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Tran trong gtri t6i Julie Strauss-Gabel, toan bo cau chuyén nay sé chang la
gi néu thiéu co ay.
Y
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Va sau do, khi chting t6i ra ngodi xem chiéc dén 16ng cua cé ay, da tdt bén
Vvé tuong, toi ndi rdng toi thich cdch dnh sdng cta co @y téa ra tw guong
mdt, ddp don lung linh trong bong toi.
 “Dén long bi ngd”, Katrina Vandenberg, tap tho Atlas

Nguoi ta noi ban be chdang lam hai nhau Ho biét gi vé ban be co chir?
* “Tro tap ki cam dong”, ban nhac The Mountain Goats

Kho c6 thé khién nguoi ta quan tGm dén nhitng cdu chuyén Cua nhitng gi da
chét. Tat thdy da ua vang, chéng chdt trong bui bdm.
+ Katrina Vandenberg, tap tho Atlas
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MO PAU
8

T6i da hinh dung ra nhw thé, rang ai r6i cling sé c6 mot diéu ki diéu.
Chang han, c6 1é toi sé khong bao gio bi sét danh, gianh gidi Nobel, trd
thanh nha cam quyén doc tai trén mot qudc ddo bé nho gitta Thai Binh
Duong, hodc mac bénh ung thu tai vo phwong citu chita, va chac ciing chang
bao gid ty dwng toan than boc chdy. Nhung néu suy xét tat ca nhitng diéu bat
kha ay, it nhat mot trong s6 do co thé sé xdy dén vdi tirng nguwoi trong ching
ta.

Toi c6 thé tirng chitng kién troi d6 xudng mot con mwa éch. Toi c6 thé
tirng dat chan lén sao Hoa. T6i c6 thé tirng bi ca voi nuét chitng. T6i c6 thé
tirng lam dam cuGi vGi ba hoang ctia nwdc Anh, hay song sot sau hang thang
troi 1énh dénh trén bién. Nhung diéu ki diéu cda toi khong phai nhu vay.
biéu ki diéu cua t6i la: trong tat ca cac ngoi nha & tit ca cac tiéu khu trén
toan bang Florida, troi xui dat khién thé nao t6i lai la hang x6m cua Margo
Roth Spiegelman.

Khu ching t6i &, Jefferson Park, titng la mot can c hai quan. Nhung roi
hai quan khong can noi nay nita, nén no lai la vung dat ctia nhitng cong dan
tai thanh ph6 Orlando, bang Florida, nhitng ngudi da quyét dinh xay dung
mot khu dan cw ra vanh ra vé, vi dé la cach Florida cuw x véi dat dai. Bo me
toi va Margo rut cuc don dén & ngay canh nhau, sau khi nhitng ng6i nha dau
tién vira dwge hoan thién. Margo va to6i khi ay 1én hai.

Trwéc day Jefferson Park la mot kiéu Pleasantville, va trwdc khi 1a can
ct hai quan, né thudc vé mot ngudi co that tén la Jefferson, mot ong Bs.
Jefferson Jefferson. O Orlando c6 mot ngdi trvdng va mot quy tir thién 16n
mang tén ong, nhung diéu li thi va khong-thé-tin-noi-nhuwng-thé-la-co-that
ve Bs. Jefferson Jefferson chinh 1a dng chéng phai bac si gi sat. Ong ta la
dan lam an, chuyén kinh doanh nwéc cam, tén that la Jefferson Jefferson.
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Khi phat 1én va c6 sic anh hwong, ong da dén toa an lam thua tuc doi
Jefferson thanh tén dém, va lay tén thwong goi la “Bs.” B viét hoa. s viét
thwong. Cham.

Nam ay Margo va t6i chin tud6i. B6 me hai dita la ban bé, nén bon toi
thuong choi véi nhau, cung dap xe qua nhitng con phd cut dan vao chinh
Cong vién Jefferson, cai ron ctia khu vire nay™.

T6i luon hoi hop moi khi nghe tiéng biét Margo sap dén, bdi co dy la diéu
dep dé ki diéu nhat ma Chua tirng tao ra. Bu6i sang do, co6 dy mac quan sooc
trang va 4o phong mau hong, cé hinh con rong xanh dang khé ra luwdi Itvra da
cam. Luc ay chang hiéu sao t6i thiy cai do dep la lung.

Nhw moi ngay, Margo nhom khoi yén khi dap xe, canh tay duo6i thang khi
c6 ay ti 1én tay lai, d6i giay thé thao mau tim nhoe di theo nhitng vong nhan
pé-dan. D6 la mot ngay thang Ba néng muon boc hoi. Troi trong nhung
khong khi chua chua hang hang nhw sap c6 bao.

Khi ay, t6i tw 4o twdng rang minh la mot nha sang ché. Sau khi khéa xe
dap va bat dau di b6 mdt doan ngan qua cong vién dé dén san choi, toi ké
v6éi Margo vé y twdng téi dang am u cho mot phat minh tén la Ringolator.
Do 1a mot khau dai bac khong 16 ¢6 thé ban ra nhitng tang da 16n, nhiéu mau
sac, bay theo qui dao rat thap, tao thanh nhitng vanh dai quanh trai dat, ttra
twa nhw vanh dai sao Tho vay. (Pén gio t6i van cho rang d6 la mot y twdng
ba chdy, nhung xem ra ché tao mot khau dai bac cé thé ban da goc bay di
theo quy dao thap la viéc ciing phitc tap ra phét).

T6i da choi trong cong vién nay khong biét bao nhiéu lan, dén mitc thudc
né nhu long ban tay, nén méi di dwgc vai budc, téi da bat dau cam thay co gi
d6 khong 6n, du chwa thé titc khac phat hién ra sw thé gi khac biét.

“Quentin 0i,” Margo goi khé, giong binh tinh.

Co0 dy dwa tay chi. Va roi toi nhan ra cai khang khac dé la gi.

Trwdc mat cach ching t6i mady mét c6 mot cay sobi twoi tot. Vom la ram
rap, than canh xu xi, xem chirng c6 thu. Diéu nay khong mdi. San choi & bén
tay phai ching t6i. Cling chang c6é gi mdi. Nhung kia, mot ngudi dan ong
mdc b com-plé xam, guc & gbc cay soi. Khong ctr dong. Biéu nay mdi.
Toan than ngwoi d6 dam méau, mot dong mau da kho phan nita trao tir miéng
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ra. Khuén miéng ha héc theo céi cdch ma nhin chung miéng khéng bao gio
ha ra nhu vay. Ru6i dau trén vang tran xanh nhot.

“Bac dy chét r6i,” Margo noi, nhw thé t6i van chwra nhan ra.

Toi khé giat lui hai buwéc. Toi nhé khi dy da nghi rang néu t6i dot ngot cir
dong, nguwoi dan ong c6 thé sé tinh lai va lao t&i tdn cong téi. Chwa biét
chirng 6ng ta la mot dang thay ma biét di. T6i biét thdy ma khong c6 that,
nhuwng chac chan tréng ong ta c6 tiém nang la mot thay ma.

Trong khi t6i giat lui hai buéc do6, Margo yén lang tién 1én hai buwdc twong
dwong. “Bac 4y md mat,” co ay noi.

“Minhvénhathoi,” t6i liu diu.

“T¢ twdng khi chét thi nham mat chi,” c6 ay ndi tiép.

“Margooichungminhvénhabdomoinguoidi.”

Co 4y tién thém buwéc nita, & gan dén mitc cé thé vuwon tay ra cham vao
ban chan 6ng ta. “Theo cau chuyén gi da xady ra véi bac dy vay?”, Margo héi
toi. “Chac tai thudc hay cai gi d6 nhi.”

T6i khong mudn bé Margo lai mot minh vdi cai ngwoi da chét rat co thé la
mot thdy ma biét tan cong ay. Nhung toi cling chang c6 long da nao ditng
tan chuyén vé bdi canh tir vong ctia 6ng ta. D6c hét can dam, toi tién 1én
nam lay tay co dy. “Margooidimau!”

“U, duoc roi ma,” ¢o dy dap. Ching tdi chay vé chd dé xe dap, bung tdi
cudn lén tht gi d6 y chang nhv cam gidc phan khich, nhung khong phai.
Ching t6i 1én xe, t6i dé Margo di trwdc vi téi dang khoc rong va khong
muon c6 dy biét. Toi thdy vét mau trén dé doi giay thé thao mau tim cta
Margo. M4u ctia 6ng ta. Ngudoi dan 6ng da chét.

ROi dita nao vé nha nay. Bo me t6i goi 911. To6i nghe thay tiéng coi hu tr
xa, xin dugc ngo6 ra xem xe citu héa nhung me t6i khong cho. Roi téi thiu
thiu ngu mot ldc.

B6 me t6i déu la chuyén gia tri liéu, diéu d6 c6 nghia la t6i ludon dwoc
cham bam nan chinh dau ra day. Thé nén khi t6i tinh ngt, me da néi vdi toi
mot 16 nhitng chuyén dai dang dac vé vong doi, rang lam sao cai chét lai la
mot phan cua sy song, nhung khong phdi phan téi can dac biét lvu tam khi
m&i chin tudi dau, va to6i da thay dé chiu hon. That ra t6i chwra bao gio qua lo

https://thuviensach.vn



lang vé chuyén dy. Diéu nay ciling c6 chut gia tri nhat dinh, vi toi cé thé lam
nhitng chuyén dang lo ngai that.

Thé day: T6i tim thady mot xac chét. Cau bé chin tudi xinh giai dang yéu la
t0i, va c6 ban choi con xinh xan dé thiwong hon t6i boi phan, da tim thay mot
nguwoi dan 6ng mém miéng be bét mau, va vét mau con lam trén dé doi giay
thé thao xinh xinh ctia c6 ay khi chiing t6i dap xe vé nha. Tat ca that li ki va
day kich tinh, nhwng thé thi sao? Toi chang hé quen biét ngwoi dan ong do.
Nhitng con ngudi toi khong quen biét van qua doi vao bat c thoi diém quai
qui nao. Néu t6i suy sup tam li moi khi diéu gi d6 khung khiép xay ra trén
thé gidi nay, thi toi sé con dién loan hon cd mot con chudt chu & chuéng cho.

T6i hém do, t6i vé phong lic chin gio dé di nga, vi chin gio t6i la gio t6i
di ngu. Me dap chan cho t6i, néi rang me yéu toi, va t6i néi: “Mai gap me
a,” con me dap: “Mai gdp con nhé.” Roi me tat dén va khép ho cira.

Tré minh nam nghiéng, t6i thady Margo Roth Spiegelman dang ditng bén
ngoai ctra so6 phong t6i, mat co dy gan nhw ap vao tam Iwdi cra. To6i nhom
ddy m@& ctra so, nhung tdm lwdi van ngan giita ching t6i, khién mat co ay
nhw nhoe di.

“Té& da diéu tra r6i,” Margo noi cé vé kha nghiém tic. Du c6 dy & gan tam
lwdi chan cira s6 dén mitc khuén mat trong nhu ran ra, t6i van nhin thay c6
ay dang cam cudn s6 nhé va cai but chi mot dau cé cuc gom nham nhé vét
rang. Margo liéc xuong nhitng ghi chép. “Ba Feldman & Jefferson Court n6i
rang bac ay tén la Robert Joyner. Ba ay ké rang bac ay & Jefferson Road,
mot trong nhitng can ho & tang trén cta hiéu tap hda. Thé la t& dén day va co
cd dong canh sat ¢ d6. Mot trong s6 ho héi cé phai té lam viéc cho td bao
cda truong khong, té trd 10i 1a tredng minh khong phat hanh bao, nén chu ay
néi mién t& khong phai la nha bdo thi cha ay sé tra 161 cau hoi cua t6. Cha ay
noéi rang bac Robert Joyner ba mwoi sau tudi. La luat sw. Ho khong cho t&
vao trong can hg, nhung mot co tén la Juanita Alvarez ¢ ngay canh phong
do, t& da sang phong co dy hoi vay mot tach duong, r6i co dy ké rang bac
Robert Joyner da ty sat bang sung. Té hoi tai sao thi co ay bao la bac ay
dang tién hanh li hon va buon rau vi chuyén dé.”
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Margo dirng lai, va t6i nhin c6 ay. Gwong mat c6 dy xam xam nhon nhgt
dwdi anh trang, tan ra thanh hang ngan manh nho vi han 1én tam 1wdi civa so.
Do6i mat to tron chép qua chdp lai, hét nhin t6i lai nhin trang s6. “Nhiéu
nguwoi li di va khong ty sat,” toi noi.

“Té& biét,” Margo néi, chat phan khich nhen 1én trong giong néi. “D6
chinh la diéu t& da no6i vGi 6 Juanita Alvarez. Va co ay néi...” Margo lat
trang soO tay. “Co ay néi rang bac Joyner dang gap rac roi. T¢ hoi thé nghia
la thé nao, thi c6 ay bao ching ta chi nén cau nguyén cho bac 4y, va rang t6
can mang duong vé cho me. T¢ bdo co6 dy hdy quén chuyén té héi vay
dwong di, r6i t& di khoi do.”

Mot lan nita t6i khong noéi gi. Té6i chi mudn Margo c néi—cai giong thi
tham pha lan phan khich vi biét gan hét moi thi ay khién t6i linh cam mot
diéu gi do hé trong dang xdy dén vdi toi.

“T'é nghi chac la t¢ biét tai sao day,” cudi cung Margo noi.

“Tai sao?”

“Co lé tat ca day ndi bén trong bac ay da dut hét r6i.”

Trong khi c6 nghi ra diéu gi d6 dé dap lai, t6i rudn 1én an lay khoéa trén
khung Iwéi ngan cach ching toi, giat né ra khéi ctta so6. Toi dat tam luwGi
xuong san, nhung Margo khong cho t6i co hdi néi gi. Téi con chua kip ngoi
xuong, c6 ay da dwa mat sat lai t6i va thi tham: “Doéng ctra so lai di.” Thé la
toi lam theo. T6i ngd Margo sé di, nhung co6 ay chi ditng dd, nhin t6i. T6i
vay c6 dy va cwdi, nhing anh mét c6 4y nhue dang gam vao th gi d6 dang
sau toi. Thit gi do khing khiép da rit can mau trén mat co ay, ma tbi sg qua
chang dam quay lai nhin. Nhung chang cé gi phia sau t6i, di nhién r6i—cé 1é
chi trt* ngwoi dan ong da chét.

T6i thoi vay. Pau t6i & ngang tam v6i Margo khi chiing t6i dam dam nhin
nhau, doéi dién qua kinh ctta s6. T6i khong nhé chuyén da két thic thé nao-
khong nhé t6i hay Margo da di ngu trwdc. Trong tam tri t6i, n6 khong két
thic. Chung t6i chi & d6, mat doi mat, mai mai.

Margo luon thich nhitng diéu bi an. Va trong tat ca nhitng chuyén xdy ra
sau do, chua bao gio t6i thoi nghi rang co 1€ vi qua ham thich bi an ma chinh
Margo da tré thanh mot bi an.
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Ngéy dai nhat trong cudc doi t6i bat dau kha mudn. To6i day tré, ngdm nga
qua lau trong nha tam nén két qua la phai thwéng thitc bita sang trong chiéc
minivan ctia me vao hoi 7:17 sang thi Tw do.

Thuwong ngay t6i qua giang thang chién hitu than nhat, Ben Starling,
nhung hom dy Ben da vi vu dén truong ding gio, cho nén t6i hét trong cay
duwgc vao no. “Pung gio” doi vdi tui téi la ba mwoi phut trede Iic vao hoc,
vl ntta gio vang ngoc tredc hoi chudong dau tién chinh la diém sang trong
lich trinh xa giao ctua chung t6i: tu tap tan chuyén bén ngoai ctra phu cta
phong tap va biéu dién nhac. Pa phan ban bé t6i choi nhac cy, va da phan
thoi gian ranh ¢ trvong cua toi dwgc nwdng trong pham vi dam bay mét
quanh phong tap nhac. Nhung toi khong choi nhac cu gi ca, vi toi bi mot
chitng diéc thanh diéu, n6i chung la c6 lién quan dén bénh diéc thyc su.
Hom nay t6i sé bi mudn hai mwoi phat, tic la vé mat ki thuat ma néi, t6i van
dén trudc gio vao 16p chuc phuit.

Vira lai xe me vira hoi toi vé truong 16p, thi ot va da hoi tot nghiép.

“Con c0 bao gio khoai da hoi dau me,” t6i n6i trong khi me ré & mot goc
pho. Lap tic, toi diéu nghé tré nghiéng mén ngii coc cho can bang véi trong
lwe. Tro nay t6i dién nhiéu roi.

“0, di cing mot ngudi ban thi c6 sao dau con. Chéic chin con c6 thé mai
Cassie Hiney ma.” Dam la t6i mgi Cassie Hiney lam ch¥, mot c6 ban thuc
su dé mén, than thién va xinh lung linh, nhwng ngat néi ban ay lai mang mot
cai ho vo dich vé do nhay cam®“.

“Khong chi vi con khong khoai da hoi. Con khong khoai ca nhitng nguoi
khodi da hoi,” t6i c6 giai thich, du thang than ma néi thi cling chang phai.
Ben mdéi la thang roi rit ban loan vé da hdi nay.
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Me ré vao truong, t6i gilt chat cai bat sap hét bang ca hai tay khi di qua
mdy con lwon giam tdc. T6i liéc nhanh ra bai do xe cho hoc sinh nam cudi.
Con Honda mau bac cua Margo Roth Spiegelman do & chd quen thudc. Me
tap xe vao mot doan cut ngay gan phong tap nhac va hon Ién ma t6i tam biét.
T6i nhac thdy Ben va mdy thang khac dirng giang thanh mét duong ban
nguyet.

To6i di dén cho chiing né, vong ban nguyét lap titc gian ra dé thém to6i vao.
Chung né dang no6i dén ban gai cii cta t6i, Suzie Chung, c6 nang choi cello
va 1o la da khudy dong dw luan khi cap v6i mot anh cau tha bong chay tén la
Taddy Mac. T6i cling chang biét dé c6 phadi la tén that cta anh ta khong nita.
Du gi thi Suzie ciling da quyét dinh dén da hoi véi Taddy Mac. Thém mot
nan nhan.

“Eu 6ng 0i,” Ben ditng d6i dién t6i va goi. N6 gat dau ra hiéu roi di. T6i
theo no ra khoi dam, di vao phong tap. Mot ga nho ngudi da ngam ngam da
qua tudi day thi nhung chuwa bao gio két thic cai tudi &y mot cach hoanh
trang, Ben la thang ban chi c6t vdi t6i tv hoi 16p nam, khi ca hai rat cuc
danh thtra nhan rang chang thang nao du sttc kiém duwgc dita khac lam ban
than. Co ma, n6 da rat c6 gang, va t6i khoai nhw vay—phan 16n thoi gian.

“Sao thé ong?” t6i hoi. Ching téi da an toan trong phong nhac, nhitng
ngwoi xung quanh dang noi da dé 1ap di cau chuyén cta bon t6i.

“Radar sé di da h6i,” Ben nham nhang. Radar la chién hitu oach ctia bon
toi. N6 bi goi la Radar vi trong n6 y chang mot thang thap bé nhe can deo dit
chai tén la Radar trong xé-ri M*A*S*H trén truyén hinh ngay xwa, ngoai trr
1. Radar trén ti-vi da khong den, va 2. Vao mot lic nao do sau khi da bi gan
tén, Radar cia bon t6i cao thém khodng mudi lam phan nita va bat dau deo
kinh sat trong, nén t6i nghi rang 3. N6 trong khong con giong chi em trong
M*A*S*H nita, nhung 4. Con ba tuan ruGi nita la t6t nghiép, ching toi
chang buon dat tén mai cho no nita.

“Con bé Angela ay ha?” t6i héi. Radar cha bao gid hé gi vé chuyén tinh
éu tinh bao cda no ca, nhuwng nhw thé cling chang ngan dwoc bon toi ban ra
tan vao.
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Ben git, roi n6i, “Ong biét ké hoach vi dai cta t6i chi¥? Loi mot em thé
non dén da hoi vi chi c¢6 cac em thé mdi khong hé hay biét sy tich vé chang
Ben Bi Bya.” Toi gat gat.

“Chac,” Ben noi tiép, “thé€ ma sang nay c6 mot nhoc thé non xinh xinh
16p chin tim t0i hoi c6 phai toi chinh la Ben Bi Bya khong, toi phai giai
thich ro rang dé la chitng nhiém tring than, con nhéc dy khiic khich rtc rich
cwoi roi chay di luon. Hét chuyén.”

Ho6i 16p mudi, Ben tirng phai nhap vién vi bi nhiém tring than, nhwng
Becca Arrington, ban than ctia Margo, da cham ngoi tin don rang nguyén
nhan thuc sy khién Ben tiéu ra mau la do n6 da tha dam vo d6. Du vo can c
vé mat y hoc nhung tir dé nhitng don dai c@ bam dinh 1ay Ben. “Khiép qua,”
toi khong biét noi gi hon.

Ben bat dau vach ké hoach dé chan dwgc mét em, nhung t6i nghe tai no ra
tai kia, vi phong mat qua nhitng nguwoi la nguwdi moi lic mét dong dic &
hanh lang, t6i da thdy Margo Roth Spiegelman. C6 dy ditng bén ngan ta
dung do, canh ban trai ctia c6 ay, Jase. Margo madc vay trang dai dén dau goi,
ao xanh duwong cé in hinh. T6i thdy dwgc hai bén xwwong quai xanh ctda co ay.
Margo dang cuwdi nhw nac né vé chuyén gi do-hai vai so vé trudc, ddi mat to
anh anh nuéc ¢ khoe, khuon miéng mo rong. Nhung hinh nhw khong phai
cuoi vi diéu gi Jase néi, vi c6 ay khong nhin Jase ma dwa mat qua hanh lang
nhin mét day ta dung do khac. To6i theo anh mat ay va thady Becca Arrington
dang bam nhang 1dy mot anh chang béng chay, ¢t nhuw nang la vat trang tri
va chang la cay théng Giang Sinh vay. T6i mim cuwdi nhin Margo, du toi biét
c6 ay khong thay t6i.

“Ong 10 ga lan t6i di chit. Mic ké thing Jase. Troi oi, ding 1a mot nang
thd boc dwong ma,” Ben ldm nham. Chéan di nhuwng mat t6i van liéc nhin co
ay qua dam dong, chdp lai trong tam twdng nhitng khoanh khac c6 thé lam
thanh mot loat anh vd&i tiéu dé Cdi dep hoan hdo lang dong, chi nhitng ké
pham budc qua. Bén gan hon, tdi nghi c6 thé

Margo chang hé cuwoi. Co thé c6 dy da ngac nhién hodc nhan dwgc mot
moén qua hay thit gi d6. Hinh nhw ¢6 dy khong khép miéng lai duoc.
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“U,” t6i lo dang tra 15i Ben, nhung thuc ra khong dé y nghe né néi vi toi
dang c6 gang nhin Margo cang nhiéu cang t6t ma khong té ra qua 16 liéu.
That ra khéng phai vi Margo xinh. C6 ay dep dén sitng so' luon, theo nghia
den cta tirng tir. Va r6i bon t6i dd & qua xa cho c6 ay, c6 qua nhiéu nguoi di
di lai lai gitta Margo va t6i, tham chi t6i da khong dén dua gan dé nghe thay
tiéng c6 ay ndi, hay dé hiéu diéu thu vi gi da khién c6 dy ngac nhién dén
vay. Ben guc gac dau vi n6 da thay t6i nhin Margo nhu vay ca ngan lan, dén
mitc n6 da qua quen roi.

“U thi c6 nang néng béng, nhung khong néng bong dén mirc dy. Ma 6ng
c6 biét ai thyc s nong béng khong?”

“Ai co?” toi hoi.

“Lacey,” Ben dap, Lacey la mot ban than khac ctia Margo. “Ca me ong
nita. Toi da thay me 6ng hun lén ma 6ng sang nay. Bung trach t6i nhé, thé
c6 Chtia ldc ay tdi da trom nghi: Oi 6i, gid ma minh la thidng Q. Ma nita, gid
ma hai mda minh moc dugc to-rym thi suéng.” Toi thuc cui chd vao mang
swon nd, nhwng téi van dang nghi dén Margo, vi c6 ay la huyeén thoai duy
nhat & ngay canh nha t6i. Margo Roth Spiegelman, cai tén dai sau am tiét ay
thuong duge nhac dén day du, kem theo chit tham ngudng mo. Margo Roth
Spiegelman, cau chuyén vé nhitng chuyén phiéu lwu kinh dién cua c6 ay c6
thé quét qua treong hoc nhv mdt con bao mua he: chang han nhw chuyén
mot 6ng gia song trong can nha dé nat & Hot Coffee, Mississippi, da day
Margo choi guitar. Margo Roth Spiegelman, c6 gai da rong rudi sudt ba
ngay theo mét doan xiéc—ho cho rang co dy rat c6 nang khiéu biéu dién nhao
16n trén day. Margo Roth Spiegelman, c6 gai da udng mot tach tra thao méc
cung ban nhac The Mallionaires trong hau treeong sau mot budi biéu dién &
St. Louis, con ho udong rugu whiskey. Margo Roth Spiegelman, co gai da
vao duge budi biéu dién dé bang cach néi v4i ngudi soat vé rang co la ban
gai cua tay guitar bass. Ho khong nhan ra c6 u? Thoi nao ong anh, néi
nghiém tic nhé, t6i la Margo Roth Spiegelman, bay gio néu 6ng anh vao
trong bao anh chang chaoi guitar bass hay nhin t6i mot cai, thi anh chang sé
bdo ngay véi 6ng anh rang t6i la ban gai anh ta, hodc anh ta muén c6 t6i la
ban gai. Nguoi soat vé lam nhu vay that, va tay bass da no6i “dang ban gai toi
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day, dé c6 ay vao di.” Sau d6 anh chang muon di lai nghiém chinh vGi
Margo, va c6 ay da twr chdi tay guitar bass ctia The Mallionaires.

Nhitng chuyén ay, khi dwoc ké di ké lai, ludn két thic bang cau Thé day,
co tin duoc khong ta? Thuong la khong thé tin n6éi, nhung dé luén la nhitng
chuyén co that.

Bon t6i dén cho ngan tu ca nhan ctia minh. Radar dang dya lung vao ngan
cta Ben, tay baAm bam may tinh cam tay.

“Vay la 6ng sé dén da hdi tot nghiép,” t6i noi v6i nd. Radar nguwde 1én roi
1ap tic cti xudng.

“Toi dang chan chinh mot bai viét trong Toan Thw Ba Th¢ vé cyu Thu
Tuwéng Phap. BDém qua thang x6 14 nao d6 da xo6a toan bd bai va chén vao
cau Jacques Chirac dang bi dong tinh, mot diéu khong chinh xac ca vé thuc
té lan ngir phap.” Radar la bién tap vién cy phach ctia mot trang thong tin
tham khao truc tuyén do cong dong mang sang lap, tén day da la Toan Thw
bu Thit. Ca doi né tan tam cong hién dé duy tri va phat trién kho Toan Thw
nay. Pay la mot trong nhitng 1i do tai sao viéc n6 hen ho di da hoi lai la
chuyén dang ngac nhién dén vay.

“Vay la ong sé dén da hoi tét nghiép nhi,” t6i nhac lai.

“Xin 16i nhé,” né néi ma chang buon nhin 1én. Thang nao ciling biét la t6i
&n vu da hoi. Hoan toan va tuyét doi khong c6 gi vé cai da hoi dy hap dan
dugc t6i—nhdy diéu slow w, nhdy nhac béc w, vdy voc xung xinh w, bd vét
dudi tom di thué w, khong gi sat. Di thué vét dudi tom doéi véi t6i la cach
hoan hdo dé bi lay nhiém mot thi bénh kinh khing nao dé tir ngudi tirng
mac bo quan o ay, va t6i khong ham la chang trai trong trang duy nhat trén
thé gian nay chan trén minh cad mot bay ran mu.

