“Nguoi khach.”

“Phong lan?”

“Xin c6 n6i nhanh hon néu cé thé... Cabriolet?”

Giong Mildreth cao lén:

“Chi.”

“Stng ngan?”

“Tai nan.”

“Cac c6 phan?”

“Chuyén giao.”

“Nguoi canh tranh?”

“Peavis.”

“Canh sat?”

“Ong.”

“Paraphin?”

“Th nghiém.”

Tragg ngo6i phich xuéng ghé banh, mim cuoi.

“T6i da bao trudc rang sé dwa co vao bay, c6 Faulkner. Bay gig, tot nhat
la c6 ng6i xudng va noi tat ca vai toi...”

“T6i... Toi khong hiéu...”

“Co day, co hiéu... Co biét sy thit nghiém bang paraphin cho phép biét ai
da dung sing. Chinh Mason da néi vdi co diéu d6 va né con méi mé trong
dau co6. Co6 da cha y va tra 1oi tot & ti ‘sung ngan’ ma c6 doan la t6i sé dan
o t6i dau, nhung tiép do, sy chu y ctia co6 bi buéng long va c6 da hoan toan
roi vao bay bang chuyén thir nghiém paraphin...”

“Liéu c6 can phai pham toi giét nguwoi dé biét sy thit nghiém nay
khong?”

“Khong... Nhung khi mot ngudi dan ba c6 khau sting ngan c6 1é da dung
dé pham t0i ac, khi toi thdy mot ludt sw noi tiéng bi nhot cung véi co ta vao
lic hai gio redi sang; Khi vira nghe tiéng xe canh sat co ta lién thdo dan ra
khoi sung; Khi tir dau tién dén trong dau c6 ta la ‘thi nghiém’ c6 lién quan
dén. ‘Paraphin’. Nhu vay toi cé day du ly do dé tin rang luat su da noi vé su
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thir nghiém bang paraphin, rang day la mot c6 gai thong minh, rang c6 ta
hiéu la cach duy nhat dé ty che chd khong phdi 1a lam sach thudc sing &
ban tay minh ma trdi lai phai chitng minh sy c6 mat cia thudc sting & do...
Co thtr nghi xem, c6 Faulkner, tra 10i t¢ ‘th nghiém’ bang twr. ‘Paraphin’
sé la binh thwong doi véi mot canh sat, nhuwng doi véi mot c6 hang hoa, thi
hoi bat thwong day...”

“Néu vay, chac 6ng nghi rang t6i da giét Lynk phai khong?”

“T6i khong biét, toi chi biét nguwdi ta da ban hai Ian bang khau sing nay.
T6i biét rang Perry Mason da & day trudc phat sung th hai... Va két luan
that logic: 6ng dy da bao trudc cho cd biét hiéu qua ctia phép thit nghiém va
c6 da kha lau linh dé c6 hanh dong thich tng. Co6 lic, t6i da nghi rang do la
y kién ctia Mason. Nhung t6i da doan ra qua nhitng cau tra 16i cia c6. Co
kha thong minh dé ty tim ra...”

“T6i nghi rang, 6ng sé bat t6i?”

“Khong. Trudc hét, toi sé cho xem xét khau sing nay dé tim dau vét. T6i
cling sé cho ban mot phat dan dé so sanh v&i phat da giét Lynk.”

“Ong bao day 1a vii khi giét nguoi?”

“Toi nghi nhe vay. Pan cung mot ¢8. Bay gio co hdy noi cho toi hay
rang khau sting nay co lay ¢ dau?”

“Trong mot ctra hang ban do thé thao.”

“Khong, t6i mudn noéi: trong budi tdi nay co da lay n6 ¢ dau?”

“T6i khong thé c6 no6 tw 1au hay sao?”

“Co Faulkner, c6 dinh che chd cho ai? D6 phdi la nguoi dugc co yéu
mén hodc phai san séc.”

“Tai sao khong phai chinh t6i?”

“Co thé chinh c6,” Tragg thtra nhan.

“Thé thi sao?”

Tragg dirng day dot ngot:

“Co rat thong minh va khon khéo. T6i da lam cho c6 néi gan hét nhitng
diéu c6 cé thé ndi, it nhat la trong ngay hém nay. Lan sau t6i sé biét thém
nhiéu hon nita...”
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“Nhu vay, tir nay t6i sé c6 cai thu duwgc dén nhitng cudc dén tham déu
dan cua canh sat hay sao?” Mildreth hoi mia mai.

“T6i sé dén mot lan nita thoi, c6 Faulkner a. Sau cudc noéi chuyén cta
chung ta, hodc la t6i sé mién t0 cho co hodc sé két c6 vao toi giét ngwoi &
mic dau.”

Trong khoanh khac, d6i mat ngwoi dan ba tré chao dao. Tragg nhe nhang
nai tiép:

“Chi c6 troi mai biét cho rang t6i cam ghét tat ca cong viéc nay dén thé
nao. Nhung t6i da ndi trudc vdi co...” Mildreth van im lang.

“Chac it c6 chit co may nao dé co coi toi la mot con ngwdi. Thé nhung,
toi chi muon phat hién ké giét nguwdi va néu c6 khong giét Lynk thi c6
khong viéc gi phai sg toi... Nay, ching ta khong thé 1a ban sao?”

“T6i c6 nhitng ‘thtt nghiém’ khac canh sat dé chon ban,” c6 khinh khinh
tra 10i.

Khong noi gi, Tragg di ra ctta, cam khau sung ngan & dau mot soi day
luén qua chan kim héa. Khi 6ng buwéc qua ngudng ctra, Mildreth van 1én
tiéng:

“Chao ong trung uy.”

Nhung 6ng da khép ctra va khong tra 1oi. C6 ding yén cho dén khi xe
ong di xa r6i md&i voi chay téi dién thoai, cuong cuong quay s6 cuia
Carlotta.

Khong c6 tra 10i.
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Chuong 7

Mason 1gi dung khong chit ngugng ngung uy tin cia 6ng c6 dugc do
chung sitc vdi Tragg. Bi quay ray mot lan nita trong ngay, ba quéan 1y c6 che
gidu noi tirc gian tw nhién.

“A!” ba noi. “Lai canh sat!”

Mason cuoi.

“0, toi dén khong c6 gi 1a chinh thitc, mic du t6i dinh lam sang té su
viéc... T6i chi mudn gap Coll mot lic va khong can bao truwée cho anh ta.
Néu ba cho td6i muon chia khoa thi t6i sé khong dam lam phién ba nita.”

Mai toc ba ta x6a xuwgi nom kha tham hai, con bo mat by phan thi phi ra
vi ngu.

“Chia khoa... Can ho cua Coll? T6i sg rang...”

“Pung, mot cai chia khoa can hd,” Mason nhan manh.

“A dwoc! Tai 6 nhieu, xin chd mot phit, toi sé tim cho 6ng mot chiéc.”

Trong khi ba ta kéo 1é doi giay tang vé nha, Mason lién khép ctra lai va
nhin dong ho. Ong thay rat rd téc do ctia nhitng gidy phut quy bau néi tiép
nhau diéu hanh, quay quanh mat kinh dong ho. Ba quan ly trd lai véi chiéc
chia khoa.

“Nghin lan cam on ba,” Mason néi. “T6i 1én xem c6 anh ta & nha khong.
Phong s6 may nhi?”

“209.”

“Vang, mot lan nita xin cadm on ba. Chung t6i sé qudy ray ba khong phai
chi Ian nay théi dau.”

“Con mot lan nita sao?”

“Pung,” Mason cwdi mim. “T6i tin rang nguwoi chung swc vdi toi - trung
uy Tragg sé khong t¢i muon... ching t6i lam lang phi mot déem cua ba.”
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“0, khong hé gi. Pugc giip d& nhitng dai dién caa canh sat 1a mot vinh
du doi véi t6i, nhat 1a khi ho déu nha nhan dén thé.”

Pugc thite tinh ngay cang t6t hon, rd rang ba ta 1ay lam hanh dién veé vai
tro hop tac khong ldy tién cta minh déi vdi luat phap. Mason qua voi dé
ninh nhiéu hon nita, 6ng bang long mim cwdi thém véi ba va theo thang
mady 1én tang hai.

Ong tim thay s6 209 khong khé khin gi, vi ctra phong duge chiéu séng.
Khi go nhe vao cira, ong nghe thay tiéng mot chiéc ghé bi day di va tiéng
chan budc trén tham. Coll m@ ctra: Hién nhién la anh ta dang chd dgi mot
ai do, nén to ra chung hirng.

“Ong muén gi? Anh ta héi. Tdi da cho 6ng dia chi ctia c6 dy. Va day la
tat ca nhitng gi ma toi biét dugc.”

“T6i mudn hoi anh vai cau?”

“Hoéi han vao gid ndy u? That budn cudi! O duwdi kia ai di cho 6ng 1én?
Ong 1 ai? Ciing 1d mét canh sat a?”

“Toi la Mason, luat suw.”

Nét mat Coll dot nhién thay doi han tira nhw vira an vao mét cai nit, anh
ta da khién nhitng biéu hién trén khuén mat déc lap vai tinh cam.

“A!” anh ta thot lén, giong yéu 6t.

Mason ciling kha cao, di dé nhin mot phan can ho qua vai Coll dang
ditng chin khung ctva, chic 1a khéng c6 ai. Ong noi:

“Sé kha phién toai néu néi chuyén & hanh lang.”

“Nhung ciling kha phién néu 6ng dén nha téi vao gio nay... éng co thé
cho t6i tdi chiéu nay, duwgc khong?”

“Nhitng cau hoi cia t6i khong thé chd anh dwgce... Anh c6 biét ai da giét
Lynk khong?”

D6i mat Coll nheo lai r6i tir tr mé rong ra. Ching t6i sam dén noi, dudi
anh den hanh lang, khong thé thdy duwgc ranh gidi gitta con nguoi va mong
mat.

“Pay la mot chuyén dua phéi khéng?”

“Anh khong biét rang Lynk da chét hay sao?”

“T6i khong hé biét ti gi.”
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“Ong ay da bi giét, vao khoang nira dém.”

Po6i mat van ma to, Coll hai:

“Ong Mason, 6ng c6 1oi ich gi trong chuyén nay?”

“Loi ich chinh cua t6i 1a,” Mason ung dung trd 10i, “tim xem ai da dau
doc co Dilmeyer.”

“Pau doc?”

“Pung thé.”

“Ong dién hay day la kiéu dua riéng ctia dng, ha?”

“To6i khong dién va day ciing chang phai tro dua. Co Dilmeyer dang &
bénh vién.”

Mason quan sat bo mdt dang sitng so cua Coll va néi thém vé lam ly:

“Gifra cai song va cai chét.”

“biéu... diéu d6 da xay ra nhu thé nao?”

“M0ot nguwoi nao dé da ban chét 6ng ta bang sing ngan... cd 32... &
lvng.”

“Khong, Esther...”

“O ¢6 Dilmeyer... nhu thé ndy, ngudi ta di gtti cho c6 ta keo sd-co-la c6
tam thu6c doc. Va diéu ma t6i mudn biét 1a c6 dy da nhan keo lic nao. Cé
phai la sau khi di khéi day khong? Hay la khi dang & day?”

“Ong hiéu nhuv thé ndo 1a khi c6 ay dang & day?”

“Chung toi biét rang c6 ay da ¢ day vao buoi t6i.”

“Vao gio nao?”

“T6i khong thé noi chinh x4c. Tredc mudi mot gid rwdi va sau mudi gio.
Chung t6i hy vong rang anh c6 thé xac dinh giip.”

Nhu thé pho trvong quyén lwc ctia minh, Mason 1dy tir trong tui ra chiéc
khan mu-xoa tim thay trong buéng dién thoai. Coll gio tay ra mot cach may
moéc cam lay khan va xem xét.

“Pung la khan cua c6 Dilmeyer phai khong?” Mason hoi.

“Chac gi t6i da biét!”

“C0, anh co biét.”

“Khong.”

Mason nguéc nhin, hoai nghi. Coll lai ndi.
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“Nghia la... T6i khong thé nhan dang né mot cach chac chan. Bé hinh
nhu 1a chi¥ cai dau ma c6 ay théu 1én quan 4o cua minh. Nhung t6i khong
phai la ngwoi lo trang phuc cho co ta...”

“Poéng y,” Mason noi.

Chot 6ng nghe thay tiéng lach cach kim khi ctia thang may, roi tiéng
buéng thang trong di xudng.

“Thwa ong,” Coll n6i vé hap tdp. “Toi rat tiéc khong thé gitp ich... xin
ong thit 10i, t6i sap di nga. T6i cam thay khong khoe lam...”

“Xin anh c® ty nhién,” Mason dap. “T6i ngao ngan vi da qudy ray anh.
Anh hay tin rdng t6i lam nhv vay la vi ly do, ‘Khan cdp’...”

“Khong, khong c6 gi dang vat va cd. Xin chao o6ng, ong Mason.”

“Con mot cau hoi nita. T6i muon biét rang anh cé biét l1a c6 Dilmeyer da
¢ day khi t6i khong?”

“Co.”

“Nghia la anh khong c6 mdt ¢ nha a?”

“Khong phai ludn luén. Nhung xin 6ng hiéu cho, t6i khong thé thong bao
si di lai cua minh.”

“Anh nhin thdy c6 Dilmeyer lan cudi vao ltic nao?”

“To6i khong biét. Toi khong mudn bi qudy ray bang cau chuyén dy. To6i
khong biét ai la ké cé thé da gii s6-co-la. Bay gid, xin 6ng cho phép...”

Anh ta dinh khép ctra nhung Mason da ldy vai chan lai.

“T6i khong muén doc ac,” Coll n6i véi mot sy dién dai lang 1€, “nhung
toi muon di nga...”

“Nhung thé 1a thé nao?” Mason vira néi vira dot ngot rut vai lai. Toan bo
st'c ndng cua Coll ddt vao canh ctta. N6 dong sap lai. Thang may dang di
1én, tiéng kéu rin rit cta sat thép. Mason nap vao twong thém cau thang t6i
10 mo. Thang may dirng lai va mot nguwoi bé nho béo lun budc ra, c6 dang
voi va. Ong nay mic quan 4o budi tdi, 40 khodc sim mau va mot cai mii
cao thanh, ong ta nhanh chéng lwét khap hanh lang, vira di vira nhin s6
phong r6i dirng lai trwdc cita phong Coll, reén nhin vao trong va go cia.
Cita m&, 1am sang rd con ngwdi dé Mason cé thé nhin kj. Ong nay c6
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nhitng nét nang né va cai co day, cong thém doéi vai rong va tam voc rat bu.
Mason nghe tiéng Coll moi khach vao.
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Chuong 8

O khach san Clearmount, 4nh sdng ban mai tran ngdp cin phong ba
Dunkurk. Khi Mason buéc vao, tiéng thd ach tic cta nguwoi dan ba dang
nam dai trén giwong at han tiéng 6n di lai, lot vao qua cira s6 mé.

“Chao ba Lawley,” Mason lén tiéng.

Ba mim cuwoi khé nhoc.

“Ba cam thay thé nao?”

“T6i khong khoe 1am.”

“Ba c6 thudc khong?”

“Co.”

“Ba mang thudc tir nha dén a?”

Ba ta gat dau thay cho tir ‘vang’.

“Con quan 40?”

“T6i c6 mot vai bo.”

RO rang ba rat vat va khi ndi vi van phai chiu dung hau qua gian tiép caa
buoi t6i. Mat ba c6 quang, mi ndu sam, moi nhgt nhat.

“Ba c6 ngu dugce khong?” Mason hoi.

Ba lac dau.

“T6i sé goi mot thay thudc.”

“Khong... Khong... toi sap d& roi.”

“T6i biét mot nguwdi dang tin cay.”

“Nhung 6ng ay sé biét thue sy toi 1a ai.”

“T4t nhién! Ba la Charles Dunkurk & San Diego. Ba dén dé hoi y kién t6i
vé mot van deé rat quan trong va sy cang thang da lam ba 6m.”

Ong di qua cin phong, t6i may dién thoai va goi vin phong bac si
Willmont. Bac si dang ¢ bénh vién, 6ng nhan lai 10i yéu cau bac si goi dién
t¢i buong ba Dunkurk r6i quay tré lai.
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“Ba da ¢ trong tinh trang c6 thé ké cho t6i nghe viéc da xdy ra chwa?”

“Toi dang bi choang.”

Mason n@ mot nu cuoi thong cam.

“Ba chi néi vai toi nhitng diéu can noi. T6i da biét mot phan r6i, chi con
mot, hai chi tiét.”

“Nhitng céi gi?”

“Trong dém qua da c6 mot cudc tranh cai gitta chong ba va em gai ba.
Chong ba da to tiéng, ba da nghe thiy va day...”

“Khong! Toi da biét roi... Millie va Bob chwa bao go c¢6 quan hé tot vGi
nhau ca.”

“T6i biét. Du sao di nita, dieu ma ba da nghe kich thich sy ham muén
biét thém nita. Khi chong ba di ra, ba da di theo 6ng ay.”

Ba ta dinh néi nhung da kim lai. Mason tiép:

“Lynk da bi giét & Lilac Canyon. Em gai ba biét mot diéu gi do khién
cho c6 ta nghi rang ba da giét 6ng ay.”

“Toi da giét Lynk u?”

“Vang.”

“Mildreth khong bao gid tin diéu do6 ca!”

“Néu vay, chac co dy da nhin thdy mot dau hiéu nao d6 khién co ay s¢
rang canh sat sé bat ba. Ba c6 y niém gi vé cai c6 thé la ddu hiéu ay
khong?”

“Khong.”

“Ba da giét Lynk?”

“Khong.”

“Lynk gi vai c6 phan ctia cac hang hoa Faulkner dé bao dam a?”

“Khong! Day la sy lam lan, 6ng dy khong c6 c6 phan.”

“Ong ay khong c6 a?”

“Khong.”

“Ai c6?”

“T6i.”

“O dau?”

“Toi dang co ¢ day, theo nguoi.”
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Moéi Mason khé phat ra mot tiéng rit nho.

“Kha day.”

“Cai gi?”

“Ba lay nhitng c6 phan dy cta Lynk...”

“Khong, t6i ludn luén c6 so6 co6 phan ay.”

“Lynk c6 mot nguwdi hun von: Clint Magard. Chiéu hom qua Magard da
tra hoi Lynk va biét tat ca nhitng gi da dwgc am muu.”

“T6i khong thdy viéc d6 cé lién quan gi dén minh?”

“Lién quan dén ba qua di chi¢! Magard khang dinh rang Lynk da c6 trong
tay nhitng c6 phan ay t6i hom qua, khi 6ng ta tdi Lilac Canyon.”

“Chac 6ng ay nham.”

“T6i e rang khong thé gitip ba dugc, ba Lawley a. Toi khong bao chita
cho nhitng ké giét ngwoi. Toi chi nhan dam dwong nhitng vu ma khach
hang cua toi duvgc dam bao nghiem tuc la vo t9i.”

Ba ta cira quay khong thodi mai. Mason lai tiép tuc:

“T6i rat tiéc... Toi sé khong lam mét ba thém nita. T6i muodn gitp ba,
nhuwng khi ma vu viéc dang & trong tinh trang nay, thi t6i khong thé lam gi
duwgc.”

Ba ta thd dai, nham mat lai, hai ban tay dan vao nhau. Va néi véi vé mét
moi:

“T0i sé gidi thich cho ong... nhitng gi da xay ra...”

“Tranh néi thtra. Hay ké cho t6i nhitng sy kién, khong thém mam mubi.”

“Sau khi Millie di r6i, toi dat ra cho Bob vai cau hoi nhwng khong cho
anh dy biét rang to6i da nghe 1én. Toi trd vé phong minh, mdc quan do. T6i
nghe thdy Bod goi dién cho mdt nguwdi ban cda anh ay tén la Coll va goi
nhiéu lan mot s6 may ma khong nhan dugc tra 16i. T6i muwoi mot gio rudi,
t0i nghe tiéng anh ay di ra. T6i ngdp ngrng mot ldc réi quyét dinh danh liéu
van may ctia minh. Khéng thap den, t6i 1ay chiéc Cabriolet cia minh & ga-
ra ra, khéi dong tredc khi anh a8y vuot qua hai khu nha va bat dau di theo
anh ay.”

“A, ba da theo dng ay.”
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“Khong khoé khan gi, cho dén khi anh dy dén Lilac Canyon, & day con
duong tréd nén quanh co dén ndi t6i khong thé thay duwgc anh dy ré theo 16i
nao...”

“Va ba da mat hut 6ng nha?”

“Theo mot cau chuyén qua dién thoai tinh cd nghe dwogc, toi biét Lynk c6
mot ngdi nha nghi mat ¢ Lilac Canyon.”

“Vaba da dén nha Lynk?”

“Vang.”

“Va tim thay nha 6ng dy bang cach nao?”

“T6i hoi.”

“O dau?”

“O mot cai kho. Ga-ra nhé dué6i chan doi. Tai d6 sdng dén. C6 nhiéu 6-t6
do phia trude, bai vi day la 1é mirng ngay sinh cta 6ng chd... Ho néi véi
toi diéu do truwde khi t6i vao.

“T6i da gian tiép hdi xem ho c6 biét nha Lynk & dau...”

“Ho da chi nha cho ba?”

“Vang mot ngudi khach biét nha ong ta.”

“Ba da di dén day, phai khong?”

“Vang.”

“Tw khi mat hat chéng cho téi lic ba tim dwgce nha Lynk mat bao 1au?”

“Muoi phut.”

“Pugc. Ba tiép tuc di.”

“T6i go cira khong thay tra 16i. Thay ctra hé mo...”

“Ba da vao?”

“Vang.”

“Ba da thay gi?”

“Ong da biét rd viéc d6... Mot ngudi dan ong. Tdi cho 1a Lynk guc trén
ban. Chét. Bi giét...”

“Ba da lam gi?”

Ba ta ra hiéu rang minh can nghi. Ba nam yén vai phut mat nham nghién,
that nang né. R6i ba néi tiép:
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“Cu choang dang 1€ da giét chét toi, nhwng la that toi khong thay choang,
it nhat 1a vao luc dy. Toi cling ditng dung nhu dang xem mot cuén phim
trinh tham.”

“Ba khong sg a?”

“T6i khong cam thay xtc dong chut nao cd. Sy phan tng da dén cham vé
sau nay... T4t nhién t6i biét la Bob da t&i tham Lynk, da cai co vGi Lynk va
giét ong ay.”

“Lam thé& nao ma ba biét dwoc viéc do?”

“Co6 mot khau sing ngan nam dudi dat. Stng cta toi. A, khong, cia
Millie cho t6i mwon.”

“Lam thé nao ba biét duwgc chinh la khau sing ay?”

“MOot goc nho cua bang sung kham xa cu da bi bong.”

“Khau sting nam & dau?”

“Trén san nha.”

“Ba da lam gi?”

“T6i nhat no6 lén.”

“Ba c6 mang gang tay khong?”

“Khong.”

“Nhu vay, ba da dé lai dau vét trén stng phai khong?”

“Chac la c6.”

“Luc do, ba khong nghi tdi diéu ay sao?”

“Khong.”

“Tai sao ba lai nhat sting? Ba c6 nghi rang ba can né dé ty vé khong?”

“Khong. T6i nghi rang day la mot ddu vét ma Bob dé lai. To6i lay di dé
bdo vé anh ay. T6i... toi yéu anh ay... t6i la vo anh ay.”

“Dugc. Ba da nhdt sung len va sau do?”

“To6i da bo sung vao tui ao khoac.”

“R0i sao nita?”

“T6i thay nhitng t¢ gidy nam & trén ban...”

“Ba c6 xem khong?”

“Khong. Khong xem mot cach ti mi. Nhung c6 mot t& ma toi biét, mot
chitng thw ctia cong ty ching t6i. Toi 1dy né va bé vao tii.”
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“Roi sau do6?”

“Toi bo di.”

“Ba c6 dé ngo ctra khi ra khong?”

“Khong. Cé mot 6 khoa 10 so. T6i da déng lai.”

“Ba c6 sO vao qua nam ctta khong?”

“T4t nhién la c6.”

“Luon luon khong mang gang.”

“Vang.”

“Sau d6?”

“Toi lén xe.”

“Pé di dau?”

“Vé nha. T6i mudn gap Bob va nghe anh ay thuat lai cau chuyén dé.
Khong thdy anh ay tré vé. T6i hot hoang. Tim yéu di. Téi da uéng mot thi
thu6c 1am cho minh khée hon mot chit. Nhat thiét toi phai gap Bob...”

“Ba da di tim 6ng ay?”

“Khong. T6i da suy nghi. To6i tw nht anh 4y khong phai 1a hang ngudi c6
thé dwong dau vdi mot tinh hudng nhw vay. Anh ay phai chay trén ngay sau
khi da giét Lynk. T6i c6 cam giac sé khong gap lai anh ay nita... thé nhung,
toi yéu anh ay...”

“Vay thi, ba da lam gi?”

“T6i can tho 16 tam tinh v&i nguwdi nao do. Trén doi nay chi c6 mot ngudi
dé t6i lam diéu do.”

“Em gai ba?”

“Vang.”

“Ba da gap c6 ay chwa?”

“Chua. T6i khong thé ¢ nha m6t minh. T6i ném vai bo quan 4o vao chiéc
va-li nho r6i dén nha Millie. Co6 dy khéng c6 & nha ma ga-ra thi trong
rong... Vi co dy thwong lam viéc & chi nhanh & tai Broadway, nén t6i tim
dén day. Co ay ciing khong c6 & day not. Thé roi con choang lai dén. Toi
dau kinh khting. T6i phéi ng6i nghi trong mdt khach san. C6 1é t6i da ngat
xiu di.”

“Cudi cung ba da khoe lai?”
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“Vang.”

“N6i tom lai, két qua duy nhat trong cudc vién chinh la ba da nhat 14y vii
khi gay t0i ac, da dé n6é vGi day diu vét cia ba lén trén ban trang diém
trong buong ba... Con chong ba thi chuén mat. Chitng thw cia cac cia
hang hoa Faulkner ¢ dau?”

“Trong tui t0i.”

Ong 14y chiéc tii trén ban ng roi dwa cho ba ay. Ba ta md tdi, 1dy chitng
thu ra va trao cho ong. Chuong dién thoai réo.

“Co & 1a bac st Willmont,” Mason néi va cam may.

“Lan nay c6 chuyén gi ddy?” Bac si hoi.

“Mot nit bénh nhan khac, bacsia...”

“T0i ac a?”

“Khong phai. Ong dén day nhanh lén, khach san Clearmount. T6i dgi
ong ¢ phong lon.”

“Mot viéc khan cap a?”

“Ct cho la nhv vay.”

“T6i dén ngay day.”

“Co Dilmeyer thé nao r6i?”

“Co ay con ngu.”

“Ong khong thé rit ngén thdi gian hay sa0?”

“T6i c6 thé nhung sé khong lam. Qua nhiéu ngudi sé nhay vao lic co dy
tinh. T6i s& chdm nom sao cho ¢6 ay dugc yén tinh cang lau cang tét. Ong
da goi toi tir dau day? Khach san Clearmount ha?”

“U, day la mot khach san nho trén...”

“T6i biét r6i. T6i sé c6 mat ¢ ddy sau muoi phut nita.”

Mason dit chitng the vao mot phong bi, ghi dia chi cia 6ng vao day va
dan tem. Carlotta im ldng quan sat ong.

“Ba da lam gi vdi chiéc xe ctia ba?” dng haéi.

“T6i da gtri cho ban chi nhiém khach san dé ho dwa vao ga-ra.”

“Ba c6 phiéu bién nhan khéng?”

“Co.”

“Ba hay dwva cho toi va dung hoi gi ca.”
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Ba ta dua phiéu cho 6ng.

“Noi thuc, ong Mason a, téi bat dau cdm thay khée hon, cdm thay nhe
nhom khi da ké hét cho 6ng. Ong da lam tdi yén long dén ndi... Du sao,
cling c6 mot viéc ma ong sé khong phdi lo lang...”

“Viéc gi?”

“Viéc bao chita cho t6i. Bob khong da can dam dé dwong dau véGi giong
t0 nhung anh ay sé khong bao gio dé cho toi bi két toi. Anh ay sé lam mot
cai gi do, sé viét thw cho canh sét va r6i...”

“Va roi sao?” Mason héi khi Carla im bat.

“Va roi anh ay sé bién mat.”

“Ong ay lam thé ndo dé c6 tién? Ong ba c6 mot tai khodn chung & nha
bang a?”

“Anh dy c6 gidy iy quyén cua t6i.”

“Tinh trang tai chinh ctia 6ng ba hién nay nhu thé nao?”

“T6i khong biét, ong Mason a. Sau diéu ma Millie néi vé chuyén danh ca
ngua, toi khong biét gi nita.”

“Ba c6 tién dé tra cac chi phi ¢ day khong?”

“Co6. Toi c6 chirng 100 do-la tién mat va mot quyén séc du lich.”

“Ba c6 day khong?”

“T6i ludn ludn cat trong tai.”

“Hién nay ba con bao nhiéu tién?”

“Gan 1.000 do-la. Tai tin rang c6 920 do-la bang séc 20, 50 va 100 do-
la.”

“T6i sé linh nhitng tdm séc dy cho ba,” Mason néi.

Ong xé bo tiéu dé trén mot t& gidy viét thw va viét:

‘Bang van ban nay va coi nhu la gia tri da nhan dwoc, té6i ban va chuyén
cho c6 Della Street nhitng tdm séc du lich mo ta dwdi day va so tién kéem
theo. Bang van ban nay, tdi cho phép co Street vdi tw cach la dai ly cta t6i
duwgce ky vao nhitng tam séc nay thay t6i linh séc va ndp tong so tién cho
ong Perry Mason. Bang van ban nay, toi giao cho c6 Street da néu tén &
trén nguwoi dwgc téi uy quyén, linh mot hodc tit ca s6 séc da néi vao thoi
gian va dia diém va bang cach ma c6 ay thay la thich hogp.’
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Mason dwa to gidy cho Carla.

“Ba hay doc di roi ky, va ba phai tw ghi bang chit minh sy mé td, chi so
va tong so tién séc. Ba hay ghi rd van kién nay la phdi trd tién & day ba sé
khong thé Iinh séc v4i danh nghia Carlotta Lawley, ghi duéi tén Dun Kunk.
Bai vay ba sé can tién. T6i c6 mang theo mot it. T6i sé dwa tiép khi ba can
thém nita.”

Ong mé vi va dém 300 do-la loai gidy mudi do-la.

“T6i khong hiéu,” Carla néi. “Toi khong can dén nhiéu tién mat nhw thé.
Néu 6ng la luat s cda toi, thi sé c6 tién thu lao. B&i vay ong hdy nhan
nhitng tdm séc nay nhu la tién nop trwde va...”

“Em ba da noéi vdi toi rang, c6 dy sé chiu trach nhiém tra tién va t6i co
thé chd. Nhung ngay sau day, t6i c6 mot ké hoach chinh xac va dé thuc
hién ké hoach do, t6i can nhitng tdm séc nay. Ba hady viét cho t6i mét tQ
bién lai nhan ba tram do-la nay. Pirng tim hiéu lam gi, dirng dat ra nhitng
cau héi vi t6i sé khong trd 16i dau. Tai tin vao 10i ba, ba hay lam bay nhiéu
viéc do.”

“Nhwng, 6ng Mason, tai sao t6i khong dén canh sat don gian thuat lai cau
chuyén cua minh.”

“DPiéu dé hinh nhw ty nhién déi v6i ba nhung khong tw nhién doi véi
canh sat. Ba da dat day thong long vao c6 dé bao vé chong va khong hé tinh
t¢i mot chitng c@ khong thé chéi cai dwgc chong lai ba.”

“Chung cu gi vay?”