“Nay 6ng,” Ben n6i v6i Radar, “cac em tho non bé béng da biét hét
chuyén Ben Bi Bva r6i.” Rut cuc Radar chiu cat cai may cam tay di, gat gat
day thong cam va thau hiéu. “Du sao,” Ben tiép tuc, “hai chién thuat con lai
cua t6i la vao Internet rao quang cdo can tim ngudi di da hoi cung, hodc bay
dén Missouri bat c6c mot nang thé ngon ngon, ngoan ngoan, ngu ngu nao doé
vé vay.” T6i tirng c6 noi véi Ben rang “nang thé non” nghe cé vé phan biét
gigi va yéu dudi qua, khong c6 chit ca tinh nao ca, nhung né van khong
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chiu thay doi th6i quen. Ca me n6 ciing bi né goi la thd. That ding la hét
thudc chita vdi thang nay.

“T6i sé hoi Angela xem cé biét ai khéng,” Radar n6i. “Co ma cua dugc
mot em chiu di da hoi v6i o6ng con kho hon ca chuyén luyén chi thanh
vang.”

“Cua dugc mot em chiu di da hoi véi ong la chuyén kho nhan dén mirc
riéng gia thuyét ay thoi da da sic ran cat duwge kim cwong roi,” toi boi thém.

Radar khé dam hai ct vao ngan ta dé bay té sy tan thanh, va tiép tuc di
dén két luan. “Ben nay, cua dugc mot em chiu di da hoi véi 6ng la chuyén
gian nguy dén mtc Chinh phu Hoa Ki tin rang van dé khong thé giai quyét
dwgc bang duong ngoai giao, ma phai vién dén vii lyc.”

To6i dang nghi d& veé tiép theo thi ca ba thang clung trong thay cai binh
dung ho6c-mon tang co c6 hinh dang con nguoi tén la Chuck Parson dang
ham ham tién lai phia ching t6i. Chuck Parson khong choi trong doi thé
thao nao ca vi nhu thé sé 1am xao nhang muc tiéu to tat cia doi né: mot ngay
nao dé dugc két toi giét nguwoi. “Nay, mady thang i kia,” n6 goi.

“Chao Chuck,” t6i dap, dan hoa cau than hét mitc cé thé. Mdy nam nay
Chuck khong xich mich gi nghiém trong vdi bon toi—c6 dita trong dam c6
mau mat da phan rang nhw thé 1a bon téi duwge yén than. Thé nén khi chinh
Chuck bat chuyén vdi bon t6i thi diéu nay co6 vé ki ki.

Co thé tai toi da md& miéng, hoac cling cé thé khong phai vay, nhung
Chuck da ddm uynh hai nam tay l1én canh ctta ta dung do, gam toi & gitra, gi
mat sat lai dén mic téi c6 thé tha hoé suy doan xem né da dung loai thudc
danh rang nao. “May biét gi vé Margo va Jase?”

“O,” toi dap, trong dau nghi dén moi thit toi biét vé hai nguwoi do: Jase 1a
ban trai nghiém tic dau tién va duy nhat cia Margo Roth Spiegelman. Ca
hai bat dau hen ho hoi cu6i nam ngodi. Sang nam ca hai sé cung dén Dai hoc
Florida. Jase dugc hoc bong vi sé chai trong doi bong chay cta treong. Han
chwa bao gio ¢ lau trong nha c6 ay, trir phi dén don Margo. Co dy chwa bao
gio té ra la thich han dén mic ay, nhung c6 dy cling chwa bao gio té ra thich
bat ctt ai dén mirc ay. “Cha biét gi cd,” rit cuc toi noi.

“Pirng hong Itra tao,” Chuck gam lén.
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“T6i hau nhw chang hiéu gi vé Margo ca,” toi n6i, va ding la nhu vay.

N6 can nhac cau trd 10i cua toi trong choc lat, con t6i c6 hét sirc nhin
thang vao hai trong mat sat nhau cia n6. Chuck gat dau rat khé, roi day ta
dung d6 va vao 16p hoc mén tiét mot ctia nd: Cham s6c va dinh dudng cho
co nguc. Hoi chubéng thit hai reo. Con mot phut trwéc gio vao 16p. Radar va
t0i c6 gio gidi tich, con Ben c6 gid toan td6 hgp. Cac phong hoc san sat canh
nhau, bon t6i vao 16p, ba thang giang hang ngang, tin rang i ban sé dat ra
da rong cho chung toi qua, va ding nhv vay.

Toi noi:

“Cua duwgc mot em chiu di da héi v6i ong la chuyén khé xdy ra dén mic
mot ngan con khi g6 mot ngan cai may chit trong mot ngan nam cting khong
mot lan go dong T6i sé di da hoi véi Ben.”

Ben khong thé kim nén khéi suy sup. “Vién canh di da hdi caa t6i tham
dén mc ba cua Q cling chang théem di vGi t6i. Ba bao ba dang dgi Radar
moi ba di kia.”

Radar ttr ton gat dau. “Pung day, Q. Ba ctia 6ng khoai cac chién hitu ma.”

Dé nhu bon thé la da quén dwgc Chuck, dé say swra ban tan vé budi da hoi
du t6i chang mdy may quan tam dén no.

Cai sy doi sang ngay hom ay: chang c6 gi thuc sw qua hé trong, ca chuyén
tot 1an chuyén xau. Ching t6i ban moi viéc mua vui tiéu khién cho nhau, va
ching t6i da ung dung hao phong mot cach rat chinh dang.

Ba gio dong ho tiép theo toi & trong 16p, c6 khong nhin 1én dam dong ho
treo trén nhitng tdm bang den, r6i nhin dong ho, réi td héa nhan ra mai cé
mdy phut troi qua ké tr 1an cudi téi xem gio. T6i da c6 gan bon nam kinh
nghiém xem dong ho, nhung toc d6 rua bo i ach d6 chwa bao gio khién toi
hét ngac nhién. Gia st chi duwgc séng thém mot ngay, toi sé lao ngay dén
nhitng hanh lang hun hit cta tredng Winter Park, noi ai cling biét mot ngay
kéo dai nhu cd ngan nam.

Hodc dai nhw moén vat li & tiét thi ba twdng chirng khong bao gio di dén
ho6i két, nhung cudi cung né cling da két thic, va roi téi vao cang-tin véi
Ben. Radar an bita trwa vao tiét nam véi hau hét nhitng dita khac, thé nén
nhin chung Ben va t6i mot minh ng6i canh nhau, c6 mdt déi ngoi gitra
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ching t6i va mot nhom trong doi kich ma bon t6i quen. Hom nay, hai thang
bon t6i déu an pizza xuc xich cay.

“Pizza ngon tuyét,” t6i noéi. Ben lo dang gat dau. “Cé chuyén gi vay?” toi
héi.

“Khung cua git,” Ben trd 10i bang mot miéng day banh. N6 nu6t danh vc.
“Toi biét ong nghi tro nay rat 16, nhung t6i muén di da hoi.”

“1. Dung la toi thay tro nay 16; 2. Néu ong thich thi c viéc di; 3. Néu toi
khong nham, 6ng da ngé 10i moi ai dau.”

“Trong gio toan toi da hoi Cassie Hiney. To6i viét gidy han hoi.” Toi trgn
mat 1én day nghi hodc. Ben tho tay vao tdi quan 16i ra to gidy gap day cui
dwa cho t6i. T6i mé gidy ra:

Ben,

T6 ciling muén di da hoi cung cdu, nhuwng té da dong y sé di véi Frank roi.
Xin 16i nhé!

—C

T6i gap giady lai va trugt trd né qua mat ban. T6i van nhé da tirng choi
béng da bang gidy trén nhitng mat ban kiéu nay. “Chan thé,” t6i noi.

“Ua, chan gi dau.” Nhitng bitc twong am thanh dwdng nhw khép lai quanh
ching t6i, hai thang ng6i lang ngat mot lic, ro6i Ben nhin t6i vé nghiém trong
va noi, “Vao dai hoc toi sé quay tung treong cho coi. Toi sé dwgc ghi vao
Sdch Ki Luc Guinness 6 muc ‘Ngudi chiéu dwgc nhiéu thé non nhat.””

To6i cwoi pha 1én. Con dang mai nghi chuyén b6 me Radar da thuc sw
duwgc dwa vao Sdch Guinness nhu thé nao, téi chgt nhan thdy cé mot co ban
nguoi goc Phi trong rat xinh véi nhitng lon toc tinh nghich dang ditng truéc
mat minh. Mat mot lic t6i m&i nhan ra d6 la Angela, theo-phong-doan-cua-
toi la ban gai Radar.

“Chao,” c0 dy lén tiéng vai toi.

“Chao cau,” t6i dap. To6i da hoc chung 16p véi Angela nén ciling biét so
sg, nhung t6i va co dy chua tirng chao nhau ¢ hanh lang hay dai loai nhw
vay. T6i nhich sang mot bén nhuwong ché cho Angela ngoi. Co ay lach qua
ghé ngoi xudng phia dau ban.
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“Hinh nhw cac ciu la nhitng ngwoi hiéu Marcus nhat,” Angela vao de,
dung tén that cia Radar. C6 dy nghiéng nguwdi vé phia bon t6i, khuyu tay ti
lén mat ban.

“Mot st ménh chan om, nhung cling phai c6 ai dé chiu tran chit,” Ben
dap, nhe rang cuoi.

“Cac cau c6 nghi cau ay, rm, xau ho vi t& khong?” Ben cwoi pha lén. “Cai
gi co? Khong dau,” no noi.

“That ra thi,” toi thém that, “chinh cdu thay xau ho vi cdu ta m@i phai.”

Co ay tron mat chdp chép va mim cwdi. Mot ¢o6 nang quen dwgc khen
ngoi day. “Nhung du gi cau ay chwa bao gio, thé nao nhi, ra té tu tap cung
cac cau.”

“000...,” rit cuc toi di hifu ra van dé. “Tai cau ta xau hé vi bon td chit
sao.”

Angela bat cuoi. “Cac cau co gi quai dan dau.”

“Cau chua chitng kién canh Ben hit Sprite bang miii r6i phi ra ding mém
day thoi,” toi noi.

“Luc do trong té nhw mot dai phun nwéc c6 ga dang trong con cuoéng no
ay,” Ben néi tinh rui.

“Nhung néu la cac cau thi cac ciu cé lo khéng? Bon té hen ho dwgc nam
tuan ré6i ma cau ay chwa bao gio dwa té dén nha ca.” Ben va t6i liéc nhau
mot cai kiéu biét-ngay-ma, mat t6i nhw muon rdm lai vi nhin cuwdi. “Sao
thé?” Angela hai.

“Khong sao,” t6i dap. “T¢ noi that, Angela a, néu cau ta bat cau tu ba vdi
bon t& va sudt ngay dwa cau dén nha cau ta...”

“Thi nhu vay dut dudi con nong noc la cau ta khong thich cau chit nao
dau,” Ben keét thac van de.

“B0 me cau dy di lam a?”

T6i chat vat tim cach tra 10i cau hoi &y mot cach thanh thye. “Um, khong
dau. Hai bac ay hay phét. Co ma t& nghi hai bac cung cau ta hoi ki thoi.”

“O, cung hoi ki,” Ben dong y phét luén, mdt cach hoi bi qua nhanh.

Angela mim cwoi ditng day, noéi la phai di kiém ai do6 trwdc khi hét gio an
trira. Ben dgi co dy di khuat r6i mdi thot 1én, “Mot ¢o nang hoi bi dugc!”
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“Chtt con gi nita,” t6i noi. “Hay la 6ng véi toi da béng thang Radar di dé
choi v6i co nang nay nhi.”

“Co ma chac co6 nang khong ki tai may tinh bang thang Radar dau. Bon
minh can nguwdi giéi may tinh ma 6ng. MGi ca t6i ca la c6 nang choi Hoi
Sinh rat am @,” dé la tro choi dién ti may dira bon t6i déu ghién. “Ma nay,”
Ben no6i thém, “ndi 6ng ba gia cia Radar cung n6 hoi ki nghe hay day.”

“O thi tdi sao c6 thé bép xép gi duoc,” tdi noi.

“Khong biét khi nao Angela sé duwgc tham quan Dinh Thy Bao Tang Nha
Radar nhi,” Ben cwoi nhan nhé.

Sap hét gio nghi, Ben va t6i ditng day dat khay d6 an trva 1én bang
chuyén. Chinh céi bang chuyén Chuck Parson da tirng lang t6i 1én hoi toi
mdi lo ngo vao trueong, ném toi xudng lanh dia ngam day kinh hai cuda tap
doan tay rira bat dia Winter Park. Bon t6i di dén cho ngan ti ca nhan cua
Radar va van ditng dé khi né xoet dén sau hoi chuéng thit nhat.

“Trong gid hoc mén nha nwdc va chinh quyén, t6i da quyét dinh rang néu
phai liém bi cda Itra ma c6 thé dugc bé qua mon ay cho dén hét hoc ki, thi
toi san sang cam tam tw nguyén lam nhw vay,” Radar lau bau.

“O, bi cua lira c6 thé day dng khéi thit vé nha nudc va chinh quyén day,”
toi noi. “Ma nay, néi vé nhitng li do c6 thé khién 6ng wdc gi minh da an trwa
tir tiét bon, tui t6i vira ngoi an cung Angela day.”

Ben nhéch mép véi Radar va néi: “Ua, cd nang thic méc 1a sao cha bao
gio duwgc dén nha 6ng.”

Radar thé hat ra mot hoi dai thwon thwgt trong khi quang mot dong ham
ba lang vao ta dung do. N6 thé dai 1du dén mitc t6i twdng nd sé dirt hoi ngat
xiu luén mat.

“Mat qua di mat,” rit cuc no noi.

“Ong x{ hé chuyén gi sao?” Toi cudi cudi hoi.

“Tat ngay,” Radar cau c6 thic cti ché vao bung t6i. “Nha 6ng dep thé con
gl,” toi chua tha.

“T6i n6i nghiém tiic v4i 6ng nhé,” Ben boi thém. “Angela that sit dé mén.
T6i khong hiéu sao 6ng khong cho ban ay gdp b6 me 6ng va xem mot vong
Casa“ Radar nhi.”
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Radar ném n6t sach vao ngan ta réi dong lai. Khéng khi tro chuyén chon
ron quanh chiing t6i tit lim khi Radar nhin thing 1én tri va hét, “ONG BA
GIA TOI CcO BO SUU TAP ONG GIA NOEL DA PEN PO SO NHAT
THE GIOI THI CO PHAI LOI TAI TOI QUAI PAU!”

T6i da nghe Radar rén ram “bo suu tap ong gia Noel da den do so nhat thé
gi¢i” ca ngan lan trong doi, va chwa bao gio toi nén noi phi cuwdi vi diéu dé.
Nhung Radar khong néi gidn. T6i van nhé lan dau dén nha né. Hinh nhuw lic
ay t0i muwoi ba. H6i do la mua xuan, dd may thang sau Giang Sinh, thé ma
van c6 voO sO nhitng 6ng gia Noel da den giang trén cac bau ctra s6. Cac ong
gia Noel da den bang giay treo doc tay vin cau thang. Nhitng cay nén hinh
ong gia Noel da den dat trang tri trén ban an. Mot bitc son dau vé 6ng gia
Noel da den treo phia trén 10 swdi, con trén bé 10 swdi la mot loat hinh nom
cac ong gia Noel da den. Trong nha c6 mot lo dung keo hinh 6ng gia Noel
da den mua t* Namibia. Cay den hinh ong gia Noel da den thuwong dugc dat
canh thung thw & san trudce tir 1é Ta on dén Nam mdi, nhitng lic khac trong
nam ding hién ngang trong géc phong tam dw phong, mot phong tam cé
gidy dan tuwong tw ché vdi hoa tiét ong gia Noel da den va miéng bong tam
hinh 6ng gia Noel. Trong moi phong, trir phong Radar, vivong quoc cta 6ng
gia Noel da den banh triéng khap noi noi—trén thach cao, chat déo, da hoa,
dat sét, go va vai voc. Tong cong, b6 me Radar s& hitu hon mot ngan hai
tram 6ng gia Noel da den dwdi moi hinh thitc. Nhw duwgc trinh trong viét trén
tdm bang nhé canh ctra chinh, nha Radar la mot di tich vé 6ng gia Noel duoc
Hiép hoi Giang Sinh chinh thitc cong nhan.

“Ong chi viéc néi véi Angela thoi,” toi n6i. “Dai loai nhu, ‘Angela nay, t&
thue sy thich cau, nhung c6 diéu nay cau can phai biét: khi ¢ trong nha té va
dinh 1ay nhau, tui minh sé dwgc quan sat bang hai ngan bon tram con mat
cua mot ngan hai tram ong gia Noel da den.’”

Radar dua tay cdo cao mai dau hdi cua, lac lic. “Ua, khong nghi 1a t6i sé
néi y chang nhw vay, nhung toi sé gidi quyét viéc do.”

T6i vao 16p hoc mon nha nwdc va chinh quyén, Ben hoc mon ty chon vé
thiét ké tro choi dién tr. To6i nham nham xem dong hoé su6t hai tiét hoc nita,
r6i cudi cung con thd phao ciling bat khoi 16ng nguwc khi hét gio—khic cudi
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mot ngay ludn giong nhw chay viét da dén lé t6t nghiép con chwra day mot
thang nita.

T6i vé nha. An 16t da hai miéng banh mi vé6i bo lac va mitt. Xem pd-co
trén ti-vi. BO me vé nha ltic sdu gio, 6m nhau va 6m toi. Bita toi nghiém
chinh cé mi 6ng bo 10. B6 me hoi t6i vé truong 16p. VEé da hoi tét nghiép. Bo
me tam tac rang nuoi day t6i khon 16n la mot ki tich ctia bé me. Rang trong
cong viéc hang ngay b6 me phdi xoay x& vG@i nhitng ngwoi 16n 1én trong
canh it dwgc cham séc chu ddo. B6 me di xem ti-vi. T6i vé phong kiém tra
e-mail. T6i viét mot it vé cuén Gatsby Vi dai cho gio Quoc ngit. Toi doc mot
it Nhitng vdn bdn Lién bang, chuan bi trwdc cho ki thi mén nha nwéc va
chinh quyén. Téi chat chiu trén mang v&i Ben, mot lic sau Radar cling vao
mang. Trong lic tan chuyén, né da bon lan nhac dén “bo swu tap 6ng gia
Noel da den d6 so nhat thé gigi”, 1an nao t6i cling bat cwdi khung khuc. To6i
bdo né rang toi rat mirng vi n6 da cé ban gai. N6 bdo mua hé nam nay sé hay
ho day. T6i dong y. Hom nay ngay mung nam thang Nam, nhung ciing
chang quan trong. Chu6i ngay cua t6i giong nhau mot cach dé chju. T6i luén
thich nhw vay: nhip sinh hoat déu dan. To6i thich cam giac chan chan. Toi
khong muoén nhuw vay, nhung ding la toi thich thé. Va nhw vy mung nam
thang Nam c6 thé la bat ci¥ ngay nao—cho dén ngay truedc nira dém hom ay,
khi Margo Roth Spiegelman trugt m@ 6 ctta s6 khong c6 lwGi chan cta
phong t6i, 1an dau tién ké tir khi c6 ay bao t6i hay dong né lai cach day chin
nam.

https://thuviensach.vn



Téi quay lai khi nghe thay tiéng ctra m&, va doi mat xanh ctia Margo dang
cham chu nhin t6i. Thoat dau doi mat co dy la tat ca nhitng gi toi thay dugc,
nhung khi thi gidc da diéu chinh, t6i nhan ra Margo béi den mat va mac do
khoac c6 mili mau den. “Cau dang ga tinh qua mang day a?” c6 ay hai toi.

“T¢& dang chat chiu vGi Ben Starling.”

“Piéu do6 khong tra 10i cau hoi cta td, do dé cu.”

T6i cudi nhw méu, réi di dén cira s6 va qui xudng, mat toi chi cach mat c6
dy vai phan. T6i khéng thé hiéu dwgc sao co6 ay lai & day, bén ctra s6 phong
toi, nhu thé nay. “Sao t¢ lai c6 vinh hanh nay day?” t6i hoi. Margo va toi
van la ban be, t6i nghi thé, nhung khong phai kiéu ban gap-nhau-lic-nira-
dém-vdi-bo-mat-boi-den. Toi dam chac c6 ay c6 ban bé cho kiéu hoan canh
nay. Va t6i khong nam trong s6 ban do.

“Té& can xe cua cau,” Margo giai thich.

“T6 khong c6 xe,” t6i ndi, mot thi nhan hoi cé phan nhitc nhoi trong t6i.

“Chac, t6 can xe cua me cau.”

“Cau co6 xe rieng ma,” toi noi lai.

Margo bung ma thé dai. “Ping, nhwng van dé la bo me giit chia khoa xe
t¢ va cat chia trong mot cai két, duwdi gam givong, va Myrna Mountweazel”—
con ché cua Margo— “ngu trong phong b6 me. Ma Myrna Mountweazel 1én
con phinh mach mau méi khi trong thay t6. Y 13, t& hoan toan c6 thé 1én vao
phong, nang két, cay ra ldy chia khéa xe va phong di, nhung van dé & cho
chdang can phai tht vi t¢ chi can mé& ctra phong thoi la Myrna Mountweazel
sé stia loan xa ngau. Thé nén t& néi réi day, t& can mot cai xe. TG cling can
cau lai xe nita, vi dém nay t& c6 muwdi mot viéc can lam, va it nhat nam dau
viéc can dén dong bon danh thao.”
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Khi t6i khong tap trung diém nhin vao dau, Margo nhu tan bién bong
bénh trong khong khi, chi con lai d6i mat. Con khi tap trung nhin co6 Ay, t6i
c6 thé thdy duong vién khuon mat, thit mau den van con wét trén da Margo.
Hai go ma va céi cam tao thanh mot hinh tam giac, va bo mé6i den tham mo
h6 cong mét nu cuoi. “Co cuwdp giét hiép gi khong day?” t6i héi.

“Hirm,” Margo dap. “Hay nhac t¢ néu dot nhap bi coi la cwdp giét hiép.”

“Khong,” toi dap gon.

“Khong do khong bi coi 1a cudp giét hiép hay la khong cau sé khong gitp
tG?”

“Khong t¢ khong gitp dugce dau. Cau khong tuyén dugc diva dan em nao
dwa cau di sao?” Lacey va/hodc Becca luon ngoan ngoan theo Margo day
thoi.

“Thyc ra tui né la mot phan ctia van dé,” Margo néi.

“Van deé gi?” toi hoi.

“Co6 muoi mot van de tat ca,” c6 ay noi, vé sot rudt.

“Khong dot nha giét nguwdi cuwdng bitc con nha lanh dau day,” t6i giao
hen.

“Té thé c6 Chua chitng giam rang cau sé khong pham phai trong téi nhw
vay dau.”

Va ding lic dy, nha Margo bong sang birng 1én. Nhanh nhw cat, ¢6 dy 16n
cl méo qua ctra s6 vao phong t6i, lan vao gdm giwong. Chi tich tac sau, bo
Margo ditng & hién sau nha réo. “Margo! B6 thady may roi day!”

Tb6i nghe thay tiéng rén rdm trong gam givong, “Oi trdi oi!” Margo bo
khoi gam giwong, ditng day di dén bén ctra s6 va noi: “Bo oi bo, con chi
dang noi chuyén vdi Quentin thdi a. Bo luén béo la cau dy c6 tac dong tich
cue dén con con gi.”

“Chi n6i chuyén v6i Quentin thoi sao?”

“Vang.”

“Thé sao phai b6i mat den si thé kia?”

Margo thoang hodng hon trong mot tich tac vo cung ngan. “Giai thich dau
dubi dai dong lam a, bay gio chac bo mét réi thi di ng...”

“Vé nha ngay,” bo Margo gam lén. “Ttc khac!”
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Margo niu 4o t6i, thi tham “MG6t phut nita t& quay lai” vao tai toi, roi tréo
qua ctra so.

Ngay khi Margo roi di, toi v& 1ay chia khéa xe trén ban. Chia khéa la cua
toi, con chiéc xe, éo le thay, thi khong. Vao ngay sinh nhat thit mudi sdu cta
toi, bd me tdng mot moén qua rat nho, téi lap tic hiéu ra b6 me cho t6i mot
chiéc chia khoéa 6-t6. T6i mirng suyt phat tiéu vi b6 me van néi di noéi lai la
khong dua tién mua xe cho t6i. Nhung khi b6 me trao cho t6i hOp qua bé xiu,
toi biét ngay hoa ra lic truédec bd me chi tréu thoi, va rang cudi cung thi t6i
cling sap co6 xe r6i. Toi xé ngay gidy boc, m& cai hop con con. Bung that, &
trong la cai chia khoa.

Nhin ki thi d6 la chia khéa xe Chrysler. Chia khéa mot chiéc minivan
Chrysler. Chinh la con minivan Chrysler ctia me.

“Qua cho con la chia khoa xe ctia me a?” toi hoi me.

“Anh Tom a,” me quay sang bao bo, “em da ndi v4i anh la thang bé sé dat
ki vong cao ma.”

“O kia, dirng trach anh,” bé n6i. “Em dang da sy cang thang ctia em vao
tién lwong cta anh day.”

“Pdy chang phdi mdt phan tich v6i vang c6 phan thu dong-hung hang
sao?” me hoi lai.

“Khi budc tdi mot cach day hung bién veé 16i hung hang thu dong, chang
phdi chinh nhitng budc td6i dy da c6 ban chat thu dong-hung hang roi
khong?” bo dap tra, va bé me c lién tu bat tan nhu thé mét lic 14u.

Nhung 1au hay chéng thi tom lai cling la thé nay: t6i dugc thu hwdng sw
van tai tuyét voi cua chiéc minivan Chrysler doi cfi, trtt nhitng Iic me 1ai xe.
Va vi sang nao me ciing lai xe di lam, t6i chi c6 thé dung vao dip cudi tuan.
O, cudi tudn va giod gidc quai qui ltic niva dém.

Margo mat hon mot phit nhw da hiva méi quay lai bén ctra s6 phong t6i,
nhung khong qua 1au. Pung lic sap stra 1én dwong hanh s, toi lai thdy dau
6c lung bung. “Mai té phai di hoc ddy,” t6i néi véi Margo.

“Ua, t& biét chiz,” Margo dap. “Mai phai di hoc, ngay kia ciing thé, co ma
con trai suy di tinh lai 1au la cé thé khién con gai cau dién lén day. R6i, coi
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nhw day la trwong hoc ban dém di. Thé nén bay gid ching ta di, vi phai tr@
vé trudce khi troi sang.”

“Té& khong biét nita.”

“Q nay,” co ay ndi. “Q oi. Ban tot oi. Chung ta la ban bé than thiét dwoc
bao lau r6i?”

“Chung ta khong phai ban be. Chung ta la hang xom.”

“Oi troi 01, Q 0i 1a Q. TG c6 gi té voi cau w? Té khong bao ban dam dan
em nhan nhan cta té¢ & tredong phai ti té€ véi cau sao?”

“Um htrm,” t6i am W, du dung la t6i van luén ngo ngg rang chinh Margo
da ngan Chuck Parson va dong dang ctia né choi x6 bon toi.

CoO 4y nhay mat, cd hang mi cling dugc boi den. “Q 0i,” Margo ndi,
“ching ta phai di.”

Va thé la t6i di. To6i lang 1é nhdy qua ctra so, va ching t6i khom nguwoi
chay doc héng nha, cho dén khi mé duwgc ctra chiéc minivan. Margo thi tham
bao dirng dong ctra xe—nhw vay gay tiéng dong qua 16n—thé la véi cira xe dé
md, t6i khong khdi dong xe ma tho chan ra ddy xuéng nén xi-mang, dé xe tr
tr lan xuong duwong. Ching t6i cham chdm qua may ngbi nha roi to6i mai
khoi dong mday va bat déen. Ching t6i dong ctra xe, va toi bat dau 1ai qua
nhitng con phé ngoan ngoéo twdng nhuw v6 tan cia khu Jefferson Park,
nhitng can nha con méi va bang chat déo, trong nhw mot ngéi lang do choi
v6i hang chuc ngan con ngudi bang xwong bang thit.