“Ba dirng lai & ga-ra, noi c6 mét budi 1é dé hoi duong dén nha nghi mat
cta Lynk. Muoi nguwoi chitng kién c6 thé nhan dang ba. Ba bi kich thich
qua do. Ba da gang sttc chong sy mét nhoc, da gidy giua dudi sic nang
cong viéc ma ba vira biét. Cho nén chac chan, ba khong thé di qua ma
khong ai trong thdy...”

“Ong muén néi 1a nhitng ngwdi d6 sé nghi ring chinh t6i da giét Lynk
sao?”

“Chac chan ho sé nghi nhw vay,” Mason tan nhan tra 16i, “tri phi t6i c6
thé dat ho vao dau vét cua tén giét nguwoi. Néu vay ho sé khong tim kiém xa
hon.”
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Ba nham mat lai nghi mot 14t roi noi:

“R0i sao nita? To6i khong ty doi minh dau, 6ng Mason a. T6i dau tim rat
ndng va nhitng sy kién t6i qua da khong cdi thién tinh trang do6. Bob... tom
lai, anh &y muon song, va diéu anh dy da lam la lam cho t6i. T6i sé khong
thé tha thi chuyén d6, nhung t6i hiéu rang chinh anh dy da lam. Tai sao
khong thé cho t6i ganh phan trach nhiém ctia minh?”

“Lat nita ching ta sé biét nhiéu hon vé qua tim cua ba. Bay gid ba hay xa
hoi va ky vao nhitng t0 gidy nay. Toi xuéng duwéi nha chd bac si Willmont.
Khi toi trd 1én cing 6ng dy, ba sé dwa cho toi gidy to va cac tdm séc, tat ca
gap lai vGi nhau dé bac s khong thay do la cai gi...”

Ong ditng day va diéu chinh nu cudi l1am vitng long ngudi ctia minh:

“Tat ca sé dugc gian xép 6n thda, don gidn hon nguwoi ta twéng, roi ba sé
thay bac si Willmont rat giéi.”

Ong di xuéng phong 16n. Chwra day hai phiit sau thi bac si dén:

“Lan nay c6 chuyén, gi vay?”

“MOot nguwoi dan ba can dugc kham bénh nghiém tic.”

“Ai ddy?”

“Ba Charles X. Dunkurk ¢ San Diego.”

“Ong mudn toi lam gi?”

“Nhiéu viéc. Triwdc hét, 6ng hdy bang long vdi nhitng cau héi hoan toan
y t&. Ong s& khong héi ba ay vé ban than.”

Béc s ném cho 6ng ta cai nhin sac sdo:

“Poi héi nhiéu qua day...”

“Ong s& hiéu khi gdp ba ay.”

“Néi tom lai, t6i khong dugc héi: ba ¢ dau va da cé chong chwa?”

“Po6 la loai cau héi nhac lai cho ba nhitng ky niém nguy hiém gay nén
mot con choang than kinh.”

“Dugc. Con gi nita khong?”

“Kham ky ba ay tir dau dén chan, roi cho toi biét két luan cua ong, ro
rang va khong guwong nhe.”

“Nghia la thé nao?”
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“Néu ba ta c6 thé chiu dung duoc, néi vé mat y té, khi bi dwa dén van
phong cua 6ng bién ly, bi hoi, tham chi bi gii lai... t6i muon choi van bai
nay. Néu khong toi sé phai choi van bai khac.”

“Pong y,” Bac si néi. “Ching ta lén tham ba ay di, cé diéu gi khong 6n
vay? Day than kinh a?”

“Qua tim.”

Willmont té ra hét ban khoan.

“T6i da sg 6ng dung t6i nhw mot binh phong dé choi tro 1 tim vdi canh
sat.”

“Khong, tat cd moi viéc déu hgp thitrc nhat.”

“Cang tot. Chung ta di di.”

Ho 1én buong Carla. Mason gi6i thiéu bac si véi ba ay.

“Ong ay sé nghe tim 16i cho ba don diéu trj va chi dit ra nhitng cau héi
can thiét.”

Willmont nghiéng dau mim cwoi. Carlotta dwa cho Mason mot phong bi
da duogc gan xi.

“Pay la cai ma 6ng yéu cau t6i.”

Mason cam lay phong bi va di ra ctta.

“To6i dgi ong ¢ phong 16n, bac si a!” 6ng noi trudc khi ra ngoai.

Sau do6 hai mwoi lam phat, Willmont t6i ng6i canh 6ng chon mot diéu xi
ga, ngat bé dau cudi va cham lia:

“Nguwoi binh thwong,” Bac si nodi, “hay c6 khuynh hwéng hinh dung dau
tim la m6t chitng bénh vo cing nghiém trong, c6 thé gay ra chét nhanh
chéng. Nhung thuye ra, tim la mét t6 chitc co, gom c6 cac tinh mach, tam
that va tdm nhi. Mo6i bo phdn dé déu dé bi ro6i loan. Khi tinh trang dé xay
ra, né dugc biét dudi cai tén dau tim hodc yéu tim. Trong truong hop hién
tai, khong di vao cac chi tiét, t6i c6 thé no6i véi 6ng nhw thé nay: Qua tim
ctia nguwoi dan ba nay co6 rat rd nhitng vét ton thuwong nghiém trong. T6i
muoén noéi rang ba ay bi chitng viém mang trong tim, da khéi tirng phan
nhung lai bi mot con choang than kinh, budc qua tim phai c6 gang bat
thuwong, bénh lai tam thoi tai phat. Néu duwgc phong ngtra va cham séc du
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can thiét, ba ay c6 thé 13y lai dwgc nhitng gi da mat. Cling c6 thé noi rang
ba dy dang khéi bénh.”

“Ba dy c6 thé chiu dwng mdt cudc no6i chuyén véi ong bién ly khong?”

Mason hoi.

Willmont lac dau.

“Gitr ba ay lai day, & trong budng, yén tinh. Cho ngwdi mang cac bita an
1én. Birng dé cho ba ay lo lang, cham séc dé ba ay dung nhitng thi thuoc da
quy dinh. Nhu vay sau vai ngay, tinh trang nguy hiém sé qua. Tuy khong
héi gi, t6i cling thdy rdng ba ay da trdi qua mot con choang. Nhung con
choang nay c6 thé mang lai két qua t6t.”

“Ong muédn noéi gi vay?”

“Trang thai tinh than la yéu t6 dau tién gan vgi nhitng rdi loan vé tim.
Nguoi dan ba nay cé ban chat hiéu chién, nhwng ngudi ta da tim cach ngan
nglra nhitng xtic dong ma ba ay phdi chiu dé trd thanh mdt ngudi bénh. Ba
ay muon chéng choi nhung trong tiém thirc lai nghi rang sé khong khai
bénh bao gig. Viéc chiu dung nhitng gi da xdy ra la mot bat ngd doi véi ba
ta mot sy bat ngo c6 1gi néu ba ay dugc cham s6c nhw mong muon.”

“Pay la tat ca nhitng diéu ma t6i mudn biét,” Mason noéi. “Ba ay sé & lai
day.”

“Ai vay?”

“T6i da ndi vGi ong roi, bac si a. Ba Charles X. Dunkurk & San Diego.”

Willmont nd mot nu cuoi tong pham.

“Co6 gl mai vé Esther Dilmeyer khong?” Mason héi.

“Pdy ding la veronan. Nam grain trong moi thdi s6-c6-la.”

“Con dau vét?”

“Khong c6 gi hét.”

“Khong c6 nhitng dau hiéu khac sao?”

“Toi khong biét.”

“Khi nao c6 ay tinh?”

“Co thé tdi nay, c6 thé sang mai nhung khong tridc toi nay. Toi sé khong
lam gi dé thic co ay tinh day s6m. Hién nay c0 ta dang ngu, gidc nga binh
thuvong.”
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“T6i mudn la nguwdi dau tién néi chuyén véi co ta, nhwng c6 1€ toi sé bi
xéo nat vi x6 day. Toi cho rang canh sat da cam trai & gan cau thang.”

“Té lam. Ho muon t6i dung nhitng bién phdp manh dé bat c6 ay tinh
som...”

“Ong khong quan tam dén viéc dy a?”

“Tuyét doi khong.” Willmont nhay mat hom hinh.

“T0i sé tién chan 6ng,” Mason noi.

“Néu 6ng muodn to6i khai ra 6ng.”

“Khong, t6i di mot doan thoi.”

“T6i c6 don thudc cho ba ay.”

“Pwa n6 cho toi, t6i sé chiu trach nhiém.”

Mason cam lay don. Khi bac si da khdi dong, ong tré vé ga-ra khach san.
O day khi dwa gidy bién nhan ra nguoi ta giao cho éng chiéc Cabriolet ctia
ba Lawley. Ong l4i né di giita khu ph6 budn ban. Khi tim thdy mét chd do,
bang chiéc khan mui xoa 6ng lau chui can than tay lai, tay nam ctra xe, can
toc d6 va gwong hau. Sau cung, 6ng dong xe lai va bo di... Khi da qua hai
khu nha, 6ng ném chia khoa cong tac qua mot tdm lwdi sat trén cong nuwéc.
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Chuong 9

Pa hon muoi gid, khi Mason vé dén van phong. Ong treo 4o khoac va mii
r6i chao Della, khi c¢6 dwa trinh nhitng van ban da nhan dugc.

“C0 ngoi xuong di, Della, dé gidy to xuéng. T6i dang gap mot viéc kha
rac roi.”

“Viéc gi thé a?”

“Co0 da doc bao hang ngay chwa?”

“R0i a, c6 phai vu am sat 6ng Lynk khong?”

“Lién quan dén vu do.”

“Mildreth Faulkner?”

“Chi c6 ay, Carlotta Lawley.”

“Khong thay cac bao néi dén ba ay.”

“Canh sat cling chwa dung dén ba ta. Ho dang quan tam chu yéu dén
Mildreth va chua biét gi nhiéu vé doi twgng Carlotta.”

“Nhwng canh sat sap phat hién ra phai khong a?”

“Pung vay.”

“Khi nao?”

“Hom nay, co 1€ thé.”

“T6i tin rang ngai dai dién cho c6 Faulkner...”

“Khong. Toi khong muon lam dai dién cho c6 ay, va c6 dy ciing vay,
khong mu6n t6i thay mat minh.”

“Tai sao vay?”

“Bai vi o ta muon toi bao chita cho chi minh.”

“Nhung viéc doé lai lam cho ngai ling ting a?”

f)ng moi c6 mot diéu thudc, cod tr chdi, 6ng cham chd nhin que diém
chay mét lic roi tra 16i:

“Co0 dy co6 thé pham t6i.”
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“Ai?”

“Mot trong hai nguoi: Carlotta hodac Mildreth.”

“Veé toi giét Lynk phai khong?”

“Pung thé.”

“R0i sao nita, sép?”

“T6i ludn luén mudn bénh vire nhitng khach hang vo toi. T6i da ting gap
may nhung cling da bi bat trac. T6i dvwa vao cac thé ché va da thang, chac
chan khong phdi 1a do t6i khong pham sai lam. Cho dén bay gio, t6i ludn
luén & phia thuan lgi. D6 la gap may. Hién nay, t6i cdm thay c6 thé gi6 da
xoay chiéu va co lé t6i dang & phia kho khan...”

“Liéu diéu d6 c6 tao ra mot khac biét 16n khong?” Della hoi.

“T6i khong biét,” Mason thi nhan. “T6i biét rang mot luat sw khong thé
tw bang long ngoi nguyén trén ghé va tir choi tat ca moi vu kién, khong
chac chan. Moi khach hang déu cé quyén duwgc nghe y kién cuia luat su va
mot luat sw khong duge bién minh thanh ban hoi tham dé néi, ‘Khong, toi
khong quan tdm dén anh vi t6i tin rang anh pham t6i’.”

Della an can nhin 6ng;:

“Ngai huyt sdo trong dém t6i dé tao cho minh sy can dam a?”

“Pung thé...”

“Toi cling nghi vay.”

“Piéu rac r6i la qua tim cta ba ay rat t6i,” Mason no6i. “Ba ay can phai
nghi nhiéu, va néu bi t6 cdo, bi dwa dén truwdc ban hoi tham, bi 6ng bién ly
héi va bi cac nha bao vay don, chac ba ay sé khong chiu néi...”

Sau mot lat im lang, ong két luan:

“Trong tinh trang sitc khoe cua ba ay nhw vay, sy budc tdi sé twong
dwong véi mot ban an ti hinh. Vi thé, t6i khong thé dé cho ba dy bi budc
t0i.”

“Vay chung ta phai lam gi?”

Mason vira Xoa cam vira noi:

“Pay chinh la diéu khd, phap luat khong biét dén mot tinh huéng nhw
vay. Co 1€ t6i sé xin toa an mot 1énh dwa ba ay dén trai diéu duwdng, dwdi sy
gidm sat ciia mot bac si, dé cdm cac cudc viéng tham. Nhung bac si nay
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phai do toa chi dinh, nén it nhiéu sé bi 6ng bién 1y chi ph6i. Néu t6i trinh
toa mot gidy chitng nhan cta bac si cuda t6i, thi tat nhién 6ng bién ly sé yéu
cau dé bac si cua O0ng ta tham tra lai. Va chac chan quan toa sé muon gap
nguwoi bénh. Nhue vy, ba dy sé budc phdi biét tat ca. Ba dy sé hiéu rang,
ngay sau khi hoi phuc, minh sé bi budc toi giét nguwdi. Toi khong thé dé cho
lam nhv vay dugc. T6i sé khong dé cho ba ay bi de doa kiéu dé dau.”

“Lam thé nao dé tranh dwgc chuyén nay?”

“T6i phai sap x€ép, sao cho ho khéng tim duwgc ba dy.”

“Néu ho thirc sy mudn tim ba ta, thi cling chang dé dau...”

“Po la diéu lam t6i lo lang. Chi con cach la ngan can ho, dong thoi bat
ho lam mot viéc khac ma t6i muon.”

“Viéc nao a?”

“T6i mudn canh sat bat Robert Lawley.”

“Nguoi ta c6 tim 6ng ay khong?”

“Khong réao riét lam. Cho dén nay, day chi la m6t nguwdi lam ching vang
mat; canh sat da c6 da nguoi dé chitng minh nhitng gi ho muén.”

“Thé ngai sap lam gi a?”

Mason mim cuoi:

“Pa lam ro6i... T6i nhin lai phia sau dé cAm nhan tinh huéng duwéi vé thuyc
ctia n6 nhw khi di¢ng trén nui ta hay nhin xuéng dé xem minh da treéo cao
tGi dau...”

“Hodc sap lao ttr do cao nao xudng...”

“Ca hai,” Mason thtra nhan.

Mot thoang im lang, r6i Della dot ngdt hoi:

“Viéc do da lam r6i, vay ngai con ban khoan gi nita?”

“Khong, t6i khong ban khoan vé viéc do.”

“Thé thi veé cai gi?”

“Pay la viéc t6i bat budc phai dwa c6 nhap cudc.”

“Nghia la thé nao?”

“Po6i vai toi viéc nay kha bi 6i, nhung khong con 16i thoat nao khac. Néu
c6 theo nhitng 16i chi dan cda t6i ma khong héi gi, thi t6i c6 thé tranh cho
co khoi bi lien can, nhung...”
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“Nhung t6i muén dugc lién can. Chang phdi da bao lan t6i phai l1ap lai
v&i ngai rang t6i thudc vé ékip cuia ngai hay sao? Néu ngai gap bat trac, thi
t0i c6 quyén danh phan cho minh.”

Ong lic dau:

“T6i chang con gi dé ndi nita, Della a... C6 hdy theo nhitng chi dan cta
toi va ding dat ra nhung cau hoi nhé.”

“Chi dan cua ngai la nhitng gi?”

“T6i c6 mot s6 séc du lich mang tén Carlotta Lawley. Co hay tap sao lai
chit ky ctia ba dy cho dén lic bat chwéc ding, nhung ché ding qua. Bung
vira dé c6 c6 thé linh dugc vai tdm séc trede khi gay ra nghi ngo.”

Chi con doi mat la song dong trén khuon mat tap trung cham chu cta
Della, Mason tiép tuc:

“C0 hay tré vé nha, dién quan do dep nhat vao roi dén hiéu cam do mua
mot chiéc va-li cli va cho ghi l1én d6 dau tén. “C. L.”. C6 dén mot khach san
va néi rang c6 khong biét la minh sé thué buéng hoac di tham ban, rang c6
sé quyét dinh diéu dé sau nira gio nita. R6i c6 t6i két, n6i rang minh mudn
linh mot tdm séc mot tram do-la, nhwng néu diéu dé hoi phién, thi mot tdm
séc nho hon cling sé dugc viec. Co sé khong gdp kho khan dau. Co giai
thich thém la c6 cho dé gitt mot buong. Sau do c6 di goi dién thoai, ltc tré
lai 6 néi v6i nguwoi lam cong rang minh ditt khoat di tham ban. C6 hay lam
nhw thé & hai hodac ba khach san. R6i c6 t6i mot cira hang 16n, mua vai thi
do vat vanh va tra bang mot tam séc nho. Tat ca nhitng viéc do sé dé dang.”

“Kho khan bat dau tir dau a?”

“Toi sé noi toi,” Mason noi. “Trong mot ctta hang 16n khac, co0 mua
khodng nam d6-la hang hoa va thir 1inh mét tdam séc mot tram d6-la. Co tha
quy, mdc dau rat lich sy, sé sinh nghi va yéu cau c6 cho xem gidy chitng
minh. C6 sé luc trong tdi va thot 1én néi rang c6 da quén vi tién va giay
phép lai xe trong toa lét ‘t6i chay dén day va trd lai ngay’, c6 néi nhu vay.
Pén day can cha y: khi di ra co sé kéu 1én ‘con hon ba tram do-la trong vi
co day’.”

“Roi sau do6?”

“Chu6n ngay, khong tré lai ctra hang nira.”
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“Thé tam séc?”

“Co dé n6 lai cho thu quy.”

“Toi khong doi lai hay sao?”

“Khong. Vi chinh & day dat lwdi cau... Co tha quy sé lay lam la khi c6
khong trd lai. Co ta sé tu héi tai sao c6 muodn linh mot tdm séc mot tram do-
la dé tra tién mua hang nam do-la, trong khi con ba tram do-la trong vi. Co
ta s& xem xét k¥ chit ky trén t& séc r6i goi canh sat.”

“To6i hiéu r6i,” Della néi. “Khi nao thi phai bat dau.”

“Ngay tirc khac.”

C6 mac 4o khoac, doi mii, danh phan, kiém tra lai son mai.

“Xong r6i sép a. Pua cho toi tap séc.”

Mason mim cuoi:

“Co khong hoi t6i xem liéu minh c6 phéi ngoi tu khong a?”

“Ngai da cdm to6i dat cau hoi co ma...”

Mason quang tay qua lung co gai.

“T6i khong thich viéc nay dau, Della a. Néu c6 mot nguwdi khac ma t6i co
thé tin dugc thi...”

“T6i sé cam thu ngai trong phan doi con lai,” ¢6 bo sung.

“Néu co diéu gi khap khiéng, hay goi dién thoai cho t6i va t6i...”

“Ngai sé lam gi?”

“Toi sé nghi cach cho co thoat ra.”

“Mubn t6i thoat ra, ngai phdi 16t bé tdm man phu 1én ké hoach ctia
minh.”

“Néu nguoi ta tom co, thi ké hoach ctia t6i héng hét.”

“Néu thé thi ngudi ta sé khong thé tom dugc toi dau?”

“Ciling ct goi mot cud dién thoai bao cho t6i biét cong viéc chay nhu thé
nao? T6i lo lang kinh khuing day.”

“Ngai dirng lo lang.”

Ong v vai cb.

“Co la mot co gai trung thyc, Della...”

Trudc khi ra di, co dé lai cho 6ng mot nu cwdi va anh mat sung swéng.
Ong nghe tiéng chan di trén hanh lang lat gach xa dan va cau may suy nghi.
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Chi sau khi nghe tiéng lach cach cua thang mdy, 6ng méi tré vao van
phong.

Lic muwoi mot gio ba muwoi lam, Henry Peavis dén Mason ra 1énh moi
vao. Trong luc ong ta di qua gian phong, luat su quan sat hinh dang to 16n
va ndng né cia o6ng hang hoa trong c6 vé budng binh nay. Peavis vira méi
cao rau, xoa bop va stta mong tay. B com-lé cuia 6ng ta chitng té nhitng co6
gang tuyét vong clia nguwdi thg may mudn lam vuéng déi vai da u Ién do lao
dong. Chiéc cravat gia sau do-la va do so-mi may do gia mwoi lam do-la
pht 1én mau da nau nhat khién ngudi ta sitng sot. Nhitng ngén tay khoe, xu
xi nhv mu6n bép nat ban tay Mason. Mason mdi ong ta ngoi xuong; ong ta
lam theo va di ngay vao diém mau chot ctia van dé, khong hé c6 mot chut
nghi thitc ngoai giao nao, du la nhé nhat.

“Ong biét t6i 1a ai r6i,” dng ta néi, “va ddy la sy khing dinh hon 1a cau
héi.”

“Vang,” Mason tra 10i.

“Ong biét diéu t6i muén...”

“Vang,” Mason lai tra 10i.

“T6i sdp gianh dugc diéu dé chang?”

D06i moi luat sw gian ra thanh mot nu cuoi:

“Khong.”

“T6i tin la c6.”

“T6i tin 1a khong.”

Peavis rit tir 4o vét tong ra mot diéu xi ga, tir do gilé ra mot con dao nhip
va dung dao can than cat dau diéu thudc. Roi nguwéc mat 1én duwédi cap 16ng
may ram, 6ng ta dé nghi:

“Ong c6 dung mot diéu khong?”

“Khong cam on,” Mason néi. “T6i thich thudc 14 hon.”

“Ong dimng tin ring t6i nham khi danh gi4 thap 6ng,” Peavis noi sau khi
da cham diéu xi ga.

“Cam on,” Mason noi.

“Nhung, 6ng khong nén danh gia thap toi...”

“T6i sé hét strc tranh diéu do.”
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“Ong ditng néi trede. Khi t6i mudn mot cai gi do, toi sé gianh dwoc né.
To6i thuwong quyét dinh twr tir. T6i khong phai la hang ngwoi khi thdy mot vat
thi néi ngay rang: ‘T6i muon cai d6 va muén cé né’. Khéng, néu t6i mudn
thi gi, toi phai nghién cttu can than trudc khi mudn né thue sw. Nhwng khi
quyét dinh phai co, thi t6i sé c6.”

“Lic nay ong dang muon cac ctta hang hoa Faulkner...”

“T6i khong mudn Mildreth Faulkner ra khéi cac ctra hang dé.”

“Ong mudn c6 dy & lai va 1am viéc cho 6ng, phai khong?”

“Khong phai cho t6i, ma cho cong ty.”

“Nhuwng 6ng muén kiém soat cong ty, phai khong?”

“Pung.”

“Khi ba Lawley bi 6m, 6ng di ‘tém dugc’ chong ba ta. Ong biét ring c6
thé 1gi dung dugc sy kém cdi ctia 6ng ay, phai khong?”

“Toi khong tra 101 cau hoi nay.”

“Pung. Nhung thoi gian sé bi kéo dai néu 6ng lam nhw vay.”

“Toi c6 dua thoi gio.”

“T6i cho rang 6ng biét Sindler Coll? Hay Esther Dilmeyer la ngwoi lién
lac cho ong phai khong?”

“Quang chuyén do di thoi,” Peavis noi.

Mason ung dung nhac 6ng nghe may dién thoai 1én va bao c6 téng dai:

“Goi cho t6i hang Drake. T6i muon n6i chuyén véi Paul Drake.”

Trong khi chd dgi Mason quan sat 6ng khach, 6ng ta ngoi than nhién,
ong ta c6 thé khong nghe thay hoac khong hiéu tam quan trong cua cu dién
thoai nay néu nghe dwgc, ong ta hut thudc, vé ngam nghi, d6i mat xanh lo
va sau hoam sang 1én nhw guwong.

Mot ldc sau, c6 tong dai thong bao:

“Ong Drake.”

Va Mason nghe thdy giong Paul Drake.

“Alo Paul, Perry day. T6i co viéc cho anh lam day.”

“T6i dang cho. Toi da thay cau chuyén vé Lynk trén cac bao va dang ty
héi 6ng c6 tham gia vao day...”
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Mason tém tat vu nay cho Drake, tir ltic Peavis dén tham Mildreth cho
dén viéc dau doc Esther va dwa c6 vao bénh vién. R6i 6ng néi dén muc dich
cua cu dién.

“T6i mudn biét Peavis c6 biét Sindler Coll hodac Esther Dilmeyer hoac
ong dy da hanh dong qua moi gidi ctia Lynk nhu thé nao. Du sao, 6ng cling
ctt diéu tra vé Peavis va co gang phat hién xem 0ng ta gan vGi nhitng viéc
do6 nhu thé nao?...”

Peavis tiép tuc hat thudc, im nhuw thoc.

“Khong can gi khac nita a?” Drake hoi.

“Co. Tap hogp tat ca nhitng nguodn tin riéng vé Peavis. Néu 4o giap cula
ong ta c6 khuyét tat, thi tdi muén biét khuyét tat d6. Ong hdy bé tri nhiéu
nguoi vao viéc nay, va dat cho dwoc két qua.”

“Ngay tiec khac a?”

“Ttc khac,” Mason ra 1énh va bo may.

Peavis bat chéo chan, gat tan diéu xi ga va noi:

“Rat co6 vé san khau! biéu dé co thé lam xic dong nhiéu ngwoi, nhung
khong phai toi. N6 sé khong dwa ong dén dau ca.”

“0. Ong biét ddy, d6 1a 1é thuong quen thudc.”

“Ong coi t6i nhv mét thing ngdc.”

“T0i sé noi voi ong khi toi nhan dugc bao cao cua Drake.”

“Khi nao 6ng hét diéu cgt nhw mot cau bé va quyét dinh xi sy kiéu
nguoi 16n, thi toi sé ndi,” Peavis tuyén bo.

“Pugc. Ong néi di. Hay hanh dong nhw ngusi 16n di.”

“Tién bac lam duwogc nhiéu viéc,” Peavis nhan xét.

“Qua thé,” Mason tan thanh.

“Ong c6 tién. Toi ciing vay. Ca hai ngudi chiing ta déu c6 thé phai tiéu
tién.”

“Ong mudn di dén dau?”

“Co lé tot nhat la ching ta cung tiét kiém tién.”

“Tai sao vay?”

“Ong c6 thé tiéu tién ctia dng mdt cach c6 lgi hon. T6i ciing thé. Ong
thué tham t. T6i cling c6 thé lam nhw vay. T6i c6 thé thué bang 6ng va
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cling tot nhw thé.”

“R0i sao nita?”

“Bdi vi 6ng can néi hai nam ré6 muoi. Toi c6 thé chitng minh rang
Mildreth Faulkner da dén nha Lynk. Thay ctta hé md@, c6 ta buéc vao va da
phat hién ra xac chét. Co ta da thdy gidy chitng nhan c6 phan. Tuwdéng rang
Lynk chiém doat n6 mot cach bat hgp phap, c6 ta da 14y lai va bé di. Khi
t6i dd chitng minh duwoc tat ca nhitng cai do, thi Mildreth s& & dau?... O tu
vi toi giét nguwdi. Sé phai c6 mot ngwdi giéi hon dng hodc t6i dé kéo o ta ra
khoi nha tu. Chuing ta sé khong ai kha hon ai. Nhung t6i quan tam dén cac
ctta hang hoa Faulkner vi chiing sinh lgi nhiéu va t6i muon Mildreth
Faulner lam viéc cho t6i.”

“Tai sao?” Mason to mo hai.

Peavis nhin vao mat 6ng va no6i cham rai:

“Pdy la mot trong nhitng viéc t6i mudn.”

Mason c6 dinh tam 16t tay c6 gidy tham.

“Ong da hiéu chwa?” Peavis nhéc lai.

“Hiéu?”

“Thé 6ng sé lam gi?”

“T6i khong biét.”

“Khi nao 6ng sé biét?”

“Rat tiéc, nhung t6i khong thé néi v6i ong diéu do,” Peavis ding day.

“T6i con mot cau hoi,” Mason néi. “Mildreth Faulkner c6 biét diéu 6ng
muon khong?”

Do6i mat lanh lung cta Peavis nhin thang vao mat Mason s6 sang dén
murc nhv dang c6 xung dot.

“Khong,” Peavis tra 10i, “c6 dy khong biét gi hét, trdc khi toi san sang
noi diéu do, vao lic t6i muodn va theo cach cua t6i. Néu toi vira néi diéu do
vdi ong, thi do6 chi la dé 6ng hiéu vi tri cia t6i.”

“Cam on 6ng da dén day,” Mason ndi.

“S6 may dién thoai cua t6i c6 trong danh ba,” Peavis vita noi vira di ra
ctrta. Bén ngudng ctra, 6ng ta ngoanh lai binh tinh nhin Mason va lvu y, vé
rat khach quan.
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“Co thé ching ta sé gay go vGi nhau, 6ng va t6i. Néu nhw vay ddy sé la
mot cudc xung dot ma ong chwa tirng thay bao gio trong doi. Chao ong.”

“Chao 6ng,” Mason ldp lai.
]

Luc muoi hai gio rudi, Della goi dién thoai.

“Alb sép?... Toi dang & trong buong khach san. T6i vira linh tam séc
mot tram do-la.”

“Co6 kho khan khéng?”

“Khong.”

“T6i da bao dwa bita an truva t6i day, dé tri'c may dién thoai. Néu c6 viéc
kho, du nho, hdy goi ngay cho toi. Toi sé khong dong day trwdc khi co
xong viéc. CO gang giadi quyét moi viéc tredc ba gio.”

“T6i phai linh bao nhiéu tam séc?”

“Bon hodc nam, sau d6 khéu goi su nghi ngo nhu dv kién.”

“Dbong y.”

Mason dang mang sangduych va ca phé t6i. Luc mot gio rudi, Della goi
lai.

“Hai ctra hang 16n. Hai mwoi do-la @ moi cira hang. Tat ca moi viéc troi
chay. T6i san sang moi phuwong tién dé thanh cong.”

“Lam di. T6i dgi ¢ day.”

Mason bao cho 6 téng dai.

“Toi sé khong ti€p ai chiéu nay ca. Gilr dwong day roi cho toi, téi chg
dién thoai cua Della.”

Ong chdm mot diéu thudc va vitt di sau khi rit bén hoi. Ba muoi giay
sau, ong cham mot diéu khac, r6i ditng day va bat dau bach bd. Thinh
thodng ong lai nhin dong ho.

Co tiéng go ctra rut re, roi c6 tong dai buwdc vao phong:

“Ong Clint Magard dang doi & ngoai kia. Ong ta bdo ring muén gip 6ng,
viéc quan trong, va...”

“Toi sé khong gdp 6ng ay. Co trd vé tong dai di.”

Co ta quay ra, bién di va mot lat sau quay lai:
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“Ong ay dwa cho t6i mau thw ngén nay.”

Co6 nhét mau thw vao tay Mason va lai di nhanh ra nhw tén ban. Mason
doc, ‘Ong c6 tradch nhiém véi c6 khach hang cia minh. Néu dng khong tiép
t6i vao lic ndy, didu dé sé& gay thiét hai cho co ay. Ong suy nghi di.’

Ong vo tron mau the va ném vao sot gidy. Rdi nhac may goi:

“Ong ay da thang. Mdi 1én chd t6i.”

Magard lun va héi, c6 mot diém téc do trén gay va xung quanh tai, cam
ba ngan. Ong ta deo kinh. Mason nhan ra ngay d6 1a ngudi méc bo do budi
toi ma 6ng da thay di vao nha Coll.