Margo bat dau ké. “Van deé la b6 me chang thuc sw quan tdm, bao nhiéu ki
tich hay ho cua t&, ho chi thdy nhw vay la lam hong thé dién cta ho. Nhu liuc
nady, cau co6 biét bd td néi gi khong? ‘Bo khong can biét may bay dat tro gi
v6i cudc doi may, nhung dirng c6 ma lam b6 me mat mat vGi nha Jacobsen—
co chu dy la ban ctia b6 me.” Buon cwoi that. Va cau khong biét bé me té da
sdy vay dén mitc nao dé c6 duwgc cai nha khing ay dau. Cau biét trong may
bd phim vé vugt nguc, ngudi ta nhét quan do lung bung dudi chan, gid bo cé
nguoi dang ndm chit?” To6i gat. “U, ddy, me t& bay dit xai mot cdi thiét bi
giam sat bé chét giam trong phong t& dé dém nao cling chuc nghe tiéng t&
thd trong khi nga. Thé la t& phai trd cho Ruthie nam dong dé n6é ngua trong
phong t@, con té nhét mét dong quan ao lung bung 1én giwong noé.” Ruthie la
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em gai Margo. “Thé€ la thanh mot m& Nhiém vu bdt kha thi r6i day. TG da
tirng chi viéc 1én khoi nha, nhw bat c@ nguwdi Mi binh thwong chét tiét nao—
chi viéc tréo qua ctra s6 va nhay tir mai nha xuéng. Nhung troi dat qui than
oi, bay gio khong khac gi song trong ché do doc tai phat-xit ma.”

“Cau c6 cho t¢ biét la chiuing ta sé di dau khong?”

“0, dau tién dén siéu thi Publix. Vi nhitng li do t& sé giai thich sau, t& can
cau vao mua do cho t6. Sau do sé dén ctra hang Wal-Mart.”

“Sao co, ching ta sé lwgn mdt vong hoanh trang qua cac tu diém mua sam
0 Trung Florida sao?” toi hoi.

“Pém nay, ban than mén a, ching ta sé chan chinh lai rat nhiéu nhitng sai
trdi. Va ching ta sé lam trai mot s6 diéu phdi. Ké dau sé nén rot va ké rot sé
nén dau, ngwdi nhu mi sé hwdng dwge dat cho ma xem. Nhung trude khi ¢
thé tai dinh hinh thé gigi mét cach can ban, ching ta phai di mua sam cai
da.” Thé la t6i lai xe dén Publix, badi xe gan nhu khong c6 ai, chiing t6i do
lai.

“Nay,” Margo ndi, “hién gio' cau cé bao nhiéu tién?”

“Khong dong va khong xu,” toi dap. T6i tat dong co va quay sang nhin co
ay. Margo lua tay vao tdi quan jeans sam mau, kéo ra may t0 mot tram do-la.
“On trdi may qua da c6 day r6i,” c6 ay nai.

“Tién nay la sao?” toi héi.

“Tién tr 1é Trwdng Thanh Bat mitzvah ddy, ngoc a. T¢ khong duwgc dong
dén tai khodn, nhung t& biét thita mat khau cia b6 me vi ho diung
‘myrnamountw3az3l’ cho tat cd moi thit. Thé la t& rat thoi.” Toi cd gang
chép mat cho bét vé ngay thon, nhung Margo da thay cach téi nhin c6 ay va
nhéch mép cudi vai toi. “N6i don gian,” c6 ay bao, “day sé la dém tuyét
nhat doi cau.”
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Vé Margo Roth Spiegelman, tat ca nhitng gi t6i c6 thé lam la dé co ay noi,
va khi c6 ay ngirng 10i thi toi sé khich 1é ¢6 dy hay c& no6i tiép di, vi sy that
la 1. Khong thé pht nhan ring t6i mén c6 dy, 2. O moi goc dd, hoan toan
khong thé dy doan dugc co dy sé lam gi, va 3. Co dy khong bao gid thuc sy
héi t6i diéu gi, cho nén cach duy nhat dé tranh sy im lang la khuyén khich
cd ay c tiép tuc cau chuyén.

O bii dd xe vao siéu thi Publix, ¢ dy néi, “Réi, ddy. TG da 1ap danh sach
cho cdu. Néu can hoi gi ciu ctt goi vao dién thoai di dong cua td. Ma nay,
néi mdi nhd, té¢ da tw gianh lay chit tv do xép mot it d6 & phia sau xe r6i
nhé.”

“Ha, sao ca, ké ca khi t¢ chwa dong y ay ha?”

“O, ir. Thyc t& nhw vay day. Du sao, néu c6 gi thic méc thi c goi dién
cho t6. Riéng vé Vaseline, cau can lay loai to hon nam tay cau mot chuit.
Nhuw 1a c6 loai Vaseline Bé Cung nay, loai Vaseline Me Bé nay, roi Vaseline
Bo6 Bé béo 1, day la loai can mua. Néu khong thay loai do thi 1dy, xem nao,
ba lo Vaseline Me Bé.” Margo dua t6i t0 danh muc va mot tram do-la, noi.
“Thé nay du ddy.” Danh muc ctia Margo:

_3 con Ca da tron, Goi rieng tirng con

Veet (Dé Lam sach 16ng chan Chi khi khéng Can dén dao cao O ché mi
pham cho Con gai)

Vaseline

sau chai, Mountain Dew

Muoi hai bong Tulip

mot Chai Nudc

Khan gidy

mot Binh xit Phun son mau xanh da troi_
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“Kiéu viét hoa nay hay day,” t6i nhan xét.

“U, t& hét sttc cd xty 16i viét hoa ngdu hitng ma. Quy tic viét hoa thong
thwong rat bat cong vé6i cac tir khong dieng dau cau.”

Cha, khong biét ban sé ndi gi vGi nhan vién thu ngan siéu thi vao lic
muoi hai redi dém khi ban xép lén quay thanh toan khodng sau ki ca da
tron, kem tdy 16ng Veet, tuyp Vaseline loai bo-bé-béo-ti, mot bich sau chai
nuwéc cé ga Mountain Dew, mot binh xit phun son mau xanh da troi va muoi
hai bong hoa tulip. Con day la nhitng gi t6i da noi: “Trong c6 vé ki quac
nhung thyc ra khong dén noi dy dau a.”

Co thu ngan hang giong nhung khong nhin Ién. “Titc la van ki quac ma,”
toi nghe thdy c6 ay 1am bam.

“Té thyce sy khong muon dinh vao bat it rac roi nao dau,” quay lai chiéc
minivan, to6i néi v6i Margo nhu vay, trong khi ¢6 ay déc nudc trong chai ra
lau sach thit mau den trén mat bang khan gidy. R0 rang la c6 dy chi can 16p
nguy trang dy dé ra khdi nha. “Trong thw mdi hoc ma trudng Duke gwi cho
td, ho nodi ré rang ranh mach rang sé khéng nhan t¢ vao hoc néu té bi canh
sat bat.”

“Cau rat biét lo xa day Q.”

“Vay lam on ding cé day vao chuyén gi rac r6i,” toi néi. “Pung la t¢
cling khodi vui vé va du thit, nhung khong thé trad gia bang, xem nao, twong
lai ctia t& chang han.”

Margo ngudc nhin t6i, khuon mat c6 ay da gan nhw hoan toan sach sé, va
phang phat nu cwdi mo ho. “Té ngac nhién ddy, cai dong chét tiét dy con xa
tit mu khoi méi dén ma cau da ban 1én thé sao.”

“Ha?”

“Pai hoc: vao hoc hay khong vao hoc. Rac réi: dinh dang hay khong dinh
dang. Truong pho thong: dat diéfm A hay diém D. Sy nghiép: gay dung hay
khong gay dung. Nha ctta: to hay nhd, mua dit hay di thué. Tién bac: c6 hay
khong c6. Toan mot m& chan om.”

T6i chie muon noi, rang ro rang la Margo chang chiu chd tam nghiém tic
gi ca, vi c6 ay hoc hanh gioi giang va nam tdi sé theo hoc chwong trinh cwr
nhan tai nang tai Pai hoc Florida, nhung Margo da ho lén, “Wal-Mart.”
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Chung toi cung vao Wal-Mart va chon mot mén dung cu ma quang cao
trén ti-vi van goi la The Club, c6 tac dung khoa citng tay lai 6-t6 lai. Trong
khi di qua khu do cho tré em, to6i héi Margo, “Mua cai The Club nay dé lam
gi?”

Margo dap bang kiéu doc thoai xen lan chit hwng phan quen thudc ma
khong tré 16i trye tiép cau héi cta t6i. “Cau biét khong, tir xwa lac xwa lo va
kéo dai rat 1au trong lich st nhan loai, tudi tho trung binh ctia con ngudoi
chwa dén ba muwoi. Tirc la ngwoi ta c6 khodng mudi ndm cda tudi treéng
thanh, phdi khong? Nhw thé tic 1a chang can lap ké hoach nghi hwu. Chang
c6 ké hoach xay dung sy nghiép nita. Chang cé khai niém [én ké hoach.
Lam gi c6 thoi gian dé lén ké hoach. Khéong cé thdi gian cho twong lai.
Nhuwng roi vong doi bat dau dai dan ra, con ngudi bat dau cé nhiéu cai goi la
twong lai hon, thé la ho danh nhiéu thoi gian nghi dén n6é hon. Nghi vé
twong lai. Va bay gio suw song da tré thanh twong lai r6i. Moi khoanh khac
trong doi cau déu song vi twong lai—cau hoc phd théng dé coé thé vao dai hoc
dé c6 dugc cong viéc tot dé mua dugce nha dep dé kiém dugc tién lo cho con
cai cau vao dai hoc dé chiing c6 duwgc cong viéc tot dé ching mua dwge nha
dep dé chung kiém dwgc tién lo cho con cai ching vao dai hoc.”

Hinh nhwr Margo ctt 1am nham nhw vay dé tranh tra 10i cau héi da ro rang.
Thé nén t6i nhac lai. “Sao chiing ta lai can cai The Club nay?”

Margo vo6 nhé nhe 1én lung t6i. “Chang phai t¢ da bao cau rang moi
chuyén sé dan sang to truwdc khi troi sang day w.” Va r6i, ¢ khu bay dung cu
chéo thuyén, Margo chon 1dy mot cai coi hoi. Co ay lay no ra khéi hop dung
va gio cao lén, toi 1ap tirc bao, “Khong dugc dau”, va Margo hai lai, “Cai gi
khong dwoc co?” T6i ndi tiép, “Khong duwge dung coi hoi ¢ day,” hiém noi
toi mdi néi dén chir d trong ti* dung thi co6 dy da bép coi va mot tiéng rit
dinh tai nhitc 6c xé qua khong khi, ong ong trong dau t6i, nhuw thé cac mach
mau dang phinh ra va lung bung dap. Margo tinh rui hoi, “Xin 16i, ltic nay t&
khong nghe 1o, cau vira bao gi co?” Va toi dang do dang “DPung b...” thi co
ay da lai bop coi mot lan nita.

Mot nhan vién ctia Wal-Mart, chac chi 16n hon chiing t6i vai tudi, di dén
va noi, “Nay, khong dugc dung coi hoi & day.” Margo lién dap véi mot vé
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twong nhw hét sitc chan thanh, “Xin 16i anh, em khong biét a,” con anh
chang kia néi ngay, “O, ciing vui, khong sao dau, thit diy.” Man ddi thoai
c6 1€ chi cé thé, ngoai trir viéc anh chang khong thé roi mat khéi Margo.
That long t6i khong trach anh ta, vi da nhin Margo thi khé cé thé rdi mat di
dugc. Rt cuc anh ta noi, “Hai em c6 ké hoach gi bay gio khong?”

Margo déap, “Khong c6 gi nhiéu. Con anh?”

Anh ta ndéi, “Anh hét gio lam lic mot gio, sau dé sé tdi quan bar &
Orange, néu em cling muon dén dé. Nhung phai dé em trai em lai dau do,
quan ay kiém tra gidy to tuy than nghiém lam.”

Cai gi caa co dy ca?! “T6i khong phai 1a em trai,” t6i ndi trong khi nhin
doi giay thé thao cia anh chang do6.

Thé la Margo bat dau bay tro. “Thwc ra day la anh ho em,” co ay ndi,
nhich sat lai, vong tay qua hong t6i va toi c6 thé cam thay tirng ngén tay
Margo an lén mém hong cta t6i. R6i c6 ay néi thém, “Va la bo ctia em.”

Anh chang kia tron mat buwdc di, tay Margo van nguyén nhw vay thém mot
phtt nita, t6i lién chép co hdi quang tay qua vai co ay. “Cau ding la co em
ho ma t@ rat thich day,” t6i néi v4i Margo. Co 4y mim cuwdi, hong khé huych
toi ra va roi khoéi vong tay toi.

“Chang 1é t¢ lai khong biét diéu dé w,” co dy noi.
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Chling toi 1ai xe doc cao toc I-4, may phudc la khong cé ai, va toi di theo

chi dan ctia Margo. Dong ho trén bang diéu khién chi 1:07.

“Pep ddy chit, ha?” c6 dy noi khi quay khéi tdi va cham chu nhin ra ctra
sO xe, thé nén t6i gan nhw khong thay nét mat c6 ay. “Té rat thich 1ai xe that
nhanh trong anh dén trén pho.”

“Anh sang,” t6i néi, “tht hitu hinh ggi nhic Anh Sang V6 Hinh.”

“Pep qua,” Margo thot 1én.

“T.S. Eliot,” t6i ndi. “Cau cling doc r6i ma. Trong mon Quoc ngl¥ nam
ngodi.” Thuc ra t6i chuwa titng doc toan bd bai tho cé cau vira r6i, nhung vai
cau trong nhitng doan t6i da doc van con viedng lai trong dau.

“0, hoéa ra cau trich tho a,” c¢6 dy noi, c6 vé hoi that vong. Toi thy tay
Margo dat trén bang diéu khién chinh. T6i cé thé dat tay minh l1én bang diéu
khién dy, thé la tay chung t6i sé & cung mét cho, vao cung mot thoi diém.
Nhung toi di khong 1am vay. “Cau doc lai di,” Margo néi. “Anh séang, thit
hitu hinh goi nhic Anh Sang V6 Hinh.”

“Qi chao, that sy rat hay. Han 1a da khién c6 nang cta cau cam dong.”

“Co0 nang ci,” toi chira lai.

“Suzie da cau roi a?” Margo hoi.

“Sao cau biét ban dy da t67?”

“Oi, xin 16i nhé.”

“Du sao cling ding la nhw thé,” t6i thira nhan, va Margo bat cudi. Chuyén
chia tay ti* may thang trwéc roi, nhung t6i khong trach Margo da khong dé y
dén kiéu chuyén tinh nhat nhéo ay. Nhitng gi xdy ra trong phong tap nhac sé
0 lai trong phong tap nhac.

Margo géac ban chan lén bang diéu khién va nglc ngoac ngén chan theo
tiét tau giong noi. Co ay ludn co kiéu noéi chuyén nhu vay, vaéi nhip diéu 1én
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xuong r6 rét, nghe nhv dang ngam tho. “Phdi r6i, & nhi, t& xin 16i nhé.
Nhung t& cling c6 chuyén twong tw day. Anh chang ban trai dep ma tir 6i
chao la may thang nay dang man c6 ban than nhat cta t6.”

Toi quay sang nhung téc che gan hét mat Margo, nén t6i khong hiéu co
phai c6 dy dang dua khong. “Cau dang nghiém tic day a?” Co ay khong dap.
“Nhung sang nay cdu con cuwdi véi cau ta co ma. TG thiy hai cdu ma.”

“T6¢ khong biét cau dang noi dén lic nao. T biét chuyén triwdc khi vao
tiét mot, roi t& thay nguwdi ta n6i chuyén v6i nhau va t¢ bat dau hét 1én do
giét nguwoi khat mau, Becca lao vao vong tay Clint Bauer con Jase ditng
ngdy nhv phong, cai miéng hoi ham nhéu day nwéc dai.”

Hoba ra t6i da hoan toan hiéu nham canh & hanh lang sang nay. “La that,
sang nay Chuck Parson khong dung héi té biét gi vé cau va Jase.”

“Ua, t6 doan 1a Jase bao Chuck di hoi day. Chéc 1a ¢6 moi tin cho Jase
xem ai da lam vo 16 s viéc.”

“Troi a, tai sao cau ta lai di lang nhang véi Becca chit?”

“Chac, c6 nang khong lay lirng vi bau troi nhan cach hay long hao hiép
ngoi ngoi, vay thi chac la vi co6 nang néng bong thoi.”

“Becca lam sao n6ng béng bang cau dugc,” t6i ndi ma khong kip nghi gi
hay ho hon.

“T¢ ludn thay nhw vay that nyc cwdi, rang nguwdi ta ¢t xoan lay ai dé chi
vi bé ngoai dep dé th6i. Y nhu la chon ngili c6c an sang dwa vao mau sac chi
khong phai mui vi. Ma nay, ré & cho tiép theo. Nhung t& khong dep, va lai
cling khong than mat. N6i chung cang & gan t& thi sé cang thay do néng cua
t@ giam di.”

“Nhu thé...” t6i toan noi.

“Thoi bo di,” Margo da gat luon.

Trong long t6i ron lén cam gidc bat cong, tai sao thang t6i nhw Jason
Worthington lai ngon lanh nang dwoc ca Margo va Becca, trong khi nhitng
nguwoi dang hoang tr t€ mot cach hoan hdo nhuw t6i lai khong thé cham dwoc
mot phan vao mét trong hai, hodc bat cit c6 gai nao. Thurc ra, t6i muon nghi
rang minh la kiéu con trai khong thém dinh dén Becca Arrington. Ci¢ cho la
c6 nang néng bong di, nhung cling 1. ngdc mot cach tham hai, va 2. 1a mét a
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ctin dai kinh dién. May thang hay tu ba quanh phong tap nhac bon toi lau
nay van ngo rang Becca gitt dugc dang thon chuan nhw vay la nho ché d6 an
chi gom linh hon méo sita va nhitng gidc mo cta tré con nha nghéo. “Becca
toan bay nhitng tro chang ra gi,” t6i ndi, c6 gang kéo Margo tré lai cau
chuyeén.

“U,” ¢6 dy dap, van nhin ra ctra s bén ghé ngdi, mai toc 6ng anh phan
chiéu anh sang tir ngoai phd. Trong tich tac t6i ngd nhw c6 dy sé khoc mat,
nhung Margo thay doi tam trang rat nhanh, kéo mii doi 1én dau va 1ay The
Club ra khoi cai tdi Wal-Mart. “Xem nao, tro nay sé vui & moi cap do,” cd
ay noi trong khi manh tay xé toac bao bi The Club.

“Cho t6 hoi chiing ta dén dau dugc khong?”

“Nha Becca,” Margo dap.

“Ha?” toi thot 1én va phanh xe, dirng chiéc minivan lai va bat dau néi vai
Margo rang t6i sé dwa co ay vé nha.

“Khong c6 dot nha giét ngwdi cwdng birc con nha lanh dau. Hita. Chiing
ta can tim xe cua Jase. Phé nha Becca la pho trwdc mat bén tay phai, nhung
han ta khong do6 xe trén pho dy dau, vi b6 me Becca & nha. Thit ré vao pho
tiép theo xem. D6 la viéc dau tién.”

“Pugc roi,” toi noi. “Roi vé nha day nhé.”

“Khong, roi ching ta sé dén Phan Hai trong tong s6 Mwoi mot Phan.”

“Margo, y twdng do khong hay chut nao dau.”

“Cau c lai xe di,” c6 ay néi, va thé la téi cr 1ai. Chung t6i thdy con
Lexus cua Jase ¢ cach pho nha Becca hai day nha, do trong mot ngo cut. Toi
chwa kip dirng xe han lai thi Margo da nhdy ra ngoai, tay cam cai The Club.
Co6 ay m& cwra chiéc Lexus, phia ghé 1ai xe, ngoi vao ghé va bat dau lap The
Club vao tay lai ctia Jase. Roi c6 ay nhe nhang déng ctra chiéc Lexus lai.

“P6 dan ay chang bao gio khoa xe cd,” Margo 1am bam khi trd lai vao xe
to6i. CO ay dut chia khéa The Club vao tii quan, roi dwa tay sang bdi loan toc
toi 1én. “Phan Mot— xong. Bay gio, dén nha Becca.”

Trong khi t6i 1ai, Margo bat dau giai thich Phan Hai va Ba.

“Nghe hay phét nhi,” t6i n6i du bung da luc buc cang thang.
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T6i ré vao pho nha Becca va do cach biét thy cia Becca hai can. Margo
bo qua phia sau cai minivan va quay lai véi doi 6ng nhom va mot may anh
ki thuat s6. C6 ay nhin qua 6ng nhom trudc réi dua cho t6i. Toi thay anh
sang tir tang ham can biét thy, nhuwng khong cé dong tinh gi. T6i hoi ngac
nhién vi tda nha c6 tang ham—gan nhuw khap noi & Orlando, khong can dao
sau cling c6 thé gdp mach nwdc ngam.

To6i tho tay vao tui 1dy dién thoai di dong, goi theo s6 Margo doc cho toi.
bau day bén kia dé6 chuéng, mot hoi, hai hoi, r6i mét giong nam phéu phao
nhac may, “Xin chao?”

“Bac Arrington day phai khong a?” t6i hoi. Margo muén t6i goi vi khong
ai nhan ra dugc giong toi.

“Aji day? Troi oi, may gid roi khong biét?”

“Thwa bac, c6 diéu nay chau nghi bac nén biét, con gai bac gio nay dang
ngu say tit cung may véi Jason Worthington & dwéi tang ham day bac a.”
ROi t6i 1ap tirc gadc may. Phan Hai: hoan thanh.

Margo va t6i dé ngo ctra xe minivan, chay men theo con phd, gap nguoi
cli rap xudng sau hang cay quanh san nha Becca. Margo dwa cho t0i cai
may anh, va téi thady mot buong ngua & tang trén bat dau sang den, réi dén
den cau thang va phong bép, cudi ctung la cau thang xudng tang ham.

“Pay roi,” Margo thi tham. T6i chang hiéu c6 &y muén néi gi cho dén khi
toi liéc xéo thdy Jason Worthington than khong mac 4o lang minh qua ctra s6
tang ham. Han lao nhu tén ban qua bai co, trén ngwdi chi c6 moéi manh quan
dui, va khi han dén gan, t6i nhdy vut 1én chop dwgc mot birc hinh ctia han,
hoan thanh Phan Ba. Anh sdng nhé Ién ti* may anh hinh nhuw khién ca hai
thang toi cung sitng s¢. Han chép mat nhin t6i qua bong toi trong mot tich
tac bang hoang chéng vanh, roi co gio chay thang vao man dém.

Margo niu ldy 6ng quan jeans cuda t6i, t6i cii xuéng va thay co ay gap
nguoi cuoi nhu dién. Toi dwa tay do Margo ding day, ching toi cung chay
vé xe. To6i dang bat khoa khai dong xe thi c6 dy néi, “Cung xem anh di.”

Toi dwa may anh cho Margo, chung toi cung xem anh trén man hinh, hai
mai dau gan nhw cham vao nhau. Nhac thdy ban mat strng sot tai dai cta
Jason Worthington, t6i khong thé nén ndi phi cudi.
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“Oi troi,” Margo thét 1én va chi cho t6i thay. Trong ltic hodng hon va cap
bach, hinh nhw Jason da khong kip nhot Jason Bé Bong vao trong quan dui,
thé nén chd bé chém ché 10 thién cung tué nguyét, dwgc ki thuat so ghi lai va
lwu truyén cho hau thé.

“Cai con giong nay,” Margo ndi, “y chang kiéu Rhode Island 1a mot tiéu
bang: c6 thé da trdi qua mot lich st vé vang that, nhung r6 rang 1a nho xiu
a.”

T6i nhin lai ng6i nha va thdy dén duégi tang ham da tat. Toi ty thdy minh
cling hoi té v@i Jason—thuc ra khong phai 16i cia han khi mang trén minh
mot con to-rym Xxiu Xiu va c6 c6 ban gai rat biét cach tra thu ngot ngao. Co
ma hoi téi hoc 16p sau, Jase da hiva sé khong ddm vao canh tay t6i néu toi
chiu nu6t mot con giun dat con song, toi da nudt va han da thui mot ca thang
vao mat to6i. Thé nén mdc cdm an han trong t6i cling nhanh chong tan bién.

Toi quay sang Margo, c6 dy dang quan sat ngbi nha bang 6ng nhom.
“Chung ta di thoi,” c6 dy noi. “Xudng tang ham.”

“Gl co? Tai sao?”

“Phan Bon. Th6 quan do cta han phong khi han tim cach 1én tré lai nha.
Phan Nam. Tang ca cho Becca.”

“Khong.”

“Co. Ngay va luon,” Margo noéi. “C6 nang dang bi b6 me rta sa & trén
gac. Nhung man thuyét giang sé kéo dai bao 1au chit? La cau thi cau sé néi
gi? ‘Con khong nén bap vao ban trai cia Margo & dwdi tang ham nhw thé.’
Vé cdn ban man day do chi nhai di nhai lai cau dy théi. Thé nén chiing ta
phai le len.”

Margo ra khoi xe, mot tay cam binh xit son, tay kia mot goi ca. Toi rén
ram, “Chuyén nay khong hay ho chut nao,” nhung t6i theo sau Margo, rap
ngwoi xuong nhw co ay, cho dén khi ca hai ditng tridc civa s6 tang ham con
dé ngo.

“Té vao tredc,” Margo noi. Co ay tho chan qua va dirng trén ban may tinh
cia Becca, nita nguwdi ¢ trong nha, nita ¢ ngoai. Khi ay t6i hoi, “Té¢ ¢ ngoai
nay canh gac thoi nhé?”
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“Lé cai moéng nhon ctia cau vao day,” Margo dap, va thé la t6i lam theo.
Nhanh gon, t6i vo hét may thit quan do kiéu con trai ma t6i thay trén san trai
thdm mau tim hoa 0ai hwong. Cai quan jeans v@i that lung da, doi dép 1€, mi
lwdi trai cua doi bong chay Meo Hoang Winter Park, va cai do phong xanh
nhat. T6i quay lai phia Margo, c0 dy dwa t6i géi ca va mdt trong may cai but
nhii mau tim cia Becca, bdo t6i hay viét 1én gidy goi:

Thoéng diép tir Margo Roth Spiegelman: Tinh ban cta mi véi c6 dy—ngu
V0i cd roi.

Margo giau goi ca gitta may doi quan so6c da gap trong ti quan do cua
Becca. Nghe thdy tiéng buwdc chan trén cau thang, toi lién go go vao vai
Margo va nhin c6 dy, hai mat t6i nhv muén ban ra khéi trong. Margo chi
mim cwdi va thong tha rut binh xit son ra. Toi 16m com chui qua ctra so,
quay lai thi thdy Margo dang nhoai minh trén ban, ttr ton lac binh son. Bang
dong tac duyén dang-nhitng chuyén dong khién chiing ta nghi ngay dén
nghé thuat viét chit dep hodc nhitng duwong kiém cta Zorro—Margo ding
binh xit phun mot chitr M 1én mang twong phia trén ban may tinh.

Co ay gio tay 1én va t6i kéo Margo qua cira s6. Co dy vira dat chan xudng
dat thi chiing t6i nghe thay mét tiéng rit vit 1én nhon hoat, “ANH DWIGHT
OTI!” T6i 6m m@& quan ao va chay, Margo chay theo bén got.

T6i nghe thay, nhung khong nhin dwgc, cira nha Becca bat mé. T6i khong
dirng cling chang ngoai lai, ké ca khi mot giong tram duc nhw sam rén vang
1én “DUNG LAI!”, tham chi ca khi t6i nghe thdy am thanh khong thé nham
lan dwgc tiéng nap dan sung hoa cai.