“Toi nghe 0ng day,” 6ng no6i. “Nhung t6i bao cho 6ng biét: t6i rat ban, dé
bi kich dong va kha dé cau. Néu diéu ong sé ké c6 thé chg dwgc thi tot nhat
la...”

“Khong thé cho dugce.”

“Néu vay thi 6ng néi di.”

Magard mé dau:

“Co 1€ 6ng tin rang t6i la mot thang déu gia...”

“L0oi m& dau khong tot,” Mason nhan xét. “Trinh bay mot cach chi tiét sé
hap dan hon.”

Mat Magard tron trinh va binh than nhv trang ram dém he.

“T6i hiéu 6ng,” 6ng ta no6i. “Nhwng t6i mudn 6ng biét vi tri cta t6i.”

“T6i céc can biét vi tri ctia 6ng.”

“Quyeén lgi cua c6 khach hang...”

“Pugc, noi di.”

“Lynk va t6i, chiing t6i hun von & Golden Horn.”

“Ong muédn noéi rdng, 6ng da hun vén...”

“Chung t6i da hun von... Chung t6i khong hgp y nhau lam. T6i khéng c6
du tién dé mua phan ctia 6ng ay theo gia ma 6ng mudn va to6i khong mudn
ban phan minh. Pay la mot noi lam an t6t. T6i khong ngo rang Lynk co
nhitng viéc ngoai 18.”

“Viec gi?”

“Sindler Coll, Esther Dilmeyer, mét dong mwu m6 am mudi trong viéc
danh ca ngua.”
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“Nhung ong c6 quan hé tot véi Coll, phai khéng?”

“Toi da khong gdp anh ta tr hom kia, hay ding hon la sang nay. Khi toi
dén nha Coll theo yéu cau cta anh ta.”

“Tail sao?”

“Chinh do6 la diéu t6i mudn noi vdi 6ng. Coll nghi rang chiing t6i phai
dong y vGi nhau. Anh ta néi rang ong sé la luat s cia con giét nguoi.”

“Tai sao la con giét ngudi? Tai sao khong phai 1a thang giét nguwoi?”

“T6i cho rang ddy la mot phu nit.”

“Cai gi da lam cho ong tin nhu vay?”

“T0i co ly 18 rieng.”

“Pugc, nghia la Coll nghi rang t6i dai dién cho ké giét nguwdi. Con sau
do?”

“Pa ti lau. Coll quan tdm dén cach bao chita cia 6ng. Khéng nhitng 6ng
chi mudn lam cho khach hang vo t6i ma con c6 gang dem t0i ctia hg ghim
lén lung nguoi khac.”

“Coll da moi 6ng dén vao nira dém dé noéi diéu do phai khong?”

“Khong... dé ggi y cho toi nhitng bién phap bao vé cho anh ta va t6i.”

“No6i cach khac, dé toi khong thé ghim duwgc ti giét Lynk 1én anh ta va
ong?”

“Dung vay.”

“Du sao, c6 1& khong ngdc nghéch dén thé dau. Cam on 6ng da bdo tin
riéng.”

“Khong c6 gi.” Magard mim cuoi.

“Con bay gio, tai sao ong dén tham t6i?”

“B@i vi téi nghi rang 6ng biét rd nhitng thi doan ctia Coll. Han mudn
ching t6i cung cap bang chitng ngoai pham cho nhau. Ching t6i da phai
thé thot cung nhau.”

“Nhung ong lai quyét dinh khong tién hanh cong viéc.”

“Pung thé.”

“Tail sao?”

Nu cuwoi cia Magard tré nén ro rang.

“Bdi vi toi da c6 mot chirng cd ngoai pham.”
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“Khong phai cua Coll a?”

“Khong mdt bang chitng nao ctia han cé thé dirng vitng dugc.”

“Con cua ong thi sé dirng dugc chi?”

“T4t nhién.”

“Neéu thé, sao dng con phai dén gap t6i?”

“Lynk da dinh vao cdc manh khoée ban thiu va du sao vu kién sé khong
phai 1a mot quang cao tot cho hop dém. Viéc han ché thiét hai tuy thudc
vao ong. Néu ong c6 thé lam cho ba khach dugc trang 4n ma khong trat bun
1én Golden Horn thi t6i sé biét on 6ng.”

“T6i khong hita diéu gi véi ong ca.”

“T6i khong chd dgi mot 101 hiva.”

“Nhung, du sao canh sat cling khong bat nhot 6ng chi?”

Magard cudi toét miéng tdi mitc lam noi ré cai cam ba ngdn va céac 16p
ma trén mé lan mat hip lai:

“T6i chiu trach nhiém veé viéc ay, 6ng Mason a.”

“Trong truong hop nay, 6ng dinh dé nghi gi vdi t6i?”

“T6i mudn gitp ong lam trang an ba khach hang trwdc khi bi dem ra xét
xu.”

“Pé tranh quang cao chang?”

“Pé la... T6i mudn ong phai kin ddo vGi bao chi va néu c6 mdt phién toa
so tham, ong hay dé cho Golden Horn & ngoai...”

“Chiu tho6i,” Mason cat.

“Hay dé t6i noi hét cau: T6i mudn 6ng dé cho Golden Horn & ngoai...
trong pham vi ma viéc do cé thé phuc vu lgi ich ba khach hang ctia 6ng...”

“Tat nhién, ddy la viéc khac. Nhung t6i khong thé ty twéc bé nhitng
phuong tién ciia minh du it 6i dén may. T6i khong mudn hita gi v4i 6ng ca.
T6i...”

Magard huo tay ngat 10i nhw muén day lui nhitng 16i noéi trd lai miéng
ong.

“Vay thi 6ng hdy cho... Bung c6 buc doc. Néu vi quyeén lgi caa ba
khach hang ma ong tranh cho tai thi liéu 6ng c6 lam khong?”

“Truwdc hét, khach hang cta t6i phai qua duwgc.”
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“Néu nhu thé thi 6ng dong y chi?”

“San sang.”

“Pugc, bay gio t6i sé cung cap cho 6ng nhitng tin riéng. Va toi sé tiép
tuc cdp tin cho 6ng néu ong khong dung dén hop dém. Panh rang ong
khong hita hen gi v§i t6i ca va c6 thé ti do kéo 1€ tdi trong bun. Chi co diéu
la ngay lic 6ng lam diéu do, toi sé nglrng cung cap ngay ca nhitng tin da bi
16...”

“Chung ta hay bat dau, trwdc hét la Peavis,” Mason noi, “cé phdi ong ay
hanh dong thong qua Lynk hodc Coll phai khong?”

“Qua Coll va Esther Dilmeyer. Ong ta diing ho tac dong dén Lawley dé
c6 thé thu nhat dugc cac c6 phan. Peavis biét rang Lawley khong bao gio
ban c3, trir phi gap tinh huong rac roi, nén da dwa vao Esther va Coll dé day
ong ay vao hoan canh do.”

“Thé ho da lam duwoc diéu do chwa?”

“T6i khong biét.”

“Esther da tham du chwa?”

“T6i nghi la da.”

“Cai gi da xdy ra tiép sau d6?”

“A, tat nhién 1a Lawley khong biét Lynk 1a ngudi ctia Peavis. Néu khong,
ong ay sé khong bao gid hiép thuong véi Lynk ca. Ong dy chi nghi ring c6
viéc can phai giai quyét véi cha caa Coll, don gidn thé thdi. Ong ay can
tién nén da dé nghi véi Lynk dé 1ay cac c6 phan c6 bdo lanh. Lynk khong
muén thé. Ong ta chi bing long gif* c6 phan trong ding nim ngdy, trong
thoi gian dé Lawley c6 kha nang mua lai néu da hét kho khan.”

“Ong &y c6 hy vong diéu dé khong?”

“Co.”

“Bang cach nao?”

“... banh ca ngya.”

“Va Lynk mot khi da c6 c6 phan roi, chi chuyén ching lai cho Peavis
bang mot so tién 16n hon nhiéu so véi so tién ma ho da chap nhan, phai
khong?”

Magard to vé ngo ngac.
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“Lam sao ong biét dugc diéu do?”

“Chinh la to6i hoi 6ng diéu dé,” Mason néi.

“T6i khong thé tra 101 6ng vé van dé do. Chua thé...”

“Tail sao?”

Magard xoa tay. Dot nhién, 6ng ta t6 ra hét sic hién twr.

“Hay dit 6ng vao dia vi téi, 6ng Mason. Ong khong gitip d& t6i mot chuit
nao ca ma chi giup d& ba khach cia 6ng. Va 6ng hanh dong theo cach tot
nhat cho quyén lgi ba ay.”

“That la vo6 ich néu dinh trd lai linh vuc nay.”

“Piéu ma t6i mudén 1a 6ng ding vao vi tri caa tdi. Ong phai thira nhan
rang t6i sé khong phai la mot thang ngoc dé cung cap mot lic cho 6ng tat
ca cac tin rieng.”

“Chung ta c6 thé ky giao kéo véi nhau.”

“Khong phai 6ng. Toi biét 6ng qua di chit: ong khong bao gio ky mot
ban giao kéo ma trong do nhitng quyén lgi ctia ba khach hang cua 6ng
khong ding trén hét. Néu khong, thi 6ng chi 1a mot thang ng6c. Toi da c
khau phan ctua minh. Biéu dé du ro6i.”

“No6i cach khac, 6ng sé cung cap nho giot cho t6i nhitng tin ti*c ma ong
c6?”

“Pung thé.”

“To6i sé hon ong, ong Magard a. Tt nhitng tin riéng cta ong, toi sé di con
dwong tat va sé nhanh gap d6i ong trudc khi 6ng dén van phong nay ba lan.
Va nhu vay, toi sé lam cho 6ng hét cong an viéc lam. D6i vGi nguyén
tac...”

“T6i hiéu.” Magard néi.

“Hinh nhw 6ng khong lo sg lam.”

“Pung thé.”

“Ong noi v6i toi chitng ctt ngoai pham ctia 6ng chii?”

“T6i da ndi v6i canh sat,” Magard cudi khay va ditng day. “Toi da noi
vdi 6ng kha nhiéu trong cudc hoi kién lan thit nhat, 6ng Mason. Xin chao
ong.”

“Khi nao ong sé lai gdp toi?”
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“Co 1é 1a ngay mai, c6 1é khong tredc mot tuan. Béi vi téi thich nhitng
chuyén liéu Iinh. T6i la m6t ké c& bac thich nhitng tro choi nguy hiém.”

“Pdy la treong hop cua tro choi ma 6ng dang tham du hién nay...”

“Vang, toi choi tro do,” ong ta vira noi vira chao tu biét.

Magard di roi, Mason cam thdy d& cing thing hon. Ong hit thudc, suy
nghi, nghién cttu nhitng hinh vé trén tam tham. Sau vai phit, 6ng mim cwoi
r6i chuyén thanh cudi ngdt nghéo.

Khi may dién thoai reo, 6ng chom lén. Chwa dat 6ng nghe vao tai ma 6ng
da noi. “Al6”. Ong nghe thay giong ctia Della, vang 1én day phan chan.

“Sép xong roi, canh sat dang tim t6i.”

“Veé day nhanh 1én.”

“Vang, tdi vé ngay,” co noi va bé may.

Trong lic chd co, ong di di lai lai trong phong va hat thuoc 14 lién tuc.
Khi nghe thay tiéng budc di vang lén & hanh lang, 6ng v4i vang mé& ctra,
om ghi c6 vao nguc va vo vai co.

“T6i khong bao gi® phai...” Ong thi tham.

Della hoi ngd nguwdi vé phia sau dé nhin vao mat ong.

“Lay Chua! Cé chuyén gi thé?”

“T6i phai liéu, d6 la chuyén thwong. Nhung téi vira thiy ro rang toi rat
bu6n khi thdy c6 nam trong dwong ban... Toi sé khong bao gio lam mot
viéc twong tw nhw thé nita.”

“Ngdc thé!” ¢6 vira néi vira cudi, mdi hé mg. Ong hon co tir ém diju trd
thanh dam du6i. Cudi cung 6ng budng co ra, dot ngot trd vé sau ban va noi:

“T6i c6 mot thoi xau la khi dang lam mot viéc gi thi nhitng viéc con lai
phai chuyén xudng hang thi hai. T6i tap trung vao muc tiéu, ma khong
quan tam dén hau qua.”

“Pdy la diéu can phdi lam.” Della tan thanh, vira cat cai mii vanh nh6 ma
co doi 1éch trén dau mot cach nghich nggm. Co soi gwong va ung dung t6
thém mot chut son trén moi.

“Hay ké lai cho t6i nghe di!” Mason yéu cau.

“Moi viéc déu dé dang. O cac khach san dé ot con cac ctra hang 16n hau
nhv cling don gian. Chi khi t6i muén ngoam mot miéng to thi bi 16 tay.”
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“Cai gi?”

“T6i khong biét chinh xac. T6i n6éi mudn linh mot tdm séc va giti nod
xuong lwdi sat cua c6 tha quy. Co ay hinh nhw khéng nhin tdm séc, ma chi
nhin t6i. Co dy dong day ban tay phdi véi thai do thw thai va toi thay vai c6
ay nhtc nhich khi an nit. Co ay néi véi téi. “Rat t6t ba Lawley a, mdi ba
ky”.”

“Co da lam gi?” Mason hoi, mat sang long lanh.

“T6i noi, ‘O, tdi quén mat bt may!’, toi 1ay lai quyén s6 séc va chudn.
Co thu quy goi toi bao c6 c6 but may nhung toi gia lam nhuw khong nghe
thay. T6i t6i thang may dé xudng. T6i cam thdy lau bang ca thé ky. C6 nao
dong ¢ tang trét. Hai ngwoi chay dén thang may. Mot ngwoi da lat ve do dé
chi ng6i sao va néi, ‘Canh sat day, cho toi 1én cho két, nhanh 1én!’”

“C0O c6 cam giac la bat dau dot m6t dong rom va thdy ngon lra thoat
khoi sy kiém soat ctia minh khong?” Mason hoi dot ng6t.

“Khong, tai sao?”

“Viéc do6 tao ra mot cdm gidc bat lyc la lung, ngudi ta dinh d6t mot goc
ra nhod, chi quet mot que diém ma bong chdéc ca canh déng bén ltra, chi con
biét chay xung quanh nhw mot thang dién mong ché ngy ngon Itta da coi
thuwong minh.”

“C¢ lien quan gi tdi viéc vira xay ra ¢ ctra hang?”

“C0 co6 biét trung ty Tragg khong?”

“Khong.”

“Xdp xi cO nguwoi toi, xap xi tudi toi. Toc den, quan, mac com-lé xam,
gai chéo, miii kha to, go ro, 16 miii vuong. Khi bi kich thich, 6ng ta nga dau
ra phia sau, gio cam va...”

Della ngat 16i 6ng:

“Pung ddy. bung la 6ng ay.”

“Qua nhanh doéi vdi t6i,” Mason thé dai. “T6i dinh nhém mot ngon Itra
nho dé hun con cdo, bat n6 chui ra khoi hang, nhwng t6i khong kiém soat
dwoc ngon lwra.”

“Ngai dinh néi cai gi vay?”

“Co khong hiéu diéu t6i dinh lam sao?”
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“Ngai muon lam cho ngudi ta tin la Carlotta Lawley da bi mat trom.”

“Khong phai bi mat trom, ma bi giét.”

Della t6é vé ngo ngac.

“Pdy la logic,” Mason giéi thich. “Hai vg chong gan v4i nhau bang mot
soi xich... do-la. Carlotta yéu chéng, nhung ba dy chi la mdt nguon thu
nhap ctia chong ma thoi. Co 1é Lawley da xem bénh tat cia vg: nhuw mot
phép lanh trgi ban. Lic dau han nghi rang do6 sé 1a co hdi dé minh phuc héi
gia tri ban than. Tredc mat Mildreth, ngwdi luén luon khinh ghét han, rang
diéu do sé cho phép han boc 16 kha nang ctia mot nha kinh doanh, mét nha
quan ly khén ngoan céc tai san cta vg... Cé diéu la viéc dé6 khong xdy ra.
Han da bi thua thiét lic dau, doi véi nguwdi khac thi viéc nay khong co gi
dang dé y cd, nhung véi han, véi sy khinh bi cia Mildreth, thi viéc dé lai
c6 nhitng quy mo6 ghé gém, chi con mot sang kién: g& lai nhung thua thiét
va bién né thanh 10i 1di. Do thiéu kién nhan, dang 1€ phai chd co hoi thuan
lgi, thi han da danh bac - T6i doan rang ltic dau han da dugc...”

“Nhung... ngai cling khong biét 6ng ay.”

“Co t6i biét han. Nguoi ta ¢6 thé biét mot con ngudi, du chwa bao gio
thdy nguwdi do, qua hanh dong cda han ta, va bang con mat ctia nhitng ngwoi
khac...”

“Con mat cta nhitng nguwoi khac déu bi bién dang bdi nhitng dinh
kién...”

“Nguoi ta dé y dén nhitng dinh kién khi biét nhitng nguwdi khac va lic doé
ho sé do kich thudc caa sy bién dang. Pay la phwong phap duy nhét trong
nghé cta ching t6i. N6 kéo theo mot sy thong cam, mét si khoan dung nao
do6 doi vai toi ac.”

Della gat dau dong y. Mason lai néi tiép:

“Nhu vay, Lawley da thang va han da vui ming hén hd, khéng nhan
thdy rang minh giong nhw mot con su t an thit 1an dau tién. Va han khong
thé Iui dugc nita va khong quén hwong vi... Han bi nhitng thua thiét méi va
lai c6 g& bang danh bac. Lan nay han da khéng thanh cong.”

“Ong &y choi co quay a?”
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“Khong, ding hon la danh ca ngwa véi tin mach chac chan, do mot ngudi
ban bdo dam cung cap.”

“Sindler Coll phai khong?”

“Co lé thé... Va han da that bai, dén mtc chi con mot cach duy nhat la
lam lai ti* dau day da... Va roi mat toi hét. BDén mot ldc nao didy han da
thitc tinh, diém lai tinh hinh, tinh lai nhitng rac r6i ma minh da chui vao,
chinh Idc ay ho ri ra cho han mét tin mach t6t nhat, mét manh khoée chac
chan nhat, mot tram an mot dé nhu tré ban tay. Nhung dé c6 thé lam dwoc
diéu d6, han can phdi c6 tién mat. Chinh lic dé, Lynk da can thiép va mua
c6 phan véi diéu kién Lawley c6 thé mua lai trong nam ngay...”

“Nhung trung iy Tragg c6 lién quan gi dén day!”

Mason phac mot ctr chi gat bo cau hoi va mim cuoi:

“T6i lap lai nhitng hanh dong va tdm ly ctia Lawley: Khi hiéu rang da
mat t4t ca thi han sé c6 giai phap ndo?... Giét ngudi... O, khong phai ngay
tirc khac... Nhung dan dan khi d6c sitc xem xét tinh huéng dang buén cta
minh, hdan giong nhw mot con thd bi nhét lac hét cac thanh go dong then
chuéng, tht tim mot diém yéu...”

“Nghia la 6ng ta da giét Lynk?”

“Néu han da giét Lynk, thi 1a dé tra thu hodac thu héi cac c6 phan...”

“Nhung nhitng c6 phan da bién mat.”

“Khac nhau chit: mot nguwdi nao do da giét Lynk va cac c6 phan da bién
mat, nhung khong nhat thiét rang Lawley la nguwdi pham toi. C6 thé han
pham tdi, ma cling cé thé khong. Khi t6i néi rang y nghi giét ngudi da dén
v&i han, thi t6i khong nghi dén Lynk ma...”

“Pén vg ong ta?”

“Pung. Ba dy con c6 tién va cac tai san. Mot khi ba ay chét roi, Lawley
khong con phai xuét trinh s6 sach cho vg cling nhw Mildreth nita. Chac
chén 1a cai chét ctia vg sé khong tré lai cho han nhitng gi da mat, nhung lai
cho phép han tiép tuc danh bac, va nhat 1a né giip han gitt dwgc thé dién.
Do6i vGi mot nguwdi thudce loai Lawley gitt thé dién la van dé hang dau.”

“Nhung chac chan ong ta sé bi nghi ngd vi la ngwoi duy nhat hwéong
lgi...”
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“Khong. Pay sé la mot ngén quy qudi... han cé thé pham toi giét nguoi
hoan hdo. Ba vg dau tim. Cac thay thu6c da bao cho ba ay biét rang tat ca
moi xtc dong déu cé thé nguy hai. Lawley chi can gay cho ba ay mot con
choang ghé gém thi cai chét sé tré thanh hoan toan ty nhién.”

“Ngai tin rang 6ng ta c6 kha nang lam diéu do6 sao? Mot nguwdi dan 6ng
c6 thé 1am nhu thé d6i véi vo minh hay sao?”

“Piéu do xdy ra hang ngay. Nhitng ba vg giét chong. Nhitng 6ng chong
giét vg. Can phdi c6 mot dong co manh dé di dén viéc giét ngwoi. Quan hé
cang than mat, thi hdu qua c6 thé cang nang né. Vi vay, nhitng ba vg
thuong giét chong minh nhiéu hon nguwdi ngoai va nhitng 6ng chong ciing
vay, tom lai, ngwoi ta thwong giét nhau trong gia dinh va hiém c6 truong
hop giét nguoi la.”

“T6i khong biét.” Della noi.

“Co hay doc bao hang ngay. Nhitng vu giét vo giét chong nay thuong
xdy ra nhiéu dén noi nguwdi ta khong dua tin 1én trang dau nita. Trong phan
16n cac truong hgp, ching khéng c6 mot nguyén nhan bi hiém nao ca. Pay
dung la hau qua xau xa chi nhitng vu hoa giai t6i té vé tinh cam. Mot 6ng
chong giét vg roi ty tit. Mot ba me giét cac con roi ty ti... Lai néi dén
Tragg, t6i mudn thu hut sy chd y ctia 6ng ta vé nhitng viéc cé nguy co xay
ra. Bdt viéc giét Lynk ra ngoai, t6i mudn ong ta hiéu rang Carlotta dang bi
nguy hiém. Cach t6t nhat lam cho Tragg hiéu la thuyét phuc 6ng ta rang ba
Lawley da bi giét.”

“Tai sao? Ong ta sé khong bao vé mot ngudi vo da chét.”

“T6i khong muén 6ng bao vé. Téi lam viéc d6. T6i mudn 6ng ta budc
canh sat hoat dong dé bat va bo tu Lawley.”

“Vi van dé dé ma ngai da bao toi di linh séc phai khong?”

“Pung thé.”

“Ngai muén canh sat tin rang Lawley c6 mot nit tong pham ma sau khi
giét vg r6i, ong ta chuyén céc to séc cho ngudi ay di linh phai khong?”

“Pung.”

“Viéc do da trot lot...”
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“Viéc d6 da trét lot qua di chit, Della a... Tragg chd dgi diéu d6. Ong ta
dang tim Carlotta Lawley va da dén tim hiéu tinh hinh & cac ctra hang 16n.
T6i da ngu ngdc biét chitng nao khi khong nghi téi diéu dé!”

“TGi diéu gi?”

“Carlotta phai c6 mot tai khoan trong ctta hang ma c6 dinh linh séc.
Khéng biét con ngwoi ba ta, ¢d tha quy it nhat phai biét chit ky cua ba ay.
Tragg biét diéu d6. Ong ta da yéu cau cd thi qu§ bao cho biét ngay khi c6
nguwoi mua hang theo tai khodan ay.”

“Pung, diéu do sé gidi thich tat ca...”

“Co0 d6i lai mii nhanh 1én, Della, c6 sap phai di...”

“bi dau?”

“T6i khong muén Tragg gap co6 ¢ day va noi véi co, ‘Co Street, c6 phai
ngau nhién c6 la ngwoi chiéu nay dinh linh mot tdm séc bang cach bat
chudc chit ky cta ba Lawley khong?’”

“Ngai tin rang 6ng ta nghi ngo hay sao?”

“Chwa. Nhung 6ng ta sé nhan duwgc mo ta chi tiét vé nguwoi dan ba dén
linh séc va sé dén day. Néu gdp c6 vGi nhitng mo ta hoan toan md@i mé
trong dau thi 6ng ta la mot tham t& qua gidi dé khong can so sanh.”

“Néu vay t6i phai giau minh di, phai khong?” Della vira hoi vira doi mdi.

“Khong. Diéu do sé c6 vé giong nhw chay tron, va néi chay trén la noi
pham t6i. Khong, ching ta sé di tim nhitng chitng cd mdi. Vi thé, co sé
khong & day va sy vang mat ctia c6 la hoan toan ti nhién.”

DPo6i mat cia Della sang lén:

“Toi biét mot niva ta cho nghi tuyét voi dé dén...”

“Nhan thé,” Mason néi thém, “néu ngwoi bwu td mang dén mot bi thw ma
chinh t6i ghi dia chi ctia khach san Clearmount thi c6 ding c6 mé ra. T6t
nhat la c6 dirng biét cai gi trong do.”

Mat cua Della nhiu lai.

“Cai bi dé khong dung mot gidy chitng nhan c6 phan chir a?”

“Co va trung uy Tragg, cac nguoi da thyc sy trd nén qua lau linh,”
Mason ndi...
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Chuong 10

Trong khi Della nhanh chéng truyén lénh cho c6 tong dai, thi Mason, sau
khi doi mii va mdc 4o khoac, nhét h6 so vao chiéc cap van mang theo
nguoi.

Thinh linh ctta m@, Della chay tré vao nhw mot con 16c, giat mii ra, ném
vao ngan tu hoc twong, 1ay lwoc, doi lai kiéu chai dau, miéng ngadm day cap
toc, noi gap gap.

“Ong ta ngoai kia... Ong ta chi thodng thdy t6i doi mil... Gertie d nhin
t6i khi dng ta hoi ngai, 6ng ta muén gip ngai ngay... Ong ta khong thé cho
duwgc.... T6i phai héa trang dugc cang nhiéu cang hay chit néu chuon ngay
bay gio thi sé gdy hau qua xau...”

Co dap dep bui téc va tham wét cac ngon tay & voi nwde chau riva mat dé
dinh chiing lai. C6 chai m6t dudng ngobi gitta va hat toc ra phia sau.

“Co phai Tragg khong?” Mason vira hoi vira quan sat, c6 gat dau, miéng
van day cap téc.

Mason cat mii, co6i 4o khoac va ung dung dep chiing lai.

“Ong ta s& khong chd dau,” 6ng néi.

“T6i biét,” c6 lam bam.... “T6i da n6i véi ong ta la ngai dang c6 khach,
nhung sé roi sau vai phtt nita...”

Mason thao cdp ra, bo ho so vao mot ngan kéo, va ném cap xudng duédi
ban. Della dwa chiéc cap cudi cung tir méi 1én téc, roi soi gwong, kha vira y.

“Chung ta di di,” Mason noi.

Khéng néi mot 101, c6 mat hit trong 16i vao, roi tré¢ vé, Tragg di theo sau.

“Xin moi trung uy!” Mason c6 vé thu thai.

“Mason, tdi phuc ong sat dat,” Tragg noi ngay, khong mao dau.

“Toi u?”

“Vang.”
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“Tai sao?”

“Ong da... ngay ldc dy t6i da nghi c6 chuyén gi d6, nhitng diéu ay van
nam trong tiém thitc va t6i qua ban nén khong thé nghi sau thém, ong da
ném to6i vao mot dau vét gia va toi da theo dén cung.”

“Moi 6ng ngdi, dng trung dy,” Mason néi. “Ong hiit thuéc khong?... Co
Street, thv ky cua toi.”

“Rat han hanh, c6 Street.”

Tragg nhan diéu thudc va chiéc ghé banh vé hoi nguwgng nghiu. Mason
noi ngay:

“T6i khong hiéu ong...”

“T6i hom qua, trong khi t6i dang phan khéi vé khau sung ngan cuda
Mildreth Faulkner va su khéo 1éo ctia c6 ta trong viéc lam that bai sy thw
nghiém bing paraphin thi 6ng ra vé bing 6-t6... Ong lai xe rat giéi, Mason
a, nhung khi quanh, 6ng da gay ra mot khic nhac 6n ao...”

“To6i dang byc toc ma!”

“Pung... Day sé la mdt ngay buén cudi, ngay ma Mason buyc tirc vi mat
ban dap... Ong c6 biét tai sao sép cta tdi da dit to6i vao vi tri cia Holcomb
& doi hinh sy khong?”

“Khong? Tai sao?”

“Vi ong ta da chan ngdy viéc trong thdy 6ng dén trudc toa an va dua ra
nhitng tro lau ca. Toi dwoc coi la c6 bo mat dé mén hon Holcomb...”

“Chuyén ay khong phdi la qua khé hiéu.”

“V6i diéu kién la ding dé cho t6i giai tri trong khi 6ng chuan bi cac tro
ao thuat,” Tragg noi chua chat.

“T6i khong rd 6ng dinh am chi diéu gi?”

Khong buén nguéc mat 1én, Tragg tra 10i.

“Carlotta Lawley.”

“Cai gi? Carlotta Lawley?”

“Ba ta dén nha cd em. Ong da nghe tiéng xe va da doan ddy 1a ba ta. Ong
da lgi dung lic t6i dang bi hiat vao viéc hdi cung Mildreth dé bé di va
ngang nhién gidu Carlotta trudc mat t6i.”

“Ong néi lung tung gi th&?”
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“Ong da bao cho Carlotta biét tdi dang trén nha c6 em. Ong da néi vé6i ba
ta rang nhitng bang chitng chong lai ba ta va ong da 1én 16p cho Mildreth
cach gift sy chii y cta ching t6i trong mot thdi gian. Y kién vé phat stng
ngan ‘ngau nhién’ la mét ky cong.”

“Co phai la vii khi gay t0i ac khong?” Mason hoi.

“Pung.”

“Ong c6 biét co ay 1am thé nao dé c¢6 dwogc vii khi dé khong?”

“Di nhién. Carlotta dwa cho c6 ay.”

“Co Faulkner da no6i diéu dé vé6i ong a?”

“R0 rang la khong. Co Faulkner lam nhv la pham t0i cht khong phai la
pham t06i thye sy. Co dy dong kich gidi qua.”

“Hinh nhw 6ng danh gia cao sy thong minh cua co ta,” Mason nhan xét.

Tragg chong choc nhin ong:

“Rat cao, O gai nay co tat ca nhitng gi can co.”

“Nhung ong khong tin rang c6 dy pham tdi hay sao?”

“Khong. Bay gio thi khong.”

“Thé nguyén nhan cuta sy thay doi dot ngot nay la gi?”

“Sindler Coll.”

“Ong ditng dé cho Coll danh lita,” Mason khuyén. “T6i qua hin da moi
Magard dén nha dé dé nghi vdi ong nay tao ra mot bang chitng ngoai pham
chung...”

“T6i biét,” Tragg ngat 10i. “Magard ti* chéi vi 6ng ta da c6 mot bang
chitng ngoai pham va Coll s¢ hai kinh khung. Han twéng rang sé bi bat, néu
ching t6i khong tim thdy md6t ké kha nghi nao khac. Téi n6i chuyén vai
han trong khi han nghi nhw vay va han da thw phat hién mot cach tuyét
vong tén toi pham dé citu 1y mang minh.”

“T6i khong tin diéu d6,” Mason no6i. “T6i xem tdt cd nhitng 10i bip bgm
ctia han nhw con gi6 thoang.”

“Han ciing phat hién ca ba Rockaway,” Tragg bac bé.

“Ba ta la ai?”

“Ba Rockaway va chong quéan ly ga-ra va mot ctra hang tap héa phia
dwéi duong di téi Lilac Canyon. Lic nita dém, mét thiéu phu ngoi xe 0-t6
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vé rat bon chon dén héi ho xem cé biét m6t ong Horlick nao d6 & dau
khong va mot 6ng Smith muén ban nha & phia gan nha nghi mat ctia 6ng
Lynk...”

Ong ta dirng lai dé nghién cttu nét mét ctia Mason.

Mason ndi vé than nhién:

“Ong tiép tuc di...”

“Ba Rockaway da can cau ngay. Ba ta tra 16i la c6 m6t 6ng Smith, & gan
dinh do6i nhung khong phdi & phia 6ng Lynk. Con 6ng Horlick, thi ba ta
khong biét va khong nghe noéi viéc 6ng Smith ban nha...”

“T6i doan rang trudc toa an ba Rockaway sé thé rang ngwoi dan ba vira
dwgc noéi dén la ba Carlotta Lawley?”

Tragg nd nu cuwoi hoan hi.

“Thi ra gia dinh Rockaway da t6 chitc mét 1€ ky niém. Ho c6 mét ta
khach moi. T4t cd moi ngwoi déu thdy ro ngwoi dan ba, va ddy la ba
Lawley...”

“M0ot nguoi dan ba sap pham t6i giét nguwoi khong quén héi duwong di &
nhitng ngudi tiép don, dé dén noi nhiéu ngwoi nha rat ré ba vé sau nay...”

Nu cwdi cia Tragg bién mat.

“P6 la diém mau choét,” 6ng thira nhan. “Nhung 6ng nén nhé rang ba ta
khong hoi tryc tiép dia chi ctia Lynk. Ba ta n6i loanh quanh va da dat dugc
cai minh mu6n, khéo 1éo dén noi khong c6 Coll thi gia dinh Rockaway da
khong lam chitng dugc gi. Chac chan la ho c6 thé nhan ra énh ba Lawley
trén cac bao, nhung liéu bdo chi ¢6 in anh ba ta khong, néu Coll khong
cung cap tin riéng cho t6i.”

“Han da phat hién van dé dé nhu thé nao?”

“0, chic chin khong phai 1a bing cai ¢au ma 1a bang ddi chan ctia han.”

“Ai cha... Bing cach chai trd hwéng dao hing hai nhw vay. Coll hy vong
chéac chan la han sé bi quén di nhu la mot ké bi tinh nghi trong vu s6-co-
la...”

“Ong dirng 14y 1am khé chiu. Tai khong tin hin hon éng. Nhung vé vu
keo s6-c6-la, hdan dwgc mién t6. Keo do mot ngudi & Golden Horn giti t6i.”

“Lam thé nao ma ong biét diéu d6?”
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“Gidy goi hang la loai gidy dung & Golden Horn. Dia chi da dugc danh
may trén mot mau gidy viét thw. Mau gidy nay dugc dan 1én gidy goi hang
bang thit keo dan gidy ho van dung. Diéu cudi cung va la quan trong nhat:
thtt keo dan gidy ay rat citng, hoan toan khé. Chuyén gia héa hoc cta
phong thi nghiém hinh sw cho rang né da dwgc phét ra hon bén muwoi tam
gio tredc do. Chirng ct 1a ngwoi giti keo s6-co-la da suy tinh trede vé hanh
dong ctia minh, r6i cho ldc thuan lgi.”

“Viéc gi da quyét dinh thoi diém ay?”

“Viéc Mildreth Faulkner gitri phong lan. Thiép ctia co6 dy roi xuéng khi
Esther Dilmeyer bay hoa ra. Ké dau doc da nhat tdm thiép, bd vao hop so-
c6-la va dwa tat ca cho nguwoi giao hang.”

Mason suy nghi réi néi:

“T6i cam thady diéu dé vo nghia, 6ng c6 nhan dang dwgc ngwoi giao hang
khong?”

“Rat dé. Mot nguoi dan ba dén ctra giao dich cia mét ctra hang trong
x6m cac rap hat, vao gio dong nguoi. Nguwoi nay da luén cai hdp xudng
dwéi ctra va chuon luén, & hop keo c6 hai do-la ghim vao day va mot mau
giday ghi ‘Dé nghi chuyén gitp’ c6 thé la ngudi dau doc da ding rinh & he
pho phia tredc dé xem c6 ai lay cai hop di chwa.”

“Ong c6 dau hiéu nhan dang nao khong?”

“Khong c6 ti gi ca. Pay la gid giao hang budi t6i, vao lic cac dich vu
lam khong xué. Nhan vién chi nh¢ day 1a mot ngwoi dan ba.”

“Hodc moOt nguoi dan ong dong gia dan ba.”

“ft c6 vé thé. T6i cho ring ddy 1a mot tdi 4c cia phu nit, thudc doc 1a vii
khi ctia dan ba. Pan 6ng thich dung sting ngan, dao hoac dui cui.”

“Con dau vét?”

“Pung la dau vét cia Esther Dilmeyer. Ké dau doc c6 mang gang.”

“Ong c6 chic ring gidy goi 1a cia Golden Horn khong?”

“Rat chac chan. Hon nita, dia chi da dwgc danh mdy tai ban gidy cua
Lynk va bang may riéng cta ong ta.”

“That la lung,” Mason vira néi vira cau may. “Esther Dilmeyer cé thé n6i
vé tam thiép nay va lam cho c6 Faulkner trang an...”
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“Ong quén ring Esther phai ngti va khong thitc day nita...”

“Vang thuc thé,” Mason néi vGi giong nita tin.... “Pay la mot tdi ac vira
khéo 1éo vira vung vé. Lynk c6 thé pham t6i mot cach rat dé dang.”

“T6i coi vu 6ng dy bi giét quan trong hon,” Tragg néi. “P6i vGi keo so6-
co-la, ching toi biét rang né da dwgc mot nguwdi dan ba hay dén Golden
Horn gt t6i, ba ta khong thong thao vé thudc doc, ghét Esther Dilmeyer va
c6 mat & day lic hoa phong lan dén. Diéu d6 thu hep ving diéu tra va khi
Esther tinh lai, chac chan c6 ta sé c6 thé no6i cho ching ta biét nhitng gi con
thiéu. Nhung trwée dé, té6i mudn lam rd vu giét Lynk.”

“Toi khong nen gitr ong lai,” Mason noi.

“Ong khong muén giit toi lai mot chiit ndo,” Tragg cwdi mim. “T6i con
nhitng cau héi khac dé dat ra cho 6ng.”

“Xin lIvu y 6ng la thoi gio cda toi thudoc vé ong. Khi 6ng xong, toi sé
khong con viéc gi dé lam nita. Tri* m6t thong bao cho phong bdo hiém xa
h6i. Mot bado cédo cho quy boi thwong cong nhan va vai ban diéu tra dé tra
10i nhitng cau hoi cia ngudi thu tién phat t6i. T6i mudn nguwdi nao dé céd
thé thuyét phuc Chinh pha rang: Chinh phu sé trich tién trén nhitng moén
thu nhap cta td6i dwgc nhiéu hon néu ho ha c6 danh cho téi mét it thoi gio
dé lam viéc.”

Tragg cuwdi va noi tiép:

“Can ctt vao nhitng dau hiéu thu lwgm dugc, téi suy dién rang ba Lawley
da phadi ra di hau nhw khéng c6 hanh ly. T6i chac rang sy phdi vé nha, ba ta
bat budc phai mua it nhat 1a vai bd quan do. T6i nghi rang ba ta sé linh mot
ctra hang ma ba ay co6 tai khoan. Sang nay, rat sém, t6i da cho mét nguoi
ditng cho trede ctra nha bang d6 va mot nguwoi khac dirng trwdc ctra hang
quen cua ba ta. H6i ndy, mot ngwdi dan ba da vao ctra hang. Bang 1é ghi
nhitng khodn mua vao tai khoan cta minh nhw t6i cho doi, thi ba ta lai di
thang t&i két dé linh mot tdm séc du lich. Co thu quy da kin dao ra hiéu goi
nguoi cua téi. Toi cling & day luc d6. Bang cach nay hay cach khac, nguoi
dan ba da hiéu tinh thé va chuén mat. Nhung day méi la cho lam sy viéc
trd nén rac roi: Nguwoi dan ba ay khong phai la Carlotta Lawley...”

“Ong c6 chic khong?” Mason héi, tranh nhin Della.
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“Chac. Chit ky trén tdm séc la gid. Mo td vé nguwoi phu nit nay khong
twong ng véi nhan dang cua ba Lawley. Ngudi phu nit nay tré, hap dan va
nhanh nhen. Con ba Lawley thi nhiéu tu6i hon, kém dep hon va bénh tat
budc ba ta di chuyén cham chap.”

“That vay,” Mason ri ram.

“Hinh nhuw 6ng khong quan tam gi...”

“T6i phai quan tam sao?”

“Vang... Bob Lawley da giét vg...”

“T6i khong thé nghe 6ng nita, trung ty a!”

“Carlotta c6 mdt cudn so séc du lich trong tdi. Lic can, ba ta cé thé linh
nhitng tdm séc nay bat ky & dau. Viéc nhitng tdm séc nay nam trong tay
mot phu nit khac, bat chudce chit ky cua ba Lawley, cé vé chitng to rang mot
viéc gi do da xay ra vGi ba Lawley.”

“Mot suy dién qua 16n cho mét ddu hiéu qua nho,” Mason nhan xét...

“Con mot viéc khac... Mot canh sat da dan dau phat vi canh lén mot
chiéc xe dau qua han. Ong ta da nhin bién ding ky. Ddy 1a xe caa Calotta
Lawley... Khi biét viéc do6, t6i da cho ghi lai cac dau vét. Nhung khong cé.
Sau khi do xe, mot nguwdi nao d6 da can than lau hét cac dau vét trén xe.
Ong biét dieu d6 gin vé6i viéc gi khong? Ba ta khong bao gid' 1am nhw vay.”

“Tail sao?”

“Tai sao ba ta lai x6a di nhitng dau vét riéng trén xe ctia minh véi dang
ky tén cua minh.”

“Pung day.”

“Ngugc lai, néu tay chong da giét ba ta thi sau khi tha tiéu xac chét, tat
nhién la han da chui hét dau vét. Pay la phan &ng ban nang cta tat ca
nhitng ké pham t0i hién dai.”

“Piing, didu d6 ditng vitng dwgc,” Mason cé vé suy nghi. “Ong hdy cho
t0i biét chitng ct ngoai pham ctia Magard ciling ditng vitng duwgc hay sao?”

“Ong ta ngdi v6i Peavis tif muwdi mot gid dén mudi hai gio kém nam.
Peavis nho 1o, bai vi cudc hen cua hg la muoi gio rudi thay cho mudi mot
gio, diéu dé kha la thuwong. Khi Magard tir biét 6ng Peavis thi da gan nita

»

dem.
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“C06 ai nhg 10 gio chinh xac khong?”

“Khong. Peavis nghe thdy chuong dong hé diém nita dém khodng nam
phut sau khi Magard di khoi.”

“Magard vé tdi Golden Horn lic may gio?”

“Khodng mu0di hai gio mwoi lam phut.”

“Con Lynk da bij giét?...”

“Vao dung ntra dem.”

“Coll ¢ dau?”

“DPi tim Bob Lawley, 6ng nay goi cau cttu han sém hon trong budi toi
hom do.”

“Han c6 tim thay ong ta khong?”

“Khong.”

“Ong khong tin rdng hin di dén tim 6ng ta & phia Lilac Canyon a?”

Tragg lac dau.

“DPang ti€c, ong Mason a, ong khong thé danh lac hwéng nhitng ngo vuc
cta t6i duge. Néu Coll pham t6i han sé biét giai thich tot hon viéc stv dung
thoi gian.”

“Han khong lam cho t6i tin dwgc. Tragg a. T6i tin rang han da nhing tay
vao vu s6-cb-la. Han c6 thé c6 mot nir tong pham. Pay ding la hang nguoi
hoat dong qua trung gian phu nit.”

“Q, t6i khong cii cho hin tring 4n,” Tragg néi, “toi dung hin, chi thé
thoi.”

“Magard di mat bao nhiéu thoi gian dé di tir chd Peavis dén Lilac
Canyon? Va Coll mat bao nhiéu?”

“Tw can nha cta Peavis dén nha nghi mat cta Lynk mat sau phut rudi.
Twr cho Coll muai lam phut. To6i da cho do thoi gian bang thoi ké.”

“Thé tir cho Peavis dén Golden Horn?”

“Hai mwoi mot phut.”

Chudng dién thoai réo. Della nhac may, nghe, liéc nhin Mason va tra 10i:

“T6i tin rang 6ng ta mudn tryc tiép noéi chuyén véi co6. Pirng bé may,” co
chuyén may cho Mason va nhin 6ng day y nghia.

Mason nhan ra giong noi bi kich dong cua Mildreth:
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“T6i can gap 6ng ngay, ong Mason! Rat can! T6i c6 tin vé Carlotta.”

“Thuyc a?”

“Chi ay goi dién cho t6i. Bob dang & véi chi dy va tim chi da yéu di khi
néi véi toi. T6i nghe chi y ngat thd, Bob da néi, ‘Oi, trdi 0i!” va hdn da bo
may.”

“C0 c6 chac day la ho khong?”

“T6i nhan ra rat ro tiéng ho.”

“Luc nay co dang ¢ dau?”

“O ctra hang Broadway.”

“Bay gio t6i dang ban, nhung néu c6 cho, toi sé rdi sau vai phut nita.”

“Tdi dé nghi, ong hay nhanh 1én! Ong biét chi t6i & dau roi, phai
khong?”

“T6i sé co gang hét sitc,” Mason tré 10i trdc khi bé may xudng.

Tragg dirng day.

“T6i khong nén can tré cong viéc cua 6ng, ong Mason a.”

“Cam lay s6 tay di, Della,” Mason ndi.

“Cau chuyén c6 vé khan cap,” Tragg nhan xét vdi giong kéo dai.

“Mot ban chic thw,” Mason giai thich. “Chung t6i phai dau tranh chéng
lai thoi pho truong.”

Ong di ra v6i Della. Vi 6ng di nhitng buwéc dai nén Della phai vat va lim
mai di ngang hang duoc.

“Ngai tin rang 6ng ta nghi ngo phai khong?” o ri tai.

“T6i da ndi vai co la ong ta thong minh...”

“Chung ta sé lam gi nao?”

“Chung ta s& bao trudc...” Ong goi thang may.

“Du sao di nita,” Della noi, “tdi chac rang minh da khong dé lai mot dau
vét nao co thé dan dat 6ng ay dén cho ngai.”

“Tat ca la 16i caa t6i,” Mason thd nhan. “T6i da dung nhitng th6i quen
xau doi vai trung si Holcomb, nhung Tragg, néi chinh xac la khéng thudc
type ay...”

Ho di vao thang may va Mason li€c nhin nhitng nguwdi cung di, ra hiéu
cho Della im lang.
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“Tragg c6 thé cho nguoi theo dodi ngai,” c6 nhan xét khi di qua phong
16m.

“Khong quan trong. Vi Mildreth Faulkner chac chan da bi giam sat, du
sao di nita Tragg cling sé dugc bao trudc vé viéc chung ta dén.”

Khi ho di vao ctra hang, Lois Carling cham chu nhin ho mét cach la lung.

“Céac vi mudn gi?” co ta hoi.

Nhung Mildreth da nho 1én khéi ban va Lois lai nip vao sau quay, tiép
tuc quan sat Mason va Della.

“Puwa t6i dén ngay cho chi t6i,” Mildreth khan khoan.

“May dién thoai ctia co c6 thé bi nghe trom,” Mason nhan xét. “Della, c6
hay t6i hiéu tap héa 16n va goi dén khach san Clearmount. Khi c6 gdp ba
Dun Kurk & dau kia, c6 hay noi véi ba ta rang c6 la ai va hoi xem vira mai
r6i ba ay c6 goi dién thoai cho em géi khong?”

“Nhung chi ay c6 goi dién thoai cho t6i ma!” Mildreth dap lai. “T6i biét
giong chi ay.”

“C kiém tra xem,” Mason noi véi Della.

Della lai di nhanh qua ctra hang va di ra.

“CoO gai tré sau quay hinh nhw quan tdm nhiéu dén ching ta...” Mason
noi.

“0, Lois la mét cd gai tir t&,” Mildreth n6i. “Hoi t0 mo mdt chut, thé
th6i.”

“C0 ta c6 biét nguoi da lam viéc & day trwdc co ta khong? Toi mudn noi
nguoi cé nam c6 phan?”

“Co.”

“Ho c6 con gdp nhau nita hay khong?”

“C0, ho la ban rat than.”

“Thé thi c6 ta cling biét Peavis phai khong?”

“Co ta biét 6ng ay sém hon. Ong ay cho cb ta keo, va thir héi vé cong
viéc cua toi nhung ong ta khong thu dugc bao nhiéu. Peavis luon luon thw
mua chudc cac c6 gai bang nhitng ct chi diu dang.”

“To6i khong mudn dén cho chi c6 truwde khi chwa biét gi hon. To6i rat sg
mot cai bay. Trung Gy rat lau linh...”
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“Nhung, troi oi, t6i biét giong chi t6i! Toi da nghe thay...”

Co ta im bat khi thdy Peavis mé& ctra di vao phong. Di theo 6ng ta 1a mot
ngwoi dan 6ng nhé bé, mat choat giong mat chudt.

“Pdy 1a Peavis,” c6 thi tham. “Ong ta...”

“T6i biét,” Mason cat ngang.

Peavis ma@ cura:

“Rat tiéc la phdi lam nhw thé nay, c6 Mildreth.,” 6ng ta ngoanh vé phia
nguwoi dan 6ng nho bé. “Co ay day...”

Nguwoi dan 6ng nho bé budc len mot bude va doc:

‘Mildreth Faulkner, chu cac ctta hang hoa Faulkner, toi trao tan tay co
ban sao khiéu nai, trat goi ra toa, gidy bao lan th nhat va lénh cutng
bure...’

Mildreth Iui lai.

“Cam di, hay cam ldy nhitng gi ngwoi ta dwa cho ¢o.”

Mason n6i véi c6 ta roi sau dé hoi Peavis:

“Veé van de gi thé?”

“Kién dan su,” Peavis vira tra 10i vira quan sat vé mat cia Mildreth. “Toi
khong mudn mot ai c6 gidy chitng nhan c6 phan trwdc khi t6i doi dugc
quyeén cua minh.”

“Nhung quyeén cta ong la cai gi?” Mason hoi, trong khi Mildreth gio mot
ban tay ngap ngirng vé phia cac gidy t0 ma ngudoi dan 6ng nhé bé trao cho.

“Chung toi sé yéu cau,” nguoi mat chudt lién thoang tuyén bo, “mdt ban
tuyén bo vé viéc bi mat hodc huy chitng thw, 1ap mot chitng thw méi thay
cho céi vira n6i, nap mot khoan tién bao lanh dé bu lai thiét hai gay ra do cé
thé xdy ra viéc xuat trinh chitng thw bi mat da cé ghi chuyén vao mat trai
mot cach hop 1é. Mt 1énh doi ra toa ngay mai vao hai gio chiéu, ngudi bao
chita c6 quyén yéu cau hoan lai; mot 1énh cuwdng birc cdm chuyén chitng
thw cho bat ky ai, trt Harry Peavis. Trudc mat chi cé thé thdi, co
Faulkner...”

Mildreth bi don ép duGi sitc nang cta cac tir ngit phap 1y nay. Mason tran
an co:

“Piéu do co6 vé rac roi, nhung cod dirng ngai.”
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“Thuc t€ rat don gian,” Peavis noi. “Nhitng c6 phan ay thudc vé toi.
Chitng thw da mat, va ngudi gitt né cho t6i da chét.”

“Lynk la dai ly caa ong?” Mason hai.

“Ong chi can doc cac tai liéu...”

“Harry Peavis, 6ng thi nhan rang da thué nhitng ngwdi danh bac chuyén
nghiép dé 16i kéo anh ré t6i,” Mildreth néi...

“T6i khong thué ai dé 16i kéo bat ky ai ca,” Peavis cai lai. “T6i biét rang
Lawley danh bac va mac ng. S6m hay muon, ong ta sé tong hét cac cé phan
cua cong ty co, va ai do sé co lgi. Toi tw hoi, “Tai sao nguoi do khong phai
la minh?’”

“Nguoi ta da giang bay cho anh ay,” Mildreth noi.

“Vang, c6 1é t6i da giang bay, nhung chinh 6ng ta cling giang bay.”

Mason thay Della tré veé.

“Xong roi day, Peavis,” 6ng néi. “Ong da 1am xong nhiém vu hém nay.
Chung ta sé tranh luan phan con lai treéc toa an.”

“C0 le, chung ta sé tim duvgc mot sy thoa hiép,” Peavis ggi y.

“Khong!” Mildreth thét 1én phan no.

O sau ctta, Della ghi vdi 1én mot to gidy tit quyén so tay, roi di vao dua
t0 gidy da gap lai cho Mason, 6ng doc, ‘Ba Dunkurk da roi khach san. Mat
nguoi dan 6ng da dén tim ba ta cach ddy khodng mot gio’. Ong dua t& gidy
cho Mildreth doc, c6 nhin trom luat st va quay mat di.

“Rat tiéc la da quay ray ong qua lau, nhung t6i chwa xong dau,” Peavis
noi.

“Tai sao chwa?” Mason noi.

“T6i cho cac tai liéu khac... ma day la...”

Trung Uy Tragg dot ngot budc vao cra hang, kéem theo mot ba trac bon
muoi tudi.

“Moldonne,” Peavis mim cuoi. “Pay la mot nguoi dua tin toi dang cho.”

“Po la nhitng tw liéu gi?” Mason hai.

Peavis vira lac dau vira cudi. Della xich lai gan Mason va xiét manh canh
tay ong. Cam thdy co ta lo lang qua ct chi 4y, Mason ném cho c6 mot cai
nhin tran an, nhung thay nhitng biéu 10 trén nét mat cd, Mason dwa mat
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quan sat khuon mdt mot nguwoi dan ba dang di qua ctta hang cung véi
Tragg. Nguwoi nay cO go ma cao, toc den, cng va Xin, miéng rong, moi
mong va deo kinh mat 16n.

“Co thu quy ha?” Mason tham thi.

“Vang.”

Mason ué odi di chuyén nham che 1ap Della.

“Co 16i ra nao khac khong?” 6ng hoi Mildreth.

Mildreth lac dau. Peavis to mo nhin Mason.

Tragg thong tha di qua ctra hang, khong t6 mot chut chd y nao tdi nhom
ngwoi dang ngdi bén ban kinh. Diéu b binh than ctia 6ng c6 mot cai gi do
dé lai an twong; chi can thém chit nita cling da lam xao dong mot noi niém
dang tran trd. Dén tredc cita phong, ong hoi tranh cho nguwdi dan ba vugt
lén. Khi ho da vao ca trong phong ong noi.

“0... nguoi ta bao rang cac vi dang hop...”

Khong c6 ai tra 1oi. Ong tiép tuc.:

“T6i c6 mot van dé can tranh luan véi Perry Mason, va toi...”

“Pung la c6 ay! Bung la nguwdi phu nit ay!”

Ngit diéu strng sot cia co tha quy phat ra 16i budc téi nay chitng t6 rang
trung iy khong chuan bi tinh than cho c6 tréc cude gap gd nay. Bang mot
ct chi che ch@, Mason quang canh tay qua vai Della hich nhe ban tay bao
c6 im lang. Roi 6ng héi thai d6 ding dung:

“Pé nghi 6ng n6i vé nguwdi dan ba mudn Iinh tdm séc du lich c6 dugc
khong?”

“Hay dé c6 Street tra 10i,” Tragg noi.

“Khong can thiét,” Mason dap lai.

Mat Tragg 10 ra vé gian du.

“Pung la c6 ay,” c6 tha quy lap lai, giong bé hon nhung tin chac.

“Puwong nhién,” Mason noi, lam nhw diéu d6 xuat phat ti 6ng.

“Néu c6 Street khong dwa ra dwgc mot 10i giai thich vira y thi t6i e rang
sé budc phai bat c6 ay,” Tragg noi.

“Vi c6 gi?”

“Muu toan ltra gat, gia mao va dung do gia.”
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“Ong can 6n lai bd luat, trung ty a...”

RO rang la Tragg da hy vong sé nhan dugc nhitng 10i ty thu boc phat cua
Della; giong 6ng ta 16 ra sy khong bang long.

“Ong Mason, dng la luat sw gi6i; con t6i chi 1d mot canh sat t6i khong
thudc luat. Gid du rang bo luat c6 mét diéu khoan néi rang c6 thw ky cua
ong c6 thé vao trong mot civa hang, gia danh Carlotta Lawley bat chudc
chit ky cda ba ta trén mot tdm séc, va linh tdm séc nay ma khéng vi pham
mot luat 1€ nao ca.”

“Trwdc hét, Della da khong linh séc,” Mason binh tinh néi. “Sau dé co ta
da khong néi minh la Carlotta Lawley, nhung c6 ta c6 mot tdm séc du lich
dé Iinh... Ong Tragg a, trong truong hop ma 6ng biét didu do, thi toi xin
néi: mot tam séc du lich khong phai 1a tdim séc thuwong. Khong cé loai séc
du lich khong c6 tién bao chitng. Mua mdt tdm séc du lich la phéi gwi tién
lai.”

“Nhw vay thi viéc c6 Street bat chwdc chit ky ctia ba Carlotta Lawley la
hoan toan hop phap a?”

Vi thai d6 ung dung, Mason rit ti tdi ra gidy uy quyén do Carlotta ky.
Tragg cam doc, moi mim chit. Rdi méit 6ng sang 1én. Ong gap t& gidy lai
va dut vao tui.

“Pugc day, 6ng Mason,” 6ng ndi. “Sv trao dbi nay thyc dang hai long.”

“Sir trao doi nao?”

“Ong ty boi nho minh dé cho cd Street tring 4n.”

“Thé la thé nao?”

“Hodc giay uy quyen nay la gid mao, hodc né chitng minh rang 6ng da
tiép xuc véi Carlotta Lawley sang hom nay.”

“Pung thé, t6i da tiép xic vGi ba ay. DBung la sang nay ba ta da ky giay
iy quyeén nay.”

“Ong c6 thdy diéu d6 lién luy nhw thé ndo khong?”

“Khong...”

“Su tiép tay trong mot vu an hinh sw.”

“T6i khong nghi rang ba ta da pham t6i.”

“Ba dy dang tron va dang bi toa an truy na.”
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“T6i maGi nghe tin nay lan dau.”

Tragg c6 gang kim sy tirc gian.

“Nay, thé 1a 6ng biét o roi. Bay gio toi can tin do.”

“Pé lam gi?”

“T6i, t6i nghi rang ba ay da pham t6i ac.”

“Toi ac gi?”

“Toi giét nguoi.”

“Thé thi, day la chuyén khac,” Mason noi.

“Pugc, bay gio téi héi ong: Ba dy hién 6 dau?”

“T6i ludn ludn khéng tin rang ba dy pham t0i,” Mason binh tinh ndi,
“nhung to6i chi c6 thé ndi vdi 6ng diéu nay: t6i hdm qua, trong khi 6ng héi
cung c6 Faulkner, nghe tiéng xe ba Lawley dén, t6i di ra. T6i nhan thdy tinh
trang sttc khde ctia ba Lawley doi héi phéi nghi ngoi titc khac. Nhitng mét
nhoc ctia mot cudc hoéi cung dai c6 thé lam ba ta chét mat. Do do, t6i da ra
l1énh cho ba ta dén khach san Clearmount dang ky duwéi cai tén ctia ba Dun
Kurk & San Dicgo va & day chd sy tham citu cua t6i, vira nghi ngoi mot
cach tot nhat.”

Tragg tw hoai nghi tré nén gian du.

“Ma quy bat 6ng! Néu 6ng dat chuyén téu dé ltra t6i nham danh lac
huwéng diéu tra chinh, toi sé bat va 16i ong vé van phong trung tam.”

“Ong s& khong 16i tdi di dau ca,” Mason dap lai giong de doa.

“Ba ay hién ¢ dau? Lu6n luon ¢ khach san sao?”

Mason nhun vai:

“T6i da noi tat ca vGi ong. Theo cho t6i biét, ba Dun Kurk con & khach
san Clearmount khi t6i dén day...”

Nguoi lién lac mac dong phuc dwa cho Peavis mot cai phong bi dé
chuyén cho md toa. Mo toa doc € a:

“Ong Mason, toi dwa cho 6ng trat doi ra hau tda vao ngay thang da ghi
trong léenh cudng birc trong vu Peavis kién cong ty cac cta hang hoa
Faulkner. Theo 1énh doi ra toa noi trén, 6ng phdi xuat trinh tredc toa tat ca
nhitng chitng thw cta 6ng hodc dudi sy kiém soat ctia 6ng bao gom ca
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nhitng c6 phan cua cong ty bi don tridc day cap cho Carlotta Faulkner vé
sau la ba Robert Lawley.”

Trén khu6én mat Tragg su hai long thay thé cho titc gian, 6ng nhin Peavis
v&i vé dong tinh va noéi v6i Mason:

“Nay, luat s, Ngai da ¢ trong tinh thé kho khan roi day...”

ROi 6ng tGi bén may dién thoai:

“Pay, trung uy Tragg, doi hinh sy day. Goi cho toi trung si Mahomey.
Bao 6ng dy bao vay khach san Clearmount, cho di ngay hai 6-t6. O ddy c6
ba Dun Kurk & San Diego. T6i can ba ta hiéu chwa?”

Ong manh mé& bé mdy xuéng va néi véi co tha quy:

“Xong r6i, ba Narton. Ba c6 thé trg vé lam viéc.”

Ong liéc nhin Mason Ian cudi cung va trong khoanh khéc, sy han hoan
duoc t6 dam thém thién cam.

“That khéng may,” 6ng ndi, “nhuwng chinh 6ng mudn thé.”

ROi 6ng m& ctra, lap kinh ctia van phong va di ra ddo qua hau nhuw khap
ca cia hang.
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Chuvong 11

Trung Uy Tragg va canh sat diéu tra Copeland ngoi tai phong trong cta ctra
hang tap héa 16n. Bill Copeland doc mot s6 tap chi ‘“Tham t¢ chan chinh’
ma ong thé & quay hang. Copeland c6 hai mwoi mot tudi nghé va ong chap
nhan tt ca bing thai do ué oai. Ong thuong noéi. “T6i thdy ho dén roi lai
thay ho di. T6i dwgc khen nggi cong khai vi da bat ho va bi mang chwi vi
da dé ho chuén mat. Po la cong viéc, khong thé buén buc tirc t6i vi né.
Viéc dau hay day”.

Con Tragg thi ludn bon chon. Qua, tdm kinh mau cua ctta hang, 6ng xem
xét tirng nguoi khach di vao, thoi gian con lai, ong di bach bo, vé buc tirc,
hodc nhin chong choc vao cira, lam nhu sttc manh ctia d6i mat c6 thé thu
hut dugc con moi.

“Dirng khé chiu, 6ng trung ty a,” Dugc si néi. “Toi biét chinh 6ng ay.
Néu 6ng dy dén day thi chi la vi mét don thudc thoi, ong sé c6 du thoi gian
dé hanh dong.”

Bill Copeland roi mét khéi t& tap chi nguwéc nhin Tragg. Ong ndy dang
biéu hién niém vui khong lién tuc cia mot con bo bi quay ray trong lic nhai
c6. Boi vai Bill sy bon chon ctia Tragg cé vé kho hiéu.

Lan thi hai trong nam phut, trung Gy xem dong ho.

“Troi oi, toi sé khong song sudt doi & day... chung quy chi do try'c cam.”

Copeland nhan nai, 1dy méng tay danh dau trang bao.

“T6i sé chd tim dén hin trung dy a. Ong hdy & gan may dién thoai. Khi
toi tim duwgc, 6ng sé biét ngay sau ba muoi giay.”

“Dung, thé la tét nhat,” Tragg noi, vé chan nan. “Thé nhuwng, toi
muon...”

Ong ngirng hén khi c6 mot nguoi dan 6ng mic com-1é soc chéo di vao.
Ong ta phac mot dong tac dep ba ban hang ra va néi bing giong to va ro:
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“T6i mudn gap ong dugc si.”