T6i nghe thady Margo 1am bam “sting” & phia sau—nghe khong c6 vé nhw
co6 ay dang lo lang hay hoang loan, ma chi dang ghi nhan tinh hinh-va t6i
khong chay vong qua hang dau bao quanh nha Becca ma cam dau lao qua.
T6i khong chac minh mu6n ha canh thé nao—cé thé 1a mot man 16n ctt meéo
thién nghé hodc dai khéi thé—nhwng rit cuc hoa ra t6i budng minh séng soai
xubng mat dwong nhua, ti€p dat bang vai trai. May c6 dong quan ao cda Jase
bi ném xudng dat tredc nén man do dwong cua toi c6 phan ém ai hon.

T6i lam bam chtti ria, con chwa kip chuan bi ditng day thi Margo da xoc
toi 1én. Chung t6i vao xe va t6i 1ai giat lui ma khong bat dén, thé nén suyt
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nita da tong phai chang tuyén thu chan béong ctia doi bong chay Méo Hoang
Winter Park ldc nay gan nhuw hoan toan khéa than. Jase dang chay rat nhanh,
nhung hinh nhw han ¢t chay loan xa ngau thé thoi chit khong biét di dau.
To6i lai cdm thay Iuwdi dao hoi han ctta vao minh khi ching t6i viegt qua han,
thé nén toi trugt civa s6 xuéng phan nita, ném cai 4o phong cta han ra. May
phuéc chac han khong thady ca Margo lan t6i, va han khong c6 co sé gi dé
nhan ra cai minivan vi—to6i khéng muon t6 ra chua chat hay dai loai thé khi
c phéi nhay lai diéu nay—t6i khéng duoc ldi xe dén truong.

“Ma qui phwong nao xui khién cau lam vay ha?” Margo hoi khi t6i bat
den va lai xe di, bay gio tim cach ra khéi khu mé hén tran ngoai thanh nay
dé vao cao toc lién bang.

“Té thay t6i nghiép han.”

“Han u? Tai sao chit? Vi han da lira doi t& sudt sau tuan u? Vi c6 thé han
da 1ay sang t& mot thi bénh nao dé co-troi-mdi-biét-la-gi w? Vi han la thang
on ngu don tém lom cé thé ca doi sé dwgc an sung mac swdéng, minh chitng
hoan héo cho sy bat céng cua vii tru nay u?”

“Trong han c& kiéu thdm tham thé nao ay,” toi noi.

“Ké x4ac hin. Ching ta s& dén nha Karin. O Pennsylvania, canh tiém rugu
ABC Liquors.”

“Pirng choi td thé,” t6i néi. “Mot nguwoi dan ong vira chia sing hoa cai
vao t6 vi td ra tay giup cau, cho nén dirng c6 choi déu nhau nira chi.”

“T() CHOI BPEU GI CAU!” Margo gao 1én va ddm manh xuéng bang
diéu khién.

“Ai cha, cau dang gao thét day.”

“Té c& ngd co 1é... chang biét nita. TG da nghi biét dau han khéng Iiva doi
tG.”

«“0y.»

“Karin da n6i véi té khi & treong. Va td doan la nhiéu ngwoi da biét tong
ttr 1au r6i. Thé ma cha cé ai cho té biét, trir Karin. Té ¢ twdng con bé muodn
dung chuyén dat diéu gi chi.”

“T& rat tiéc,” toi noi.

“O, &, khong thé tin duoc 14 t6 lai dong long day.”
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“Tim t& dang nén manh lam,” t6i noi.

“P¢ la cach cau biét minh dang c6 tré vui ma,” Margo noi.

Nhung thyc ra khong giong cam giac vui vé, ma giéng mot con dau tim
hon. T6i tap xe vao bai do cia mot ctra hang 7-Eleven, dat ngon tay 1én cho
dong mach c6 trong khi dém thoi gian bang so lan dau : nha 1én va tat moi
gidy trén mat dong ho dién ti. Khi quay sang, toi thdy Margo dang tron mat
nhin minh. “Mach cta té nhanh moét cach dang ngai,” toi giai thich.

“Té& chang nhd noi lan cudi té¢ thay phan kich vi diéu gi d6 nhu vay.
Adrenaline trong c¢6 hong va buoéng phoi ctt thé trao 1én.”

“Hit vao dang miii, thd ra dang miéng,” to6i noi 10i c6 ay. “Tat ca nhitng
chon ron nho nho dy. Chang phai that...”

“Pang yéu sao?”

“Ngay nay nguoi ta coi nhw thé 1a tré con nong ndi dung khong?” Margo
mim cuwdi. Co6 ay bo xudng bang ghé sau roi quay lai véi céi tii con. Nhitng
thtr ham ba ldng gi chdt ¢ phia sau thé khong biét? Toi trom nghi. C6 ay md&
tdi, 1dy ra mot lo day son méng tay mau dé sam, gan nhuw den. “Trong khi
chd cdu binh tinh lai, t¢ sé son mong tay,” c6 ay néi va mim cuwdi véi téi qua
may lon toc méi. “Cau ct thong tha di.”

Va ching t6i ngbi do, Margo vdi lo son méng tay dat thang bang trén
bang diéu khién, t6i v4i ngon tay xwong xau chdn trén mach dap cta minh.
Mau son moéng tay rat bat mat, va ngoén tay Margo rat dep, manh mai va
xwong xuwong hon phan con lai ctia c6 ay, nhitng dwong cong va goc luon
meém mai. Margo c6 kiéu ngoén tay khién nguwdi khac chi mudn dan tay minh
vao dé6. Toéi nhé nhitng ngon tay ay & trén hong toi trong gian hang Wal-
Mart, c@ nhw da tir nhiéu ngay truwdc. Toi nghe tim minh cham lai. Va toi c6
tw nhu: Margo n6i diung. Ngoai kia chang c6 gi dang sg ca, khong phai trong
cai thanh phd bé nho nay, vao cai dém yén tinh nay.
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“Phén Sau,” Margo no6i khi ching toi tiép tuc hanh trinh. C6 dy vung vay
nhitng ngoén tay trong khong khi, trong nhw dang choi dwong cam. “Bat hoa
trén thém nha Karin v§i 10i nhan xin 16i.”

“Cau da lam gi cau ay vay?”

“O, ltc cau ay ké vé Jase cho té biét, t& dd xtt ban sit gia luon.”

“Thé nao co?” toi hdi. Toi tang toc qua mot dén giao thong, c6 may nhoc
trong mot xe thé thao di canh cling r6 ga lao theo—nhu thé t6i mudn dua trén
cai Chrysler ndy 1dm khong bang. Ep né chay nhanh 1a né rén ri ngay.

“Chac, cling chang nh¢é chinh xac té da goi Karin la gi nita, nhung dai loai
mot trang kiéu ‘dd cun cai mong by rang hé mun c6c ngu ngoc thdi tha eo
udt c6 qua dau xau nhat Trung Florida’—va nhu thé 1a dong cham dén ngudi
ta r6i.”

“Toc tai Karin dung la di di that ma,” toi noi.

“Té& biét chir. D6 la diéu duy nhat xac thuc trong nhitng gi t6& da néi vé
con bé. Khi néi nhitng 16i khong hay vé nguoi khac, khong bao gid nén néi
su that, vi thue ra khong thé hoan toan thuc sy va that 1ong it lai nhitng 16i
ay, cau hiéu chit? Té muodn néi 1a, c6 nhitng diém sang, cé nhitng di biét, va
c6 nhitng thit dé tién that boc mui.”

Xe dirng treée nha Karin, Margo bién mat ¢ phia sau xe r6i quay lai véi
b6 hoa tulip. O cudng mdt bong hoa trong b6 c6 dinh mau gidy Margo da
gap lai, tréng nhv phong thw. Co dy dwa cho t6i bo hoa, va toi xet qua 16i di
bd, dat bé hoa xudng thém nha Karin, réi lai xet vé xe.

“Phan Bdy,” Margo no6i ngay khi td6i vao xe. “Tang ca cho ngai
Worthington dang yéeu.”

“T¢ nghi gio nay han chwa vé nha dau,” t6i néi véi mot chut xiu tiéc ré.
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“Uédc gi mot tuan nita canh sat bat dwgc han trong canh chan dat, tam than
dién loan, minh tran nhw nhong va vat ¢ ranh nwdc bén vé duong,” Margo
rat hao hirng.

“Hay nhac t& ding bao gio choc gian Margo Roth Spiegelman,” t6i lau
bau va Margo cuoi pha 1én.

“No6i nghiém tic nhé,” c6 ay néi. “Chuang ta tha giéng bdo xudng dau ké
thu cua ching ta.”

“Ké thu cta cau,” toi chinh lai.

“Pé rdi xem,” c6 dy dap nhanh, roi mit chot sang birng 1én. “Ai cha, t6 sé
X li vu nay. Van dé la nha Jason c6 hé thong an ninh siéu dang cap. Ma
ching ta khong thé dé ban than bi tan céng thém mot cu kinh hoang nao
nira.”

“Ua,” toi noi.

Di xu6i pho nha Karin sé dén cho Jason, cai khu sang chanh tén la
Casavilla. Tat cad cac can nha ¢ Casavilla déu theo kién tric Tay Ban Nha,
mai ngbi dé dac trung va tat ca cac thit khac nita, ngoai trtv khong phai do
ngwoi Tay Ban Nha xay dung. Ngudi kién tao nhitng can nha ay la bd Jason,
mot trong nhitng tay budn ban bat dong san giau cé nhat Florida. “Nha vira
to vira xau cho nhitng nguwdi vira xau vira to,” t6i néi vdi Margo trong khi
tap xe vao khu Casavilla.

“Bo6 tay luon. Néu té& chang may di dén két cuc trd thanh ngudi c6 moi
mot qui t va nha cé bay phong ngt, lam on hay cho t6¢ mot an hué la ban
quéch t¢ di.”

Chtng t6i do lai trwedc nha Jase, mot ca quai dan vé kién tric, nhin tong
thé tira tita mot nong trai Tay Ban Nha ngoai ¢, trir ba cay cot to uych kiéu
Hi Lap dam thang dén mai nha. Margo vé6i goi ca thit hai & ghé sau, can m&
nap but bang rang, va loang ngoang ngody mot dong trong khong giong chir
viét hang ngay cta c6 ay lam:

tinh yéu ctia MS danh Cho mi: dd yén Ngu V&i Cd roi

“Té bao nay, dirng tat dong co xe,” Margo néi. Co dy doi ngugc cai mil
lwGi trai doi bong chay Méo Hoang Winter Park ctia Jase 1én dau minh.

“U,” t6i néi.
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“Pé san sang phong di nhé.”

“Puwgc r6i ma,” toi dap, cdm thay mach lai ron 1én. Hit vao ddng mili, thé
ra ddang miéng. Hit vao dang miii, thé ra ddng miéng. Tay cam goi ca va
binh xit son, Margo mé& ctra xe, tr t di b0 qua thdm c6 ménh mong trudc
nha Worthington, r6i nap sau mét cay s6i. Co ay vay vay toi trong bong toi,
toi vay lai, va Margo hit vao mot hoi that sau, hai ma phong 1én, quay di va
chay.

Margo méi chi bang dwgc mot sdi chan thi toan bo can nha da sang trung
1én nhw cay thong Giang Sinh & trung tdm thanh pho, va coi hu inh 6i. T6i
thoang nghi hay la phé mac Margo cho dinh ménh, nhung t6i tiép tuc hit vao
dang miii, thd ra ding miéng khi co dy chay vé phia toa nha dy. Margo
quang goi ca vao nha qua mot ctra s0, coi bado dong chéi tai dén mitc td6i hau
nhv khong nghe thdy tiéng kinh v&. Va r6i, vi ¢d6 ay la Margo Roth
Spiegelman, co dy tranh thu thoi gian lvgn mot chit M mi miéu 1én phan ctra
s0 khong bi hw hai. R6i Margo chay hét toc lwc vé xe, toi da dat san mot
chan lén chan ga, chan kia 1én phanh. Chiéc Chrysler lic d6 nhw dang trong
mot cudc dua ngwa thuan chiung dong Thoroughbred. Margo chay nhanh dén
mitc cai mil trén dau bay lén roi lai phia sau, c6 dy nhdy phdc vao xe va
chung t6i lao di trede khi c6 ay kip dong ctra xe.

T6i dirng xe ¢ den giao thong cudi pho, Margo kéu 1én, “Gi thé nay? Di
thoi, mau mau mau!” va toi dap, “0, dugc thdi,” vi toi quén mat rang toi da
ném hét moi can trong vao gi6 va dua thi khac nita, mac ké va bat chap. Té6i
vugt qua ba den do nita trong khu Casavilla, va ching toi da chay dwgc mot
dam trén dai 10 Pennsylvania khi mot xe canh sat rd coi va bat den hiéu chay
qua.

“Man vira roi gém thiét,” Margo noéi. “Nhu té ma té cling thay gém. Con
nai theo kiéu cua Q, mach mau té cling dap nhanh hon chut chat.”

“Chua o1i,” toi n6i. “Ki thye cau khong thé nhét n6 vao xe han ta sao? Hay
chi it dé lai trén thém nha tho6i?”

“Chung ta tha giong bdo ma Q. Khong phdi mua rao rai rac dau nhé.”

“Hay noi vai t6 1a Phan Tam sé it hai hung hon di.”
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“Pirng lo. Phan Tam la tro tré nit théi. Chung ta tr@ lai khu Jefferson
Park. Nha Lacey. Cau biét nha con bé diing khong?” T6i biét, nhung chi c6
Chuia mdi biét tai sao Lacey Pemberton chéd bao gio théem mai téi dén nha.
Nha Lacey & phia bén kia Cong vién Jefferson, cach nha t6i mot dam, mot
can hd xinh xan & tang trén hiéu van phong pham—chinh la khu chung cw
ngay xwa nguoi dan 6ng bi chét da ting ¢. Toi da tiing vao trong vi ban bd
me toi ¢ tang ba. Trwdc khi vao dwgc toa chung cw, con phai qua hai lan ctra
khoa. Toi trom nghi ké cd Margo Roth Spiegelman ciing khé long d6ét nhap
vao noi.

“Thé 1a Lacey da ngoan hay hw vay?” t6i héi.

“Lacey cuc ki la hw,” Margo dap. Co dy dang madi tim xem c6 6 ctta sO
nao khong, quay di khong nhin t0i, nén toi nghe cau dugc cau chang. “Ma
chiing t& la ca citng v6i nhau tir h6i mau gido ddy.”

“R0i sao?”

“Thé ma nang ay chang noi gi vé Jase cho t& biét. Nhung khong chi c6
thé thoi dau. Khi tong két lai, t¢ thay nang ta la do ban t6i. Chang han, cau
co cho la t6 béo khong?”

“Troi oi, khong he,” t6i dap. “Cau...” T6i ngan minh thot 1én cdu khong
lang khdng, nhung do la toan bé van dé vé cdu; van dé & cdu la tréng cdu
khong giong mét tén con trai. “Cau dirng c6 ma giam can day nhé.”

Margo bat cwoi, vay tay vé phia t6i va néi. “Cau chi khoai cai mong by
cta té thoi cht gi.” Toi khong nhin duong ma ngoai lai mot gidy va liéc c6
ay. Thue ra t6i khéng nén lam vay, vi Margo c6 thé doc dwgc nét mat toi, va
cai mat nay dang néi: O, mét 1a t& sé khong néi chinh xac ring né by, ma
hai 1a n6 thuc sy ngoan muc. Nhung ma con hon thé. Khong thé chia tach
con nguwoi Margo va thé xac Margo. Khong thé chi nhin cai nay ma khong
nhin cai kia. Khi nhin vao mat Margo, & d6 c6 mau xanh dwong va ca mau
Margo nita. Rut cuc, khong thé no6i rang Margo Roth Spiegelman béo hay
gay, giong nhu khong thé no6i rang Thap Eiffel c6 don hay khong c6 don. Vé
dep cua Margo la sy hoan hao nam trong mot dang vo chiva kin—khong chuit
ran nitt va khong thé ran nit dugc.
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“Thé ma c6 nang ay lic nao ciling 16e x6e nhitng chuyén nhw vay,” Margo
néi tiép. ““TE sé cho bo muwgn quan nhung chac b6 chang mac vira dau.” Roi
la ‘B6 manh mé qua ta.

T& khoai cach bo lam tui con trai diéu ditng vi ca tinh cta bo day.” Lic
nao ciing nhao té. Hinh nhw ¢6 nang khong bao gid noi gi ma lai khéng c6 y
chim t¢ xuong.”

“Dim.”

“Cam on ngai Xanh Ngi* Phap Dén Phat Phién.”

“Sanh Ngit Phap,” toi noi.

“Gioi a, té sé giét cau cho coi!” Nhung Margo bat cuwdi khi noi vay.

To6i 1ai xe men theo Cong vién Jefferson dé tranh di qua nha t6i va Margo,
phong treong hop bd me hai dita thitc gidc va phat hién ra ching toi tron
nha. Chuing t6i di men hé (Ho Jefferson), ré & Jefferson Court, vao phé mua
sam trung tam cua ca khu Jefferson Park, lic nay vang vé va yén tinh mot
cach day ma mi. Chuing t6i thdy chiéc SUV mau den cua Lacey do tredc mot
hiéu sushi. T6i do xe cach dé mot toa nha, noi dau tién cé thé ddo dugc ma
khong c6 dén duong chiéu sang.

“Cau lam on dwa t@ con ca cudi cung dugc khong?” Margo héi. T6i mirng
ron thoat dwgc con ca dé vi né bat dau boc mui. Va Margo viét 1én gidy boc
theo kiéu cua c6 ay: tinh Ban ctua mi véi ms dd Ngu vdi Lii cd roi

Chtng t6i tranh nhitng chum sang tir dén duong, budce di ty nhién hét mirc
c6 thé du mot nguwoi (Margo) dang cam mot con ca to géi trong gidy boc, va
nguoi kia (toi) dang lam lam binh xit son trong tay. Mot con cho nhang
nhang sua, hai dita t6i déu bat dong, nhung roi lai yén tinh, va ching toi da
dén dwogc cho xe cua Lacey.

“Cha, thé nay sé kho hon day,” Margo néi khi thay xe dwgc khéa. Co ay
tim trong tui va 1y ra mot doan day kim loai tirng la cai mac do. Chuva day
mot phut Margo da m@ duwgc ctra xe. Toi chi biét ngay ra than phuc.

M¢ duwgce cira bén ghé 1ai xe, Margo nhoai ngudi mé canh ctra bén kia cho
toi. “Nay, giup t& dung ghé ngo6i 1én,” c6 ay thi tham. Chiing t6i cung dyng
ghé sau lén. Margo nhét con ca xudng dudi r6i dém dén ba, va chi bang mot
dong tac, ching t6i tha tdim ghé xudng, dé lén con ca. To6i nghe thdy am
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thanh gém ghiéc khi long phéo ndi tang ca bi dep 1ép. To6i cho phép minh
twdng twgng chiéc SUV cha Lacey sé dwgm mui thé nao sau mét ngay nhw
rang nhw quay trong anh mat trgi, va phai thira nhan rang mot cam giac thw
thai man nguyén da trao dang trong t6i. R6i Margo noi, “In mot chit M 1én
noc xe cho t6.”

Chang nghi hét mot gidy toi da gat dau tap Iy, tréo 1én thanh ham xung &
phia sau, rén vé phia tri6c va nhanh gon phun mét chit M khong 16 1én néc
xe. Nhin chung, t6i chong lai moi hinh thitc pha hoai. Nhwng nhin chung t6i
cling chong lai Lacey Pemberton—va rut cuc, do chinh la 16i tuyén an sau xa
va sau sac hon. T6i nhay khéi chiéc xe, chay vdi trong béng téi—bat dau thd
d6c va gap gap hon—veé phia chiéc minivan & cach d6 mot khoi nha. Khi dat
tay lén tay lai, toi nhan ra ngon tr6 cia minh c6 mau xanh da troi. Toi gio
1én cho Margo xem. C0 dy cudi, cling gio ngon tay xanh ctia minh ra, va
nhitng ngén tay cham nhau, ngén tay xanh ciia Margo mém mai cham vao
toi, mach mau trong nguwoi t6i khong tai nao cham lai n6i. Mai mot Iic 1au
sau, Margo méi noéi: “Phan Chin—trung tam thanh phd.”

Luc ay la 2:49 sang. Chwa bao gid, trong ca cudc doi minh, toi thay ra roi
dén vay.
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Khéch du lich khéng bao gio dén trung tam Orlando vi & d6 chang co6 gi
ngoai vai toa cao 6c cua cac ngan hang va hang bao hiém. Khu trung tam
hoan toan vang vé vé dém va cudi tuan, trtv may hop dém lé té, phan nita
trong s6 khach la nhitng nguwdi tham hai hodc dat deo mot cach tham hai.
Trong khi t6i 1ai xe, Margo chi dwong cho t6i di qua mé cung nhitng con pho
mot chiéu, chiing t6i thiy lac dac c6 nguwdi nga trén via he hodc va vat trén
ghé bang, nhung khong cé ai ct dong cd. Margo ha ctta kinh xe xudng,
khong khi cang tran tir bén ngoai pha 1én mat téi, am ap hon tiét troi dém
thong thwong. Toi li€c sang thay may lon téc loa x0a bay ngang mat co ay.
Du Margo & ngay day, t6i van cam thay hoan toan c6 don gitta nhitng cao 6¢
do soO trong trai nay, nhu thé toi 1a ké song sét sau ngay tan thé va thé gidi da
dwgc uy thac cho t6i, toan bo thé gian vo tan va an gidu day bat ngo nay, tat
ca la cua toi, dé to6i mac sttc kham pha.

“Cau dan té di vong vong thé nay thoi sao?” t6i hoi.

“Khong,” Margo dap. “T¢ dang chi duwong dén toa nha SunTrust, & ngay
canh Cay Mang Tay.”

“0,” t6i thot 1én, vi 1an dau tién trong dém nay tdi biét chit thong tin hitu
ich. “Cho d6 ¢ hwéng nam.” T6i lai xe qua vai khoi nha réi ré. Margo vui vé
chi, ding, kia roi, trrtéc mat chiang t6i, la Cay Mang Tay.

Cay Mang Tay thyc ra khong phdi 1a dot mang tay moc tr dudi dat 1én,
cling khong dinh dang gi dén bd phan nao ctia mang tay. D6 chi la khoi diéu
khac twong dong mot cach ki di véi hinh thu mot cdy mang tay cao c& chuc
mét, co ma toi cling thay nhiéu nguwdi bao rang né giong:

1. Mot cay dau leo bang thuy tinh xanh

2. M6 phong triru twgng vé mot cai cay

3. Twgng dai Washington phién ban xanh hon, c6 vé ve chai va xau xi hon
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4. Tugng sinh thye khi khong 16 mau xanh luc ctia Nguwoi Khong Lo Xanh
Vui Vé

O moi géc do, khoi didu khic chdng co gi tira tra Thap Anh Sang, tén that
cta no ca. Toi dirng tredc mot cdt dong ho & bai do xe va nhin sang Margo,
thdy c6 ay dang dam dam nhin ra vo6 dinh, anh mat trong rong, khong nhin
Cay Mang Tay ma dwa mat di xa hon. Lan dau tién t6i cdm thay cé gi do
khong on—khong phai chuyén ban-trai-t¢-la-do-boc-mui, ma la chuyén gi dé
thuc sy khéng 6n. Lé ra tdi nén néi gi do. Han la vay. T6i nén no6i chuyén
nay chuyén kia chuyén day chuyén d6. Nhung t6i da chi n6i rang, “Cho t6
héi nay, sao lai dwa té dén Cay Mang Tay thé?”

Co ay quay lai va mim cwdi vdi t6i. Margo dep dén mirc tham chi nhitng
nu cwoi gia doi cua c6 ay cling thanh dang tin. “Chuing ta sé kiém tra tién do
cong viéc. Va noi li twdng dé lam viéc dé la tir noc toa nha SunTrust.”

Toi tron tron mat. “Khong. Khong dau. Khéng doi nao. Cau da bao khong
c6 dot nhap l1én lat va ty tién ra vao roi co ma.”

“Pay khong phai la dot nhap 1én lat. Chi viéc di vao thoi, vi c6 mot ctra
khong khéa.”

“Margo, nhw vay nyc cwoi qua. Tat...”

“Té diém lai cho cau hay, dém nay minh da nhing tay vao cd mé d6t nhap
lén It va tw tién ra vao roi do6. Xong vao nha Becca. Lén vao nha Jase. Bay
gi0 chuing ta sé dang hoang vao day. Nhung khong thé vira dot nhap 1én It
vlra tuy tién ra vao dwogc. Ve li thuyét, canh sat cé thé bat ching ta vi toi dot
nhap lén lut hodc tuy tién ra vao, nhung ho khong thé bat ching ta vi toi dot
nhap lén lat va ty tién ra vao. Tire la t6 van giit 10i hitva ma.”

“Toa SunTrust chac phai c6 nhan vién an ninh bao vé gi d6 chi,” t6i noi.

“C0,” cb dy dap, thao dai an toan. “Tat nhién ho cé bao vé. Anh ay tén la
Gus.”

Chting t6i di vao qua cong chinh. Ngo6i sau mot ban rong hinh ban nguyét
la mot anh tre tré, cam rau dé lin phun, mac déng phuc céng ty An ninh
Regents. “Gi thé, Margo?” anh ta hoi.

“Chao anh Gus,” c6 ay dap.

“Nhoc nao day?”
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CHUNG TOI BANG TUOI NHAU DPO! T6i muén gao lén, nhung di dé
Margo lén tiéng thay: “Ban hoc cta em, tén la Q a. Q oi, day la anh Gus.”

“Co chuyén gi thé Q?” Gus hoi.

O, chiing t6i vira rdi cd chét trong thanh phd, ddp v& mdy cdi cira so,
chup dnh giai 16a thé, bdy gio sé bay tro vui & hanh lang mét toa nha choc
troi vao liic ba gio muoi lam phtt sdng, dai loai thé. “Khong dang ké,” toi
dap.

“PDém thang may khong 1én dau,” Gus ndi. “Phai tat di lic ba gid. Hai dita
ct ty nhién di cau thang bg.”

“Hay day, gap sau nhé Gus.”

“U, Margo.”

“Thé quai nao ma cau lai quen nhan vién bdo vé toa nha SunTrust vay?”
toi hoi khi ca hai da yén 6n leo thang bo.

“Hoi chung ta vao pho thong thi anh dy hoc nam cu6i,” Margo dap. “Phai
nhanh 1én md&i duge. Thoi gian hao mon lang phi.” C6 dy bat dau budc hai
bac mot, lao ngwdi 1én, mot tay bam tay vin cau thang, t6i co sitc theo ma
khong kip. Margo khong choi mén thé thao nao nhung thich chay bo-thinh
thoang t6i van thdy c6 dy vira chay mot minh vira nghe nhac trong Cong
vién Jefferson. Co ma t6i lai khong thich chay. Hodc vi thé ma khong tham
gia bat c loai van dong lao lyc nao. Gid téi c6 gang gilt toc do on dinh,
quét mo6 hoi tda ra trdn va phét 10 con dau thon trong bap chan. Khi t6i 1én
dén tang hai muoi lam, Margo da ditng & chiéu nghi doi t6i.

“Xem nay,” c6 ay noi, m& canh ctta canh cau thang va ching t6i di vao
mot can phong thénh thang vdi cai ban go s6i dai bang hai chiéc 6-t6 va
mang twong v6i nhitng 6 ctra sO tro ti¥ san 1én dén tran. “Phong hoi thao,”
Margo néi. “Trong ca toa nha day la noi c6 tam nhin dep nhat.” Toi theo sau
khi c6 dy di doc day ctra s6. “Day r6i, chd do,” c6 ay vira néi vira chi, “la
Cong vién Jefferson. Thay nha tui minh khong? Pén van tat, vay la tot.” Co
ay tién thém vai 0 ctra. “Nha Jase nay. Tat den, khong con xe canh sat nita.
Tuyét, du nhu vay c6 thé 1a han da mo vé nha, hoi bi chan.” Nha Becca & xa
qua nén khong thay dwoc, du nhin ti tan day.
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Margo yén lang chdc lat, roi di vé phia ctta kinh va ap tran 1én dé. T6i lan
chan & phia sau, nhung co dy giat giat ao phong cua t6i va kéo toi vé phia
tredc. Téi khong mudn don sic ndang cta ca hai 1én mot 6 kinh duy nhat,
nhung Margo ctt kéo t6i lai, t6i cdm thdy nam tay c6 ay ngay bén canh minh.
Thé la rat cuc toi dua dau vao kinh, rén rén hét mitc c6 thé, va nhin ra ngoai.