“Nhin kia,” Tragg néi tham vao tai dugc si.

Dugc si nhin qua vai Tragg va ndi don gian:

“Pay la nguoi ctia 6ng.”

Tragg thé dai. Copeland dat ngugc to tap chi dang dé xuoéng géc ban dé
cac don thudc.

“T6i sé di ra bang ctta bén,” Tragg néi. “Hay nhanh chéng cho 6ng ta
thu6c. Pirng bat cho. Con cau, Bill, ciu sé ra sau han va theo doi. Cau di xe
cau, toi di xe t6i. Gitra hai ching ta, hdan sé khong thé thoat dwgc, nhung
ch@ cé liéu. Néu han thay cdu hodc cam thay nghi ngd thi cau hay bop coi
hai lan. Lic d6 t6i sé di qua tredc mat han va ching ta sé tom c6.”

“Pong y.” Copeland ndi.

Dugc si di ra quay va sau dé6 mot lic tré lai véi mot don thudc.

“Pay 1a mot thit thudc tro tim. Ong ta voi. Ong ta bao dang khan cap.”

Copeland chinh lai cravat, kéo ao vét tong va vo vao cho phong & hong.

“Hay cam lay t0 tap chi, néu 6ng thich.” Dugc si ndi.

Copeland cdm on va cudn t0 tap chi lai, dé vao dwdi canh tay trai. Tragg
di ra bang ctta ctia nguwoi ban hang, vong quanh phan xay cho dén phia
tredc cira hang tap hda va lén xe.

Sau do hai phat, ngwoi dan 6ng di ra va nhdy vao mot chiéc Buick. Sau
ong ta, Copeland dén ngoi sau tay lai mdt chi€c Cabriolét mau xam.

Tragg di dau tién. Trong gwong hau ong thdy chiéc Buick khéi dong, va
tai chd ngoat dau tién, ong doan noé sé ré trai chiéc Cabriolét ciia Copeland
quay sau chiéc Buick, khong can béao hiéu.

Bob Lawley vdi thyc. Nhiéu lan 6ng ta dinh vugt qua Tragg. Cudi cung
Tragg dé cho vuwgt va bat dau dudi theo, Copeland no6i du6i 6ng. Sau
khodng mot ta day nha, Tragg cé co hoi vuwot qua chiéc Buick. Nhung
Lawley da lira 6ng bang cach ré dot ngot sang phai. Dén cho ré tiép theo,
Tragg ré phdi. T6i con duong ngang dau tién, 6ng nhin sang hai bén, va
khong thdy bat ci mot xe nao trong hai chiéc kia cd. Cudi cung 6ng thiy
chiéc Cabriolet ctia Copeland dirng lai @ mot day nha xa hon, nhwng chiéc
Buick thi khong thay tam hoi dau ca.
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Copeland ué oéi buéc ra khéi xe.

“Anh thay han r6i sao?” Tragg hoi, co gang giit binh tinh.

“Han & kia.” Copeland diém tinh néi.

“O dau?”

“Trong biét thy nay. Han da quanh vao va vao ga-ra. T6i ding lai phia
sau cach nam chuc mét. Toi cho rang han khong biét gi ca.”

“Han di dau?”

“Vao phia trong, qua ctra sau.”

bay la gio chap choang khi trdi sam t6i. Pay dd, trong nhitng ng6i nha
khac ctra s6 da sang den, nhung khong cé mot chut anh sang nao lot qua
ctra sO biét thy nay.

“Pi phia sau,” Tragg bdo. “Go0 ctra va bao rang, to6i dén kiém tra thiét bi
dién, con toi, tOi sé t6i cira ra vao va bam chuéng lic anh néi véi han. Viéc
dé budc han phdi ra dang tredc va c6 1€ han khéng khoa cita phong sau
nha. Liuc d6, anh hay vao. Néu thdy t6i dang gdp khé khan, anh hay nhdy
vao han... Anh hiéu ro van dé réi chit...”

“T6i hiéu.” Copeland néi.

Tragg cho muoi phit, r6i buwdc 1én thém nghe ngéng, hinh nhw c6 tiéng ri
ram & sau trong ngoi nha va 6ng go cita bang nhitng tiéng go dai nhan
manh. Tiéng bwdc chan tién gan. Tragg bdo dam cho sting ngan dé dang rut
ra khéi bao giau ¢ dudi nach, 6ng stra lai cravat khi canh ctra mé:

“Ong mudn gi?” Bob Lawley hoi.

“Ong vira don nha phai khong?”

“Piéu do khong lién quan gi dén ong.”

“0. C6 chiy, diéu d6 lién quan dén toi dng ban oi... T6i & phong thué...”

“Pay la mot ngo6i nha san do dac, t6i da thué né nguyén trang va khong
muon bi quay ray.”

Tragg trong thdy Copeland, ong ta rén rén nhv mot con meo doc hanh
lang va chi con cach ong vai budc.

“T6i khong c6 thi gid dé tranh luan.” Lawley két luan va dinh dong ctra
lai.

Tragg dubi dai chan ra, ra hiéu cho Copeland va noi:
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“Pugc, Lawley, toi bat 6ng.”

Bob thut lui va khi Tragg day ctta han quay lai dé chay trén, thi bi
Copeland dang tay tom lay. Trong khi Bob cwa quay mot cach vo ich, Tragg
lay tir tai ra mot cai khoa tay va co tay Bob bi khoa chat lai.

Cam thay doi c6 tay bi lanh do cai khoa sat, Bob lao vao mot cudc vat
16n man rg va dién loan. Tragg lac manh day xich khoa: c6 tay Bob bi xiét
lai, tim bam vi nhitc nhoi va dau dén. Bob diu di:

“Chung ta di di, Lawley, 6ng can phai biét diéu,” Tragg noi. “Vg éng &
dau?”

“Trong... Trong buéng ngu.”

“Pugc. Ching ta vao noi chuyén véi ba ay.”

“Ong dinh néi gi vé6i vo t6i?”

“T6i mudn hoi ba dy vai diéu.”

“Khong thé dugc.” Bob noi, giong hon hén, han nhin vé buéng binh va
ngo vuc.

“Tail sao?”

“V@... Vg toi khong thé n6i chuyén véi bat ky ai.”

Tragg suy nghi réi néi:

“Pugc. Toi sé cho ong mot co may nita, Lawley.”

Bob cuoi khay hoai nghi.

“Tdi sé cdi khéa tay cho 6ng. Ong sé gidi thiéu chiing tdi, Copeland va
t6i nhw nhitng ngudi ban than, tinh cd gdp nhau khi dén hiéu thudc. Ong sé
noi véi vg ong rang ching t6i c6 thé gitip 6ng thoat khai nhitng n6i buén
phién. Sau d6 6ng phai ng6i yén va dé cho t6i néi.”

“Viéc d6 sé dem lai cho toi cai gi?”

“T6i sé bao ngwoi ta phai doi xtir ding dan vdi ong, khong c6 nhitng qua
dam, khong cé danh dap.”

“Piéu do6 khong du.”

“Pugc. Toi dd md cho 6ng mot con dwong dé dang, néu 6ng thich kho
khan...”

“Nghia la?”
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“Ong s& thdy... 6ng khong phai dang & trong tw thé dé mic ca Lawley
a.”

Copeland cti xudng nhat to tap chi bi roi khi 6m ngang lung Lawley.
Lawley thot ra mot tiéng chivi va d4 mot cd vao mat Copeland. Copeland
trdnh dwoc va nhan ct da vao vai. Ong ta bit dau ditng day, déi y kién,
tredc hét nhat to tap chi 1én va nam tay phai lai.

Tragg can thiép vao.

“Khong phai bay gio, Bill. Chi giam sat théi, Khéng cho han nhic
nhich.”

Copeland thé dai, xde ban tay ra, xoa vai, r6i van x6 Lawley vao twong.
Tragg 1ay g6i thudc ¢ tai Lawley ra.

“Ong lam gi thé?” Bob héi.

“Im mom di.” Copeland tra 15i, vira stta lai ¢6 4o so-mi cho Bob.

Ctra th hai ma Tragg mé& ra la cita mot buong ngt. Nhitng chiéc man
cang ra lam cho can phong chim vao béng t6i mo mao; dé co thi gio quen
mit, Tragg dirng lai & ngudng ctra. Ong nghe thay tiéng thé mét nhoc.

“Anh Bob.” Mot giong dan ba hon hén goi.

Tragg budc tai.

“Chong ba yéu cau t6i dwa cho ba thit thudc nay cang sém cang t6t,” ong
noi.

“Anh dy hién 6... & dau?”

“Ong 4y ban mot cong viéc bat ngd va sé tré vé sau vai phiit nita, nhung
ong ay thay ba can phai c6 thudc ngay.”

Tragg tim thdy mot cai dén & gan givong. Ong thip 1én va bay thudc ra.
C6 hai loai: thudc xo6ng va thudc vién. Tragg nghién citu nhitng chi dan & to
quang cao, di tim mot coc nwéc trong budng tam roi dwa cho Carlotta cung
v6i hai vién thudc. Trong khi ba uéng thuoc, ong ldy mot chiéc khan mat va
cat dau mot ong thudc xong, roi dat ong thudc xuéng duwédi miii Carlotta.

Tragg yén lang quan sat Carlotta trong nam phut. Ba ta thd dé chiu hon.
Cudi cung ba ta mim cwdi trung hau va néi:

“Pay la su pha tron cac loai bénh khac nhau. T6i cho rang thudc veé than
kinh nhiéu hon. Nhung bay gid toi thay kha hon. Cdm on.”
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Tragg 1dy mot cai gh€ tya va ngoi sat givong.

“T6i khong mudn quay ray ba, ba Lawley. Song t6i phai hoi ba vai diéu.
Nhung t6i khong nén lam mét ba...”

Ba nhin 0ng, ngac nhién.

“Ong 12 ai?”

“T6i dinh tim sy that vé viéc da xdy ra t6i hém qua. T6i nghi rang ba biét
mot 1énh bat giam da dugc gwi cho chong ba...”

“Khoéng. Toi... T6i chwa biét...”

“Néu chong ba pham tdi, hodac néu ba pham t6i, thi ba dirng néi gi vdi toi
cad. Néu cam thay yéu quad, thi ba ditng c6 gang. Nhuwng néu ba c6 thé tra 1oi
mot vai cau héi thi diéu dé sé gidap do rat nhiéu...”

“Sé giup do ai?”

“Chong ba, néu 6ng ay vo toi. Em géi ba.. Co...”

Ba gat dau dong y.

“Nhuwng ba khong nén nham, ba khong bat budc phai tra 10i,” Tragg néi
ro lai mot cach manh mé.

Ba dong day trén giwvong, vé lo lang.

Twr 16i vao, noi Copeland gitt Lawey, ddi vao tiéng on vat 1on, réi mot
tiéng kéu bi nghet.

“Cai gi thé?” Carlotta hai.

Tragg hau nhw khong suy nghi.

“Nhitng ngwoi don nha thué... Ho chuyén d6 dac ma chéng ba mua.”

Carlotta ty dé minh nga xudng goi, mat nham lai.

“Anh ay khong can phdi chi khodn nay. Anh ay chi la mot dita tré. Tién
bac dot chay tdi anh ay.”

Da mat ba c6 mau kem v&i mot anh xanh khé nhan thay dugc, Tragg
nhan xét. Hoi thd cta ba ta trd nén déu hon. Hinh nhw ba da ngu. Tragg
nhon chan di ra khoéi buong.

O 16i vao, Lawley dang bi Copeland giit, mit nhw nhim tit lai do bi sung
vu len.

“Pua han 1én xe, Bill.” Trung uy ra lénh.

Copeland lai 6m chat l1ay Bob.
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“Ong da nghe sép noi chwa? Lén duong!”

Bob da mat hét nghi lyc. Han ngoan ngoan dé bi kéo 1én xe. Tragg trd lai
trong buong va 1dy mot cai ghé ngoi. Sau muwoi lam phat, Carlotta lai mé
mat ra.

“Tdi cam thay kha hon,” ba ta néi. “Ong c6 phai 1a thay thuéc khong?”

“Khong. To6i la tham t®,” Tragg tra 10i.

“Tham t& tu?”

“Khong, toi lam viéc cho nhan dan.”

“Ong mudn néi rdng 6ng l1a canh sat chang?”

“Vang.”

Ba tht ditng day.

“Hay binh tinh, ba Lawle,” Tragg khuyén. “T0i chi tim sy thyc.”

“Ong muén biét cai gi?”

“Lam thé nao ma ba da 1dy dwoc chitng thw & noi xdy ra tdi ac, ba
Lawley?”

Ba lai nham mat lai.

“Toi ac gi?”

Tragg nam chat tay lai, hit mot hoi thd sau, ngap ngitng mat lic, roi néi:

“Chung t6i da tim thay chirng thu trong tay 6ng Mason, 6ng ay bao rang
chinh ba dwa cho ong ta.”

Ba mé mat va ho.

“Thuc thé a?”

“Vang.”

“Pay la y kién riéng cua ong ay.”

“T6i biét... Nhung tai sao ba lai 14y chitng thu?”

“NO la cua t0i.”

“Co phai Lynk da chét khi ba di vao nha nghi mat khong?”

“Pung.”

Ba ta chdp mat ro6i nham lai hoan toan.

“T6i rat mét...”

“Ba hay nghi di,” Tragg goi y.
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“Hinh nhw Ong t& t&€ qud,” ba ndi, giong buén ngu. “To6i nghi nhitng
nguoi canh sét 1a... khac kia. Ong that. ..t t8.”

“Dung voi, ba Lawley.”

Ong ndm chit ban tay, dén ndi cam thay dau. Ngudi xam xdp md hoi -
Do ché chét - han chi lam nhiém vu ctia minh. Khi dinh gidi mot bai toan
hinh sy thi can phai danh nhitng con bai ma minh c6. Ngudi ta khong dwoc
chon chung...

“MGt... 6ng... rat... ti té...” nguwoi dan ba ri ram trén giwong.
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Chuong 12

“Ngai c6 tin rang Tragg da biét tir dau rang t6i dinh linh séc khéng?” Della
Street hoi Mason, ltc ra khéi ctra hang Mildreth.

“Han da du kién kha nang nay, du sao... Han ciling da cat mat cua toi con
at, troi tru dat diét han di!”

Ho lén xe, Mason n6 may mot cach thé bao.

“Nhung lam sao 6ng ta lai biét?” Della héi.

“0, han chi cong don gian hai véi hai... Han biét ring t6i muén bao vé
Carlotta cho tGi khi tinh hinh sang t6. Va cling biét rang t6i muon toéng co
Bob Lawley di...”

“Ngai c6 nghi rang Bob sé ndi ra, néu Tragg tim thdy han khong?”

Giong Mason c6 veé khinh khinh:

“Han w? Tat nhién, han sé n6i. Han sé bat dau bang 16i thé doc rang
nguoi ta cé thé xé han ra thanh tirng manh, budc t chi vao li ngya dién dé
phanh thay, nhung han sé khong m@ miéng. R6i han sé cung khai, t6 giac
va c0 gang ghim t0i 16i 1én lwng vg minh.”

“Tai sao ba Lawley lai roi khach san?”

“Lic nay co qua to mo day, Della a...”

Ong di cham roi ditng lai  mot chd dd xe va ra hidu cho mot ngudi ban
bao. Tro to bao cho Della, 6ng noi:

“Pay la cho ching ta tim thay cau tra 1oi cho cau hoi cta cb...”

“Ngai mudn noi rang ba dy da dang mat 16i quang cao hay sao?”

“Khong phai ba dy, ma han, thang déu ay!”

“T6i tin rang ngai da cam Carlotta doc bo...”

“Ra lénh cho mdt nguwdi dan ba cling giong nhuw danh bac vay.”

Mason tra cho nguwdi ban bdo mét phan tw do-la va dwa to bao cho Della:

“C0 hay xem muc nhitng quang cao nho.”
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Pén duong thay d6i. Ong lai di, 1ai xe ti? tir trong khi Della Iw6t nhanh
cOt quang cao.

“Xong r6i,” c6 noi.

“Han ta néi gi?”

“‘Carla than mén, anh 6m vi lo lang cho em. Em goi dién thoai cho
Grayview 6-9841 va noi cho anh biét rang tat cd moi sy déu tot lanh. D6 la
tat ca nhitng gi anh mudn biét. Anh c6 thé dwong dau véi moi dw luan néu
nhu em khoe’.”

“Ky tén nhu thé nao?”

“Honeybunch(®).”

“Po6 déu! Do dé tién!”

Mason thady mot chd dé xe. Ong dirng lai ditng sau mot ci voi nudc.

“C6 mot cira hang tap hda 16n & goc kia, Della a. Co goi hang Drake di.
N6i véi ho rang t6i mudn biét Grayview 6-9841 la cta ai?”

“Pé ty toi goi sb ay c6 don gidn hon khong?”

“Khong. Loai cong viéc nay la chuyén mon cua Drake.”

“Ong ta s& can bao nhiéu thdi gian?”

“Chac khong hon ntra phut.”

“Roi sau do, ching ta sé trd vé van phong a?”

“Khong. Chuing ta sé di tham 6ng Sindler Coll mot chuyén.”

Della nhdy ra khoi xe di vao ctta hang tap hoa. Mot luc sau co trg lai:

“Drake sé quan tam dén s6 d6 va ong dy bao cdo vé mot viéc khac ma
ngai da giao. Toi ghi lai bang toc ky day.”

“Tuyét, co hay doc cho toi nghe trong luc toi lai xe.”

Ong khéi dong. Della mé sé tay va doc nhitng 15i ghi chép lai.

‘Peavis la mot ké budng binh va hiéu chién, tim cach ngoi 1én trong
nganh budn ban hoa ti* nam 1928. Truwéc day, han ban reegu 1au. Trong thoi
gian bu6én rwvgu han da nhoc long vi mot gd Frank Lecklen nao day da an
cap hang cua han. Lecklen da vao bénh vién véi hai vién dan trong nguoi.
Ga khai véi canh sat 1a da tv ban vao minh va ttr ch6i noéi nhiéu hon. Peavis
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da dén tham ga, thué cho ga mdt 6 y ta tw va mdt bac si riéng. Lecklen
hién gio song vai cdi tén Sindler Coll.

‘Esther Dilmeyer: 23 tudi, gai bar trong mot quan rugu kiém song bac.
Qua kht dang ngo. Pa bi dubi khoi cong ty Rockaway Candy vé t0i khong
phuc tung va vi pham ndi quy. Sau d6 da lam viéc ¢ cong ty Ease - Adjust
Shirt nhung bi vg ong chua danh ghen... Luc do Esther gap Irma Radine,
nguoi ma co da quen ¢ cong ty Rockway Candy va hién lam viéc & Golden
Horn. Irma da gigi thiéu Esther vé&i Lynk. Lynk thdy Esther hgp véi s&
thich ctia minh da thué co6 nay theo 16i an ty 1€ phan tram. Khoang ba thang
nay, Esther da tr@ thanh nguoi tinh caa Coll. Gan day, tinh cam cta Coll
doi voi Esther da bi lanh nhat di nhiéu. Hinh nhw hién nay Coll say dam
mot co gai khac, nhung khong ai biét la nguwdi nao, vi chinh Coll da hét sic
kin d4o trong van dé nay!’

“Drake néi rang day la tat cad cho dén lic nay, nhung ong ta sé tiép tuc
diéu tra thém. Co6 diéu gi bo ich...”

“Khong ngo t6i biét dieu dé, Della a. Tat ca dugc day... Cai c6 Irma
Radine ay biét rd Esther... cho nén c6 ta da chong lai mot cach ky cuc nhw
vay khi Tragg héi & Golden Horn. T6i tin rang c6 ta cting phai long Coll.
Cac c6 ay gianh nhau Coll, chac la nhw vay. Cudi cung, chiing ta sé thay cai
gi muo6n thay.”

Mason tap trung vao tay lai cho t6i khi dén treéc nha Coll.

“T6t nhat 1a c6 cho toi & day, Della a,” 6ng vira néi vira an nit chudng
dat truée tén Coll.

Khéng c6 ai trd 16i. Mason quyét dinh an vao mit chuéng ghi chit ‘quan
ly’. Mot tiéng ket bao cho dng biét ctta dd mé. Ong di vao qua phong 16n,
roi dén bam chudng & buong ba quan ly. Nhan ra 6ng, ba ta cuwdi thodi mai.
RO rang la ba ta vira ¢ hiéu lam dau vai gio, duwgce gitt bang mat cai nit bung
va mac dep; lic nay than thé cia ba rat khac véi dong thit mac kiménd thay
10 m@ t6i hdm trudc.

“Nom ba tuyét qua,” Mason mé ly.

Ba ta lam duyeén:

“Ong lich sy v&i phu nit lam!”
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Mason dirng lai uy tin con nguyén cta sy hgp tac da chét vdi Tragg:

“Ba c6 biét Coll & dau khong?” ong héi.

“T6i khong tin rang 6ng ta con & nha.”

“Toi cting khong,” ong ta khong tra 10i.

“Tdi khong nghi ring ong ta & day sudt ca ngdy. Ong ta da di ltic chin
gio sang.”

“Mot minh?”

“Khong, véi mot nguoi dan ong.”

“Ba khong biét 6ng ta di dau sao?”

“Khong.”

“T6i muén ngd qua can buong 6ng ta mot chit. Ba cé chia khoa van
nang khong?”

Ong dua ra yéu cau ctia minh béng giong dirng dung, dén ndi ba quan 1y
khong thé ngap ngirng chut nao ca.

Can budng Coll ¢ 1a mot can buéng c6 do dac cia ngwoi doc than dién
hinh v@i gia trung binh. Trong buéng, khong c6 mot do vat nao phéan anh ca
tinh ctia ngwdi & hodc cho phép doan rang ong ta da di dau.

“C6 nguoi phuc vu khong?” Mason hoi.

“C6 mot c6 phuc vu lau chui hang ngay.”

“Ong ta chwra vé tir khi c6 dy don dep xong a?”

Ba quan ly nhin cai gat tan thu6c trong rong va sach bong ro6i lac dau
dong y.

“Ong ta c6 hit thuéc khong?”

“Cé. Toi tin 1a...”

Mason thady mdy dién thoai dat trén mot chiéc ban nho va ghi nham so
may: Southbrook 2-4304.

Ba quan ly dot nhién nhan thay c6 1€ 1a minh da qua chiéu y khach va
tinh hudng nay sé c6 co trd nén rac r6i néu Coll bat thinh linh tré vé.

“T6i nghi rang 6ng chi muén ngd qua. T6i khong muén 6ng s& dén bat
ky cai gi & day ca,” ba manh mé néi.

Mason tran an:
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“Di nhién, t6i da nghi t6i... Toi sg... rang cai gi do6 da xay ra cho ong
ta... Ba hiéu ch?”

“Vang, toi hiéu...”

Ba lai m& ctta ra va hing hang ho dé bao cho Mason biét rang cudc
viéng tham da kha lau. Mason hiéu y va di ra hanh lang. Ba quan ly déng
ctra lai khi ong ra khai.

“T6i nghi rang ndi diéu nay vai ong Coll la vo ich,” ba néi. “Diéu do sé
khong lam cho ong ta thich tha.”

“Ba khong can n6i viéc nay vdi ai ca. Chinh t6i, toi cling sé khong noéi gi
hét.”

Ong cam on ba quan 1y mot 1an nita trong phong 16m roi di vao budng
dién thoai va goi hang Drake. Paul Drake di vang, nhung c6 c6 thw ky cua
ong ta tra 10i.

“Ong Mason, ching t6i di c6 s6 may ma 6ng muon...”

“Thé a?...”

“S6 may dugc ghi duédi céi tén Esther Dilmeyer ¢ khu nha Molay Arms.”

Mason, huyt sdo réi néi:

“Rat tot. Cam on.”

Ong cam mdy va goi van phong bac si Willmont.

“Ni* bénh nhan ¢ dau roi bac si?”

“Ngudi nao? Ba bi bénh tim? T6i khong thay ba ta tir sang s6m nay.”

“Khong phéi. Nguoi kia. Nguwoi bi dau doc. Esther Dilmeyer.”

“Luon ludn & tai bénh vién.”

“Co6 chac khong?”

“Chac chi.”

“C0 ta c6 thé roi bénh vién ma ong khong biét khong?”

“Khong thé dugc.”

“C0 ta c6 thé danh ltra sy giam sat khong?”

“0O bénh vién nay thi khong thé nhw thé dwgc,” Bac si néi chic chin. “O
day moi viéc déu troi chady. Theo toi biét, co ta con ngu. T6i da yéu cau bao
cho t6i biét khi tinh trang cua co ta thay do6i.”
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“Co 1€ tot nhat 1a 6ng nén goi mot ci dién, kiém tra xem c0 ta c6 ludn
ludén & day khéng?”

“V6 ich,” Willmont dap lai cdc 16¢. “Co ta van & day. Toi xin bao dam.”

“Nhung néu c6 ta da chubn roi.”

“Khong c6 kha nang nao ca. Toi sé dén bénh vién khi tham bénh xong.
Lic dé ong cé thé goi dién cho téi néu thay can.”

“Khoéng bao lau nita?”

“Dgi mot chiit... D& tdi xem con khach trong phong chd khéng... O, cb
khan hg... Con bao nhiéu nguoi nita?... Hai... A 16, Mason. Khong qua
muoi lam dén hai mwoi phit nita.”

“Pong y. C6 18 tdi s& nhay dén bénh vién,” Mason néi. Ong gip lai Della
0 trong xe.

“T6i da c6 tén va dia chi twong &ng vdi s6 mdy, Della a.”

“Ai thé a?”

“Esther Dilmeyer. Khu nha Molay Arms.”

“Nhung t6i tin rang c6 ta van ngu...”

“Co ta dang ngu!” Bac si Willmont khang dinh nhu vay.

“Piéu do c6 nghia gi?”

“Nghia la to6i da mat canh giac, t6i...”

“Toi khong hiéu.”

“Piéu d6 ro nhu ban ngay. Ching ta biét rang Bob la ké danh ca ngya...
Chung ta lai biét lic xdy ra tai nan 0-t6, Esther dang ngo6i trong xe han. Co
ta lam viéc vGi Lynk va Sindler Coll, hai nguwdi nay déu lam viéc cho
Peavis. M4t s6 tién 16n da nhap cudc. Co c6 rd bitc tranh khong? Chac chan
Esther da khong choi tro vo ngay tho véi Lawley.”

“Ong nghi ring hin c6 chia khéa phong cd ay a?”

“Chac chan. T6i hém qua khi & trong tinh trang bdi réi nhw thé, thi di
nhién la han t6i do. Day la viéc duy nhat han da lam. T6i phai biét diéu dé.
DPay la hang nguai thich dwgc dan ba ve vudt, an ti va néi véi han rang moi
viéc sé tr6i chdy va co ta sé xa than vi han, néu can.”

“Vang, dung la hang...”
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“Han da dén cho Esther. Co nay khong c6 nha. Han da coi nhw dang &
nha minh. Han da goi dién thoai cho bao chi dé xin dang quang cao va han
trd tién theo may dién thoai ctia Esther. Sau dé, han chi con viéc cho.
Carlotta da khong nghe 16i t6i. Ba ay da cho mua bao va doc. C6 1€ ba ay
da thoa thuan treéc véi Bob la trong treong hgp khan cap, ho sé trao doi
thong tin véi nhau bang con duwdng nay. Nhiéu nguwdi da lam nhw vay. Ba dy
cling c6 thé tinh co nhin vao trang quang cdo. Du sao ba ay ciling da thay
muc do6 va da goi ngay Bob theo s6 may dugc chi dan.”

“Ro6i han lam gi?”

“Han di tim ba ta.”

“R0i sao nita?”

Mason vudt cam.

“Pay la diém mau chot. Ching ta di mot vong dén cho Esther di...”

Ho di dén khu nha Molay Arms. Bam chuong goi Esther khong duorc,
Mason goi ba quan ly.

“Ba con nh@ toi nita khong? T6i hém qua t6i dén day vi vu dau doc ay.”

“Vang, toi biét 6ng,” ba nha nhan ndi.

“T6i mudn lay vai bé quan do ¢ nha c6 Dilmeyer dé mang dén bénh vién
cho c6 ta. Ba cho t6i muon chia khoa van nang duwgc khong?”

“Khong, t6i khong muon lam diéu do,” ba quén ly ndi.

Ba ta ngdp ngirng mot ldc réi thém:

“Nhung t6i c6 thé di cing 6ng. Ong sé& 14y cai ma éng can.”

Mason khong dé 16 sy phat y. Ho 1én cau thang va 6ng dan xép dé dugc
vao phong tredc tién khi ba ta mé civa xong. Can phong trong khong.

“Ong can ci gi?” ba quan ly héi.

“M0ot chiéc so-mi ngu, doi gidy pangtip va do trang diém. Tat ca nhitng
cai nay khong dinh dang gi dén t6i. Nhung t6i nghi rang sé tim thay.”

“O t6i s& gitip 6ng. C6 mot cai va-li trong ti héc twong. Ong hay ngdi
tam trong khi t6i tim quan do. C6 ay thé nao?”

“Ba that la dang mén. Co 4y kha hon r6i.”

Mason nhin quanh, canh sat da phun thuéc vao do6 dac, may dién thoai,
cac num ctta dé 1ay dau tay. Gat tan déu day mau thudc; lam thé nao ma
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biét duwgc day la nhitng mau do canh sat dé lai, hay cia mot ngwdi thué nha
gan day nhat?

Trong ltic ba quan 1y can than gadp quan 4o va bé vao va-li, Mason nghién
cttu cac mau thudc 1a. C6 ba nhan khac nhau: Nhitng mau ctia m6t nhan co
vét son boi moi, nhitng mau cda hai nhan khac thi khong cé. Mason dém
duwoc bon mau co son, muoi lam mau cda nhan thit hai va hai mwoi hai cta
nhan thit ba. R6 rang nhitng ngwdi hiat thuéc déu bon chon lo lang, phan
16n cac diéu thuoc déu chi hut mot nira.

“Ong con mudn gi khac nita?” ba quan 1y héi.

“Khong. Tat ca chi thé théi, rdt cdAm on. Ba c6 biét hdm nay c6 ai dén
day khong?”

“Hom nay? Khong. Toi khong tin. Du sao nguoi ta cting khong noi gi
Vi toi cad.”

“Canh sat.”

“Khong. Ho da xong viéc t6i hom qua hodc rat sém sang hom nay roi.”

“C6 mot ba nao don dep ¢ day khong?”

“Moi tuan chi mét lan. Trong phan thoi gian con lai, c6 Dilmeyer tu lo
don l1dy buong.”

“Khi nao ba don dep sé dén?”

“Thw Bay.”

“Thwa ba, xin cdm on ba. T6i sé khong quén noéi véi c6 Dilmeyer rang ba
rat chiéu nguwoi, duwgc khong?”

Ong ra khéi budng véi chiéc va-li. Ném né vao xe va 6ng néi véi Della:

“Tot nhat 1a ta dén bénh vién.”

Lic 6ng dén bénh vién thi da nam gid hai muoi phit. Bac si Willmont da
c6 mat ¢ day.

“Co ay van ludn ludn ¢ day a?” Mason hoi bac si.

“Ludn lubn.” Bac si tra 1oi. “Co ta da tinh cach day bon muoi lam phuit.
Co ta con hoi do dan. Nhung dan dan sé héi tinh lai binh thuwong.”

“Canh sat da biét viéc nay chwa?”

“Chwa.”

“T6i tin rang ho da ra 1énh phai bao cho ho biét, khi...”
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“Pung, nhung t6i da ra 1énh khéng bao cho ai biét va khong dwgc nhan
mot nguwoi khach nao treée khi dich than toi xem xét tinh trang cua nguoi
bénh. Trong bénh vién nguwoi thay thudc c6 toan quyén.”