Tt trén cao, Orlando sang ruc rd. Phia bén duwdi, tdi c6 thé thay bang hiéu
CAM PI BO nhap nhay chd vong xuyén giao théng, dén dwong 16 x6 mot
mang lwdi hoan hao, lan ra dén mép khu trung tam, noi khéi dau nhitng pho
ngod ngoan ngoeo vung ngoai 6 vo tan cua Orlando.

“Dep that,” t6i noi.

Margo khut khit. “That v? Cau thyc sy nghi vay u?”

“0, c6 18 cling khong dep mdy,” tdi dap, di qua thuyc ti c6 thay dep. Khi
toi nhin Orlando tir mdy bay, trong thanh phé nhw khéi lap rap d6 choi
LEGO dugc tha xuéng mot dai dwong xanh luc. Con day, vao ban dém,
thanh pho la mot dia danh c6 thwc—nhwng lan dau tién, 1a noi toi c6 thé nhin
thdy dugc. Khi di quanh phong hdi thao, réi sang nhitng van phong khac &
cung tang, toi c6 thé thdy dugc tit ca: mot tong thé. Trwong hoc. Kia la
Cong vién Jefferson. Xa xa la Disney World. Cong vién nwdc Wet 'n Wild.
Kia la ctra hang 7-Eleven noi Margo da son mong tay trong khi toi chat vat
diéu hoa nhip thd. Téat ca & day—toan bo thé gigi cna toi, va toi thdy dugc
tron ven, chi viéc thong dong di lai trong mot toa nha. “An twong that,” toi
néi 16n. “Y t6 1a nhin tir xa &y ma. Chéng thdy khiém khuyét nao, cau hiéu y
t¢ chit? Cau khong thé thdy dwoc nhitng hoen gi tan ta, c6 dai um tum hay
son bong tréc 16. Cau nhin thay thanh pho ding nhw ai d6 da tirng tuwéng
twong ra no vay.”

“Gan lai thi cdi gi cling xdu di ma,” Margo noi.

“Trwr cau,” toi dap ma chang kip nghi ra diéu gi hay ho hon.

Margo van ap tran trén ctta kinh, c¢6 dy quay lai va mim cudi véi t6i. “Bat
bai nhé: cdu dang yéu khi cau tu tin. Va bét dang yéu di khi thiéu ty tin.”
T6i chwa kip phan tng gi, c6 dy da lai hwdng tam mat ra ngoai va bat dau
néi. “Phan khong dep la thé nay: tir day, cau khong thdy dugc nhitng hoen gi
troc 16, nhung cau c6 thé néi 1én dwgc noi nay dich thyc 1a gi. Cau thdy tat
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ca chi la d6 hang ma. Tham chi con chang du chac chan dé néi rang né dwoc
lam tir nhya hay chat déo. Bay la mot thanh pho gidy. Cau nhin ma xem, Q:
hay nhin tat cd nhitng pho cut dy, nhitng con pho ré vong vao chinh minh, tat
ca nhitng ngdi nha dwoc xay 1én dé roi sé bi kéo sap. Tat cad nhitng con
nguoi gidy song trong nhitng ngdi nha gidy do, dot twong lai dé swdi am. Tat
ca nhitng da tré gidy do, uong thir bia mot ga lang thang vo cong roi nghé
nao dé da mua cho ching trong mot ctra hang tién 1gi gidy. Ai cting nhw phat
dién trong con cudéng s@ hitu tai san. T4t cd nhitng tai sdn méng manh nhw
gidy va dé rach nhu gidy. Va tat ca nhitng con nguwdi dé ciing nhu gidy vay.
Té da song & day mwoi tam nam, va td chwa tirng mot lan trong doi gap
duwgc ai d6 quan tam dén nhitng diéu thyc sy cé y nghia.”

“Té& sé cd gang khong nghi rang cau dang ndi dén ca nhan cu thé nao,” toi
néi. Ching t6i cung nhin khodng khong hit mat mau myc, nhitng pho cut va
nhitng 16 dat lam nha. Nhung bo vai c6 ay ti vao canh tay to6i, mu ban tay
ching t6i cham nhau, va du t6i khong nhin Margo, nhung ap mat vao cita
kinh cting khién t6i cam thay gan nhu dang ap mat vao co ay.

“Xin 16i nhé,” Margo no6i. “C6 thé moi thit doi vdi té da rat khac néu bay
lau nay té& choi vGi cau chit khéng... ... Chi 1a, troi a, t& chi thdy ghét ban
than qu4, vi van con ban tam dén nhitng nguwdi ban trong ngodc kép cua to.
No6i that v6i cau, khong phdi la t& 6i-qua-dau-khé vi Jason. Hay Becca.
Hoac tham chi ca Lacey, du té thuc sy thich cau dy. Nhwng doé 1a soi day noi
cudi cung. Mot day néi yéu 6t, han la thé réi, nhung do la soi day té dé lai,
va c0 gai gidy nao cling can it nhat mot day ndi, phai khong?”

Va day la nhitng gi to6i da néi. “Mai c ty nhién ngo6i an trira cung bon t6
di.”

“T6t v&i td thé,” co ay dap, tiéng ndi nhoé dan. Margo quay lai va khé gat
dau. T6i mim cuwoi. C6 ay mim cwdi. T6i tin nu cwoi ay. Ching t6i ra cau
thang r6i theo cac bac thang chay xuéng. Hét moi tang, t6i nhay cach bac
cudi va da got chan dé lam Margo cudi, va co dy da bat cudi. Toi nghi minh
dang lam c6 ay vui lén. T6i nghi ¢6 ay dé vui vé phan khich. T6i nghi néu
toi tu tin duwgc, biét dau diéu gi do cé thé xdy ra gitta hai dita.

T6i da nham.
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Ngﬁi trong chiéc minivan khi chia khoa da cam trong 6 nhung chwa khéi
dong dong co, Margo hdi toi, “Ma nay, bé me cau day lic may gio vay?”

“T¢ chang biét, khoang sau gio muwoi lam chang?” Pang la 3:51. “Tic la
ching ta c6 hon hai tiéng va da qua truéng duwgc chin phan.”

“U, nhung t& dd dé danh phan nhoc sttc nhat dén cudi ciing. Du gi ciing sé
xong thoi. Phan Mudi—dén lugt Q chon nan nhan.”

“Ha?”

“T& chon san hinh phat r6i. Cau chi viéc chon nguoi bi chiu hitng con bao
t6 cuong né ma chung ta sé trat xuéng thoi.”

“Nguoi phai hitng chiu con bao to6 cuéng né ma ching ta sé trit xuéng,”
toi stra 10i dién dat ctia c6 dy va Margo ngao ngan lac dau. “Té khong thurc
sy muodn trat cdu gian cia minh xuéng dau ai cda,” t6i noi, vi dung la nhw
vay. Toi ludn c6 cam giac rang phai la ngudi quan trong thi mdéi cé ké thu.
Chang han: Xét vé lich s, nwéc BPic c6 nhiéu ké thu hon nudc
Luxembourg. Margo Roth Spiegelman la nuwéc Puc. La nwdc Anh. Nudc
My. La nuéc Nga trong triéu dai cAc Sa Hoang. Con t6i, toi la Luxembourg.
Chi nhan nha ng6i loanh quanh, chan ctru va hat dan ca théi.

“Chuck thi sao?” Margo hoi.

“Hirm,” t6i dap. Chuck Parson da cuc ki kinh khing khiép trong nhiéu
nam lién roi md&i dwgc kim bét lai. Ngoai vu viit t6i 1én bang chuyén trong
cang-tin, mét 1an n6 da tém lay t6i & ngoai cong treong khi toi dang doi xe
buyt, bé giat tay toi ra sau va ra lénh, “Tw nhan minh la i di.” D6 la kiéu si
nhuc trong-moi-hoan-canh, vi-tt*-virtng-cua-tao-chi-co-muoi-hai-tir-thoi-nén-
dirng-mong-tao-si-nhuc-may-theo-kiéu-khac cia Chuck. Du tro nay tré con
dén nurc cuwdi, it cuc téi van phai ty nhan minh la ai, chuyén thye si khién
toi cdu tiét vi 1. Toi khong nghi rang bat ¢t ai, hudng chi la toi, nén néi ra tw
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do, 2. Du chuyén da xay ra, nhung toi khong ai, hon nita 3. Poi véi Chuck,
bat ai dé ty nhan minh ai la cach phi bang tham té nhat, du thyc ra dong tinh
hoan toan khong phai la diéu dang x4du ho. Toi ¢6 gang noéi vay vai Chuck
khi né xodn canh tay t6i nhw muon long khéi ba vai, nhung né mot muc:
“Néu may tu hao rang minh ai dén thé, sao khong thira nhan phat 1a minh ai
di, ha do ai?”

RO nhu ban ngay, dong dén 16-gic thi Chuck khong phdi 1a Aristotle.
Nhung khi né cao gan hai mét, nang trén tram ki, thi diéu do cling dang de
chtrng lam.

“Lam mot vu cho Chuck cling dugc,” to6i ghi nhan. Thé 1a t6i quay xe, lai
trd lai cao toc lién bang. To6i khong biét sé di dau, nhung chac nhw an bap la
khong ¢ khu trung tam.

“Cau c6 nhd hoi ¢ treong vii dao Crown khéng?” Margo hoi. “Dém nay
tw dung t6 chgt nho lai.”

“Ua, nhg.”

“Ma nhan thé t¢ xin 16i nhé. Chang hiéu sao hoi do t¢ lai nghe né du khi.”

“O, khong sao dau,” t6i néi, nhung thyc ra trong bung van 6m cai v6 nhé
doi ¢ treong vii dao Crown. “Dugc. Chuck Parson. Cau biét nha n6 khong?”

“Té biét t& c6 thé 16i ra anh sang bd mat tra thu cua cau ma. Chuck &
College Park. Ré & Princeton ay.” Toi ré sang phan doc & vai duong, khién
gam xe hoi ca xuéng dat. “Ai da,” Margo néi. “Pirng 1am tan tanh em
Chrysler nay chit.”

Ho6i 16p sdu, dam nhoc ti c6 cd Margo, Chuck va téi bi bo me bat di hoc
khiéu vii ¢ trrong Crown chuyén boi duwdng nhan cach va vii dao. Trong gio
hoc, con trai ditng mot bén, con gai ditng bén kia, khi nao c6 giao bao thi
con trai sé tién dén trwdc con gai, hoi, “Cho phép t& madi cau nhdy diéu nay
duoc khong?”, va con gai tra 10i, “Dugc chit.” Con gai khong dugc phép tw
ch6i. Nhung mot hém-16p hoc diéu fox-trot—Chuck Parson da thuyét phuc
dwgc ting dita con gai hay tir choi t6i. Khong ai khac nita. Chi moi t6i. Thé
la khi t6i dén trudc Mary Beth Shortz va néi, “Cho phép t& moi cau nhay
diéu nay dugc khong?”, con bé dap khong. Toi hoi mot dia con gai khac,
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mot ditra khac nita, va Margo, co ay ciing dap khong, va mot diva khac nita
nita, roi toi khoc.

biéu duy nhat té hai hon bi tir chéi trong 16p khiéu vii 1a khéc 16¢ vi bi twr
chéi trong 16p khiéu vii, va diéu duy nhat té hai hon thé l1a tém lem nwéc mat
di kifm c6 gido mach, “Bon con gai khéng chiu nhdy vé&i con va bon né
héng dugc lam can nhw vay.” H6i dé tat nhién téi da thut thit mach c6, va
phan 16n nhitng nam thang con lai & treong pho thong co sd, toi phai vat va
chung song vai su kién mat mat d6. N6i ngan gon, Chuck Parson khién t6i
khong bao gid nhdy fox-trot nita. B4i v&i mot thang 16p sau thi cling khong
phai dai hoa khung khiép gi. T6i khong con thuc sy c6 chdp nghi ngoi
chuyén do6 nita, cting nhw nhitng chuyén khac Chuck da gay ra cho t6i may
nam qua. Nhuwng chéac chan t6i sé khong nhé nwéc mat thuwong cam néu né
phai lanh chiu diéu gi.

“Hugm da, no sé khong phat hién ra t@ chi?”

“U, khong dau. Sao thé?”

“T6¢ khong mudn Chuck twdng bd rang t& van con da ban tdm vi né dén
mic muén trd miéng nd.” Mot tay toi dat xudng bang diéu khién xe va
Margo vo nhe nhe 1én dé. “Pirng lo,” c6 ay noéi. “Chuck sé khong bao gio
biét dwgc ai da ra tay triét mao n6 dau.”

“Hinh nhw cau vira dung tr sai roi, nhung té khong biét tir ddy nghia la
gl.”

“T¢ biét mot tr ma cau khong biét,” Margo reo 1én.
“TO LA NU HOANG TU VUNG MOI bANG QUANG! TO TIEM
NGOI CUA CAU ROI NHE!”

“Co gidi thi danh van tir tiém ngéi di,” t6i bao Margo.

“Khong doi nao,” c6 ay cuoi gion tan. “T¢ sé khong bi mat ngai vang vi
tw tiém ngobi dau. Cau phai thé hién dugc oach hon.”

“Puogc thoi,” toi mim cuwoi.

Chung t6i 14ai xe vao College Park, mot khu ghi dau lich st cia Orlando,
xét & goc do phan 16n nha ¢ day dwoc xay tr khodng ba chuc nam truéec.
Margo khong nhé chinh xac dia chi nha Chuck, cting khong nhé can nha
trong nhw thé nao, tham chi con khong chac n6 & phoé nao. (“T¢ nghi chin
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muoi lam phan tram la né & Vassar.”). Cu6i cung, sau khi chiéc Chrysler ré
ré lwét qua ba khoi nha trén Pho Vassar, Margo chi bén tay trai, néi, “Nha
kia.”

“Cau chac khong?” t6i héi.

“Té chic khodng chin-muoi-bay-phay-hai phan tram. Y 1a t& kha chéc
phong ngu cia Chuck & ngay kia,” co dy chi. “Mot lan n6 ma@ tiéc, va khi
canh sat dén t& da vot qua ctta s6 phong né. TG kha chac chinh la ctra s6
kia.”

“Duv la sé dinh rac roi day.”

“Nhung néu ctra s6 dé mé thi co6 phai 1a 1én lut dot nhap dau. Chi la di vao
nha nguoi ta théi ma. Ching ta vira di vao SunTrust day théi, ma cling c6 gi
to tat ghé gém dau, dang chi?”

T6i bat cwdi. “Cau sap cdm hda té thanh mot ga bat kham roi day.”

“Tham vong 16n cua t@ day. BPugc roi, tac chién can c6: Veet, binh son va
Vaseline.”

“Xong,” t6i vé@ may moén do.

“Pirng lam t& choang thé chi Q. Tin t6t la Chuck ngi nhw mot con gau u
ngu dong—td biét vi nam ngodi t& hoc Quoc ngit v6i né va né van say giac
diép ké ca khi co Johnston tan n6 bang cudn Jane Eyre. Thé nén ching ta sé
tréo 1én ctta s6 phong n6, m@ ctra, thao giay, khe khé vao trong, tG sé xu
Chuck. R6i cau va té sé téa di hai hwdng nguge nhau trong nha, chiing ta sé
bbi Vaseline 1én titng tay nam cira, phong treong hgp cé ai thire giac thi
cling phai mat chan van thoi gian mdi ra dugc khoi nha va dudi theo minh.
Tui minh sé x not doan cudi véi Chuck, son vé nha no ti choi, roi bién. Ma
khong ndi gi trong khi hanh dong nhé.”

To6i dat tay minh 1én tinh mach ¢6, nhung t6i mim cuoi.

Chung t6i ra khéi xe va di bo canh nhau, Margo dwa tay ra nam tay toi,
dan nhitng ngoén tay cd ay vao cac ngoén tay toi, va siét chat. T6i cling siét
tay minh va liéc nhin c6 ay. Margo lang 1é gat dau, toi gat dau dap lai, va co
ay tha tay t6i ra. Chung t6i le lang dén trudc cira s6. Toi khé day khung go
1én. Hoi khé phat ra tiéng dong, nhung mé dugc ngay. T6i nhin vao trong.
T6i qua, nhung t6i thdy mot nguwdi nam trén giwong.
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Ctra sO hoi cao so vdi Margo, nén toi chap tay dé c6 dy dan mot chan di
bit tat 1én, va to6i day Margo 1én. Co ay vao trong ém ai dén mitc ninja thit
thiét chac cling phai ghen ti. T6i nhay 1én, chui dwgc dau va vai qua ctra so,
roi véi no lyc xodn van co thé, téi udn éo nhw sau lun chun bo vao trong. Sw
thé 1€ ra da suon sé, néu t6i khong 16 co hai qua tritng co vao bau ctra so, dau
té tai dén mirc to6i khong nén ndi rén ram, gay ra mot sai 1am v6 cung té hai.

Pén & dau giwong bat sang. Nguwoi nam trén giwong la mot bac trai cé
tudi-rd rang khong phai Chuck Parson. Béc ta tron mat kinh hai va khong
néi ndi 16i nao.

“0,” Margo lén tiéng. Toi toan té va phong thang ra xe, nhung vi Margo
ma toi nan lai, nira than trén @ trong nha theo phwong song song vai san.
“Da, chac tui chau di 16n nha r6i bac.” Co ay quay lai va nhin t6i day khan
thiét. Luc dy t6i mdi nhan ra rang minh dang chdn dwong thoat cia c6 ay.
Theé 1a t6i lang ngudi khoi ctra s6, vé voi dbi giay va chay thang.

Chuing t6i lai xe dén dau kia cua College Park dé hoan hon tra lai.

“Vu vira r6i ca hai dita minh déu dm §,” Margo noi.

“O, la cdu chi nham nha ddy nhd,” t6i noi.

“Pung, nhung cdu la dita manh dong day nha.” Yén lang mot phut, roi
bon t6i chi biét 1ai xe vong vong. Cudi cung toi néi, “Minh c6 thé mo dugc
dia chi nha Chuck trén Internet. Radar dang nhap dugc vao danh ba cua
treong.”

“Gidi phap xuat sac,” Margo noi.

Thé 1a t6i goi cho Radar, nhung dién thoai ctia n6 nhay ngay sang hop thw
thoai. T6i tinh goi vao dién thoai c6 dinh nha né, nhung bé me né ciing biét
bd me t6i, thé thi héng viéc mat. Rut cuc, toi thinh linh ndy ra y goi cho Ben.
Ben khong phdi la Radar, nhung n6 biét hét tat cd cac mat khau cua Radar.
T6i goi. Pién thoai nhdy sang hop thu thoai sau vai héi chudng. Thé 1a t6i
goi lai. Thu thoai. Goi lai. Thw thoai. Margo noéi, “Chac cau dy khéng nhac
may dau,” toi vira goi lai vira néi, “0, cau ta sé tra 10i cho coi.” Goi thém
bon cudc nita thi Ben nhac may that.

“Han la ong goi cho t6i dé thong bao rang c6 mwoi mot em thé non ngon
ngon dang thoat y trong nha ong, va rang cac em ay dang mong médi Xuc
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Cam Dac Biét ma chi c6 Bo Gia Ben md&i dap ttng duogc.”

“T6i can 6ng dung tai khoan ctia Radar dang nhap vao danh ba cua truong
va tra mot dia chi. Chuck Parson.”

“Khong.”

“DPi ma,” t6i noi.

“Khong.”

“Ong s& mirng vi da ra tay vu nay, Ben a. T6i htta ddy.”

“R0i 16i, lam xong roi do. Téi da lam trong khi n6i khong roi do—khong
thé lam gi ngoai gitip dd ha. Bon-hai-hai Amherst. Nay, thé quai nao ma 6ng
lai can dia chi cta

Chuck Parson vao lic bon gio muoi hai phiit sang vay?”

“Ong ngt di cho lanh.”

“T6i sé ngd rang tat ca chi 1a mot gidc mo,” Ben dap roi tat may.

Ambherst chi cach d6 mdy day nha. Chiing t6i do xe trén pho, trieéc nha so
418, nhat nhanh d6 nghé va bang qua bai co6 nha Chuck, swong s6m rung
rung roi nhanh co6, bam 1én bap chan t6i.

May phuéc la ctra s6 phong Chuck thap hon ctta phong 6ng bac Bi Nham
via ndy. Toi nhe nhang treo dugc vao trong va giup Margo vao theo. Chuck
Parson nam ngtta, ngua tit. Margo nhén chan di vé phia no6, t6i ditng sau c6
dy, tim nén thinh thinh. Chuck ma tinh day thi ddm né nghién nat hai dita
bon tdi lam. Margo 1ay thu6éc Veet ra, phun mot nhim tréng nhw kem cao
rau vao long ban tay, r6i tir tir than trong boi 1én 16ng may bén phéi cta
Chuck. N6 chang hé cwa quay dong day chit nao.

R06i Margo m& hop Vaseline—cai nap bat ra mot tiéng odch rd to, nhung
Chuck van khong c6 vé gi la tinh ca. Margo vuc mot voc twdng sang ban tay
t0i, va ching t6i di ngugc chiéu nhau trong nha. Téi di tir ctta chinh trwdc,
trat Vaseline 1én tay nam cta, r6i dén mdt ctta phong nga dé ngo. Toi cha
Vaseline lén tay nam phia trong phong, va khe khé, chi hoi tdch mot tiéng
nho, dong cira phong lai.

Cudi cung t6i quay lai phong Chuck—Margo da & d6— ching t6i cung
dong ctra phong lai, quét vo khoi Vaseline 1én tay nam ctta. Ching t6i phét
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no6t cho Vaseline con lai 1én khap khung ctra s6 buoéng noé, hi vong nhw vay
sé lam cwra khé m@ hon sau khi ching toi dong ctra lai trén duong rut.

Margo liéc dong ho va gio hai ngén tay 1én. Ching t6i dgi. Trong hai phit
ay hai di¥a chi nhin nhau, va t6i nhin mau xanh trong mat c6 ay. That tuyét—
trong bong t6i va khong gian yén tinh, khong c6 nguy co t6i sé va miéng noi
lung tung lam hong khung canh, va doi mat c6 ay nhin lai t6i, nhw thé cé gi
do6 ¢ toi dang dugc nhin vay.

RoOi Margo gat dau, va toi lai gan Chuck. T6i boc ban tay minh trong lan
ao phong, Margo da dan thé tir trudc, cui xudng va—nhe nhang hét mirc cé
thé-miét ngén tay minh Ién tran n6é, nhanh gon lau hét thudc Veet di. Song
hanh v@i tat tat 16ng tirng la chan may bén phai ctia Chuck. T6i dang ding
trwdc mdt Chuck véi hang 16ng may bén phai cua n6 trén ao phong toi, thi
bong dwng mat né md trieng. Nhanh nhw chdp, Margo vé lay céi chan va
ném btra 1én Chuck, t6i nguwdc 1én thi nang ninja da & ngoai ctra so roi. Toi
voi vang ra theo, trong khi Chuck kéu la ram troi, “MA OT! OI BA MA OT!
TROM! TROM!”

T6i rdt muodn no6i rang, Tui nay chi ldy hang 16ng may cua bo théi ma,
nhung danh mim chi trong khi du nguwdi qua cita s6. Toi xém roi trung
Margo trong khi c6 ay phun mot chit M 1én 16p twong nhwa bao ngoai nha
Chuck, r6i hai dita xach giay chay tée khoi ra xe. T6i quay lai nhin ng6i nha,
den dom da bat sang nhung chwa cé ai ra khoéi nha, minh chitng hung hon
cho hiéu qua ba chay ctia nhitng tay nam ctta dwgc xtr li ki lwdng bang
Vaseline. DBén khi chu (hodc ciing c6 thé la 6, toi nhin khong rd 1am) Parson
kéo duwoc rem phong khach 1én va nhin ra ngoai, ching t6i da ung dung lai
xe ngwoc lai Pho Princeton, vao cao toc lién bang.

“Pugc!” toi hét 1én. “Troi oi, dung la ba chay con bo chét!”

“Cau c6 thay khong? Madt Chuck thiéu mot bén 16ng may ay. Ban madt né
mang mot vé ngd vuc vinh cttu, kiéu nhw ‘0, that sao? Ching may béo tao
chi c6 mot chan may thoi a? Ba lap ba xam.” T¢ khodai bat thang cti bap ay
phéi lwa chon: cao nét canh ta hay to6 vé& canh hitu? Oi, vui that! N6 con
ngoac mom goi me nita chit, ding la do mit wét nhao nhoét.”

“Nay, sao cdu lai ghét n6 chu?”
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“Té c6 bao té ghét né dau. Té chi ndi né la dé6 mit wét nhao nhoét thoi
ma.”

“Nhung hinh nhuw cau luén ban bé v6i né co ma,” toéi ndi, it nhat td6i nghi
c6 ay ciling tirng ban bé vdi Chuck.

“O, lic ndo t& cha ban bé va&i khéi ngudi,” Margo dap. C6 dy nghiéng
nguwoi nga dau lén bo vai xwong xau cua toi, séong téc budng xuéng cham
vao co tb6i. “Mét qua,” Margo noi.

“Ca-phé-in,” t6i n6i. Co6 ay nhoai ra sau, ldy cho moi dita mot chai
Mountain Dew, t6i uong hét sau hai ngum dai.

“Bay gio di dén thé gidi dai dwong SeaWorld thoi,” Margo bao toi. “Phan
Muoi Mot.”

“Sao co, ching ta c6 di Giai Cttu Willy hay dai loai thé khong day?”

“Khong,” co dy dap. “Chung ta sé chi dén SeaWorld, vay thoi. D6 1a cong
vién duy nhat t@ chwa tirng dot nhap vao.”

“Tui minh khong thé d6t nhap SeaWorld dwoc,” t6i ndi, tap xe vao bai do
ctia mot ctra hang ban do6 ndi that va tat may.

“Khong con nhiéu thoi gian nita dau,” Margo néi va vuon tay dé bat lai
dong co.

Toi day tay co ay ra, nhac lai. “Tui minh khong thé d6t nhap SeaWorld
duoc.”

“Cau lai 1dm nham vé dot nhap ro6i,” Margo dirng lai va mé thém mot chai
Mountain Dew. Anh sang phan chiéu qua chai, trim 1én mit c6 dy, va trong
mot gidy, toi thdy Margo mim cudi tredc diéu co ay sap noéi. “Tui minh sé
khong dot nhdp cho nao hét. Bing nghi rang nhw vay la dét nhdp vao
SeaWorld. Hay nghi rang tui minh dén SeaWorld choi ltic nita dém va duogc
mién phi di.”
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“Puge 1di, trude hét, bon minh s& bi bit,” t6i n6i. Toi khong khoi dong
dong co va bat dau giai thich vi Margo tai sao toi chwa lam viéc dé, ty hoi
khong biét c6 ay c6 nhin thay t6i trong bong t6i nay khong.

“T4t nhién chung ta sé bi bat. Vay thi sao?”

“Nhu vay la pham phap.”

“Q nay, theo nhin nhan ctia cau, SeaWorld c6 thé day cau vao rac roi gi
nao? Té mudn ndi, Chua o1, sau tat ca nhitng gi t¢ da lam cho cau dém nay,
cau khong thé lam mot viéc vi t& duwgc sao? Cau khong thé yén lang binh
tinh va thoi ta héa vi moi cudc phiéu Iwu bé nhw con kién thé nay v?” Va roi
qua hoi thé, Margo noi, “Y t§ 13, troi a, cau hay nuoi chit dién r6 di.”