“Tuyét,” Mason noi. “Néu toi 1én vao dé noi chuyén vGi co6 dy mot lic
trwdc khi canh sat dén thi diéu do6 c6 gay ra phién ha gi khong?”

“C6. Pidu d6 s& gay ra nhiéu phién ha.” Bac si néi giong coc 16c. “Ong
cling biét diéu dé nhw t6i. N6 sé dat toi vao tinh thé khé xr va sé rat tai hai
cho bénh vién. Trong chirng muc nao do, t6i c6 thé dwong dau véi canh sat,
nhung chi khi nao vi quyén 1gi cia nguwdi bénh thoi.”

Mason cuoi:

“T6i khong hiéu quan diém va dao dic nghé nghiép cua 6ng bac si a.
Ong biét 10 hon t6i co ché cta bénh vién. Lam thé nao ma tdi c6 thé vao
tham Esther Dilmeyer tredc canh sat ma khong gay ray ra cho ong.”

“T6i khong can biét.” Willmont dap lai manh mé.

“Co y ta truc cling khong biét diéu do, phai khong?”

“Pung thé.”

Mason cham mot diéu thuoc.

Willmont noi, giong lirng churng:

“T6i sé goi co y ta dén ban gidy dé xem xét ban ghi nhiét do ctia nguwoi
bénh. C6 bénh nhan nay & buong 319. Sau d6 t6i sé phai co y ta dy dén
phong chita bénh dé chuan bi theo mot don thudc, viéc nay sé mat mot it
thoi gian. Rat tiéc la khong thé dé cho 6ng gap ngwoi bénh duwgc. Tuyét doi
khong thé dugc. Moi 6ng di qua duwong nay...”

Béc si cam canh tay Mason, dwra ong t6i phong tiép don, va no6i vGi co
nhan vién thtra hanh:

“Khong dugc cho nguoi vao tham co Dilmeyer trudce khi canh sat gap co
ay. Va khong dugc cho canh sat vao tham trudc khi téi cho phép...”

“Xin vang, thwa bac s1,” co nhan vién tra 10i.

Willmont ngodnh vé phia Mason:

“T6i xin 16i, 6ng Mason, nhung day la 1énh.”

“Tdi hoan toan hiéu, bac st a!” Mason néi. “Ong c6 thé cho biét khi nao
t0i c6 thé téi tham c6 ay duwoc khong?”
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Willmont lac dau manh mé.

“T6i khéng cé quyén noi diéu do. T6i la thay thudc. Chi thé théi. Khi
nao c6 dy & tinh trang cé thé tiép khach dugc, thi t6i sé bao cho canh sat.
Tiép theo do, néu sitc khée co6 ay khong bi xau trg lai thi t6i sé khéng con
nhiém vu nita va viéc con lai la caa nha chitc trach. Chao 6ng, ong Mason.”

“Xin chao bac si,” Mason dap r6i budc di.

Béc si nhanh nhen budc t6i thang may. Mason di vé phia ctta, r6i ré vao
buéng dién thoai, & ddy, 6ng rinh xem nhitng ctr dong ctia c6 nhan vién
phong tiép don. Khi co ta ngoanh di, ong lién budc vao thang may va lén
tang ba. O day 6ng dé dang tim thdy budng ctia Esther. Ong di qua budng,
vao hanh lang, cho cho c6 y ta tric mang ban ghi nhiét do di ra. Luc do ong
lui lai va ma crtra.

Esther dang ngoi trén givong, uong ca phé néong. Co6 nguwdc mat nhin.

“Chao 6ng,” c0 noi.

“Co cam thay thé nao r6i?” Mason vira héi vira ngo6i xuéng mép giwong.

“T6i chwa biét rd 1am. Nhung ong la ai?”

“Mason.”

“Perry Mason phai khong?”

“Pung.”

“T6i chiu on 6ng nhiéu, 6ng da citu séng toi, néu t6i hiéu dang...”

“T6i da lam hét stitc minh...”

“Ong c6 gip khé khan khi tim t6i khong?”

“Cling kha...”

“Ca phé nay tot... T6i nghi rang t6i da nga da gidc ngd ma t6i da mat.”

“C0 6 biét ai da dua s6-co-la cho c6 khong?”

CO ta ngap ngung.

“Co noi di...” Mason khich Ié.

“Troi oi toi da nghi rang... O, téi khong budc toi ai ca... nhung...”

“Co noi tiép di...”

“Vang, to6i da gdp mot phu nit tré, day thién y va toi tin rang o ta da x
su thang than...”

“Co Faulkner phai khong?”
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“Pung. Co ay diéu khién cac ctra hang hoa Faulkner...”

“Toi biét.”

“C0 dy bao rang t6i can c6 gio phong lan hop vdi céi 4o dai dang mac, va
co ay da gt cho t6i...”

“Roi sau do6?”

“T6i da chan ngady hop dém va dinh cut khoi noi nay. T6i lam viéc &
Golden Horn, 6ng cé biét khong? To6i la ngwdi ma nguoi ta goi la ‘Gai
Bar’. Thyc té, tdi phdi xti dan 6ng tiéu tién dé cho ban giam doc thu l1gi.”

Mason lac dau.

“Lac do t6i vé nha. T6i & nha duwgc mwoi phit thi mot nguwdi giao hang
dén dwa cho t6i mot hop so-co-la. Toi md hop ra va thdy mot tdm thiép
giong nhu mot tdm thiép kem theo phong lan...”

“Cung mot nét chit viét?”

“T6i khong dem so sanh ti mi, nhung hinh nhw 1a cing mdot nét chit viét,
cac chit cai dau va phan con lai...”

“Sau d6?”

C0 mim cuoi:

“S6-co-la kem la mot trong nhitng mon t6i thich nhat. T6i dang buon by
trong nguoi. Bdi vay ong c nghi xem t6i da thich thu biét may...”

“R0i sao nita?”

“T6i bat dau cé cam gidc rat buon cuwdi. Truwdce tién téi twdng rang minh
bu6n ngu. Nhung toi biét rang minh khong dwgc phép ngt. Vi da hen gap
ong vao lic mot gio tai van phong cua 6ng. Néu khong co viéc dé, thi t6i
da thiu thiu ngt ma khong biét, nhung vi cudc hen gap, nén t6i da phai dau
tranh. Dot nhién, t6i hiéu rang, khong phai minh chi buén nga, ma la da
ngod doc. Toi phai vat va lam dé gitt da tinh tdo goi dién cho 6ng. To6i chi
nhé rang da nghe duoc giong ndi ctia 6ng. T6i thir ndi va da ngu, trong khi
néi, toi da tinh lai nho ¢6 gang kinh khung va roi lai ngu tiép. T6i cam thay
nhw da néi chuyén vdi 6ng tir nhiéu nam truwde.”

“Pugc,” Mason noi. “Bay gio c¢o6 hay lang nghe vi diéu nay rat quan
trong: Trong khi c¢6 néi chuyén vdi t6i, t6i cé nghe thdy mot tiéng am,
giong nhu c6 nga xudng dat...”
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“T6i khong nhé gi ca, ong Mason...”

“T6i hiéu. Nhung khi ching t6i t6i nha o, thi thdy may dién thoai nam
lan dwdi dat, ong nghe dugc dat xuong. Toi khong thé twdng twong dugce la
co da dat né xudng.”

“T6i khéng nghi rang minh c6 thé lam viéc d6.”

“Vay thi, c6 mot ngwdi nao d6 da vao nha c6 sau khi c6 ngat xiu di va
trwde khi toi dén...”

“Nguoi do thay toi nam lan dwéi dat, va bo di khdng citu gitp gi toi phai
khong?”

“Pung.”

“That ky cuc,” 6 n6i, anh mat 16 ra sy gian dit dot ngot.

“Ngoai co ra, con ai c6 chia khéa buong c6 nita khong?”

Co ta thd sau.

“Ong hiéu cho tdi, 6bng Mason. T6i khong phai 12 mot thién than. O hop
dém, t6i ban mén hang xdu. Nhung mdt khi vé nha thi t6i chang con gi nita
ca. Bé la cach duy nhét dé lam cong viéc nay ma khong dé mat sy quy mén
ctia riéng minh. O Golden Horn khong ai biét dia chi ctia tdi cd, ké ca Irma
Radine, mot trong nhitng nguwdi ban gai tot nhat caa téi, va cac 6ng chu lai
cang khong biét n6t.”

“C0 c6 chac khong?”

“Tuyét doi chinh xac va thye sy nhw vay.”

“Con Robert Lawley?”

“Robert Lawley,” c6 biu moi kinh tom lap lai.... “Cai hang khong xwong
song c6 cai cam mém nay...”

“Lam thé nao ma c6 biét ong ta. C6 phai Peavis da yéu cau co6 quan hé
v0i ong ta khong?”

“Khong phai! Sindler Coll.”

“Co biét Sindler Coll da 1au chwa?”

“Chua lau lam.”

“Thuyc a?”

“T6i da phai long han. T6i khong giau diéu d6. Han da chan toi va xép
mot c6 gai khac vao thay cho t6i. Biéu d6 lam cho t6i bat binh.”
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“Co khong c6 16i?”

“Ong dit ra cho t6i nhitng cau hoi vé c4 nhan that budn cudi.”

Co da udng xong ca phé. Mason lay tach va dia dat 1én ban.

“Sindler da noéi gi vé t6i?” Sau mot ldac ¢o hoi.

“Khong noi gi.”

Co nhin mong tay minh.

“Ong c6 chic khong?”

“Di nhién, 6ng ta c6 gi dé néi nao?”

“Han sé khong phai la nguwdi dau tién ké lai nhiéu hon nhitng diéu khong
c6. Han da khong dua vé chuyén thuéc doc chir?”

“Khong phai, hinh nhw 6ng ta rat quan tam dén viéc do.”

“Du sao, han ciling la mot nguoi ti té.”

Mason rut ti trong tdi ra chiéc khan mui xoa ma 6ng tim thady trong
buéng dién thoai ¢ nha Sindler Coll.

“Co phai cua co khong?” ong hoi.

Co ta xem xét cai khan do.

“Piing. Ong ché c6 bao ring t6i dé khin mui xoa lai nha dan 6ng..”

“T6i tim thay né trong budng dién thoai nha Coll...”

“A, t6i chwa n6i v6i dng dieu dé...”

“Didu gi?”

“Vang, toi da dén nha Sindler tridc khi vé nha... hay ding hon, t6i dang
dén phong han nhung han da dén téi & phong 16n, 14y ¢d la c6 mot cudc
hop va khéng mudn t6i 1én ché minh. Han yéu cau t6i tré lai sau.”

“C6 phai ngay sau khi co roi Golden Horn, phai khong?”

“Vang.”

“Thé c6 da lam gi?”

Co0 chua chat tra 10i.

“Mot cudc hdi hop cong viéc! Pau toc han rdi tung, cravat deo 1éch, son
moi day miéng... Toi lai di ngay va thi goi dién thoai cho c6 Faulkner. T6i
san sang chuon thang dén nha Bob Lawley va t6 giac. T6i mu6n néi véi co
Faulkner la t6i sé dén van phong ctia 6ng va ké cho 6ng nghe tat ca cau
chuyén va sé lam diéu ma c6 ay muon.”
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“Co c6 gap dugc co ay khong?”

“Khong. Tt nha, cling nhw tr cac ctta hang hoa cia c6 ay déu khong co
ai tra 10i.”

“Thé r6i sao nita?”

“Luc do, toi roi budng dién thoai vé nha va ngudi giao hang mang so-co-
la dén. Phan con lai 6ng biét r6i.”

“T6t nhat 1a quén di viéc c6 da gap t6i,” Mason néi. “Co chwa dugc phép
tiép khach, va canh sat cé nhitng y kién kha chat ché vé viéc nay.”

“0, d6i v&i canh sat thi 6ng dirng lo,” cd khinh khinh néi.

“C0 sé ké cho ho nghe cau chuyén nhw vira ké cho to6i chit gi?”

Co cuoi.

“Ong ditng ngdc thé. Toi s& khong néi gi véi canh sat dau. To6i ghét cay
ghét dang bon chuing.”

“Du thé nao di nita, co6 hdy x0a tat ca sy nghi ngd déi vdi cd Faulkner di.
Co ta can c0 lam chitng. Néu c6 chét roi thi viéc dé sé gay rac rdi cho cb ta.
Keo s0-co-la do mot nguoi khac g t6i.”

“Néu ong da néi diéu do, thi né phai la sy thue.”

“Co la mot 6 gai ti té,” Mason noi. “Chic cd6 mau chéng binh phuc.”

“Thoéi dirng néi binh phuc nita,” ¢6 kéu 1én. “T6i da dwgc binh phuc dén
mirc mudn xé bénh vién nay ra thanh trng manh, néu ho khong dé cho t6i
ra.”

“C0 luodn ludn co6 thé noi dieu do vai bac si Willmont,” Mason vira noi
vlra CUuoi.

“Po la ai vay?”

“Thay thuoc ma t6i thué cho c6.”

Do6i mat cua Esther day ngo vie, hét nhin Mason lai nhin can buong,
quanh co:

“Nhung toi khong c6 tién dé trd mot budng riéng! T6i phdi & mot buong
tap thé.”

“Tién buong va tién thay thudc do t6i trd,” Mason tuyén bo.

“Thé thi 6ng s6p qua! Co € roi day toi sé phai lam mdt viéc gi do dé...”

“Ai ma biét dwgc?” Mason ri ram noi va nhon chan di ra.
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Vao xe, ong m& t0 bao mdi nhat va doc qua cot quang cdo ‘Nha cé do
dac cho thué’. Ong ghi lai ndm nha gan khu Molay Arms, vao budng dién
thoai ong bat dau goi cac so tuwong (ng vdi cac can nha doé, giai thich rang
ong tim mot can nha cé dé dac va héi gia thué. Khi goi tdi so thit ba, thi
nghe mot giong dan ba tra 10i kha dot ngot rang can nha da cho thué tw
chiéu r6i bé may, khong cau né gi ca.

Mason dén van phong bao Della Street:

“C0o muon di mot vong khong?”

“Co. bi dau?”

“T61i mot can nha c6 do dac.”

“Dé giip ai?”

“Co l¢ la Carlotta Lawley.”

“Tai sao lai ‘co 18’?”

“Béi vi trung Gy Tragg c6 tat ca nhitng diéu kién dé dang cua canh sat.
Con t6i, cdi may man duy nhat la tin vao tric cdm. To6i khéng thé so do vdi
ékip ctia 6ng ta trong viéc theo doi mét dau vét da ngudi lanh... Toi phai di
dwong tat.”

“Ngai nghi rang Tragg sé dén trudc minh phai khong?”

“Néu Tragg khong lam dwoc diéu do, thi ddy la 16i cua ong ta...”

Ho lang 1& cho xe chay t6i mot biét thy cho thué tir ban chiéu. Lic ho
dén mot chiéc xe citu thwong dang khéi dong & truwde cira, trrdc xe nay co
mot xe canh sat ma Tragg cho chay vdi tdc do nhanh. Phia sau xe c6 hai
ngwoi ngoi. Tw thé cling do cua ho va viéc ho budc phdi ngéi canh nhau
cho thdy ho da bi xich véi nhau bang khéa tay.

Mason khong dirng lai tridc biét thy va tiép tuc cho xe chay.

“Chung ta di dau bay gio?” Della hoi. “T6i van phong trung tam cua
canh sat phai khong?”

“Khong. Di in t6i.”

“Ngai khong dinh giai phong ba ay hay sao?”

Ong lic dau:

“Cang lam khuay dong sy viéc, thi toi cang bi thiét hai. Néu t6i kéo phia
bén nay va Tragg kéo phia bén kia, con ba Lawley ¢ gitra...”
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“Nhung ngai khong thé ngan ba dy néi vé viéc dé hay sao?”

“Vé viéc gi?”

“Vé nhitng quan hé ctia ba ay vGi ngai... vé nhitng diéu ma ba dy noi vGi
ngai.”

“T6i cam thdy c6 khong chu y dén sac mat cua trung Uy Tragg khi ong ta
di ngang qua chung ta,” Mason noi cut ngun.

https://thuviensach.vn



Chuong 13

Sau khi m& phién toa, chanh an Grosbeck nhin vé phia Mason qua phia trén
kinh mét va tuyén bo:

“Peavis kién cac hang hoa Faulkner. Cac luat su: Frank Labley cho bén
nguyeén. Perry Mason cho bén bi.”

“Chung t6i da san sang thwa ngai,” Labley n6i manh mé va huéng mat
vé phia ban Mason.

“Chung t6i cling san sang,” Mason dap lai.

Labley to ra strng sot:

“Co phai 6ng néi rang da thuc sy san sang bién hd cho vu kién nay
khong?”

“Pung thé.”

“Lénh doi ra toa da thong bao cho 6ng hoi muon,” Chanh an lwu y
Mason. “Ong c6 quyén xin hodan lai, luat su a.”

“Thwa ngai, xin cdm on ngai, nhung ching t6i da san sang.”

Labley twr tir ding day:

“Piéu nay that hét sttc bat ngo, thwa ngai. Hau nhu theo 1€ thuwong.
Nguoi bao chita cho bén bi sé yéu cau hoan lai khi cé qua it thi gio giita
lénh doi ra toa va phién x.”

Mason té ra hoan toan ding dung. Chanh an nghiém nghi noi vaéi
Labley:

“Luat su a, du sao, phién x cling da dugc dn dinh vao hom nay, khong
phai 6ng la ngudi cé quyén xin hoan quyén dé la cua ngudi bao chita cho
bén bj.”

“Thwa ngai, tdi hiéu, nhung... Cudi cung, cling tot thoi, toi sé gang hét
st'c minh.”
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“Nhitng ban khai nhan chitng da duvgc dang ky chwa?” Chanh an hoi
Mason.

“Chua, thwa ngai, nhung t6i muon goi vai nhan ching t6i.”

“Viéc nghe nhan chitng sé mat bao nhiéu thoi gian?”

“0, it théi...”

“Toa an thich nhan nhitng ban viét lam chitng hon...”

“Thwa ngai, téi hiéu... Nhung téi cd qua it thoi gian dé thu thap nhitng
ban viét nay...”

“T6i sé cho hoan lai dé ong c6 thé lam dugc viéc do.”

“Nhung thwa ngai, t6i khéng mong duwgc hoan, néu déng nghiép cua toi
khong noi o rang viéc hoan nay cé nghia la dinh chi...”

Frank Labley nhay chém 1én, vé gian di*. Chanh 4n Grosbeck ra hiéu cho
ong ta ng6i xuéng, mim cuwdi va ndi véi Mason:

“Rat tot, Luat sw. Toa sé nghe cac nhan chitng cta 6ng.”

“T6i chi bang long v6i nhitng ban viét,” Labley noéi, “di nhién t6i gianh
cho minh quyén phan cung va khong thtra nhan nhitng nhan chitng ctia bén
bi.”

“Pong y. Bat dau di, ong Mason!”

“Trudc tien, toi sé goi ong Peavis, nguoi thwa kién.”

Peavis 1é chan budc tdi, gio ban tay phai 1én mot cach yéu 6t, tuyén thé,
va ngoi vao ghé gianh cho nhan chitng, nhin Mason véi thai do thu dich,
binh tinh.

“Ong c6 phai 1a ngudi thua kién khong? Ong Peavis.”

“Xin mot phut,” Labley can thiép. “Tredce khi nhan chirng tra 101, toi tin
rang minh cé quyén yéu cau ong Mason cho biét ong da trinh toa ban
chitng nhan ¢6 phan ma Iénh doi cia Toa yéu cau 6ng trinh chwa?...”
Mason dap:

“Toi co no @ day.”

“Co phai chirng tu chinh thitec khong?” Labley hoi, vé hoai nghi.
“Pung.”

Labley binh tinh lai, vé ngo ngac.
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Mot canh sat, mac thwong phuc ngoi ghé & hang cudi, dot nhién ding
day va lang 1€ roi phong xit. Chanh an nhin Mason vé ngam nghi.

“Hay trd 10i cau hoi cua t6i,” Mason noi vdi Peavis.

“Vang, t6i la nguoi thra kién.”

“Cach day it lau, ong dinh chiém doat cac cita hang hoa Faulkner, c6
dung thé khong?”

“Pung...”

“Ong biét ring mot s6 ¢ phan cta cong ty nay 1a caa Carlotta Lawley,
phai khong?”

“Ping lam mat thi gio vo ich, 6ng Mason. T6i 1a mot nha kinh doanh.
T6i thdy c6 co hoi dé kiém soat cac ctra hang hoa Faulkner. Ban than toi
khong thé mua dugc cac chitng thw. Toi da dat quan hé vdi Harvey J. Lynk
va san sang trd mot gia nao do6 cho 6ng ta, néu 6ng ta gianh dwoc cac chitng
thw do.”

“Ong Lynk c6 phai 1a mot tay cd bac khong?”

“T6i khong biét gi ca va viéc dé khong lién quan gi dén t6i. T6i da dam
mua nhitng c6 phan nay khi 6ng ta néi vdi toi la chiing da nam trong tay
minh.”

“A!” Mason reo 1én vé hitng thi. “Dé nghi 6ng doc lai diéu nay, 6ng luc
su...”

Ong luc su doc lai cau tra 15i. Peavis voi vang b6 sung.

“Pung hon 1a t6i yéu cau Lynk kiém cho t6i nhitng c6 phan nay.”

“Ching ta phai hiéu nhau cho diing,” Mason néi. “Ong da trao cho Lynk
mot s6 tién nao do dé doéi 1ay nhitng c6 phan dy?”

“T6i phan doi. Cau hoéi nay khong lién quan dén cudc tranh luan. Pay la
viéc ché tw sgi téc.”

Mason mim cuoi.

“Trai lai cau hdi nay lai la co ban, thwa ngai, néu 6ng Peavis da thué
Lynk nhw la nguwdi moi gidi dé kiém cac c6 phan, thi nhitng c¢6 phan nay da
thudc vé Peavis khi ching con & tay Lynk.”

Peavis lac dau manh mé.
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“Nhung néu 6ng Peavis chi dam mua nhitng c6 phan nay & Lynk,”
Mason noi tiép, “néu Lynk da thuc sy tdu dwgc nhitng c6 phan nay, va néu
cac ching thw da duoc lay lai trwdc khi ong ta c6 dip dem ban cho ong
Peavis thi 6ng Peavis khong cé bat cit mot quyén gi doi v6i ching, ong ay
thue sy chi hy vong mua ching ma thoi.”

“Piéu doé la hién nhién triedc con mat phap luat,” Chanh an Grosbeck tan
thuong.

“Toi san sang lam sang té diém nay,” Peavis néi. “T6i thué Lynk nhw
mot nguoi dai dién.”

“Ong c6 cho ong ta tién khong?”

“Troi oi, khong. Nhung 6ng ta biét rang tién sé c6 khi ong ta c6 ly do doi
héi t6i.”

“Ong mudn néi ring: khi 6ng ta c6 cac c6 phan phai khong?”

“Vang...”

Peavis liéc nhanh luat sw cia minh r6i manh mé quay sang cho khac.

“Ong khong thé tra 15i cau hoi nay hay sao?” Mason noi.

“Viéc chuyén lai cac c6 phan khong c6 gi lién quan t6i viéc tra tién,”
Peavis khang dinh. “T6i thué Lynk nhw 1a mét dai dién dé kiém cac chitng
thw.”

“Lam thé nao ma ong da lién hé dugc vdi Lynk?”

“Phan do6i,” Labley phat biéu ngay. “Cach ma ngudi thwa kién va Lynk
da biét nhau khéng quan trong chit nao ca. Ho biét nhau, thé thoi.”

“Néu toa cho phép, toi san sang dé treo cau hdi nay lai,” Mason néi. “T6i
khong muén lam dung thoi gian cta toa. Toi sé dé cho 6ng Peavis rtit lui va
goi mot nhan chitng khac. Néu nhitng 16i chitng vé sau té ra can thiét cho
mot cudc hoi cung mdi doi véi ong Peavis vé diém dac biét nay, td6i nghi
rang giita chirng, toa c6 thé danh gia sy quan trong cia nhitng sw kién ma
toi lam sang t6.”

“T6i khong thdy nhitng sy kién c6 thé quan trong dén mitc ay,” Labley
1ap lai.

“Chung ta hay treo cau hoi do lai, nhv 6ng Mason ggi y,” Chanh an
Grosbeck tuyén bé.
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“Ong c6 thé rit lui, 6ng Peavis,” Mason noi.

“Ong Coll, moi 6ng ra trwvdc vanh méng ngya.”

Sindler Coll tuyén thé, rd rang 1a bat dic di. Ong ta ngdi xuéng, khong
thoai mai. Sau khi khai xong can cwdc va dia chi, Mason hoi:

“Ong biét 6ng Peavis tit bao gio?”

“Tw gan mwoi ndm nay.”

“Ong lam nghé gi?”

“Toi lam cac cong viéc giao dich.”

“Loai cong viéc giao dich gi?”

“T4t ca moi cong viéc dang co.”

“Ong Peavis da dé nghi 6ng mot cong viéc ma muc tiéu 1a tdu cac c6
phan phai khong?”

“Pung thé!”

“Ong da c6 mot cudc noéi chuyén véi dng Peavis vé van dé nay, ong ta da
trinh bay y dinh cia minh va sau do, ong da chuyén 10i cho Lynk phai
khong?”

“Pung thé!”

“Noi mot cach khac, ong da lam moi gidi phai khong?”

“Vang, thua luat su.”

“Theo cho 6ng biét, 6ng Peavis c6 gap Lynk khong?”

“Troi oi... Co, t6i tin rang 6ng ta da gap Lynk.”

“A... Vao luc nao?”

“Vang, vao dém mong muoi.”

“Vao dém Lynk bj giét...”

“Vang ding thé. Ong ay da bi giét vao nira dém mong muoi.”

“Lam thé nao ma o6ng xac dinh dugc gio dy?”

“Q, day la diéu t6i doc dugc trén cac bao hang ngdy...”

“Ong da gip Lynk Ian cudi cling vao lic nao?”

“Trong budi chiéu méng muoi.”

“Vao lic may gio?”

“Luc ba gio.”

“Ong ta da néi v6i d6ng nhitng gi?”
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“Ong ta néi véi tdi ring mudn néi chuyén voi Peavis.”

“Va ong da lam gi?”

“Toi di tim Peavis.”

“Ong c6 tham du vao cudc néi chuyén khong?”

“Co.”

“Ho da noi veé viéc gi?”

Coll van minh trén ghé vé bai roi:

“Vang Lynk da noi v6i Peavis rang ong ta c6 thé hodc sap gianh duoc
cac c6 phan va Peavis phai san sang tién trong tay dé 1ay.”

“Ong da hiéu diéu d6 nhw thé nao?”

“T0i da dién dat t6i... T6i chi mu6n noéi rang Harvey Lynk mu6n Peavis
cam san tién.”

“Néi cach khac, khong c6 tién thi khong cé c6 phan, phai khong?”

“Toi khong biét. T6i...”

“Du sao di nita, day chi 1a mot phan doan,” Labley nhan xét.

Mason lac dau.

“Khong, diéu do6 kéo theo sy suy dién vé phan nhan chitng. Vay thi, toi
rut lui cau hoi nay.”

Chanh an Grosbeck mim cwdi, Mason tiép tuc vé mo mang.

“Pung thé,” Coll noi.

Labley gai dwdi co:

“T6i ty héi néu nhan chitng hiéu o cau haéi ay...”

“Chung ta sé cho doc cau hoi dé cho 6ng ta,” Mason noi.

Luc s doc cau héi va cau tra 10i. Coll n6i manh mé.

“Khong, khong, khong phai thé... T6i khong néi Lynk da yéu cau 6ng ta
¢ day cung vdi tién... Day la 1oi luat s d@ mém cho t6i.”

Mason cuoi.

“Ong Coll ndy, du sao di nifa, Lynk cling muén Peavis mang theo tién t6i
Lilac Canyon, s0 tién dé c6 phai dé thueng cho nhitng cong viéc lam dwoc
hodc dé tra tién mua c6 phan hay khéng?”

“T6i... thyc tinh t6i khong biét chinh xac diéu ma ong ta mudn. T6i
khong nhd r6 da noi cai gi.”
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“Ta&i Lilac Canyon a?” Labley hoi.

Coll giat nay minh nhuw bi ai cham kim vao nguoi.

“Khong, khong, t6i khong muén néi nhuw vay, Lynk khéng noéi vé Lilac
Canyon, 6ng ta chi n6i rang Peavis phai cam san tién, bgi vi 6ng ta da c6
cac co phan.”

“Ong ta c6 bao cho Peavis can phai mang tién t6i dau khong?”

“Khong, ong ta khong noi.”

Labley ngap ngung lwong ly nhin vé mdt hoai nghi cua chanh an
Grosbeck roi noi:

“Chi c6 thé thoi!”

Mat lim dim, chanh an ngoi thut sdu vao ghé banh. Nhitng cau mao dau
dat ra déi vdi Mason la mot chién thuat tot dé xiét chat Coll lai, va quay
pha ong ta bang mat loat lién tiép nhitng cau héi trai ngwgc nhau, treée khi
ong nay lay lai binh tinh. Chanh &n c6 y dé cho Mason hanh dong; ong tao
cho minh bd mdt than nhién. Nhvng Mason da lam 6ng va moi ngwoi ngac
nhién, khi 6ng ta tuyén bo:

“Thé 1a xong, 6ng Coll.”

R0Oi vanh mong ngwa, Coll tranh cai nhin cua Labley.

Mason goi:

“Esther Dilmeyer.”

Co di t6i va gio ban tay 1én. Co rat lich sy trong bd quan do nit bang
hang len dan, v&i mot cai mii nho cling mau den. Nhitng diém xuyét duy
nhat vé mau sac la mot chi€c gim gai gan co bang vang va cai xuyén hop
vdi co tay trai.

Chanh &n to mo ngam nghia co. Labley té ra boi roi.

“Thwa ngai,” Mason bat dau, “thiéu phu nay vira r¢i bénh vién, noi co ta
duwgc chuyén dén sau mot muwu toan dau doc viéc co khéi bénh da...”

“Toa da biét tong quat cac su kién,” Chanh an vira néi vira nhin Esther.

Co nay khai tén va dia chi v6i luc sy va mim cuoi véi Mason, khi 6ng ho
hitng hoi co:

“Co Dilmeyer, c6 c6 biét 6ng Peavis khong?”

“Co.”
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“Pa bao lau?”

“Vai tuan nay.”

“Co phai c6 da quan hé vGi Lawley theo yéu cau ctia 6ng ta khong?”

“Khong.”

“Khong a?” Mason lap lai vira re6n mi mat 1én.

“Khong, thwa ong.”

Labley chom Ién:

“Thwa ngai chanh an, cau héi nay khong thé chap nhan duwgc.”

Chanh an nhin Mason suy nghi.

“T6i mubn nghe 6ng vé viéc do, ong Mason.”

Mason gidi thich, coi nhv sy viéc la ttw ong:

“Thwa ngai chanh an, cé hai géc do doi vdi nguoi thwa kién. Trong goc
do th nhat, 6ng ta xuat hién nhw mot ngwoi tau dwge cac c6 phan, trong
treong hop dé, cai chét cia Lynk trwdc khi ban cac c6 phan d6 khong dé lai
cho 6ng ta mot phwong sach nao dé dwa don kién vu nay. Truwong hop thi
hai, 6ng ta dung Lynk lam dai dién, giao cho 6ng nay thay minh mua cac c6
phan. Chi c6é goc do thit hai méi cho phép 6ng ta bao vé vu kién hién nay.
Twr khi 6ng ta chap nhan nd, 6ng ta tré thanh ngwdi cé trach nhiém vé tat ca
moi viéc ma Lynk da lam v&i tw cach la dai dién ctia ong ta. Néu Lynk
nguwoi dai dién cua 6ng ta da dung nhitng phuwong tién bat hgp phap dé
gianh nhitng c6 phan dé, néu Lynk da dung manh khée gian 1an hodc gay
strc ép, thi 10 rang la ngwoi thwa kién khong c6 quyén doi boi thuong va
khong c6 ca quyén duge vao du phién tda nay cua ong ta vdi tu cach la
nguoi thuva kién.”