Gio thi t6i cau dién lén that. T6i chui dau qua dai an toan deo chéo vai dé
c6 thé nghiéng nguwdi qua bo phan diéu khién ma nhin c6 ay. “Sau tat ca
nhitng gi CAU da 1am cho TO sao?” t6i gan nhw gao 1én. C6 4y muén ty tin
w? Téi dang tu tin 1én day. “Cau c6 goi dién cho bé cta ban TO, dita ban
dang quip 14y ban trai CUA TO dé khong ai phét hién ra 1a t& da goi dién
khong? Cau c6 14i xe chd cai ban toa CUA TO di loan 1én khip noi, khong
phai vi cdu 6i-qua-quan-trong véi t¢, ma vi t@ can di nhd va cau & ngay canh
khong? D6 c6 phai la nhitng thit tho td cau da lam cho té trong dém nay
khong?”

Margo khong nhin t6i. C6 dy chi nhin thang trvdc mat, vé phia 16p cira
bao bang nhwa cta ctra hang noi that. “Cau twdng té can cau sao? Cau khong
nghi rang t& cé thé cho Myrna Mountweazel mét liéu Benadryl dé n6 ngu
chét giac trong khi t& khua cai két dwdi gam giwong bo me di sao? Hodc mo
vao phong cau trong khi cau dang ngu va nang chia khoéa xe cau di u? TG
khong can cau, ngdc a. T¢ da chon ciu. Roi chinh ciu da chon lai t6.” Gid
Margo nhin t6i. “Va diéu d6 nhv mot 15i hita. ft nhat cho dém nay. Khi 6m
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dau cling nhu khi khoe manh. Luc thuan lgi cling nhuv lic khé khan. Khi
giau hon cling nhuv khi ngheo di. Cho dén khi nao binh minh chia lia ching
ta.”

To6i khéi dong may va lai xe ra khoi bai do, nhwng gat tat ca nhitng gi lién
quan dén tinh than dong doi cia Margo sang bén, t6i van cam thdy nhu minh
bi budc lam mét diéu gi dé, va toi muon noéi cho ra ngo ra khoai. “Pugc thoi,
nhung khi SeaWorld, cong ty hodc bét cit ca nhan nao viét thuw dén Pai hoc
Duke, noéi rang cai cau Quentin Jacobsen day t0i 16i da dot nhap co s& vat
chat caa ho vao lic bon gio ba mwoi phit sang cung véi co6 nang dong hanh
c6 cap mat hoang dai, thi Pai hoc Duke sé dién 1én ddy. Ma b6 me t& cling
phat dién luon.”

“Q oi, cau sé theo hoc @ Duke. Cau sé tr@ thanh luat-sw-hay-gi-do cong
thanh danh toai, 1dp gia dinh, sinh con va séng hét cudc doi con con nay.
bén phut 1dam chung, nhitng khodnh khac cudi cung ctia cudc doi, khi cay
ding nghen ngao trong nha thwong, cdu sé tw nha: ‘O, minh di lang phi ca
cudc doi chét giam nay, nhwng chi it vao nam cu6i cing & trudng pho thong,
minh da 1én vao SeaWorld cling v&i Margo Roth Spiegelman. ft nhat minh
da c6 mot ngay huy hoang, carpe diem.””

“Mot dem huy hoang, carpe noctem,” t6i stra.

“Puoc 1o6i, cau lai la Vua Ngit Phap. Cau vira gianh lai ngai vang r6i dé.
Gio dua t@ tGi SeaWorld thoi.”

Lang ¢ 1ai xe doc cao toc I-4, t6i nhan ra minh dang nghi dén nguwoi dan
ong mdc bo dé xam bi phat hién da chét nam dé. Co thé do la li do cé dy da
chon minh, t6i nghi. Va khi d6, cudi cung, t6i nhé ra nhitng gi Margo da néi
vé nguoi chét va nhitng day néi—veé chinh c6 dy va nhitng day noi.

“Margo nay,” toi 1én tiéng pha v& bau im lang.

“Q,” o ay dap.

“Cau ting noi... Nguoi dan 6ng bi chét nam 4y, cau ti'ng ndi rang cé 1é tat
ca nhitng day noi bén trong 6ng ta da ditt hét, réi ldc ndy cau vira nbi vé
chinh cau, va day néi cudi cung bi dut.”

Margo ntta bat cwdi. “Cau lo lang qua nhiéu r6i day. T¢ khong muon dita
tré con nao tim thdy t& trong canh ru6i bau kién dau vao mot sang thit By &
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Cong vién Jefferson dau.” C6 ay nghi mét nhip r6i noi diéu cot 16i. “Té qua
tw kiéu cho mot két cuc nhu vay.”

To6i cuwoi khi, thd phao va lai xe ra khoi cao toc lién bang. Chung toi ré
vao dwong International Drive, thi phti mua sdm cda xi¢ nay. C6 dén ca ngan
ctra hang & International Drive, tit ca déu ban mot thit giong nhau: thi bo di.
Nhitng thit bd di dudi di moi hinh dang: vo so, méc deo chia khoa, doi méi
bang thuy tinh, nam cham gan ta lanh hinh bang Florida, hong hac bang
nhya, gi gi gi gi da thi. Thyc ra c6 vai ctrta hang trén duong I-Drive ban thit
bo di that, nghia den, phan con ta-tu, bon do-la chin mwoi lam xu mot tui.

Nhung vao 4:50 sang, khach du lich van con dang nga. Con dwong hoan
toan vang ngat, giong nhw nhitng duong phd khac, khi ching t6i 1ai xe qua
hét badi do nay dén bai do khac.

“DPi qua hang cay kia la dén SeaWorld,” Margo n6i. Co6 dy ra sau xe, luc
tim trong ba-16 hay cai gi d6. “T& c6 da ban do vé tinh va da vach ké hoach
tac chién cia ching ta, nhung quai la sao cha thay dau nhi. Du sao c di qua
doan duong c6 hang cay, bén tay trai sé la mét ctra hang ban do lwu niém.”

“Bén tay trai t& c6 khodng mudi bay ngan ctra hang ban do lwu niém.”

“Pung, nhung chi c6 mot ngay sau khi di hét qua hang cay thoi.”

Qua la chinh xéc, chi c6 mét cira hang nhw vay, t6i dwa xe vao cho do
trong, dirng ngay dudi mét cot déen duong, vi ¢ I-Drive nay rat dé bi mat xe.
Chac chi c6 ga dao chich siéu quai dan mdi tim cach thoi bay chiéc Chrysler
nay, nhung t6i cling khong khoai nghi dén viéc phai giai thich vGi me lam
thé nao va tai sao xe ctia me da bién mat trong may tiéng dong ho khuya
khoat nay.

Ching t6i ditng bén ngoai, dwa vao dudi chi€c minivan, khéng khi n6ng
va nang dén muc t6i thady quan 4o nhw dinh chat 1én da minh. T6i lai c6 cam
giac ron ron, nhu thé ai d6 dang nhin t6i ma t6i lai khong thay ho. Pém toi
qua lau, bung da t6i dau nhdi sau nhiéu tiéng dong ho lo lang cang thang.
Margo da tim thay ban d6, dudi anh den dwong, dau ngén tay dinh son xanh
ctia c6 dy do theo tuyén duong. “Té nghi ngay day c6 mét doan hang rao,”
c6 dy noi, gio tay chi mot vat um tum phia bén kia con dwong c6 hang cay.
“Té da doc trén mang. May nam trdc nguoi ta duwng hang rao vi mot ga say
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nao do nita dém mo vao cong vién va ndy ra y twéng boi cung Shamu, cho
nén da bi Shamu xuyrc luon.”

“Co6 chuyén ay that sao?”

“U, nhung néu gi d6 hanh dong trong con say, thi ching ta sé& ra tay khi
hoan toan tinh tao. Tui minh la ninja ma.”

“A, chic cdu 1a ninja thdi,” tdi noi.

“Cau la chang ninja 6n ao va lam chuyén,” Margo néi, “nhung hai dia
minh déu la ninja.” C6 4y vén toc ra sau vanh tai, doi mi lén, thit chat day
rat; anh sang tir ngon den dwong roi lén nhitng nét sac sao trén khuon mat
nhgt nhat ctia c6 ay. Co thé ca hai dita t6i déu la ninja, nhung chi Margo mac
trang phuc thich hop.

“Pugc 16i,” co6 ay noi. “Ghi nhé ban do nhé.” Pén thoi diém nay, phan
gian nguy nhat trong hanh trinh nita ddm ma Margo da vach ra chinh la hao
nudc. Pia hinh SeaWorld nhv mot tam giac. Mot canh la mat duong, Margo
suy ludn rang sé thuwong xuyén cé nhan vién an ninh di tuan tra ban dém.
Canh thit hai sat v6i mot ho nwdc chu vi it nhat mot dam, va canh thi ba tiép
giap hao thoat nwéc. Nhin tr ban do, hao nwéc nay rong cd mot con duong
hai lan. Va & Florida, & dau c6 hao thoat nwéc canh hé, & dé thuwong cé ca
sau.

Margo dat ca tay lén hai vai t0i va xoay toi lai phia c6 ay. “Bon minh sé bi
tom, c6 thé thoi, trong trudng hgp do, ci dé t¢ néi moi chuyén. Cau chi can
to ra hién hién kiéu ntra ngay tho niva thang than, roi ta sé 6n ca th6i.”

Toi khoa xe, cd gang vuot gon mai dau bu xu, 1am nham, “Minh la ninja.”
T6i khong dinh dé Margo nghe thdy, nhung co6 ay da thot 1én, “Khi a, cau
ding la ninja day. Bi mau thoi.”

Chung t6i di bo qua I-Drive, bat dau mo dwong qua dam so6i ram rap va
cdy bui lum xum. T6i hoi lo vé doc t6 cha cay thwdong xuan, nhung ninja
khong sg doc t6 thuwong xuan, thé 1a tdi xong 1én, canh tay gio trudc mat, gat
canh gai 1a 1éo sang hai bén dé tién vé phia hao nwéc. Cudi cung cling qua
dwgc vat cay va tam nhin thoang ra, t6i thay con duong véi hang cay & bén
tay phdi va hao nwdc thang phia tredc mat. Ai ngoi trong xe trén dwong han
sé nhin thdy ching t6i, nhung chang c6é chiéc xe nao ca. Ching to6i clung
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chay qua bui ram, ré ngoat vé phia hang cay. Margo néi, “Nao, nao!” va t6i
xet qua duong cao toc sau lan xe. Du trén dwong hoan toan khéng c6 ma
nao, trong t6i van dgi 1én con phan khich va cam giac sai trdi to dung khi
chay cat qua mét con duong 16n dén vay.

Bang qua duwong roi, ching to6i lom khom di trong dam cé lac cao dén dau
g0i bén vé duwong. Margo chi lan cay giita bai d6 xe ménh mong bat ngat cia
SeaWorld va mat hao nuwéc tinh lang sam mau. Ching t6i chay doc hang cay
khoang mot phut, roi Margo kéo lung do t6i, khé noi,

“L0i nuwdce thoi.”

“M0i qui co,” toi noi.

“Khong dau, that day. Cau c ty nhién di,” c6 ay dap.

Va to6i chang con nghi dén ca sau hay 16p bun lay rong réu tu dong boc
mui nita. T6i chi chay ldy da va nhdy xa hét mitc c6 thé. T6i roi xuéng mot
cho nuwéc cao dén that lwng, lién sai tirng bwdc di ti€p. Nuwdc xoc 1én mot
mui nong nac va w6t 16p nhép trén da toi, nhwng it nhat ti that lung tré 1én
toi khong bi w6t. Hodc it nhat 1a t6i chwa bi wét cho dén khi Margo nhdy
xudng, ban nuwdc tung tée lén khap nguwdi t6i. T6i quay lai va té nwdc 1én
nguoi c6 ay. Margo gia bo sdac nuéc, lau bau néi:

“Ninja khéng té nwdc 1én nguwoi dong doi.”

“Ninja thit thiét khong roi oach xuong lam nwéc tée 1én nhw vay,” toi noi.

“0, t& bi tring tim den roi.”

T6i nhin Margo di lén ti hao nwdc. Toi tham mirng r& vi khong phai dung
do ca sau. Mach mau cuda to6i néu c6 dap nhanh thi cling & mitc chap nhan
duwgc. Bén dudi vat do khoac khong cai cia Margo, chiéc 4o phong den thdm
nwdc wét dam. Tom lai, rat nhiéu thit dang dién ra suén sé, nhung bat chot
toi nhac thay c6 gi do loang loang trén mat nwdc ngay canh Margo. Co ay
nhdy 1én bo, t6i thay gan got cia Margo cang lén, va trwdc khi t6i kip kéu
lén, con ran da ban dén can vao c6 chan trai, ngay dudi gau quan jeans cua
co ay.

“Bo xur!” Margo thot 1én, ¢6 ay nhin xudng va lai néi “Bé xt r6i!” Con
ran van chua rgi chan Margo. T6i lao dén tém lay dudi ran, giat n6 ra khai
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chan cd dy va ném thing xudng hao nuéc. “Oi troi oi,” Margo kéu lén. “Con
gi vay? Co phdi ran hd mang khong?”

“T¢ khong biét. Nam xudng, nam xudng di,” toi n6i réi nang chan Margo
trong tay va kéo gau quan jeans cia c6 ay lén. C6 hai giot mau ri ra tir vét
can, toi cti xuéng, ap miéng lén vét thwong va hit manh hét sitc, cé gang rit
noc doc ra. Téi nhé mau di, dinh hut ti€ép thi o6 dy néi, “Tw tir da, té thay né
r6i.” T6i hodang hon ding bat day, Margo noi, “Troi oi, khong sao, loai nay
khong doc.” Co dy chi vé phia hao nudc, toi theo huwdng ngon tay Margo va
thdy mot con rdn soc nhé dang lwét doc mép nuwdc, boi ngay cho cé anh dén
roi xuéng. Nhin & cho da sang, con ran chi nhu con than lan con, chang
dang sg may.

“On gioi,” toi n6i, ngoi xudng canh Margo va ldy lai nhip thd ctia minh.

Sau khi xem vét can va nhan ra mau da cam, c6 ay hoi t6i, “Gam chan t6
thay thé nao?”

“Ngon day,” toi dap, vi diung la nhw vay. Margo hoi nghiéng nguoi vé
phia toi, t6i cam thay canh tay c6 dy 4p vao swon minh.

“T& cao 16ng chun sang nay chinh vi 1i do ndy, kiu nhu: Ai cha, biét dau
c6 nguoi trong lic cap bach sé tom lay bap chan minh ma hit noc ran ra.”

Co6 mot hang rao mat cdo tredc mat chiing t6i, nhung chi cao c@ hai mét.
Nhu Margo nhan xét, “That khong vay, thoat dau la con ran ranh, r6i dén
hang rao nay sao? An ninh kiéu nay si nhuc ninja qua.” Co ay leo 1én, lang
nguoi qua va tréo xuong, uyén chuyén nhw bwdc trén thang vay. Téi cling c6
khong dé bi nga.

Chting t6i chay qua mot bui cay nhé san sat, bAm chat trén nhitng bé chita
16n mau xanh ngoc, chac han c6 dong vat ¢ trong. Ching t6i chay dén mot
dai dwong nhuva, tiv day toi thay dugc khan phong 16n noi Shamu tirng lam
ban nwdc 1én t6i hoi to6i con bé. Gian loa nhé mac doc 16i di dang phat nhac
khong 10i ém diu. Chac dé cac con vat cling cam thay ém diu. “Margo oi,”
toi ndi, “tui minh & trong SeaWorld roi.”

Margo dap, “Han ro6i,” va c6 ay bat dau di quanh con t6i di theo. Ching
toi dirng lai trwedc khu nudi hai cau, nhwng hinh nhw khéng c6 con hai cau
nao & trong.
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“Margo 0i,” toi n6i lai 1an nita. “Ching ta & trong SeaWorld r6i.”

“Hay vui di,” c6 4y n6i ma nhu khéng ctt dong moi. “Vi an ninh dén ro6i
kia.” T6i phéng v6i qua may bui cdy cao dén that lwng, nhung Margo khong
chay nén t6i dirng lai. Mot ngwoi di tuan trong bo dong phuc AN NINH
SEAWORLD tién dén va tinh bo hoi, “Cé chuyén gi vay?” Tay anh ta cam
cai gi d6-binh xit hoi cay, t6i doan thé.

DPé binh tinh lai, tdi ty thac mac, Anh ta cé cong tay théng thuong khéng
hay ding cong tay ddc dung cua SeaWorld nhi? Kiéu nhuv cong tay hinh hai
con cd heo cong minh lgi chdng han?

“Thuc ra bon em dang trd ra a,” Margo noi.

“0, chic 1a vay r6i,” anh kia no6i. “Van dé la c6 em mudn ty di ra hay
dugc canh sat trudng Hat Orange dwa ra?”

“Néu doi v6i anh ca hai déu nhw nhau,” Margo néi, “thi chiing em mudn
tw di ra hon.” T6i nham mat lai, nhitng muén néi véi Margo rang lic nay
khong c6 thoi gian dé déo mo dau. Nhung nguwoi dan ong kia bat cwoi.

“Co em c6 biét mady nam trudc cd ngwoi da thiét mang ¢ day vi nhady vao
mot bé nhot dong vat khong? Bon anh duwgc 1énh néu c6 ngwoi dot nhap thi
khong duwogc tha di, du ngwoi ta c6 xinh dep dén dau cling khéng tha.” Margo
kéo kéo 4o phong dé 16p 4o khong dinh sat nguwdi. Bén ltic nay t6i méi nhan
ra rang anh ta dang n6i dén nguc co ay.

«“0, vay chac anh phai bat bon em ro6i.”

“Nhung van dé chinh & day. Anh sap hét gid lam, mudn vé nha lam chai
bia va danh mot giac. Néu anh goi canh sét thi ho sé danh ra thoi gian qui
bau dén day. Anh dang ndi to nhitng suy nghi ctia minh 1én day nhé,” anh ta
néi, va Margo nhuwén mat 1én vé hiéu ra. Co ay ngtic ngoac ban tay trong tui
ao wot va rut ra t0 mot tram do-la w6t nhep thit nwéc ¢ trong hao.

Ngudi bdo vé néi, “Cha, co em nén di ngay di. Néu la anh thi anh sé
khong loang quang di ngang bé ca voi dau. Quanh d6 c6 camera an ninh bat
sudt dém, va tui anh khéng mu6n ai biét rang c6 em da & day.”

“R0O a,” Margo e de dap, va ngwoi bdo vé di tiép vé phia khu vyc toi.
“Troi a,” Margo 1am bam khi anh ta da di khuat, “t6¢ thyc sy khong mudn xi
tién cho ga dé xém dé. Nhung thdi, tién l1a dé tiéu.” T6i gan nhuw khéng nghe
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rd nhitng 16i ay, diéu duy nhat td6i cdm thay la con thd phao lan ra trén da.
Céai cam giac khoan khoai mot cach rat tho thién nay cling xitng dang vai
nhitng lo lang lic trwdc 1am chit.

“On Chua anh ta khong goi canh sat,” t6i noi.

Margo khong dap. Co ay nhin xa x6i, hai mat nhiu lai gan nhw nham. “T¢
cam thay lan nay giong hét hoi vao trong phim tredng ctia hang Universal,”
lat sau Margo néi. “Cho nay ciing hay hay, dai loai thé, nhwng chang c6 gi
xem dugc nita. Cac loai xe trwgt cam giac manh khong hoat dong. Nhitng
thit hay ho déu bi khoa lai ca roi. Bu6i dém da phan cac con vat déu bi nhot
trong cac 16ng bé khac nhau.” Margo quay dau lai va nhan xét vé SeaWorld
ma chung t6i dang ching kién. “T¢ nghi phan 1i thu khong phai la dugc
ding & day.”

“Vay phan li tha chinh la ¢ dau?” t6i héi.

“O ltic vach ké hoach, t& nghi thé. Ciing ching biét nita. Ta hi vong lam
mot viéc gi do thi sé vui lam, nhwng khi thuce sy lam viéc do, lai chang thay
vui nhu da mong dgi nita.”

“T¢ thdy tro nay vui day ch,” toi thi nhan. “Du chang cé gi dé xem ca.”
T6i ng6i xuong mot bang ghé, Margo ngoi xuéng canh téi. Chung t6i cung
nhin vé phia khu hdi ciau, nhung khéng c6 con hai cau nao & trong, chi la
hon ddo nhé chang cé gi ngoai may dun gid son xu xi bang chat déo. Tb6i
ngti thdy mui cia Margo ngay bén minh, mui mo6 hoéi va rong réu tit hao
nuwdc, mui dau géi dau thom nhuw tir dinh hwong, va mui lan da co ay, thoang
thodng nhu hanh nhan méi nghién vay.

Lan dau tién t6i thay mét. Va toi mwong tuwgng ra canh ching t6i nam bén
nhau trén vat c6 trong SeaWorld, t6i nam ngra con Margo nam nghiéng,
canh tay budng trén ngudi toi, dau nga vao vai toi va dang nhin t6i. Khong
lam gi cé—chi ndm canh nhau dwdi bau troi, man dém & day van sang qua,
lut ca nhitng vi sao. Va hinh nhu t6i cdm nhan dwoc hoi thd cia Margo mon
man trén c¢6 minh, va c6 1é chiing t6i c6 thé c nam nhw vay dén sang, moi
nguoi bat dau di ngang qua chung toi khi ho vao day, ho sé thay ching t6i va
sé nghi rang ching t6i ciing la khach tham quan, va thé la ching t6i chi viéc
nhap vao va bién mat trong dam du khach.
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Nhung khong. Con phdi ching kién canh Chuck Parson 16ng may mot
mat mot con. Con phéi to nho ké lai chuyén nay véi Ben. Con 16p hoc,
phong tap nhac, truong Duke va twong lai.

“Q 0i,” Margo noi.

T6i nhin 1én c6 ay, thoang choc téi khong hiéu sao c6 dy lai goi tén minh,
nhung r6i téi hét han con nita tinh nita mo. Va t6éi nghe thdy. Gian loa dang
phat nhac, nhung khong phai nhac khong 10i diu diu nita, ma la nhac thuc
siw. MGt bai hat jazz cii ki ma bo t6i thich, tén la “Sao sa & Alabama.” Qua
nhitng céi loa bé xiu, c6 thé nghe thiy ca si nhw dang cat 1én ca ngan not
nhac cung mot lic.

Va t6i cam thay sgi day lién mach néi t6i vGi co ay, kéo sudt tiv hoi hai
dita nhoc ti & trong ciii, dén nguwdi dan ong da chét nam nao, cho téi sy gan
giii ngay hom nay. Va t6i muon noi v6i Margo rang phan vui nhat doi véi toi
khong & cho 1ap ké hoach, hanh dong hay dao tdu; ma phan vui nhat la thay
duwgc nhitng day ndi cta ching t6i gap nhau roi chia tach, va lai tré vé véi
nhau—-nhung ndi ra nhw vay cé vé sén sam qud, va lai co dy cling da ding 1én
r0i.

Do6i mat xanh thit mau xanh ki diéu ctia Margo chép chép, khi d6 co ay
dep dén khong twéng, 6ng quan jeans w6t bo trén chan, gwong mat sang 1én
trong anh ngay nhan nhat.

Toi ding lén, chia tay ra va noi, “Cho phép t6@ moi cau nhay diéu nay
dugc khong?” Margo nhun chan, dwa tay cho toi va noi, “Dugc chi.” Toi
dat tay 1én dwong cong giita eo va hong c6 ay, va tay co ay dat trén vai toi.
Budc-budc-bude ngang. Budc-buwde-bude ngang. Chung to6i nhdy fox-trot
mot vong quanh khu hai cau, bai hat van ngan nga vé nhitng vi sao sa trén
bau trdi. “Diéu cham 16p sau nao,” Margo ndi, va chung t6i doi tw thé, tay co
dy trén vai toi va tay toi trén héng co dy, khuyu tay dan vao nhau, hai dira
chi cach nhau cé nita mét. R6i chiing t6i lai nhay theo diéu fox-trot cho dén
hét bai hat. T6i tién mot bwdc va d& Margo nga ra, nhw chung t6i dwoc day
héi & trwong vii dao Crown. Margo gio mot chan 1én, don toan bd trong
lwong vao t6i khi téi do luvng c6 ay. Co ay da tin twong t6i, hodc la mudn bi
nga.

https://thuviensach.vn



Chﬁng toi mua khan bong & mot cira hang 7-Eleven trén duong I-Drive, co
lau sach nhitng thit nhép nhép mui mui khéi quan o va da minh. Toi do6 day
binh xang ding nhw lic trwde khi di long vong khap Orlando. Cho ngoi
trong chiéc Chrysler sé won wét ti chit khi me 1ai xe di lam, nhung t6i van
nhap nhinh hi vong rang me sé khong phat hién ra, vi me t6i von kha xué
x0a nhitng chuyén kiéu nay. Nhin chung b6 me tin rang toi la dita nghiém
chinh, it c6 hanh-vi-gay-nguy-co-dot-nhap-vao-Sea-World nhat qua dat, va
rang s phat trién lanh manh vé tdm than kinh cta t6i chinh la minh chitng
htung hon cho chuyén mon nghé nghiép ctia bo me.

T6i 1ap tic tranh tha thdi gian vé nha, tranh cao t6c lién bang ma di theo
cac duong nhé. Margo va t6i cung nghe radio, c6 do xem dai nao da phat bai
“Sao sa @ Alabama,” nhung roéi Margo tat di va néi, “Tém lai, t& nghi thé la
da thanh cong.”

“Pong y,” toi noi, du lic nay dang tw héi khong biét ngay mai sé ra sao.
Margo c6 dén cho phong tap nhac trwdc gio vao 16p dé tu ba véi bon toi
khong? Cé an trwa véi toi va Ben khong? “T¢ thac mac qua ta, khong biét
ngay mai co gi khac khong nhi,” t6i noi.

“U,” Margo dap. “T6 ciing vay.” C6 dy budng nhitng 15i dy vao gio, roi
tiép, “Nay, néi dén ngay mai, dé to6 long cam kich vi cau da vat va tan tuy
trong dém dang nhdé vira qua, t6 c6 mén qua nho tang cau.” Co6 ay mo dudi
chan r6i gio l1én cai may anh ki thuat s6. “Cam 13y di,” Margo n6i. “Va st
dung sitc manh ctia cai chdp mat than thanh that thong thai nhé.”

Toi bat cwdi va nhét may anh vao tti. “Vé nha t& sé tai anh ngay, dén
trrong sé duwa cu nhé?” tdi hoi, nhitng mudn Margo tra 161, U, & trudng, noi
moi thir sé khdc di, noi moi nguoi sé thdy rdng té la ban cua cdu, va rdng to
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dd quyét dinh dd gd ban trai cii di, nhung c6 dy chi néi, “U, ltic nao ciing
duogc.”

Lic ay la 5:42 khi t6i ré vao khu Jefferson Park. Ching t6i 14i xe xudi
Jefferson Drive dén Jefferson Court, ré vao pho nha toi, Jefferson Way. T6i
tat den pha lan cu6i va ré xe vao san nha. T6i khong biét néi gi, va Margo
cling khong dinh néi gi. Ching t6i nhét hét rac vao mot tai 7-Eleven, c6
gang x6a dau vét dé chiéc Chrysler trong nhw thé chwa tirng trdi qua sau
tiéng dong ho vira roi. Mot tii khac, Margo dwa t6i nhitng thit con lai,
Vaseline, son xit, va chai Mountain Dew cudi cung. Tri ndo t6i chay dua véi
con mét moi ra roi.

MOoi tay xach mot tii, t6i ditng lai canh chiéc xe, nhin c6 dy. “Cha, mat
dém dia nguc than thanh,” rit cuc t6i noi.

“Lai day nao,” Margo noi, va toi tién 1én mot buwdc. Co dy om t6i, dam tui
lam t6i kho c6 thé 6m lai c6 dy dugc, nhung néu toi tha tii xudng thi co thé
danh thitc ai d6 day mat. T6i cam thdy Margo kiéng l1én va m6i c6 dy ngay
sat tai toi, tttng 10i ranh mach, “Té. S€. Nhg. Nhitng. Luc. Choi. Vai. Cau.”