Chanh &n Grosbeck gat dau dong tinh.

Labley ditng day nht mot hung than thoat khoi chiéc hii sanh:

“Nhung thwa ngai chanh an, diéu nay la trai vdi luat...”

“T6i khong cho la nhw vay,” Chanh an noi bang giong binh tinh va quyét
doan.

“Nhung Peavis khong biét ro tat ca hanh dong cia Lynk.”

“Néu Lynk la dai dién cho Peavis,” Chanh an néi, “thi nhiém vu cta 6ng
ta 1a phai cho Peavis biét tit ca cac phuwong phap tién hanh, bdi vi 6ng ta
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lam nhitng viéc d6é cho Peavis. Peavis khong thé nhan céi 1gi cua bién phap
nay va khwdc tw trach nhiém déi véi ching.”

Labley diém tinh, dé dat. Sau sy viéc vira xdy ra, 6ng sé khong ngac
nhién lam néu c6 mo6t ban tay phan trac giat mat ghé cia minh. Mason két
hop:

“Toi sé dién giadi khac, c6 Dilmeyer. Ngwoi ta da bao vGi co rang ong
Lawley c6 nhitng chitng thw ma 6ng Peavis thém mudn. Do d6 ho yéu cau
co phai ti t€ vdi 6ng Lawley...”

“Khong ai yéu cau toi nhw thé ca.”

“Thuc khong? Thé thi lam thé nao ma c6 quen dugc 6ng Lawley?”

“Nguoi ta khuyén téi vun trong quan hé véi ong ta.”

“Ai da khuyén co?”

“Ong Coll.”

Labley dac chi.

“Va ong Peavis khong c6 gi chung vdi ong Coll. Coll khong phai la dai
dién cta ong ta, thwa ngai chanh an.”

“Piéu nay con phai chitng minh,” Chanh an lvu y.

“Hay xem nao, c6 Dilmeyer,” Mason ti€p tuc, “trong dém Lynk bi giét,
co c6 nghe cudc dam thoai vé van dé co phan gitta ong ta va ong Coll
khong?”

“Khong phéi dém ma la bubi chiéu.”

“Lynk da noi gi?”

“Ong ta bdo da c6 c6 phan trong tay. Va néu Peavis muén 1y nhitng c6
phan do, 6ng ta phdi cam tién mat dén vao trudc nita dém. Lynk khong
muon nhan séc.”

“C0 c6 nghe cugc dam thoai dé khong?”

“Co, thua ong.”

“N6 dién ra ¢ dau?”

“O Golden Horn.”

“Pay la mot hop dém, phai khong?”

“Vang.”

“Cudc dam thoai d6 da dién ra ¢ dau trong Golden Horn?”
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“O phia trén... Vang, trong mdt phong trén tang mot.”

“Co phai sau khi nghe cau chuyeéen nay, co da la nan nhan cia mot muu
toan dau doc khong?”

“Phan d6i!” Labley thét 1én. “D6i tht ctia toi dinh chi phéi toa. Ong ta
lam cho moi nguwdi hiéu rang khach hang cua t6i da c6 thé pham toi giét
nguoi dé mua so6 c6 phan dy.”

Chanh an nhin Mason than nhién:

“Luat su, ong hay khang dinh xem c6 m6i quan hé nao giita hai s kién
khong?”

“Pugc toa cho phép, toi tin rang ching ta sé phat hién vai thong tin rat
quan trong,” Mason tra 10i. “Cau hoi cta toi chi an nhap khi xem xét ky vé
thoi gian. Ngai chanh an thi qué sanh so6i dé khong bi chi phoi b&i mot 16i
noi bong gio khong cé can cit.”

“Ong tiép tuc di,” Chanh 4n vira néi vira gat dau tan thanh.

“Hay trd 10i cau hoi cua t6i,” Mason ra lénh cho Esther.

“Vang,” c6 ta nodi thap giong.

“Gitta chung ta, c6 hay noi that di, cach an keo s6-co-la cuia o c6 phai la
hoi ky cuc khong? C6 nhai rau rau hét cai nay sang cai khac, rat nhanh...”

“Vang, co lé... ding thé.”

“C0 co thoi quen nay tu bao gio?”

“Liac muoi chin tudi, khi toi lam viéc & xuwdng s6-c6-la,” cb tra 1oi voi
mot Nu CUwoi.

“Trong thoi gian lam cong nhan, co da tap an keo theo cach do phai
khong?”

Co6 cuoi nhe nhe.

“Vang, nguoi ta cam cong nhan an keo, nhung... Toéi khong thich ong
chu, va t6i cho rang lam nhv vay la dé tra thu.”

“T6i hiéu,” Mason cuoi. “Nhung chac la c6 ngudi nao do biét théi quen
an keo cta c6, nhai rau rdu hét cai nay sang cai khac, phai khong?”

Esther ngap ngting r6i lac dau. Chanh an Grobeck tham gia.

“C0 can phai tra 10i to 1én, dé cho luc su c6 thé ghi lai.”

https://thuviensach.vn



“Khong, khong ai biét ca... C6 1é trtv vai ngwsi ban than nhw Irma
Radine chang han.”

“Co0 c6 xem ong Lawley nhu la mot ngudoi ban than khong?”

“Khong!”

“Con ong Coll?”

“Cang khong!”

Trong ngit diéu cua co co sy thach thic.

“Thé 6ng Magard?”

“Ong Magard 1a mot dng cha, hon 1a mét ngudi ban than.”

“Nhung ong ta c6 biét cach an s6-co-la ctia c6 khong?”

Co ta van ngdp ngirng, so néi ra mot cau khang dinh, c6 thé trd thanh 10i
budc toi.

Lic nay, chanh an cidi xuéng chiéc ban 1én bang go dai ngwa, to mo nhin
khong chdp vao co gai. Frank Labley lwdng lw vi bi chung hing do cach
trién khai phién toa, nhin tir Mason dén Esther, r6i lai tir Esther dén Mason.

Mason ra lénh:

“Co0 hay tréd 10i cau hoi di.”

“Ong Magard c6 biét toi da lam viéc trong mot xuéng keo sd-co-la.”

“Lam sao Ong ta biét diéu d6?”

“V1 ong ta da thue t6i.”

“Nhu vay la ong ta da thué c6 dén lam viéc & Golden Horn khi c6 con &
xuong keo, phai khong?”

“Khong, ong ta xem xét ho so cta t6i.”

“Co0 khong xem ong Coll nhv mot ngwoi ban hay sao?”

“Khong.”

“Thé nhung 6ng ta da tirng la ban than, phai khong?”

“Troi oi... Diéu d6 tuy thudc vao cai ma 6ng goi la mot nguwdi ban...”

“Con 6ng Lawley? Ong ta ciing 1a mot ngudi ban, phai khong?”

“Khong. A ma... cd, trong nghia la... T6i tin la c6.”

“Ong Peavis c6 biéu cd so-cod-la khong?”

“Cé, nhiéu lan. Ong ta that i t&.”

“Ong ta c6 thay c6 an keo khong?”
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“Co.”

“Thwa ngai, tdi nghi rang bay gid t6i sé yéu cau ngai cho hoan phién toa
dén ngay mai,” Mason tuyén bd. “Di nhién t6i phé thac vao sy kién kin dao
cua toa...”

“Khong c6 su phan d6i tir phia ching t6i.” Lawley manh mé ngat 10i.

“Rat tot,” Chanh an Grosbeck quyét dinh. “Theo yéu cau ctia bén bi,
phan sau cta vu kién sé tiép tuc vao lic mudi gio sang mai.”

Co6 lic nguoi ta da tin rang chanh an sé dat ra cho Esther m6t cau hoi.
Chac chan 6ng thay doéi y kién dé gitt vai tro trong tai vo tw, va ong da dirng
day roi phong xu.

Magard da dy phién toa, ngdi & chd trong cuing ctia phong xit. Ong ta
tién ra va tién thang dén ché Mason:

“Tai sao 0ng lai dinh dinh t6i vao cau chuyén s6-c6-la ay?”

“T6i khong lam gi ca,” Mason vira sap ho so vira dap lai. “T6i chi dat ra
nhitng cau hoi cho nhan ching tra 10i.”

“Ong da dit ra nhitng cau héi mot cach budn cudi!”

Mason mim cuoi.

“Pay la mot thoi quen cua t6i, nhat 1a khi téi c6 viéc can giadi quyét véi
nhitng nguoi c6 tham vong day cho toi cach cu xw.”

Magard budc gan lai mot budc. Khinh khinh nhin Mason véi thai do thu
dich lanh lung. Bung nhv mot tén dao pht xem xét nguwoi bi an wdc lwgng
can nang kho vai, co bap ctia nguai ta.

“Sao?” Mason noi.

“Piéu d6 khong lam cho t6i vui long.” Magard vira n6i vira dot ngot
quay got.

Mildreth Faulkner lai gan va dat ban tay 1én tay Mason:

“T6i khong c6 kha nang danh gia dwogc tat ca sw té nhi phap ly nhung
hinh nhw 6ng da dung manh khée dé6i vGi ho.”

“To6i dang di trén con duong nao do... Co da gap chi chuwa?”

Mildreth xtc dong, hai mat long lanh nwéc va co6 chi gat dau tra 16i.

“Ba dy thé nao?” Mason hoi.
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“Chuwa kha quan lam, thay thu6c & bénh vién noi chi t6i dugc dwa dén da
cdm cac cudc viéng tham it nhét trong bén muoi tdm tiéng. Ong ta da danh
cho t6i mot ngoai 16, vi chi t6i luén luén doi to6i dén va o6ng ta nghi rang su
c6 mat cua toi cé thé gitip d& ong ta. Nhung 6ng ta dan khong dwgc noi
cong viéc vai chi t6i.”

“C0 c6 néi cong viéc véi ba ay khong?”

“Thue sy 1a khong, nhung chi dy c6 nhitng viéc dé néi vdi t6i. Lic dau,
toi dinh ngan lai, r6i t6i nghi rang dé cho chi t6i ndi thi tot hon, vi diéu dé
sé lam cho chi &y d& hon. Chi t6i ban khoan nhiéu lam.”

“Pac biét vé cai gi?”

“Ho bat chi t6i thtra nhan rang da dwa chitng thw cho 6ng. Ho bao véi chi
t6i ring dé tw bao vé& minh, 6ng da dwa né cho canh sat... Ong Mason, lam
thé nao ma canh sat lai c6 thé tan nhan va thiéu dan do dén nhuw vay?”

“Ho nghi rang khi c6 viéc can giai quyét vdi nhitng ké pham t6i, dé cot
dat muc dich, thu doan gi cling dugc.”

“No6i doi va dung sttc manh, ddy khong phai la cach dé giai quyét mot toi
ac. Khong bao gio ngudi ta kinh trong ho néu ho hanh dong nhw vay. Ho
khong gia tri gi hon nhitng nguwoi pham t0i.”

“Pdy la mot tredng hgp ngoai 16.”

“Luc nay, tinh mang cta Carla nhw ngan can treo sgi toc. Toi khong biét
chi ay liéu c6 binh phuc dwgc khong? Chwa bao gio toi thay chi toi 6m dén
nhuw thé trwdc day, chi téi binh phuc rat nhanh...”

“T6i biét diéu do,” Mason noi vé thién cam, “dé xdy ra ding diéu ma toi
muon tranh cho ba ay.”

“Khong phai 16i tai 6ng. Néu chi t6i lam theo nhitng chi dan cua 6ng thi
moi su da tot, bay gio chi toi méi nhan thic dwoce.”

“Ba dy khong noi gi khac véi ho hay sao? Chi n6i vé cac c¢6 phan, phai
khong?”

“Chi néi vé cac c6 phan... nhung véi nhitng ching ¢t ma ho cé dé
chéng chi ay thi thé la da. Chi t6i khong thé tiép tuc nhw vay, 6ng Mason.
Va néu ho budc t6i chi t6i? C6 1é tot nhat la chi ay...”

“Khong thoat ra?” Mason hoan thanh cau noi.
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Co Dilmeyer khong cam dugc nwdc mat va ra hiéu dong y. Mason noi
tiép.

“L0oi khai cuia mot nhan chirng da cho t6i mot y mai.”

“Ong tin rang chi toi con c6 hy vong sao?”

“Nhiéu hy vong.”

“Néu it ra, Bob 1a mot nguwdi diing cdm va néi sy that! Néu anh ta thu
nhan la da ¢ tai nha nghi mat va chi Carla chi di theo minh... Nhung Bob
da giét Lynk nén chac chan la anh ta sé khong no6i nhitng gi c6 thé lam nguy
hai dén mang séng cta minh...”

“Co 1€ 6ng ta khong biét chi co di theo...”

“Chéc chan 1a biét,” Mildreth phan nd néi. “Ong phai biét ring anh ta da
di tim chi Carla & khach san Clearmount. Anh ta da dwa chi t6i vé bang 6-t0
va ho da néi vGi nhau nhiéu. Anh ta da néi doi chi t6i. Anh ta khong muon
thira nhan da téng hét cac c6 phan di ciing nhw viéc da t6i chd Lynk. Ong
c6 nhan thdy khong? Tuy rang chi toi da di theo anh ta va tan mat thay anh
ta dén Lilac Canyon.”

“Ong ta giai thich viéc d6 nhu thé nao?”

“0, ong phai biét ring, anh ta da sin cau tra 15i cho tit ca... Anh ta
khang dinh rang cach nha ho mudi day anh ta da gap mot nguwdi ban, va da
dwa nguwdi nay lén xe; anh ta khong mudn néu tén ngudi d6. Nguwoi ban
mudn muwgn xe mot giv, Bob dong y va da xuong xe dé cho 6ng ban lai di.”

“Chi c6 c0 tin chuyén ay khong?”

“Chac chan 1a tin. Chi t6i tin tat ca nhitng gi anh ta n6i.”

“Theo y c6, diéu d6 khong ding vitng dwoc phai khong?”

“To6i khong thay no6 sé ditng vitng duwgc nhw thé nao? Chi Carlotta da
theo anh ta trong sudt thoi gian ay. D1 nhién cé nhitng ltc, chi tdi bi cham
lai vi giao thong. Bob da khéo 1éo dé héi trudce chi toi vé nhitng thoi diém
dé, nhitng Iic ma chi to6i khong thdy xe cia anh ta... Sau do6 anh ta da dat
viéc thay doi ngwoi 1ai vao mét trong nhirng lic dé...”

“Co0 da lam cho Carla nhan thay diéu d6 chwa?”

“T6i da tht lam, nhung c6 ich gi? Chi ay yéu qua. Chi ay ké cho toi tat
ca nhitng cai d6é dé ké cho ong biét. Cai ong trung uy Tragg nay... Néu lic
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nao toi 6 dip néi cho 6ng ta diéu ma téi nghi vé 6ng ay...”

“C0o sé co dip,” Mason noi, “ong ta kia kia.”

Mildreth ngodnh mdt vé phia ctra trong cung. Thay Tragg dang di vao.
Ong ta mim cudi véi 6ng tham phén roi lach qua nhém ngudi dang lam tic
16i di va tién thang tGi cho ho.

“Xin chao,” ong ta than tinh noi.

Mildreth hat cam 1én va xoay ngwoi di, chi dé cho trung dy thiy duwoc
mot phia vai ma thoi.

“Nay c6 Faulkner, co dirng lam thé,” Tragg noi.

“T6i khong thich nhitng 101 doi trd cling nhw nhitng ngwoi néi doéi,” co
lanh lung dap lai.

Tragg do mdt. Mason dadt tay 1én canh tay Mildreth:

“Co0 hay binh tinh lai...”

“Quén moi hiém thu chang, Mason?” Tragg hai.

“Quén moi hiém thu. T6i biét nén va ciling biét chiu dung. Nhung t6i lo
lang cho ba khach hang ctia t6i.”

“Chinh vi diéu d6 ma t6i muon no6i chuyén véi 6ng,” Tragg néi.

“Moi 6ng.”

“Nhung triedc hét téi can phai lam mot nhiém vu kho chiu...”

“Pung,” Mildreth noéi, “6ng muon la ban ctia ngwdi ta, va lai phu long tin
cua ho... ong...”

“Binh tinh,” Mason cdt ngang. “Chiing ta chd xem 6ng Trung Uy noi

3 »

gl...

Mat Tragg rau i hon ngay thwong, 6ng chi néi véi Mason, dé Mildreth
ra ngoai cudc thao luan.

“Ong da thira nhan & phién tda 1a minh c6 chiéng thw... Toi rat tiéc,
nhung khong con sy chon lwa nao khac. T6i phdi yéu cau 6ng dwa lai cho
toi ban chitng thu do va bao cho 6ng biét rang dng sé bi goi ra tredc mot
ban Hoi tham 16n.”

“Veé van de gi thé?”

“Ong biét Loring Churchill chi¥?”

“Tham phan thay bién ly & Hat Attorney, phai khong?”
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“Pung thé!”

“Ong ta c6 lién quan gi dén viéc nay.”

“Ong ta khong thich 6ng.”

“R0i sao nita? Toi cling khong thich 6ng dy. D6 1a mot ga vo tich su,
hom minh. Ong ta c6 bd 6c ctia mot cudn ti dién va cd tinh ctia mot cudn
sach lich Vermot cii.”

Tragg cuoi.

“Du thé nao di nita, ong ta cling da ct t6i dén day dé lay ban chitng thw
de.”

“Lam thé nao ma ong ta biét dugc t6i c6 ban d6?”

“Chung t6i da dugc bao cho biét khi 6ng noi ¢ phién toa. Va Churchill
chi dgi co hoi do.”

“Hut, cac 6ng sé khong c6 ban chitng thu dau,” Mason tuyén bo.

“Tail sao?”

“V1 t6i da nhan duogc 1énh dem trinh né trwdc toa.”

“Pirng c6 thai do nhuw vay, ong Mason. Thai do do6 sé khong dwa dng dén
dau dau. Ong dang & trong tinh thé khé khan...”

“Tail sao?”

“Vi ong da huy cac ching c...”

“Chung ct nao?”

“Cai chitng thu ay...”

“T6i da ding day, & phién toa, cong khai dé tuyén bo rang t6i da cé no.
Pay chinh xac khong phdi la cai ma nguoi ta cé thé goi la ‘huy bé cac
chitng c@’.”

“Ong da khong ‘tuyén bs’ dieu dé nhw 6ng noéi, néu toi khong 1lam cho
ba Lawley cong nhan rang ba ta da duva cho 6ng ban chitng thw do...”

“Pung thé, khong c6 gi dé cho ong huyénh hoang ca,” Mildreth khinh
khinh ngat ngang.

“Nay Tragg,” Mason néi. “Ong muén biét xem t6i da néi hay khong a?
Pay la mot van dé quan diém thuan tiy.”

“T6i c6 quan diém cua t6i.”

“Ong c6 quyeén vé viéc d6.”
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“T6i cling c6 quyén vé ban chitng thw.”

“Khong, néu khong cé 1énh cta toa an. Nguoi ta da goi t6i dén nhu la
mot nhan chitng; ra 1énh cho t6i mang theo ban ching thw dé. To6i c6 nd va
toi dang & day.”

“T6i chac rang chanh an Grosbeck sé cho la t6i co ly...”

“Trong trvong hgp do, ong ta chi con viéc cho toi mot 1énh.”

“Viéc do sé can thoi gian.”

“Pung thé.”

“Va khi nao toi c6 lénh, ai bdo rang t6i sé khong thé bat 6ng?”

“Khong co6 chuyén gi mach bao 6ng diéu do6 cd, n6 da ro...”

“Tat cd nhitng diéu d6 lam cho Churchill nhdy 1én dén tan tran nha.
Chuing khong lam cho 6ng ta bang long,” Tragg ndi.

“That tiéc qua!” Mason mia mai. “Ban dém t6i sé khong nham mat duoc
mat vi Churchill khong thich t6i.”

“Ong hay nghe t6i, 6ng Mason. Méi ngudi ching ta ditng & mot phia
hang rao, nhung néu 6ng khong lam phat y t6i, thi toi sé dé cho ong ditng
ngoai cudc. Néu 6ng dwa chitng thw d6 cho Churchill thi c6 1€ 6ng ta sé
khong dén Ban Hoi tham 16n..”

“Po chét tiet Churchill!”

“Pay la 10i néi cudi cung cta o6ng, phai khong?”

“Khong, néu sau mot gio nita, ong ta tha ba Lawley ra, thi ong ta sé co
chitng thu cta ba dy...”

“T6i sg ba Lawley khéng dwong dau noi vGi Ban Hoi tham.”

“V1i bi budc toi gi?”

“Giét nguoi cap mot.”

“Ong da dinh gan t6i giét ngwdi cho ba ta hay sao?”

“Chung t6i khong c6 sy lwa chon. Chong ba ta da c6 nhitng 10i khai
khong chéi cai dugce.”

“Khong chéi cai dugc doi vai ai? V6i ong ta hay ba vg.”

“Po6i voi ba ta.”

Mildreth quén di mot lic sy hung hang déi véi Tragg.
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“Ong mu6n néi rang nhitng 10i khai cia Bob di lam ning thém tinh
huong cta Carlotta phai khong?” c6 hoai nghi héi.

“Pung,” Tragg tra 10i, nhung voi vang noi thém. “To6i khong dwgc noi
v&i co diéu do... Nhung toi muodn noi tat ca cho 6ng, 6ng Mason a, diéu dé
khong lam 6ng thich tha...”

“Tail sao?”

“Bob Lawley da tao cho t0i cAm giac rang day la mot tén vo lai, mot tén
néi doi. Tom lai, m6t thang t6i. Con ba v t6 ra thang than, trung thue.”

“Lawley da ké cho 6ng nhitng gi?” Mason hoi.

Tragg ngap ngung:

“Nay, 6ng Mason. N6i chung, 6ng xoay x& rat tai dé g& kho cho khach
hang cta minh, Churchill sé xac t6i néu 6ng ta biét rang...”

“Néi di...”

“Toi 1a mot nguwdoi day t6 cua nhan dan. Mot banh xe rat nhé trong co
mady 16n. Toi cé viéc can phai gidi quyét vdi nhitng nguwdi pham tdi. Toi c6
trach nhiém phai hoan thanh...”

“N6i nhitng 101 mao dau nay dé lam gi?”

“Bai vi toi hoi tiéc vé nhitng hanh dong minh da lam d6i vdi ba Lawley.
To6i thanh thye néi v6i ong diéu nay, néu t6i biét tinh trang cta ba ta tram
trong nhu thé, thi t6i da khong bao gio lam viéc do.”

“Nhung ong da lam,” Mildreth nhan xét...

“T6i khong chdi cai. Ba ta sap bi doi xi nhw bat ky mot ni¥ tu nhan nao
khac. Luat phap khong dy kién tinh huong ctia ba ay... Mot ngudi dan ba
bi 6m nang ma bat ky mot xic dong nhé nao ciing cé thé lam nguy hai dén
tinh mang.”

“Chung ta hay xem xét diéu ma ba Lawley da néi vdi 6ng; coi nhw 1a sy
trd 10i,” Mason noi.

“Lawley hinh nhw hoan toan suy sup trwdc tinh trang ctia vg. Ong ta
khoc va lubn lubn rén ri vé viéc d6. Chung t6i da dé cho 6ng ta dén tham
vg. Ong ta dd quy xudng va hon 1én 6ng tay 4o ngt ctia ba dy...”

“Noéi tiép di.”
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“Htr, dung la triedc day ong ta da chiu khai va néi tat ca nhitng diéu minh
biét cho canh sat.”

“Ong ta biét cai gi?”

“Ong ta bao 1a minh da ra di bing 6-t6, gip mdt ngudi ban va ngudi ban
da muon xe, trong ltic do6 ong ta di goi dién thoai, chinh nguwdi ban ma vg
ong ta da theo dén Lilac Canyonn, twdéng rang di theo chong.”

“Lam sao Ong ta biét diéu d6?”

“Ba vg da noi vdi ong ta.”

“Va ong ta da lap lai vGi canh sat... trong khi do la mot cau chuyén
riéng, kin ddo. Khong ai duwgc hoi ong ta vé nhitng diéu ma ba vg da néi.”

“0, 6ng ta dd bat dau bing 101 thé doc rang nguwoi ta khong thé moi & 6ng
ay mot 10i nao vé van dé ay ca,” Tragg néi, “nhung mwoi phat sau thi 6ng
ta khéc, nwéc mat tuoén ra nhw sudi va 6ng ta khai tat ca nhitng gi ma minh
biét.”

“Pung la anh ta,” Mildreth noi.

“Ong hiéu diéu 6ng ta lam phai khong, Tragg?” Mason hoi.

“Ong ta muén citu mang minh, tat nhién...”

“Khong, khong phai thé...”

“Thé thi la gi nao?”

“Ong hay dién lai tinh canh. Vg 6ng ta dang 1dm nguy. Nhitng xiic cAm
gay nguy hiém cho ba ay, va hon nita la sy mét nhoc va lo lang. Hiéu qua
cta ching it n6i ro, nhung 1au ngay, ching co thé gay chét nguwdi. Vay thi ai
sé la nguoi thira ké Carlotta Lawley? Bob. Ai sé la ngwoi thira huéng tién
bao hiém tinh mang ctia ba ay? Bob.”

“Ong noi béng gi6 ring 6ng ta mudn giét vg, phai khong?”

“Ong ta s& khong phai 1 ngudi dau tién, va da loi dung dugc mot co hdi
vo song... Tat ca nhitng diéu ong ta lam la dé ty thic day chong lai vo
minh. Ngay nao qua tim ba dy ngtrng dap, chinh 6ng sé nhan dugc sy khién
trach va ong ta sé lanh tién 13i.”

“Nhirng 101 bong gio cua 0ng can ct vao dau?”

“Pay khong phai la nhitng 16i néi béng gié. PBay la nhitng 10i budc t6i.”

“Canh sat sé khong ra sttc hanh ha ba ta dén tinh trang...”
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“Ong khong & xa két qua ma Lawley da tinh dén, day...”

“Chung t6i khong lam hai ba ay...”

“Ong ché ty an 1i bing do twéng. Trwdc day ba ta da trén dudng khoi
bénh. Tt khi...”

“T6i khong chiu trach nhiém veé sy xtic dong do mot vu giét nguoi...”

“Ba ta khong pham t6i giét ngudi. Ba ta da bi xic dong, diéu dd, dung,
va sy xuc dong ay da tai phat. Nhung sang hom qua, t6i da cho mét bac si
gidi dén xem cho ba ta, 6ng sé khong dam dé cho bac si nay dén nghe lai
tim cta ba ay bay gio va nghe bac si n6i v6i ong vé két qua y té cua viéc da
xdy ra trong hai muwoi bon gio vira qua.”

“Chung toi khong chiu trach nhiém,” Tragg lap lai.

“Ong phai chju trdch nhiém mot phan, con nhuw Churchill... Anh chang
ngoc, thong thai rém nay sé quay ray ba ta dén chét. Chi can Bob cho han
vai yéu to cua vu viéc thi han sé vao, ra & buong ba Lawley cho dén khi x6i
dwgc mot luéng cay trén san nha...”

“Bob c6 noi gi khac nita khong?” Mildreth hoi.

“Khong c6 gi quan trong,” Tragg tra 10i.

“Hay suy nghi di, Tragg,” Mason n6i. “Tai sao ba Lawley lai giét Lynk.”

“Vi céc co6 phan...”

“Tam phao. Bob da giét Lynk vi cac c6 phan chi khong phai ba ay. Ba
ay chi muon hoi Lynk xem 6ng ta mu6n bao nhiéu tién cho s6 ¢6 phan, roi
xuy tién ra; vé cho Bob mot tran don vao moéng, sé nghe Bob khoc ha, roi
vuot ve toc han, stta lai ca vat cho han, va lai cho tién dé han ti€ép tuc choi
tro danh ca ngua.”

Tragg ditng im vai gidy, tran nhan lai. H6i dot ngdt ngwdc mat 1én:

“Pugc roi, 6ng Mason, ong da thang.”

“Thé nao?”

“T6i sé choi thang than véi 6ng. Tén Lawley nay la d6 hén ha, rat cé vé
gia doi. T6i tin rang han pham t0i gadp mudi vg han. Chi c6 diéu la néu han
khong chi phdi dugc toi thi han chi phoi duwge Loring Churchill dén tan
xwong. Va Churchill lo ban biu 1dp ban tdi trang ctia ba Lawley dén noi vat
di tat cd nhitng gi khong gitp chitng minh cho ludn dé cia 6ng ta.”
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“Chung ta di hong gié mot chut, duwge khong?” Mason goi y.

“A, duge.”

“C0 c0 di khong?” Mason hoi Mildreth.

Co0 gai dong y va Mason ra hiéu cho Della cung di.

“Ong di dau?” Tragg héi.

“T6i c6 mot luan thuyét dang can déi chut suy nghi nita va vai cau
héi...”

“Nhitng cau héi dé ong da dat ra r6i, phai khong?”

“Pung.”

“Cau tra 10i nhw thé nao.”

“Gan nhu chac chan 1a t6i ¢6 ly,” Mason néi.

“Ong khong mudn néi gi véi toi hay sao?”

“Khong, khong phai bay gio. Qua chwa da chin dé hai. Ching toi chuwa
c6 mot chit xiu chitng ct dé chong lai ngwoi pham tdi. Chung t6i chi c6
mot vai tw liéu dé lam nong cot cho mot luan thuyét hoan toan 16gic. Va lai
néu téi n6i vGi ong nhiéu hon niva vé diéu do thi 6ng sé noi lai vai toi rang,
‘Diéu nay to6 ra bo ich cho t6i, nhung ching ta khong tham gia tro choi nay
tredc khi co tat ca cac con chu bai. Pau tién, hay bat tay xay dyng mot ca
hoan hdo da’.”

“A, 16i sao nita?” Tragg néi. “C6 gi khap khiéng bén trong khong? Ong
sg con vat san tron mat hay so cai gi?”

“Khong céi khap khiéng la viéc ong gitr ba Lawley & trong tu vdi ban
cao trang treo lo ltrng trén dau ba 4y, con cai tay Loring Chuchill nay sé
day vo ba ta dén chét. Can phai gidi phong ba ta khoi tat cad nhitng cai dé.
Can thd ba ta ra ngay tw tdi nay.”

“Ong dinh 1am né tung t4t ca chang?”

“T4t ca sé n6 tung. Ong c6 t6i khong?”

“Toi khong tan thanh.”

“T6i da ro rang ong sé khong tan thanh.”

“Néu ong lam nhw vay,” Tragg noi, vé cau kinh, “t6i budc phai tdi.”

“Thé thi moi 6ng t6i,” Mason noi.
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Chuong 14

Tragg dwa 6-t0 sap hang triedc khu nha Molay Arms.

“Chung ta bam chuéng ch?” 6ng héi Mason.

Mason ma@ cita sau xe, giip Mildreth va Della budc ra:

“T6t nhat, ta nén bam chudng buéng ba quan ly,” 6ng néi.

“T6i c6 thé khong can viéc do,” Tragg noi.

f)ng rat ti thi ra mot vong chia khéa, chon mét chiéc, thit m@, lac dau,
roi th mot chiéc khac. Ctira ma.

“Chum chia khoéa nay chu yéu la dé trang tri,” 6ng giai thich, khi ho di
qua phong 16n. “DPich xac 1a 6ng muon gi & Esther Dilmeyer?”

“Hoi co ta vai cau.”