“Viéc gi phdi thé,” t6i ndi to, cd6 gang che gidu sy thit vong ctia minh.
“Néu cau khong thich ching né nita thi choi véi té. Tui ban té thue ra cling
vui lam.”

B& m6i Margo & gan dén mic t6i cé thé cam thay co6 dy mim cudi. “Td sg
chang dugc dau,” c6 ay thi tham. Ro6i ¢6 ay roi ra, nhwng van nhin t6i, budc
Iti tng buwdc. Cudi cung c6 ay nhudén 16ng may 1én, mim cwoi, va toi tin @
nu cuwoi ay. T6i nhin Margo tréo l1én cay, baAm sang mai nha phia trén ctra s6
phong ngu cia c6 ay & tang hai. C6 dy cay m@ ctra va bo vao trong.

T6i vao nha qua ctra chinh khéng khoéa, rén rén qua bép vao phong minh,
16t quan jeans ném vao goc t gan ctra so, tai bitc anh Jase, roi vao givong,
dau nhv muon noé tung véi nhitng diéu toi dinh dén tredng sé noéi vai Margo.
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Téi ngu dugc chirng ntra tiéng khi dong ho bao thirc réo lic 6:32. Nhung
chinh t6i kh6ng may may biét bao thitc da rén ri suét muwoi bay phut. Mai
dén khi cam thay ai d6 dang lay vai minh va mo h6 nghe thady me goi, “Day
thoi sau ngu,” toi mai hoi tinh tinh.

“Vaaang,” toi dap, van mat nham mat md, cam thdy con bai hoai hon ca
lic 5:55. C6 1€ kiém c@ tron hoc luén cho ro6i, nhwng ngat ndi téi cé thanh
tich chuyén can hoan hdo. Du biét rang thanh tich chuyén can hoan hao
khong phaéi diéu dac biét an twgng hodc tham chi dang nguwdng mo gi, t6i
van muon giit vitng phong do. Thém nita, t6i muon biét Margo sé cw xtt thé
nao khi ¢ truong.

Vao bép, t6i thdy bo dang noéi gi d6 v6i me khi cd hai cung an sang. Bo
ngirng lai khi thay t6i va héi, “Ngt nghé thé nao con?”

“Say suwa ngon lanh a,” t6i dap, vi dung thé that. Nga dwoc choc 14t thoi
nhung rat sau.

B6 mim cudi. “Bo vira ké vGi me la b6 ¢t mo di mo lai mot chuyén ciling
kha cang thang,” bd noéi. “Trong mo bo di hoc dai hoc va theo mot 16p tieng
Hebrew, nhung thay gido khong biét tiéeng Hebrew, va bai kiém tra cling
khong bang tiéng Hebrew not—tat cd déu la mot mé roi ram vo nghia. Nhung
ai cling lam nhu thé thit ngon ngit va bang chit cai chap va lap liém ay chinh
la tiéng Hebrew. B6 van phai lam bai kiém tra, va phai viét bang thit tiéng
bo hoan toan khong biét, dung nhitng con chit b6 hoan toan mu tit.”

“Nghe hay day a,” t6i ndi, du thyc ra cling chang hay may. Chang c6 gi
nhat nhéo nham chan bang gidc mo ctia nguwdi khac.

“P6 1a mot an du am chi tudi thanh nién,” me t6i 1én tiéng. “Viét bang
mot thi tiéng—tudi tredng thanh—ta khong hiéu dugc, st dung mot bang chir
cai—twong tac xa hoi theo nhan thitc chin chan—ta khong nhan ra dugc.” Me
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toi lam viéc v6i dam tré vi thanh nién khung khung dién dién trong cac trung
tam gido dudng va trai giam danh cho thanh thiéu nién. T6i nghi do 1a 1i do
me khong bao gi¢ thuc s lo ngai gi vé téi—mién la t6i khong phanh thay
chudt canh dé ctung té hay ty té vao mat minh, thi me it ra két luan rang da
nuoi day toi thanh cong.

Mot nguwoi me binh thuwong chac sé no6i, “Nay, me phat hién ra roi nhé,
trong con nhw vira say chat kich thich thé kia, lai con tanh tanh mui bun réu.
C6 phai may tiéng trudc con vira nhay vdi con bé Margo Roth Spiegelman
bi ran can khéng?” Nhung khong. Bo me t6i thich ban chuyén nhitng gidc
mo hon.

T6i tdm rita, mac cai 4o phong va quan jeans. Mudn mat réi, co ma mot
lan ntta, t6i van ludn di tré ma.

“Muon ddy con,” me néi khi t6i quay lai bép. Toi lic lac dau cho th
swong mu lung bung trong ndo vang bdét di, du dé nhd lai phai that day giay
nhu thé nao.

“Con biét roi a,” toi lao phao nhw hét hoi.

Me ché t6i dén treong. Toi ngoi choé Margo tirng ngoi. Me hau nhw khong
noéi gi trén dwong di, nhw vay thuc tot, vi toi lai nga chét giac, dau dwa vao
ctra s xe.

Khi me dirng tredc truong, t6i thdy cho Margo thwong do xe trong bai
trong khong. Thyc ra khong trach c6 dy di mudn dwgc. Bam ban ctia Margo
khong tu ba s6ém nhw may thang ban toi.

Toi di vé phia may thang loi choi trong ban nhac thi Ben da réo am lén,
“Jacobsen 0i, c6 phai déem qua t6i da mo khong hay chinh 6ng—" toi ra hiéu
cho né bang céi lac dau khé nhat c6 thé, va no 1ap tirc chuyén tong ngay gitra
cau—“va tbi da chu du qua quan ddo Thai Binh Dwong, lénh dénh trén mot
du thuyén lam tuyén bang chudi ha ong?”

“Du thuyén dé an ngon phai biét,” td6i dap. Radar nhwén mat véi téi va
thiing thang di vao mot bong cay. Toi di theo n6. “Pa nho Angela kiém mot
moi cho Ben. Khong an thua.” Téi liéc nhin Ben, thang khi ay dang lién
thodng tia lia, mot cai que khudy ca phé nhin nhdy trong miéng noé theo tirng
101 noi.
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“Chéan thé,” t6i n6i. “Nhuwng thé ciing t6t. N6 va tdi sé dan dim vdi nhau
va lam mot chau ma-ra-téng choi Héi Sinh vay, dai khai thé.”

Ben xet dén va néi huych ludn, “Cac 6ng dang bay tro nho nha day
phong? Toi biét thira cac 6ng dang néi dén tham kich da hoi phi-thé-non ctia
doi t6i.” N6 quay ngoat va di vao trong. Radar va t6i theo sau, vira néi
chuyén vtra di ngang qua phong tap nhac, noi tui 16p chin, 16p muwoi dang
ngoi budn chuyén giita ngon ngang hop dung nhac cu. “Sao 6ng lai ham thé
chi¥?” t6i hoi.

“Da hoi tot nghiép nam cudi pho théng ma ong. Co hoi hoan hao cudi
cung cua t6i dé lwu lai ki ¢c thon thitc nhat doi hoc sinh trong tim mot em
thé non ngon ngon dé.” T6i nghe ma hai mat trgn tron.

Ho6i chubng thit nhat bao con nam phut nita dén gio vao 16p. Lap titc nhw
nhitng con ctn cua Pavlov, moi ngudi theo phan xa c6 diéu kién bat dau rdo
cang lén, di lai chat nich trong hanh lang. Ben, Radar va t6i dithg canh ngan
ti dung do cua Radar. “Thé quai nao lic ba gio sang ong lai goi toi hoéi dia
chi nha Chuck Parson vay?”

T6i dang udn ba tac lwdi cho ra cau trad 10i thoa dang nhat thi chgt thay
Chuck Parson tién lai. Toi huych Ben va da anh mat vé phia Chuck. Hé qua
tr sw kién dém qua, Chuck da quyét dinh chién lwgc hitu hiéu nhat la cao
nhan canh ta. “Moda oi,” Ben rét ham.

Ngay tap ly, Chuck da Iir Itv trwedc mat toi khi t6i dwa nép vao ngan tu,
tran n6 nhan thin thin trong dén la ngon mat. “Bon cia ng chiing may nhin
gi ha?”

“Nhin gi dau,” Radar dap. “Chac nhu an bap la tui nay khéng nhin 16ng
may cta dang ay.” Chuck day Radar ra, xoe ban tay nén uynh vao ngan ta
canh t6i, bo di thang.

“Téac pham cua 6ng ha?” Ben mat tron mat det.

“Cam cac ong bép xép lung tung day,” t6i noi véi ca hai, roi khé thém
vao, “cua toi va Margo Roth Spiegelman.”

Giong Ben lap titc vit Ién cung bau nhiét huyét, “Dém qua 6ng da ¢ cung
Margo Roth Spiegelman sao? Vao liic BA GIO SANG?” Tai gat. “Chi c6
hai minh th6i?” Téi gat. “Oi troi dat oi, néu 6ng da quip nang ay, ong phai
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ké cho tbi ti mi tiing chi tiét dd dién ra. Ong phai viét cho t6i mot bai luan vé
hai toa thién nhién ctia Margo Roth Spiegelman, tréng thé nao, cAm nhan ra
sao, t0i thiéu dai ba mwoi trang!”

“T6i mudn 6ng vé mot bitc than chi theo phong cach anh hién thuc ba
chiéu,” Radar noi.

“Tac twgng ludn cling duwgc,” Ben boi thém.

Radar nhap nhinh gio tay 1én, t6i danh phai cho né phét biéu y kién. “O,
toi dang nghi khong biét 6ng c6 viét dwgc mot bai sestina vé ngwe Margo
khong? Sau tir dé gieo van la: hong, tron, chdc, mém, min va ém.”

“Ca nhan t6i nghi,” Ben chém vao, “it nhat mot trong sau ti dé gieo van
phai la buhbuhbuhbuh.”

“Hinh nhu t6i chwa nghe chwa doc thdy tit d6 bao gid,” tdi noi.

“P6 la am thanh cai miéng to6i phat ra khi toi trao tang Tau Siéu Toc Ben
Sao Xet da dugc bao ho ban quyén cho mot nang thé non.” Bén day Ben gia
bo biéu dién nhw né sé lam trong tinh huéng hi hitu rang né dwgc thudng
1am mot toa thién nhién.

“Ngay lic nay,” toi noi, “hang ngan c6 gai trén khap nwéc Mi dang cam
thady con 6n lanh day sg hai va ghé tém bo doc song lung, du ho khong hé
hay biét li do. Thyec ra thi t6i khong c6 gam Margo, cac ong chi cé suy dién
bién thai la nhanh.”

“Mau muc day,” Ben vénh madt. “Theo hiéu biét cia minh, t6i la chang
trai duy nhat c6 cdp tritng co san sang dang hién cho mdot nang thé non
nhitng gi nang muon, dong thaoi la chang duy nhat khong c6 co hoi thye hién
tam nguyén do.”

“Trung hop ki diéu that,” t6i binh luan. Van la cudc séng nhw né luén nhw
vay—chi thém cam giac mét moi trong ngwoi. Toi da hi vong rang dém qua
sé thay dbi cudc doi toi, nhung cling chang cé gi thay doi—chi it la chua.

Hoi chudng thit hai reo. Ching t6i v6i kéo nhau vao 16p.

T6i bat dau thay mét ra roi trong suot gio gidi tich tiet mot. Thyc ra toi da
thay bai hoai tir lic thitc day, nhung cong cai sy mét véi mon giai tich thi
hinh nhw hoi bat cong. Bé tinh tdo dwgc, toi ngoi ngody may dong cho
Margo— khong doi nao t6i sé giti cho c6 dy, chi la tom tat lai nhitng khoanh
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khéc tdi wng nhét ti* dém hom trudc—thé ma hai mét van dip tit. O mot thoi
diém nao do, t6i khong dwa noi but nita, goc nhin ¢ hep dan, hep dan, va toi
luc tri nhé xem khong biét thi truong hinh 6ng cé phai la triéu ching cta
con kiét sitc hay khong. Toi cho rang at ding vay roi, vi toi chi nhin thay
duy nhat mét nguwdi & phia truéc, chinh la thay Jiminez trwdc bang den. C6
1é day la thong tin duy nhat bo ndo toi con xt li dwgc, nén khi thay Jiminez
noi, “Quentin?”, téi cyc ki boi r6i. Diéu duy nhat dang dién ra trong vii tru
cta t6i la thay Jiminez viét gi d6 1én bang, va to6i khong tai nao hiéu dugc
sao thay c6 thé ton tai trong cudc doi toi dwdi dang thitc vira hitu thanh vira
hitu hinh nhv vay.

“Vang?” t6i hoi lai.

“Em c6 nghe thdy cau hoi khong?”

“Vang?” t6i lai hoi lai.

“Em gio tay dé tra 16i phai khéng?” T6i ngwdc nhin, ding la tay to6i dang
gio 1én, nhung khong hiéu thé quai nao né lai gio 1én nhw vay, va hinh nhw
toi chi hoi hoi biét phai lam gi dé dao nguwgc hanh dong ay. R6i bang no Iyc
khong nho, bo ndo cta t6i mdi bao dwgc canh tay hay ha xudng, canh tay
cling chiu nghe 101, va cudi cung t6i néi, “Em xin phép di nha vé sinh dugc
khong a?”

Thay bao, “Ci di di,” r6i dita nao dé trong 16p gio tay trd 10i cau hoi nao
do6 vé dang phuong trinh vi phan nao do.

T6i vao nha vé sinh, va nwdc 1én mat, roi ti 1én bon rira, ghé sat vao
guong, sam soi mat minh. T6i c6 dui hai con mat dé ngau ma chang thay do
chit nao. Va r6i toi ndy ra mot y twédng hét xay. Toi vao mot ngan vé sinh,
day nap bén cau xuéng, ngoi 1én, dwa vao vach, va ngu. Gidc ngu kéo dai
khodng mudi sdu mili gidy thi chudng béo tiét hai reo. T6i ditng day di vao
16p hoc gio tiéng La-tinh, roi vat li. Rit cuc cling dén tiét bon, t6i v& dugc
Ben trong cang-tin va néi, “Toi thuc sy can chgp mat mot lic hodc dai loai
the.”

“Chung ta an trva cung RHAPAW thoi,” Ben dap.

RHAPAW la mot chiéc Buick mwoi lam tudi, titng dwgc ba 6ng anh ba chi
cta Ben hon nhién lai su6t nam nay sang nam khac. Bén khi vao tay Ben,
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cau tao chinh caia RHAPAW da la bang keo va b6t ba. Tén day du ctia ém la
“Rd Hoi A Pan A Wa”, goi tit 14 RHAPAW cho gon. Em khong chay bing
xang ma bang thit nhién liéu vinh ctru tén la “hi vong cda nhan loai.” Ci
viéc an toa trén ném ghé ni-long néng muén bong mong va hi vong ém sé
chay, r6i Ben sé mé khoa, dong co khéi dong 1én xudng vai lan, nhu chu ca
trén b ngac ngoai quay dap nhirng cd cudi cung trirde lic 1am chung. Thé la
cang phai hi vong manh liét, dong co chét di song lai thém vai lan nita. Lai
dat hi vong ntta, va rit cuc ém ciing chiu lay hoi.

Ben khéi dong RHAPAW va bat diéu hoa nhiét do & cong suat cao. Ba
trong bon ctra s6 tham chi con khong mé dwgc, nhung diéu hoa chay mat
lim, du mdy phut dau chi cé khi néng pha ra quyén véi bau khong khi nong
bitc ngot ngat trong xe. T6i dudi ra & bang ghé sau, gan nhw nam thang cang,
va toi ké v6i Ben tat ca: Margo bén ctta s6 phong t6i, Wal-Mart, man tra thu,
toa nha SunTrust, dot nhap nham nha, SeaWorld, va t§-sé-nhd-nhitng-lic-
choi-vdi-cau.

Ben khong chen ngang lan nao-no6 la mot thang ban t6t theo cach biét khi
nao khong-chen-ngang—nhung khi toi vira dit 161, 1ap toc né dat ngay cau
héi dang hét strc bitc thiét trong dau.

“Vé Jase Worthington do, ong bao né nhé dén mitc nao co?”

“Sun lai c6 thé 1a mot yéu to tac dong, vi lic do cha bé dang cang thang
tot do, co ma da bao gid 6ng thay cai but chi chwa?” t6i hdi va Ben gat dau.
“Cha, thé 6ng da bao gio thay cuc gobm cam & dudi but chi chwa?” Ben lai
gat. “Cha, thé ong da bao gio thay nhitng van ghét xinh xinh con trén trang
gidy khi 6ng tay cai gi do di chwa?” Gat tiép. “Toi nghi chiéu dai c¢d ba van,
chiéu rong cd mot van,” toi két luan. Ben tirng phai trdi qua rat nhiéu tro 16
cta nhitng thang nhuw Jase Worthington va Chuck Parson, nén t6i nghi né
xtrng dang duwgc hwdong chut niém vui nho nhé. Nhung Ben tham chi con
khong cwoi. N6 chi cham cham lac dau, ra chiéu bang hoang.

“Chen dét oi, Margo cao tay that.”

“Toi biét.”

“Margo la kiéu nguroi san sang gia tir cudc doi mét cach oanh liét ¢ tuoi
hai mwoi bdy, nhw Jimi Hendrix va Janis Joplin, hodc treéng thanh dé chinh
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phuc, gi dugc nhi, gidi Nobel dau tién cho Ca Nhan Kiét Xuat chang han.”

“U,” tdi dap. Té6i hau nhw khéng bao gid chdn néi vé Margo Roth
Spiegelman, nhung t6i hau nhw chwa bao gid mét ra nhw lic nay. Téi dwa
vao lung ghé ni-long mit né va 1ap tirc ngt mat. Khi tinh giac, to6i thay mot
go6i banh hamburger Wendy’s trong long minh v&i 16i nhan. Téi phdi vao 16p
ddy, gdp 6ng sau budi tdp nhac nhé.

Heét tiét cudi ngay hom do, t6i dich Ovid khi ngo6i diwa vao mang twong t6
ong bén ngoai phong tap nhac, c6 gang bé ngoai tai nhitng am thanh hon tap
rén 11 vong ra. T6i luon loanh quanh nan lai tredng cho hét gio tap nhac, vi
vé tredc Ben va Radar dong nghia véi viéc phdi chiu sy kinh miét khon
kham khi la thang nam cu6i duy nhat trén xe buyt.

R0Oi phong tap, Ben tha Radar vé nha, & ngay canh “cai rén lang” Cong
vién Jefferson, gan nha Lacey. R6i n6 dwa t6i vé. Toi nhan thdy xe cua
Margo ciing khong do & 16i di nha c6 ay. Tic la ¢6 ay khong tron hoc ¢ nha
ngu. Margo khong dén truong vi ban mot cudc phiéu lvu khac-mot cude
phiéu lwu phi-Quentin. C6 thé c6 dy da danh ca ngay trat kem tdy 16ng 1én
g0i cta nhitng ké thu khac, hoac gi do dai loai thé. Vira di bo vao nha, toi
vira thdy minh bi ra ria, nhung di nhién Margo biét t6i sé khong doi nao
nhap bon cung c6 dy nita—tdi qua wu tién mot ngay & trwong. Ai ma biét
dugc, cé thé chi la mét ngay danh cho Margo. Cé thé co ay lai phugt thém
mot chuyén ba ngay dén Mississippi, hodc rong rudi theo doan xiéc. Nhung
tat nhién thuc té€ khong phai la bat ct kich ban nao ndi trén.

Ma la diéu gi dé t6i khong thé twdng tuwgng noi, vi toi sao co thé la Margo
duoc.

T6i ty hoi lan nay c6 dy sé mang chuyén gi vé nha. Va toi ty héi khong
biét c6 ay c6 ké vdi téi khong khi hai dita ng6i doi dién nhau an trua. Co thé,
toi nghi, day chinh la diéu Margo am chi khi néi t& sé nhé nhitng Iic choi
v6i cau. Co6 ay biét rang minh da c6 san mot noi dé dén, tam lanh di cai nhan
nhat bon bgt nhw gidy ctia Orlando. Nhung khi nao Margo mdi vé? Ai ma
biét dwgc chit. Co dy khong mudn qua nét nhitng tudn cudi & truong phd
thong cung dam ban lau nay cta co ay, vay chwa biét chirng rit cuc co ay sé
muon danh thoi gian cho t6i.
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Chang can Margo phdi bién mat l1au thi don thoi da bay t& tan. T6i hom do
sau bita t6i Ben goi dién cho t0i. “Nghe ndi Margo khong tréd 16i dién thoai.
Co6 dira trén Facebook bado Margo da néi rang sé chuyén dén mét phong kho
bi mat trong Tomorrowland ¢ Disney.”

“V§ van,” toi néi.

“T6i biét chit, Tomorrowland la noi bya nhat trong cac loai Xt s¢. Cé dia
con bao Margo da gdp mot ga trén mang.”

“Tam bay,” toi gat.

“U, dugc r6i, nhung thé thi sao?”

“Margo dang tw minh ¢ dau do, trdi qua nhitng tro vui ma chung ta chi co
thé cé trong twdng twong,” tdi noi.

Ben khiic khich. “Ong muén néi ring Margo tw choi 4y phong?”

T6i rén htr htt. “Thoi ngay, Ben. Margo dang lam nhitng viéc theo phong
cach Margo. Dét nén nhitng cau chuyén. Lam rung chuyén nhitng thé gi¢i.”

bém do, t6i nam nghiéng, doi qua ctra s6 nhin vao thé gigi vé hinh bén
ngoai. T6i rang ngu, nhung roi hai mat lai mé tritng, chi dé kiém tra. T6i
khong khéi phap phéng hi vong rang Margo Roth Spiegelman sé quay lai
bén ctra s6 va kéo 1é cai mong mét xui lo cua toi phiéu lwu thém mot dém t6i
sé khong thé nao quén.
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Thinh thodng Margo lai bién mat nén sé khong c6 nhitng chién dich bi
Tim Margo & treong hay gi do dai loai thé, nhwng ching t6i déu cam nhan
dugc su thiéu vang co ay. Treong pho thong khong phai la chinh quyén dan
chu hay ché do doc tai—cling khong phai 1a mot nha nwéc bat nhao nhw nhiéu
nguwoi nham twdng. Truong pho thong la mét nén quan chu sung bai thanh
nit. Nén khi ni* hoang di nghi thi 13p titc cé bién. Cu thé, moi thit bat dau
loan 1én va xau di. Chang han, trong thoi gian Margo vi vu di Mississippi
ho6i 16p muoi, Becca da ri ra cau chuyén chang Ben Bi Bwa cho ca thé giéi
ban tan. Lan nay sé van la kich ban cii. C6 bé citu con dé bang ngon tay
minh da di mat roi. Li lut vd bo 1a khong tranh khoi,

Sang hom do, t6i di hoc dugc ding gid va qua giang Ben. Tui t6i thay ai
cling lang 1€ mot cach bat thwong bén ngoai phong tap nhac. “Nay o6ng,”
thang Frank trong dam noi bang giong hét sitc nghiém trong.

“Chuyén gi thé?”

“Chuck Parson, Taddy Mac va Clint Bauer da leo lén con xe Tahoe cua
Clint va can qua muoi hai cai xe dap cua tui 16p chin, 16p muoi.”

“Chen dét oi,” t6i lac dau thot 1én.

Ashley néi thém, “Chwa hét dau, hdm qua dita nao do6 da dan so dién thoai
cta chung ta lIén twong nha vé sinh nam véi... httm... nhitng 161 rat mat vé
sinh.”

Toi lai lac dau roi hoa cung im lang véi ching né. Tui t6i khong thé xi
nhitng thang dy ra dwoc; hoi hoc trung hoc co sé ching t6i da nhiéu lan c6
gang lam vay va hé qua tat yéu la hinh phat danh cho ching t6i cang chong
chat hon. Thwong bon t6i sé dgi cho dén khi ai d6 nhw Margo nhac nhd
chiing rang chuing rat 1a mt dam ngoc nghéch dai dot ra sao.
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Nhung Margo da vén man cho t6i thady cach chéng tra nhitng tro ma ci
bat nat ma m@i, y manh hiép yéu ay. T6i toan n6i thi chgt 16 mat thay mot
voc nguwoi to 16n dang huynh huych chay hét téc luc vé phia ching t6i. Han
deo mat na trwgt tuyét mau den va cap theo cay sing phun nwdc xanh luc to
dung ham hé. Khi vut qua, han huych phai vai t6i khién t6i mat thang bang,
nga nghiéng nguwoi xudng nén bé-tong thd rap. “May choi bon 6ng thi may
sé bi dugc dinh chweng.” Toi khong nhan ra dwgc la giong dita nao.

Ben va mot dira nita trong dam do t6i ditng day. Vai dau & am nhung toi
khong muon nan thit. “Co sao khéng?” Radar hai.

“Khong sao,” téi dap, bat dau nan nan vai.

Radar lac dau. “Ai d6 can cho thang ay biét rang c6 thé bi dinh chudng,
cling c6 thé dugc dinh chwong, nhung khong thé bi duoc dinh chuéng.” Toi
bat cuoi. Cé dira hat dau vé phia bai do xe, t6i nhin theo va thay hai cau 16p
chin to te dang di lai, 4o phong lung bung w6t trén khung ngwoi lang khang.

“Nuéc tieu do may anh!” mot cau noéi 16n vdi ching t6i. Cau kia khong
no6i gi, chi c6 gang gio tay ra xa cai do cua minh, trong c6 vé cé chut tac
dung. T6i thay may vét chat long loang ngoang nhw ran bo tir tay 4o xudng
canh tay cau ta.

“Nuwdc tiéu cua con gi hay ctia ngwdi ha em?” dira nao dé hoi.

“Sao em biét dugc a! Chang 1€ em la chuyén gia nwdc-tiéu-hoc sao?”

TG6i di lai phia cau 16p chin, dat tay 1én dau cau ta, cho duy nhat c6 vé
hoan toan kho rao. “Tui anh sé chan chinh chuyén nay,” t6i ndi.

Ho6i chuong thi¢ hai vang 1én, Radar va t6i b vao 16p giai tich. Khi xet
vao cho ngoi, téi vo tinh bi va khuyu tay, dau thon tGi tan vai. Radar g6 go
vao V@, trén trang gidy no viét va khoanh tron: Vai sao ro6i?

Toi viét tra trén goc vé cta minh: So vdi hai cau linh mdai ay, téi da co
mot budi sdng tung tdng cung bdy ctin con gitta nhirng ddi cdu vong.

Radar khut khit cwgi, da dé thay Jiminez ban anh mat nhin né. T6i viét
tiép, Toi cé6 mot ké hoach, nhung toi phdi biét chu muu la diva nao da.

Radar viét lai, Jasper Hanson, va khoanh tron vai lan quanh cai tén ay.
Bat ngo that. Sao 6ng biét?
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Radar viét tiép, Ong khéng nhén ra sao? Théng dan dy mdc luén do thi
dau cua no.

Jasper Hanson hoc 16p mudi mét. Toi ¥ ngd né la thang vo hai, tham chi
con dé mén—theo kiéu con nha lanh chao-b6-hém-nay-c6-gi-vui-khong?
Khéng phai kiéu ddm xit nuwéc tiéu t¥ tée vao nguwdi bon 16p chin. Thanh
thuc thi, trong cai thé ché quan liéu Phé Théng Trung Hoc Winter Park nay,
Jasper Hanson thudc hang Ph6 Trg Li Th Truwéng vé Thé Thao va Choi
Kham. Khi mot thang nhv vay dugc don lén chitc Phé Tong Thong phu
trach Sting Ong Puong Tiét Niéu, thi can phéi c6 dong thai khan cap.

Chiéu hom dé khi vé dén nha, t6i 1ap mét tai khodn e-mail va viét cho
nguwoi ban lau nam Jason Worthington.

Tw: mavenger@gmail.com

T6i: jworthington90@yahoo.com

Chu dé: Cau, To6i, Nha Becca Arrington, To-rym ctda cau, v.v...