“Vay thi 6ng noéi di, nfu 6ng muén dwgc cai gi gdp gap, thi Loring
Churchill can phai cé mat...”

“C6 1é chi vwra vira thoi,” Mason noi.

“Pugc. Toi luén ludn bam sat 6ng dé xem 6ng muodn di dén dau.”

Bay gio ho dang di trén mot tdm tham cii & tang ba. Cita s6 trén ctta ra
vao cua phong Esther c6 anh sang.

Mason ndi nho vdi Mildreth Faulkner:

“Co0 g0 cwrra di. Khi c6 ta hoi thi tra 16i.”

“R0i sao nita?”

“T6i tin rang thé 1a da. Néu co6 ta hoi ¢c6 mubn gi thi hdy noi rang c6 sé
néi vé viéc da xay ra chiéu nay.”

Tragg muu sy lan cudi cung:

“Nay, 6ng Mason, néu 6ng choi thang than that tha va noi cho t6i nhitng
gi ong biét thi Cuc sé c6 thé....”

“Cuc sé c6 thé ling ting cho t6i khi c6 chitng cit, va ba khach hang cua
toi du thi gio dé chét trude...”
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Mildreth go ctra nhe nhe.

“Ai day?” Esther hoi.

“Mildreth Faulkner.”

“A, chi ddy a...”

Co tiéng giay panttp di trén san go, réi chot cira duwgce rut ra. Cira mé.
Esther xuat hién, mac bo 4o lién quan.

“T6i mudn dén tham chi, hy vong rang chi hiéu...” Co dirng lai vi thay
nhitng nguoi trong hanh lang, va bat dau cuoi.

“0, xin 16i. Dang 1& chi phai bao cho tdi biét 1a c6 dan ong di cing. Xin
vui long che mot phut.”

Co lan di dé mac mot chiéc do ngu dai, dang vat trén lung ghé.

“Bay gio xin moi vao. Nhung chi phai gidi thiéu vai toi co nhitng ai di
cung...”

Mason budc tdi.

“Co biét trung Gy Tragg khong?”

“Cé chir. Toi da gip ong ta trude khi roi bénh vién. Ong ta di tir chéi
khong cho t6i ra vi chwa duge canh sat cho phép.”

Khong khi yén lang dén khé chiu. Tragg chi nhin Mason.

Cudi cung Mason dot ngot noi:

“Co Dilmeyer nay, toi tin rang c6 dang 1am nguy.”

“Toi a?”

“Vang, cd cé nguy co bi giét chét. bé khong thé lam chitng vao ngay
mai.”

“Piéu gi lam cho 6ng tin nhw vay.”

“Co ché quén rang nguoi ta da thir... Nguoi da lam diéu dé cach day bon
muoi tdm gio cling rat muon trir khir c6 hom nay.”

Co gai cuoi.

“Noi thuc la toi khong tin diéu dé nhiéu lam.”

“Néu ngudi nao dé muodn giét o tir bon muoi tam gio trude thi toi khong
thay c6 dau hiéu nao chirng t6 han sé thay doi y kién.”

Esther g6 dau diéu thudc 14 vao tay ghé.

“Ong lo lang vé viéc d6 hon toi?...

2»
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“Co 18 thé... Vi toi tin rang nguoi da giti s6-c6-la cho c6 cling la nguoi
da giét Lynk.”

Co gai rudn may.

“Y kién xuét sic that.”

“Chung t6i nhan dugc nhiéu dau hiéu. Khong biét trung ty Tragg da liét
ké cho co chva...”

“Chua,” Tragg noi.

“Pau tién, dia chi cia géi keo da dwgc danh may bang mdy chit cia Lynk
trong van phong ctia Golden Horn,” Mason noi tiép trong khi Esther cham
thudc...

Esther lac manh que diém, mat 16 vé choang vang:

“Quy quai nao da khién 6ng biét dugc dieu d6? Néu khong cé ngudi nao
trong thay...”

“Nhiéu nguoi khong biét rang chi¥ danh may con cé ca tinh hon ca chir
viét tay,” Mason gidi thich. “Tat ca may chit ké ca cdi méi dem dung duwgc
it 1au déu cé ca tinh riéng. Cac chit danh may nhdy dong nhiéu, it, khodng
cach déu hay khong... Pem so sanh hai mau chit, mot chuyén gia c6 thé
néi chac chan rang ching dwgc danh mdy trén cung mot may chir.”

“T6i khong biét,” Esther ndi.

“Con viéc khac? Giady dung lam nhan ciing lay & van phong Lynk...”

“Lam sao 0ng biét diéu d6?”

“Cau tao cua giay khong thay do6i. Nhan ché tao cling vay. N6 thuong
dwgc in béng chim trong to gidy.”

“Con gl nira?”

“Con dan nhan ciling 1a loai con ma nguwoi ta thuong dung & Golden
Horn. Hay hon nita la con nay da citng va canh sat c6 thé chitng minh nhan
da dugc dan it nhat hai mwoi bon gid trwdce khi gii goi do.”

“Hirm. T6i thady canh sat thong minh hon minh twéng,” Esther noi.

“Ho thong minh,” Mason binh luan ngan, gon.

“Con gi khac ntra khong?”

“Co. Co da lam viéc trong mot xuwong keo phai khong? Vay thi co hay
thtt hinh dung nhitng viéc can lam dé tron mdt vat la vao keo lam cho n6 cé
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thé vo hai dé khong thé ai c6 thé nghi ngo...”

“Vang, toi c6 thé hinh dung dugc. Viéc do6 khong c6 gi ghé gém néu
nguoi ta biét lam nhw thé nao, nhung day khong phai l1a viéc lam cua ngwoi
tai t.”

“Mat khac, co chd quén rang cai thiép dinh theo hop keo chinh la cai
thiép truedc dé da dinh theo phong lan.”

“Chac la chi em sinh d6i,” Esther vira néi vira tranh anh mat Mildreth.

Mildreth mim cuoi.

“Hy vong rang chi sé khong nghi t6i da gtti s6-co-la véi mot cai thiép
khac.”

Khong nhin Mildreth, Esther néi v4i Mason.

“T6i chi trd 16i cac cau hoéi cua 6ng dé giup lam sang té vu nay.”

Mildreth thoi khong cuwdi nita.

“Nhuw vay, chi thye sy tin rang t6i da gii s6-co-1a?”

“T6i mudn song va dé nguwdoi khac song,” c6 vira néi vira ngoanh lai doi
madt voi Mildreth. “Toi khong budc t0i ai va cling khong néi bong gio gi ca.
Tuy nhién chit viét trén tam thiép nay hinh nhw 1a caa chi.”

“Khong bao gio toi...”

“Thong thd, co Faulkner,” Mason khuyén. “Chung ta hdy xem xét mot
chut cac sy kién trwdce khi tim tac gia cua chung. Nay, co Dilmeyer, luc
nhan keo va thiy tam thiép, c6 khong hé ban khoan chit nao sao?”

“T4t nhién. T6i vira lam quen vGi chi Faulkner. T6i thdy chi dy c6 duyén
va dé thong cam, mac du c6 du ly do dé khong nhw vay. Faulkner c6 thé
budc t6i chia trach nhiém vé nhitng viéc hoan toan ngoai sy kiém soat ctia
t0i.”

“T6i hiéu. Nhung c6 khong nghi dén diéu do, khi nhan s6-co-la hay
sao?”

“Khong, t6i nghi rang chi ay thuc sy ti té. Chi ay sap cho t6i viéc lam.
T6i ty cdm thdy minh rat hitu nghi va trung thuc véi chi ay.”

“Hay xem diéu d6 dan ching ta dén dau,” Mason cuwoi. “Glti s6-co-la la
mot nguwdi nao do co thé di lai dé dang trong moi ngdc ngach cta Golden
Horn. Ngudi d6 da nhiéu lan vao van phong cua Lynk, c6 thé dung may
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chit, giay viét thr va con dan cua ong ta, nguwdi dé biét rdo dich vu cung cap
hoat dong nhu thé nao vao gio dong khach. Cudi cung, c6 thé nguwoi dé da
kiém dwgc tam thiép dinh theo hoa phong lan dé dat né vao hop s6-c6-la
tredc khi giti di. Tat cd moi viéc duwgc thwe hién trong khodng nira gio.
Cong viéc cuc ky nhanh chéng...”

“Trw phi,” Esther bat dau noi...

“Tru phi cai gi?”

“Trw phi khong phai co Faulkner guri so-co-la. Trong truong hop do, phai
c6 hai tam thiép, va... va... viéc d6 khong kho hon viéc kia...”

“T6i da diéu tra ti mi vé c6 Faulkner,” Mason noi. “Co ay ciling khong
lam ndéi chuyén do, ngay ca khi muon.”

“Tail sao?”

“Co ay khong biét cac thao tac san xuat s6-co-la dé co thé tam thudc vao.
Co dy khong hé vao Golden Horn bon muoi tdm gid trude khi gri géi hang
d6. Khong... chi c6 mot ngwoi duy nhét c6 thé dap @ng dwoc tat cad moi
diéu kién can thiét ay.”

“Ai?” Esther hoi.

“C0,” Mason tra 10i nho nhe.

“Téi v! Ong khong muén néi rang...”

“T6i mudn noi rang ¢o la nguwdi duy nhat da gii keo s6-co-la. Co da gui
keo cho chinh c6.”

“Va toi da ty dau doc vi cai thu vao bénh vién hay sao?” c6 gai mia mai
cay doc noi.

Tragg cudi xudng dinh noi véi Mason.

“Khoan da, Tragg,” Mason n6i mat khong roi Esther va dap lai. “Co
khong an keo s6-c6-la tdm doc.”

“Khong a? T6i gia vo ngu va danh ltra bac si hay sao?”

“Khong, c6 da dung mot liéu vérona dam, nhung khong phai trong keo
s0-co-la.”

Co gai buc doc.

“Ong nghe day, toi biét rdng ong di cifu mang toi va trd chi phi bénh
vién cho toi. Toi rat biét on 6ng, nhuwng khong dén mirc phai ng6i suot dém
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dé nghe 6ng noi nhitng diéu ngu ngoc.”

“Co hdy xem,” Mason van diém tinh, “moi cai keo s6-c6-la duwgc bao
bang t& gidy boc keo mau hat dé, gap lai va cé khia rang cwa.”

“R0i sao nita?”

“Trong cai hop dat trén ban, thiéu nhiéu thoi keo... Nhung cling thiéu ca
cac to gidy boc keo twong tng, va khong tim thay ching & chd nao trong
phong ca... Co khong thé nudt céa gidy boc keo, cung keo so-co-la...”

Trong gidy tiép theo. Esther td vé rung rdi, Mason nhan ddy noi:

“Nhung c6 da thye su bi 16 ra khi néi véi t6i rang cai thiép dinh theo keo
bdo ddm cho c6... Bé&i vi cai thiép ay, trai lai phai lam cho c6 canh giac,
chinh vi khong day ntra gio tredec do, c6 da nhan mot cai twong tw kém theo
phong lan. Cai thiép cua hop keo s6-c6-la cling bi choc thing hai 16 nho,
diéu d6é chitng t6 trwdc day né da dugc ghim vao phong lan. Cé khong thé
khong nhan thay.”

“Ong dién roi. Tai sao toi lai gti keo s6-c6-la tdm doc.”

“Vi 6 can mot chitng cé ngoai pham.”

“Ching c6 ngoai pham? Dé lam gi?”

“Pé giét Lynk.”

“Chinh t6i giét ong ay?”

Mason phac mot ctr chi khang dinh.

“C0 da hoan toan 16 chan twéng vao chiéu hom Ay, tai phién toa, khi co
dinh lam hai thanh danh ctia Magard, Peavis va Irma Radine. C6 da rat
khéo léo goi y rang ho biét cach an keo s6-c6-la cua c6.”

“Thu vi that day,” c6 gai noi mia.

“Co can c6 mot chitng ¢ ngoai pham,” Mason lap lai. “Co da ndy sinh
ra y nghi la: néu c6 uéng thudc cho dén khi bat tinh nhan sy vao ltic xay ra
t0i ac thi sé rat hoan hao. Co da tu guti keo s6-co-la cho minh; c6 da thay 4o
dai budi t6i bang bo quan ao tién lgi hon; it 1oe loet hon va da dén Lilac
Canyon, c6 lé c6 da goi dién thoai cho Lynk dé bdo dam rang 6ng ta con &
ddy. Sau d6 c6 dirng lai & doc duwong dé goi dién thoai cho t6i. C6 can phai
goi cho toi kha sém dé tao chitng cé vang mat - Nhung khong qua s6m dé
toi khong phat hién ra nha c6, trwdc khi c6 tir cudc vién chinh toi ac trg ve.
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Noi tot nhat dé co goi dién thoai cho t6i hinh nhw la nha Coll; c6 biét rang
trong phong rong c6 mot buong dién thoai ma & day khong ai c6 thé trong
thdy c6 va nghe dwogc co noi gi.”

“Vay thi tai sao toi lai goi dién cho ong?”

“0, vi mot ly do rét tot: C6 can 10i néi ctia mot nhan chitng ma canh sat
c6 thé tin. Mot nhan chitng c6 biét c6 chut it, nhung khong biét dia chi ctaa
c6 va khong biét lam thé nao dé tim thay né. Co6 da tru tinh tat ca: chitng cd
ngoai pham va viéc giét nguoi tredc hai hodc ba ngay. Van dé la lam sao
cho ngwoi ta phat hién ra c6 trwedc khi c6 bat tinh nhan sy qua lau, nhung
khong qua sém, dé c6 thé phwong hai dén chitng c& ngoai pham cta c6. Co
biét rang t6i can phai chinh phuc c6 Faulkner dé cé thé gan c6 véi Golden
Horn va t6i it c6 may man gap dwgc Faulkner tréc cudc hen cia ching ta
vao mot gio sang. Ngay khi trén dwong tim tdi Golden Horn, vi khong ai
biét dia chi cta c6, to6i con phai mat mot thdi gian nita méGi tim duwgc né. Va
lai t6i da dén truwdc giod ma co dy tinh: nho tai trinh thAm cda c6 Street, thw
ky cta t6i, t6i gan nhu nam dugc c6 ngay khi vao Golden Horn.”

Esther cudi khay.

“Ong thyc 1a tai giéi!”

Mason tiép tuc:

“Sau khi goi dién thoai cho t6i, c6 da roi nha Coll, dén Lilac Canyon co
da giét Lynk va dung mot liéu véronan kha 16n. Sau do co vé nha, c6 da dat
ong nai lén san go tai mot vi tri, c6 1é thye va c6 da tha minh cho tac dung
cta thudc. T6i dén dung vao lic c6 vira méi roi vao gidc ngu say.”

“Chuyén cua 6ng chi c6 thé thoi a?”

Mason gat dau.

“Vay thi ha man di. T6i hiéu rat rd rang 6ng can mot ké lam bung xung
dé c6 thé kéo ba khach sdp ctia 6ng ra khoi canh ling ting, nhwng khon
thay, toi khong thuan, ong sé phadi tim mot bung xung khac, nam hodc
nt....”

Can phong im lang. Tragg nhin Esther, r6i ngoanh di va bat dau nghién
cttu nhitng hinh vé trén tam tham.
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“Thé nao?” Esther noéi. “Kiéu gi thé? Co that day la mot 16i hoéi cung méi
khong? Hay ching ta chi & day dé ngdm cénh.”

“Chung to6i chd co noi vé vu giét ngudi,” Mason noi.

“Céac ong c6 thé cho cho dén ngay phan xét cudi cung. Toi di day. Xin
phép cac ong, toi di mac ao dai.”

“Co khong di dau ca,” Tragg noi.

“Khong dugc a?”

“Khong.”

“Tai sao?”

“Lap luan ctia Mason hoan toan virng chac.”

“Céc 6ng hanh dong nhu thé a? Ong 1a do dién. Cac 6ng la do dién tat ca.
Céac ong la do dién!”

Sy im ldng mdi dai hon; lam cho Esther phan nd hon khi bi budc t6i giét
nguoi.

“Troi 0i!” co thét 1én. “Dirng ngdi dwong mat éch nhin t6i tritng trirng
nhv vay! Day la nha t6i! T6i di mdc quan &o...”

“Khong dugc,” Tragg néi. “Co co thé ty coi nhu trong tinh trang bi bat
git.”

“Pugc. To6i dang trong tinh trang bi bat gitt. Nhung diéu do6 khéng co
nghia la t6i phai & day trudc mat may 6ng phu phwong don. Téi nghi rang
néu bat gitr toi, cac 6ng phai dwa t6i di cho khac.”

“Pung thé.”

Thinh linh c6 gai cdi do dai ngu ra.

“Mac 4o lién quan ha?”

“Khong. C6 c6 thé mac quan 4o.”

“Trong khi cd hai nguwdi ngam thoa thich phai khong?”

“Khong. Xin cam on.”

Mason cham moét diéu thuoc.

“Cu0i cung, vi Chua troi, cac 6ng hay noi gi di ch!” c6 gai kéu l1én.

“Co néi di,” Mason néi. “D6i vdi keo s6-co-la, nhitng bang chitng c6 da
dwgc xac dinh. Con vu giét Lynk, co c6 thé cé nhitng tinh tiét gidm t0i. Co
can no6i cho ching t6i biét nhitng tinh tiét nao...”
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“Cac ong t6i va dinh budc t6i n6i. Vi cac ong thiét tha mudn nghe t6i
noi, thi tdi sé ndi mot diéu tha vi: Con bé Esther biét quyén ctia nd. N6 sé
rat khon ngoan, khong tra 10i mot chit xiu nao nhitng cau hoi chét tiét cia
cac 6ng. Néu canh sat thay da c6 bang chitng budc tdi t6i, thi c& viéc 16i toi
ra tréc mot ban Hoi tham; lic d6 toi sé nho mot thay cai, ong nay khong
phai la ngudi gid doi va ngudi ta sé thay nhitng gi can thay.”

“Néu co giét Lynk mot cach binh tinh thi da ro... Nhung néu co giét ong
ta ngau nhién hodc trong tinh trang phong vé chinh dang, thi tot nhat la co
phai noi cho chung t6i ngay bay gio.”

“Tai sao lai bay gio?”

“Bai vi, néu c6 khong noi gi bay gio, ma chod ra trwedc ban Hoi tham méi
nai thi ban HOi tham sé suy dién rang co chi lap lai mot cau chuyén do thay
cai twong twong ra...”

“Ong that tr t& khi bao cho tdi biét trude dieu do...”

“Pung thé! Vi trong muu do cta cb, c6 vai diém yéu ma sém hay mudn
canh sat cling nham vao.”

“Q, thyc thé a? Nhitng diém nao?”

“Nhitng miéng gidy boc keo so-co-la... Nhitng tam thiép giong hét
nhau... May néi trén san nha vdi 6ng nghe dat ding cho va cac viéc khac
twong ty.”

“Nhitng viéc khac nao?”

Mason mim cuoi.

“C0 hay suy nghi vé diéu co da lam va nhd lai xem canh sat biét chuyén
gi da xay ra, ho chi can mot sy xac nhan nita thoi.”

“0, cit d& cho ho tim,” Esther néi, giong thach thirc.

“Khi ho tim thay ro6i, thi sé qua mudn dé c6 thuat lai cac viéc...”

“Tai sao lai qua muon?”

“B@i vi bao chi cling nhw Ban Hoi tham sé cho day la sy bia dat ctia thay
cai bao vé co.”

Co0 gai nhin Mason do dy ro rang.

“Thé néu t6i no6i bay gio?”

“Piéu do sé té ra thuc hon nhiéu...”
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“Co lé ong c6 ly,” co6 gai vira ndi vira xem xét mau thudc hut dé.

Tragg mudn tham gia nhung Mason phac mot ctr chi da bat 6ng ta im
lang.

“Co phai Coll c6 mot chiéc chia khoa cia buong c6 khong?” Mason noi.

“Vang.”

“Nhw vay han da gitt Bob Lawley & day ngay hém sau vu am sat, trong
luc c6 ¢ bénh vién phai khong?”

“T6i chi doan chit khong biét ti gi vé viéc do.”

“Co0 la nguoi tinh cua Coll?”

“Bay gio thi khong. T6i da tirng say mé han, thye thé! Nhung toi sé ty an
ti... Biéu do6 da xay ra vai t6i.”

Mason nhin déng ho.

“Thoi dugc. Nay, toi tin rang sé dén luc...”

“Pugc,” ¢ gai néi, vé nhan nhuc. “O Golden Horn tdi 1am nhiém vu
moi chai. Cong viéc cua t6i la lam cho khach mé danh bac, ngan ho bé vé
khi thua. Toi dvgc hwang phan tram. Cach day khong lau, Coll va Lynk da
gidi thiéu toi voi Bob Lawley nhu la mot tay an choi, bi de nang bai mot
khoi tién 16n. Va t6i phdi gitp ho d& ganh cho 6ng ay... T6i da lam theo 1&
thwong. Ngay thanh toan dén, ho dinh quyt phan cta t6i, x6a tén t6i khoi
danh sach nhitng nguoi lam viec va dat vao d6 mot ngwoi tinh méi cua
Coll. Khi 4y, toi da chan ngdy hop dém roi nhwng t6i nghi rang sé khong dé
cho ho vat 16ng nhv mét con ga mai. Téi quyét dinh ndu cho ho mot mén
an theo kiéu cua t6i.

“Bob Lawley gitt khau sting ngan trong hop xe. Khi t6i xody khau sting
do, anh ta khong biét. Nhung t6i biét rang sé bi nghi nén can phai c6 mot
chitng cé ngoai pham kin ké: chinh ltic do6 t6i nghi dén keo s6-co-la. Cach
day bon hém, t6i 1dy vai miéng ra khoi hop va cho vao mot chiéc tdi gidy
dé mang theo ngudi. Toi da dem tam thuoc doc s6 keo con lai va lam cho
cai hop tré thanh mot kién hang san sang gui di khi c6 dip chiém cac c6
phan. T6i chi con viéc rinh thoi co. Trong dém Lynk dén Lilac Canyon, toi
biét rang han ta mang c6 phan theo ngudi. T6i quyét dinh hanh dong. Ngay
lic do t6i lam quen véi co Faulkner va c6 ta da cho t6i biét hang dong suw
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viéc ma t6i khong hé biét, va mai to6i dén cudc hen & van phong 6ng vao ltic
mot gio. Dé tao chitng ¢ ngoai pham, trdc hét, téi nghi dén viéc goi dién
thoai cho canh sat... Nhung t6i nghi rang goi dién thoai cho éng thi bao
dam hon. Coll c6 mot chiéc chia khéa buong tdi. To6i mudn chac chan rang
han khong c6 & nha. T6i biét rang han phéi gap Lynk & Lilac Canyon. Béi
vay toi da giam sat can buong cta han cho tdi khi thdy han di ra.

“Luc ay, t6i da vao trong phong 16n goi dién thoai cho 6ng. Sau dé, t6i
dén Lilac Canyon. T6i da an keo s6-co6-la khong tam thudc doc dé nguoi ta
tim thdy chiing trong da day t6i. Pung la Iic vao nha Lynk, t6i da nu6t mot
liéu 16n vérona, mang mot chiéc, mat na va choang 4o mwa. To6i go ctra.
Theo cach Lynk tra 16i t6i hiéu rang han dang cho mot nguwdi dan ba. Khi
thdy t6i xuadt hién mang mat na, tay cam sung ngan, han sap ngat di. To6i
bdo han dwa chitng thw ra va dat 1én ban.”

“Va ong ta da ngoan ngoan lam theo, phai khong?” Mason hoi.

“Han sg hai kinh khung. Hai tay run dén mi¢c khién t6i nghi rang han
khong thé mé ngan kéo lay chitng thu trong do... Cudi cung, khi han 14y
dwgc ra, toi nghe thay tiéng dong va nhin qua vai minh...”

“Mot phu ntt khac, phai khong?”

“T6i da quén dong ctra sau khi vao, phdi néi rang ngudi ay rat tao ton.
Toi chia sting ngan vao c6 ta, va thir lam cho ¢6 ay sg. Nhung co ta khong
chiu Iui budc va nhdy x6 vao to6i nhw mot con ho cai dung hai ban tay nam
lay c6 tay t0i, hong lam cho t6i budng sing ra. T6i da dat ngén tay vao co
va bao c0 dy dirng lai nhung khéng duwgc. Mot phat dan ban ra. Co ta hoang
sg va budng t6i ra. Khau sting ngan roi xuong, Lynk cling vady... To6i ludn
deo mat na. Ngwoi phu nit ay khong biét t6i la ai, ching t6i chay ra ctra, c6
ta bé lai cai xac du lich, con t6i khau sting ngan.

“T6i phai vat va lam méi vé dwgc dén nha. Véréna bat dau tac dung.
Cudi hanh trinh t6i khong con y niém roé rét nita. Hinh nhuw t6i bat dau mo
mang. Toi dwa dugc xe vao ga-ra, trd vé buong ma téi da chuan bi hién
trrong ma toéi mudn cac ong thay. Toi da nga khi nga xudng dat. Cac ong
da biét phan tiép theo.
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“Chi @ bénh vién, khi tinh lai, t6i m&i nhd ra la da dé lai mat na va ao
mua & trong xe. S€ lién luy kinh khing, nhat 1a cai mat na. T6i dinh hiay né
toi hom ay.”

Mason ra hiéu cho Tragg.

“Phan 6ng day, trung ay.”

Tragg hoi:

“Ca hai nguwoi bo chay ma khong nhin xem ong ta da chét hay bi thuwong
sao?”

“Khong can nhin nita, han da xiu xuéng nhw mot chiéc 16p xe bep.”

“Ong ta da 1am gi trong khi cdc ¢6 gianh nhau khau sting?”

“Han dinh dat lai cac chitng thv vao ngan kéo. Han quay lwng vé phia
ching t6i, nhung t6i thdy han s& soang ngan kéo... Bay gio t6i mudn cac
ong lam mot viéc...”

“Viec gi?”

“DPi tim con dan ba ay va bat thi ké lai viéc da xay ra trwdc khi nd biét
ddy la toi va toi da ndi véi cac ong...”

“Nhung day la ai?” Mason hoi.

Esther cuoi cay dang:

“Co6 kho gi dau... mot dira coi coc xau xi, dan don twong rang lam gai
bar hwéng phan tram trong mot song bac hon la c6 mot viéc lam dirng dan.
Mot con dan ba mu6n chiém cho cua t6i trong khi t6i mo cho lam caa han.”

“Ali thé?” Tragg lap lai.

“Lois Carling... Con ban hoa. Chum phong lan ay! Day la truong hop
can phéi chay...”

Mason nhac 6ng nghe dién thoai va dwa cho Tragg:

“Ong hay goi vé van phong trung tam va bao ho tha ba Lawley ra.”

“Ong da thing, Mason,” Tragg kh& cti chdo... “Con c6 Faulkner, 1an sau
néu c6 muon danh lac hwéng sw nghi ngd ctia ching t6i vé chi cd, thi dirng
no6 sung ‘mot cach ngau nhién’ nita nhé... Al6, van phong trung tam day a,
trung uy Tragg day. Hay tha Carlotta Lawley ra. Perry Mason sé chiu trach
nhiém chuyén ba ta dén mot bénh vién tw. Hay gidam bét tha tuc...”
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Chuong 15

bém do, troi da khuya, khi Della Street ng6i thu minh trong xe, dwa vao
Mason va 1én tiéng ghi nhan:

“Tragg c6 mat tot 1a khi da hiva hop tac thi gitr 16i.”

Mason dong y. Nhitng ngén tay Della diu dang nam quanh canh tay phai
cua nguoi ban duong.

“Hinh nhv Tragg rdt mé Mildreth Faulkner, sép c6 nhan thdy diéu do
khong?”

“Chi c6 mu va diéc thi méi khong biét...”

“Con phia Mildreth...”

“Sao lai khong? Pay la mot chang trai 16i lac.”

“Tat nhién roi! Hién nay 6ng ay lam viéc & doi hinh su, chiing ta sé
khong dé thanh cong nita nhw thdi Holcomb. Ngai can phai chad y. Tragg da
giup ngai lan nay, nhung khi khac, néu bat gap ngai dang lam do thuat, thi
t0i cdm gidc rang Ong ta sé bat gilt ngai khong chut ngan ngai...”

“Ai con song thi sé thay,” Mason noi.

“Liéu ho co két toi Esther Dilmeyer khong?”

“C6 1é khong! Lois Carling da xac nhan 16i khai cta c6 ta vé chuyén do.
Di nhién, Esther da dén cho kia v&i khau sung ngan... Nhung troi oi, ddy la
mot co gai dep.”

“Va cac co gai dep c6 thé ty cho phép minh gay chét chéc...”

“Giét ngwoi,” Mason chita lai. “Cé khac nhau vé nghia day.”

“Ngai c6 tin rang sy lam chitng ctia Esther sé khién cho Mildreth thang
Peavis trong vu kién khong?”

“Chac chan. Esther biét rang Peavis chi méi ddm mua c6 phan cta Lynk.
DPay la mot chi tiét nhé nhung cwe ky quan trong. Khi t6i héi Sindler Coll
xong... thi tin rang Peavis sé rut don kién.”
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Della cuoi.

“Vu hoi cung nay gia tri bang mot ci chuyén cho... Ngai c6 thé chirng
minh rang tit ca cau chuyén da dién ra la mét vu duge sap dat trudc
khong?”

“Dé thoi.”

“Noi cho cung, ong Magard sé ¢ dau?”

“O dau mot canh cay, choi voi trén dam nwdc sdu thim. Néu Golden
Horn gdy hitng thu cho c6, thi bay gio ta hdy dén d6. Ching ta sé dat sam
banh va t6i sé khong ngac nhién néu 6ng Peavis thiét tha mdi ching ta, v&i
hy vong dan xép su viéc. Tragg sé bang long vdi co hdi méng manh nhat
nay dé ap dén hop dém.”

“Ong 4y s& lam viéc d6 bing moi cach chi?”

“Téat nhién.”

“Trong trwong hop do, tot nhat la ngai khong nén hita véi Magard...”

“T6i sé khong hita mot diéu gi. Néu bi canh sat Ivu tam, thi 6ng ta luén
ludn cé thé tim Tragg ma héi.”

“T6i c6 linh cdm den t6i vé van dé Tragg... Toi sy rang 6ng ta td ra nguy
hiém.”

“Ong ta khdng ngu ngdc dau,” Mason néi. “Tragg da nhan duwoc lénh cta
cac sép la phdi lam thé nao dé t6i khéi di tréch hudng. Nguoi ta sé tha ho
cuoi...”

Della thoi khong dua nira.

“Ngai ndi gi thé. Diéu d6 khong lam cho t6i yén long chiit nao ca...”

“Nay, t6i yéu cau co6 lam ho vé ddy... Chinh c6 sé la nguwoi gitt toi lai
trong con dwong chat hep cua luat phap.”

“Ngai chang muon c6é mdét nguoi hé vé dau? Ma can quan hé hon nhan
kia. Nhung t6i van lu6n ¢ bén ngai co ma...”

Mason bé tay lai dwva xe ra gitta duwong.

“Nhin day nay... Toi da quan sat cach lai xe ctia Tragg... rat ca tinh...
ong ta phong hét téc do gitta cac day nha, ham phanh & nhitng nga ba, nga
tw, roi lai dan ga... nhu thé nay.”
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Della nga minh trén ghé, nhin Mason bang cap mat sung swéng, trong
lic 6ng cho déng ho téc do vugt 1én so6 tram va xa hon...

HET
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[1] Cay thudc ho cai (cruciferes), 1a va than mau xanh nhat.
[2] Bac hao hoa phong nha.

[3] Xem. “Vu chiéc ludi cau c6 moéc moi”.

[4] 1 grain = 0,0648 gam.

[3] 1 pie khoang hon 30 cm.

[6] Honeybunch: chum mat ong (nghia den). Tén nho than mat thvong
dung (L.V.D).
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