Cau Worthington than mén,

1. 200 do6-la tién mat can dwgc trao cho titng ngudi trong sé 12 hoc sinh
c6 xe dap bi cu va cac ban hoc ctia cau nghién nat duwéi banh xe Chevy
Tahoe. Khodn nay han khong thanh van dé, xét trén tai san rung rinh cta
cau.

2. Tro viét graffiti trong nha vé sinh nam phdi dwgc cham dtt.

3. Stng phun nwdc w? Phun nudc tiéu w? That w? Cac cau hay ding dan
lén di.

4. Cau can cu xt hoa nha véi cac hoc sinh trong treong, dac biét nhitng
nguwoi kém may man vé mat xa hoi hon cau.

5. C6 thé cau cling can nhac nhé tui dan em canh hau cda cau cu xi theo
cach chin chan ditng dan twong ty.

T6i nhan thdy mot s6 nhiém vu trén sé rat khé duwgc hoan thanh. Nhung
mot lan nita, khong chia sé birc danh dinh kém day véi ca thé gidi cling la
mot viéc rat kho thuyre hién.

Than mén,

Than Bao Thu Than Thién cta cta cau

Hoi am xudt hién mwdi hai phit sau do.
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Nghe day Quentin, phdi, tao biét la may. May biét khong phai tao tiéu
phun bon linh md&i. R4t ti€c, nhung tao khong kiém soat hanh dong cta
nhitng dita khac duogc.

Toi tra 10i:

Cau Worthington,

T6i hiéu rang cau khong kiém soat Chuck va Jasper. Nhung cau thay day,
toi cling trong hoan canh twong tw. T6i khong quan i con qui nho ngoi trén
vai trdi minh. Tiéu qui 4y dang gao lén ring, “IN ANH RA IN ANH RA
DAN LEN KHAP TRUONG LAM NGAY LAM NGAY LAM NGAY.” Va
roi trén vai phai t6i, c6 mot thién than trang bé bong, thi tham rang, “Troi oi,
ta c6 niém hi vong vitng chac nhuw chat thdi ran rang sang sém thit Hai tui
linh md&i sé nhan dugc tién dau ra day.”

Toi cling vay, thién than nhé a. T6i cling hi vong nhu vay.

Nhitng 10i chic t6t dep nhat,

Than Bao Thu Than Thién cta cau

Han khong tra 10i, va han ciing khong can lam nhw vay. Moi thi da dat
bai ngtra ro rang.

Sau btta t6i, Ben tat qua va chung t6i choi Hoi Sinh, khoang ntra tiéng lai
dirng lai dé goi dién cho chang Radar dang hen ho v&i nang Angela. Tui t6i
gti cho Radar muwdi mét tin nhan, cdi sau lai cang ggi tinh va goi don hon
cai tredc. Qua chin gio toi, chudng ctra reo. “Quentin o0i!” me t6i goi. Ben va
toi doan rang Radar dén nén hai thang tam nghi tro choi, cung vao phong
khach. Chuck Parson va Jason Worthington dang ding trén nguéng cita nha
toi. Toi tién dén, Jason néi, “Chao, Quentin”, téi gat dau. Jason liéc Chuck,
va thang nay nhin t6i, ling bung, “Xin 16i nha, Quentin.”

“Vi chuyén gi?” t6i héi.

“V1 xti Jasper ban sting phun vao bon 16p chin,” né van ling bting, ngirng
lai r6i noi not, “Va vi may cai xe dap.”

Ben dang tay nhu thé mu6n 6m, “Nguoi anh em, lai day,” né ndi.

“Gi cg?”

“Lai day nao,” no6 noi lai. Chuck tién 1én, “Gan hon di,” Ben néi. Chuck
da hoan toan dirng han trong nha t6i, cach Ben khodng ba chuc phan. Bat
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thinh linh, Ben thoi mot ct vao bung Chuck. Chuck chang hé han gi, nhung
no 1ap tic lui lai 1dy da dé nén Ben. Tuy nhién Jase da giit tay né. “Binh tinh
di 6ng,” Jase noi. “Khong cé vé dau don gi nhi.” Jase chia tay ra dé bat, “T6i
khodi man bat khuat ctia dng ddy chién hitu,” né néi. “Ong 1a do cia ng,
nhung t6i khodi day.” T6i bat tay Jase.

ROi hai thang dy roi di trén chiéc Lexus cuia Jase, 1ai lui xudng duong. To6i
vita déng ctia tredc, Ben da tudn ra mot trang rén ram, “Ahhhhhhhhggg. Oi
thra DPirc Chda ngot ngao, ban tay ctia con.” N6 c6 nam tay lai va mat nhan
nhw bi rach. “Thang Chuck Parson ho than bang mot cuén sach gido khoa
day cui thi phai.”

“Cai do goi la mui bung ddy 6ng a,” t6i noi.

“O, phai. T6i ciing di nghe qua qua.” T6i vd vd 1én lung né va ca hai
cung quay lai phong t6i choi Hoi Sinh. Chung t6i vira bat dau choi lai thi
Ben no6i, “Ma nay, oéng c6 thay thang Jase néi ‘chién hitu’ khong? T6i xin
kiéu cai danh chién hiru ay. Chi v&i xung lyc tir sy do diéu cta chinh t6i.”

“Ua, t6i tht? S4u 6ng man tro choi dién ti va bang bo ban tay tan ta vi da
hao huyén twdng cé thé dam mot cu thoi son vao bung nguoi ta. Chang trach
Jase Worthington da phai ngam ngui ha minh trueéc 6ng.”

“Néi di ndi lai thi toi cling la siéu sao H6i Sinh ma,” Ben néi, lap titc ban
ludn vao lung t6i du ching t6i dang choi & ché do dong doi.

Bon t6i choi thém mot ldc nita, cho dén khi Ben nam cudn tron trén san,
gitt khu khw bo diéu khién tro choi trong long va nga khi khi. T6i cling mét—
da qua mot ngay dai. Téi doan chac dén thit Hai kiéu gi Margo cling ve,
nhing dau vay, t6i cling cam thdy mot chut hanh dién khi la nguwdi ngan
chdn con séng triéu ctia nhitng déu déu té nhat nay.
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Béy gi0 ct sang day toi déu nhin qua ctra s6 phong minh xem cé dau hiéu
gi cho thay c6 nguoi trong phong Margo khong. C6 ay thwong ha tam rém
may xuong, nhung tr hom Margo khong & nha, me c6 ay hodc ai d6 da kéo
rem lén, nén to6i thdy dwgc mdét mang twong xanh dwong va tran nha mau
trang. Sang thi Bdy hom ay, Margo méi bién mat c6 bon muoi tam tiéng
dong ho, t6i doan cé 1€ ¢6 ay chwa vé ngay duge. Du vay, téi van thdy con
1én chut that vong khi nhin sang tdm rém may dwgc cudn gon.

Sau khi d4d Ben mdy cudc ma né van khong chiu day, t6i danh rang, mac
quan so6c va ao phong ra khéi phong. C6 nam nguoi dang ngbi bén ban an.
B6 me t6i. B6 me cia Margo. Va mot ngudi dan 6ng goc Phi cao 16n dam
da, deo doi kinh by chang, mac bd com-plé mau xam, tay cam mot cap ho
SO.

“0, con chao ca nha a,” t6i noi.

“Quentin 0i,” me hoi t6i, “tdi hém thit Tw con c6 gap ban Margo khong?”

T6i vao han phong an va ding dya vao twong, doéi dién ngudi khach la
mat. Toi da tinh trwdc phai trd 10i cau nay thé nao roi. “Cé a,” toéi dap.
“Khoang nira dém ban 4y ditng canh ctra s6 phong con, tui con no6i chuyén
do mot phut thi chi Spiegelman goi va ban ay vé nha a.”

“Co thé théi a? Sau dé con c6 gap nd nita khong?” Cha Spiegelman hoi,
trong c6 vé kha diém tinh.

“Khong a. Co6 chuyén gi thé a?” t6i hoi.

Me Margo the thé tra 10i. “Xem ra con bé bd nha di r6i. Thém mot lan
nita.” Co dy thd dai. “Pay la—may nhi anh Josh, lan thit tw phai khéng?”

“Oi nhiéu qué ching nhd néi nita,” bé Margo cau c6 dap.

Khi d6 nguoi dan 6ng da mau kia mdi 1én tiéng. “Lan thit nam anh chi
trinh bdo.” Bac ay gat dau vdi t6i va néi, “Bac la tham ti Otis Warren.”
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“Con la Quentin Jacobsen a,” toi tw gidi thieu.

Me ding day va ddt hai tay minh 1én vai c6 Spiegelman. “Chi Debbie a,”
me nobi, “em rat lay lam ti€c. Chuyén nay vat va mét moi cho chi qua.” To6i
biét thtra tro nay ctia me. D6 la mot ki thuat trong tam li hoc, tén la lang
nghe thong cdm va thau hiéu. Ta ndi 1én cam giac cta ngwoi dang doi thoai
v6i minh dé ngudi do cam thdy da dugc trai long. Me bay tro nay véi t6i
suot.

“T6i khong vat va mét moi gi sat,” c6 Spiegelman dap. “T6i ngay lam
r6i.”

“Pung vay,” chu Spiegelman tan thanh. “Nha t6i da hen thg khéa chiéu
nay dén. Chung t6i sé thay tat ca cac 6 khdéa. N6 mudi tdm roi. Bac tham t
cling vira bao rang ching t6i khong thé lam gi—”

“E. hém,” tham t&* Warren ngat 10i, “khong han t6i da néi nhw vay. T6i noi
rang Margo khong phdi la tré vi thanh nién bi mat tich, titc 1a con bé co
quyen di khoi nha.”

Chu Spiegelman tiép tuc néi v6i me t6i. “Vg chong t6i san sang tra tién
dé no di hoc dai hoc, nhung ching t6i khong thé dung ting cho... cho tro
ngd ngan thé nay dugc. Connie a, con bé nha t6i muwdi tdm tudi roi! Thé ma
van ich ki thich gi lam nay! N6 can phai ném trai chit hé qua.”

Me t6i nhac tay khéi vai c6 Spiegelman. “Em nghi con bé can duwgc ném
trdi nhitng hé qua yéu thuong triu mén,” me noi.

“O kia Connie, n6 c6 phai con c6 dau. Dé ca chuc nam nay né c6 tham
hoéi c6 1an nao dau. Nha t6i con mot dira nita phdi nudi.”

“Va chinh ching t6i nita,” chi Spiegelman b6 sung, r6i quay sang toi.
“Quentin a, chu xin 16i néu Margo da 16i kéo con vao nhitng tro vé van cta
nd. Con c6 hiéu... ¢6 chd thdy mu6i mat vi chuyén nay dén thé nao khong.
Con la mot cau bé nghieém chinh, con no... 6i.”

T6i khong dya twong nita ma dirng thang. T6i c6 biét qua loa vé bd me
Margo, nhung chura bao gio thay ho cu xt té bac nhu vay. Chang trach dém
hém thit Tw Margo da cau bé me. T6i liéc vién thanh tra, bac ay dang 14t qua
cac trang trong tap ho so. “Tt trwdc dén gio Margo van dé lai chit vun banh
mi lam dau ding khong?”
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“Nhitng manh moi,” chd Spiegelman néi, ditng day. Vién tham t dat tap
ho6 so 1én ban, bd Margo cti xuéng cung xem. “Manh m6i ¢ khap noi. Hom
bd di Mississippi, né an stp chit cai va dé lai dang bon chir trong bat: chit
M, I, S, va P. N6 da that vong khi ching t6i khong ghép cac chir do lai véi
nhau, du khi n6 rit cuc chiu vé nha, t6i da néi rang: ‘Sao bo me c6 thé tim
dvgc may khi chi biét c6 moi Mississippi? Margo, d6 la mét bang rong
ménh mong!’”

Vién thanh tra hang giong. “Va Margo da dé con chudt bong Minnie trén
giwvong khi co bé & mot dem trong Disney World.”

“Putng vay,” me Margo noéi. “Nhitng manh moéi. Nhitng manh moi ngu
ngdc. Nhitng manh méi chdng di dén ddu ca, hay tin t6i di.”

Tham t& ngwéc khoi trang s6 tay, nhin 1én néi. “Tat nhién ching toi sé tim
cho ra dau ra cudi, nhung khong thé bat ép Margo vé ngay duge. Truedc mat
anh chi khong nhat thiét phéi trong doi con bé vé nha.”

“T6i khong muén thay mat né & nha nita.” Cé Spiegelman nang khan gidy
1én cham cham mat, nhung t6i khong nghe thdy chit thon thitc nao trong
giong noi cda co ay. “Toi biét nhw vay thwc khing khiép, nhung diang thé
day.”

“Chi Deb,” me t6i néi bang giong chuyén gia tri liéu.

Co Spiegelman chi lac dau—cai lac dau khé nhat. “Vg chong toi biét lam
gl dugc chit? Chung toi da bao tham tiv. Chung t6i da lam twong trinh. No
16n ro6i, Connie a.”

“N6 la dita con 16n ctia chi,” me t6i néi, van giit giong binh tinh.

“Qi, thdi nao Connie. C6 xem, néu coi chuyén Margo di khoi nha 1a mot
cai phuéc, nhuw vay cé té khong? Tat nhién la té. Nhung Margo la mot chitng
bénh trong nha t6i! Sao c6 thé tim dwgc maot dira tuyén bo rang sé khong co
ai tim ra minh, mot diva lu6n dé lai nhitng manh méi chang dan dén dau, mot
dita ctr dong mot ti la bé nha di? Khong tim dugc dau!”

B6 me t6i cung liéc nhau, roi vién tham t néi vai t6i. “Con trai, ching ta
néi chuyén riéng véi nhau chit dugc khong?” Toi gat dau. Toi va bac dy vao
phong bo me t6i, bac ay ngoi trén ghé gap con toi ngbi @ mép giwong.
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“Con a,” bac ay no6i khi da ngoi thoai mai trén ghé, “dé bac khuyén con
diéu nay: ding bao gid lam viéc cho nha nwéc. Vi khi 1a ngudi nha nuéc,
con phai lam viéc cho nhan dan. Va khi lam viéc cho nhan dan, con phai
giao ti€p vGi nguwoi khéac, tham chi nhitng ngwoi nhw vg chong nha
Spiegelman.” Toi khé nhe rang cuoi.

“Pé bac noi thang vGi con nhé. Vg chong do biét cach lam cha me thé nao
cling giong nhw bac biét cach phai an kiéng ra sao. Bac da ting gidi quyét
cong viéc véi ho, va bac khong wa ca hai vg chong. Bac khong quan tdm con
c6 noi vGi bé me ciia Margo rang con bé di dau khong, nhung bac sé rat cam
kich néu con cho bac biét.”

“Con khong biét a,” toi dap. “Con khong biét that ma bac.”

“Con trai a, bac da nghi nhiéu dén c6 bé Margo nay. Nhitng viéc n6 lam—
dot nhap vao Disney World chang han, nhi? N6 di Mississippi va dé lai
manh moi trong bat stup. N6 t6 chitc mot chién dich qui m6 16n phu gidy vé
sinh 1én cac can nha.”

“Sao bac biét chuyén do a?” Hai nam trudc, Margo da chi huy tac chién
pht gidy vé sinh lén hai tram can nha trong ding mot dém. Khéi néi cling
biét, tat nhién t6i khong dwgc maoi tham gia cudc vui 4y.

“Bac da theo vu d6 ma. Vay nén con trai a, day la cho béac can con giup:
ai da vach ké hoach tat ca? Nhitng hiép dong tac chién dién ro nay? Con bé
Margo la phat ngdn vién cho tat cd, la dita da dién r6 lam tat ca. Nhung ai da
tinh toan ké hoach? Ai ngo6i gitta dong s6 nhang nhit so do, tinh xem can bao
nhiéu gidy vé sinh dé phu 1én ca tan nha nhw vay?”

“Con doan déu la Margo ca théi.”

“Nhung han 1a con bé phai c6 trg thu, ai d6 gitup no thuyc thi tt ca nhitng
thit to tat tdo bao nay, va cé thé cai nguoi gidu mat do khong phai 1a mot
ngwoi ma ai cling biét, khong phdi ban than nhat hay ban trai cia Margo. Cé
thé 1a ai d6 con khong nghi ngay dén.” Bac ay lay hoi toan néi tiép thi toi cat
ngang.

“Con khong biét Margo dang & dau,” t6i ndi. “Con thé c6 Chuia chitng
giam.”
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“Con ct can nhac xem. Du sao, con cling biét diéu gi do, phai khong?
Vay hay bat dau tir d6.” Thé 1a t6i ké véi bac dy tat ca. Téi tin nguwdi dan
ong nay. Bac ay ghi chép cht it trong khi t6i néi, nhwng khéng c6 gi qua chi
tiét. Va c6 gi do trong viéc ké lai v6i bac ay, trong nhitng ghi chd van tat
trén trang so, trong vé bac nhwgc cia bo me Margo—c6 diéu gi do trong tat
ca khién lan dau tién trong t6i quan lén cam giac nhon nhao rang cé thé
Margo sé con mat tich trong mdt thdi gian dai nita. Sy lo lang bat an nhw
chan 1ay hoi thd cta t6i khi t6i ngirng ké. Vién tham t¥ yén lang mot luc.
Béc ay chi nhoai khoi ghé, nhin cham chud qua vai téi cho dén khi thay diéu
gi d6 bac ay da cho dé thay, roi bat dau noi.

“Nghe nay, con trai. Chuyén xay ra thé nay: mot ngwoi nao do—thuwong la
con gai—c6 mot tam hon tw do, va khong thyc sy hoa hgp v6i bo me. Nhitng
dia tré ay, ching nhw qua bong bay chita day khi hé-li bi budc lai. Chiing
vuon 1én va mudén bit khoi day budc, va réi chuyén gi dé xay ra, day bi dut
lia, thé 1a ching tr6i di. C6 thé con sé khong bao gio thay lai qua bong bay
nita. N6 dap xudng Canada hay noi nao do, c6 cong an viéc lam trong mot
nha hang. Va trudce khi qua bong kip nhan ra, né da phuc vu ca phé trong cai
quan quén do, cho nhitng thuc khach nham chan doé su6t ba mwoi nam. Hoac
cling c6 thé ddm ba ndm nita, hay ddm ba ngay nita, nhitng luéng gi6 manh
dwa qua béng vé nha, vi n6 can tién, hoac vi né thon thitc, n6 nhé thang em
trai & nha. Nhung con nghe nay, sgi day noi ci bi ditt lia su6t thoi.”

“Vang, nhu-—"

“Bac chua ndi hét, con trai a. Van dé vé bong bay la & cho c¢6 qua nhiéu
nhitng qua bong nhw vay. Bau troi chat nich nhitng béng bay, chiing co vao
nhau khi tréi tir noi nay sang noi khac, va ti'ng qua trong dam bong quai qui
ay bang cach nay hay cach khac sé dén véi ban lam viéc cta bac, c hoai
nhw vay thi mét ngudi dan 6ng ciing c6 thé thady nan. Cho nao ciling la béng
bay, ti'ng qua véi mot ba me hodac mot 6ng bo, hoac trgi thuwong cho cé ca
hai, va ct hoai nhuw vay, dén khi khong thé thdy tirng qua duwgc nita. Con
nhin 1én béng bay trén bau trdi, con thay tat ca nhitng qua bong dy, nhung
khong thé nhin ro tirng qua.” Bac dy dirng lai, thd vao that sau, nhw thé dang
nhan ra diéu gi do. “Nhung roi tir day, bat c khi nao, khi néi chuyén véi
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mot cau nhoc mat tron xoe, dau téc bu xu nao dé, con khong mudén néi that
v&i no vi trong no6 c6 vé la mot diva tré ngoan. Va con chgt thwong thang bé,
vi diéu duy nhat té hon vom troi day bong ma con thay chinh la nhitng gi
thang bé thdy: mot ngay trong xanh bi gdy bdi mdt qua béng duy nhat.
Nhung con trai a, mot khi day noi da dut lia, con khong thé ddo ngugc diéu
d6 dugc. Con cé hiéu nhitng diéu bac vira n6i khong?”

To6i gat dau, du khong dam chac t6i da hiéu. Bac ay ding 1én. “Bac nghi
co bé sé sGm vé thoi, con trai. Néu néi ra nhw vay khién con thay kha hon.”

T6i thich hinh dung Margo nhu qua bong bay, nhung duong nhu trong
con trao dang day chat tho vira roi, vi thdm t& da nhin thau c6 rat nhiéu lo
lang & trong t6i, con hon cd nhitng xung dong t6i dang thwc sy cam nhan.
To6i biét Margo sé vé. Co ay sé xep lai va troi tré vé Jefferson Park. Co ay
ludn nhw vay.

Toi theo bac tham t& quay lai phong an, r6i bac ay n6i mudn sang nha
Spiegelman va xem qua phong Margo. Co Spiegelman om t6i va noéi, “Con
lu6n la mot chang trai nghiém chinh, c6 xin 16i vi con bé Margo da 16i con
vao tro nuc cwoi nay.” Cha Spiegelman bat tay to0i, roi ho ra vé. Cira vira
déng, bo toi da thét 1én: “O!”

“O!” me t6i huong wng.

B6 khoac vai t6i. “Vira roi 1a nhitng xung lwc rat phién toai phai khong
con giai b6?”

“Vo chong ho thui hoang hoac,” t6i néi. B6 me luon 1dy lam tha vi khi toi
lau bau rta s trede mdt ho. Toi thay ngay vé man nguyén trén mdt hai dang
sinh thanh ra minh. Cong khai rda sd nhuw vay la tin hiéu cho thay t6i tin
twong bo me, rang t6i boc 16 ban than tredc mat ho. Du qua l1a nhu vay,
nhung trong b6 me van buén budn.

“B06 me Margo han la bi ton thwong long ty ton nghiém trong khi con bé
cu xt nhw vay,” bo bao t6i.

“Piéu do6 khién ho khéng lam cha lam me mot cach hitu hiéu dugc,” me
toi noi them.

“Ho thai hoac a,” t6i nhac lai.
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“Thanh that ma noéi,” bd tiép, “céd thé ho co6 li. Co6 thé Margo can moi
ngwoi chu y dén minh. Va c6 Chua biét, b6 cling can moi nguwdi chi y dén
minh néu hai vi dé la phu huynh ctia bo.”

“Khi nao Margo vé,” me noi, “co bé sé thay kiét qué lam. Bi bé mac nhw
vay! Bi day di trong khi can dwgc yéu thwong nhat.”

“Khi nao vé, c6 khi Margo ctt & luén day,” toi noi, va khi thét ra nhitng
10i ay, t0i thay d6 qua la mot y twdng vi dai tuyét voi. Me toi hoi nhuwén mat,
nhung ngay lap titc me doc dwge gi dé trén nét mat bo, nén me tra 10i t6i
bang giong chirng muc thuwong ngay.

“Um, chic chin 1a ching ta chao dén Margo, di nhu vay ciing ¢6 phan
kho xtt—chuing ta la hang x6m vGi nha Spiegelman. Nhung khi nao Margo
quay lai treong, con hay bdo ban ay la ching ta hoan nghénh Margo dén
day. Néu Margo khong mu6n & nha minh, thi van c6 rat nhiéu noi khac thich
hop dé ching ta thodi mai tinh dén.”

Lic dé Ben di ra, cai dau t6 qua ctia né nhw thach thitc moi hiéu biét co
ban vé tadc dong cuda trong lwc 1én vat chat. “Chau chao co6 chu Jacobsen—
luon han hanh dvgc gdp co chu a.”

“Chao chau, Ben. Co chu khong biét 1a chau & lai qua dém day.”

“Thyec ra chinh chéu cling khong biét sao lai nhu vay,” Ben néi. “Vira co
chuyén gi thé a?”

Toi ké cho Ben nghe vé bac tham ti* va vg chong Spiegelman, va rang vé
li ma noéi, Margo la mot nguoi tredng thanh bi mat tich. Khi t6i két thuc,
Ben gat dau néi, “Ta nén ban chuyén nay bén mét dia Hoi Sinh néng so6t.”
Toi cudi va theo né quay lai phong t6i. Khong lau sau Radar dén, ngay khi
ay toi bi da khéi doi, vi tui tdi dang choi dén doan kho, va bat chap thuc té
rang toi la dita duy nhat trong ca ba s@ hitu tro choi nay, trinh do choi Hoi
Sinh ctda t6i chi & hang lang nhang thoi. T6i theo d6i hai thang uynh uynh
lao qua mot tram khong gian nhung nhic nhitng ga an thit nguwdi goém ghiéc.
Ben choe chée, “Qui lun kia, Radar, qui lun.”

“T6i thay roi.”

“Lai day nao do thap bé nhe can,” Ben xoay bang diéu khién trong tay.
“B0 sé bitng may 1én thuyén cho chu du trén song Styx.”
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“Ong chi trich dan than thoai Hi Lap cho nhitng trd bong phéng thé nay
thoi a?” t6i héi.

Radar cuwoi khodi chi. Ben bat dau cuong dam nut diéu khién, la 16i tim
lum, “Xwc né di, qui lun! Nhw than Zeus xyc Metis do!”

“T6i nghi c6 1€ dén thit Hai Margo sé vé,” t6i ndi. “Cé ai mudn nghi hoc
v6 do dau, du la Margo Roth Spiegelman di nita. Cé 1€ cdu dy c6 thé & day
cho dén lic t6t nghiép.”

Radar tra 10i t6i mot cach kha phan tam vi van dang choi Ho6i Sinh. “T6i
tham chi khong hiéu sao Margo lai bé di, c6 phai chi yéu tinh & huéng sdu
gio khéng dung sting dnh sdng di 6ng vi thiéu thon tinh cam théi khong? Toi
clt twdng Margo da ham m¢ ¢ dau co phdi bén trdi khong mién dich véi
nhitng thi¢ dai loai thé r6i chi?”

“Khong,” toi néi. “Khong phai nhu vay, to6i khong nghi nhw 6ng. Du gi
cling khong chi c6 vay. Hinh nhw Margo ghét Orlando; cau dy goi noi nay la
mot thanh pho gidy. Kiéu nhw, 6ng biét ddy, cai gi cling hang ma, rém doi va
odt eo. T6i nghi cau ay chi mu6n mot ki nghi dé tranh xa tat ca.”

Bat chgt t6i li€c ra ctra so, va 1ap titc t6i nhan thdy ai dé—co thé la bac
tham t*—da ha rém ctra s6 phong Margo xu6ng. Nhung t6i khong nhin tam
rem. Thay vao d6, t6i dang nhin vao mot tdm ap-phich den trang, dinh trén
mat sau tdm rém. Trong hinh, m6t nguwdi dan 6ng ditng, vai hoi so, mat nhin
thang phia tredc, moi can ho diéu thuoc 14.

Cay guitar khoac qua vai, va trén dan c6 dong chit CHIEC MAY NAY
DIET PHAT-XIT.

“Co gi trén ctta s6 phong Margo kia.” Nhac tro choi ditng lai, Radar va
Ben 16m ngdm & hai bén canh t6i. “Cai d6 m@i ha?” Radar hdi.

“T6i da thay mat sau tam rém do ca triéu lan,” téi dap, “nhung chua tirng
thay tdm ap-phich dé.”

“La nhi,” Ben nai.

“Sang nay b6 me Margo vira ndi rang cau ay thwong dé lai nhitng manh
moi,” t6i noi. “Nhung chuwa bao gid c6 manh mdi nao da chac chan dé tim
dwgc Margo trwde khi cau ay ty vé.”
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Radar rit ngay may tinh cam tay ra, n6 vao Toan Thu Bt Thi tra cum tw
trén cay dan. “Buc hinh do la Woody Guthrie,” né noi. “Ca si dong nhac
dong qué, sinh nam 1912, mat nam 1967. Hat vé tang 16p lao dong, ‘Dat nay
la dat cia anh.” Hoi mang tu twdng cong san chi nghia. Um, 1a ngudn cam
hitng cia Bob Dylan.” Radar bat trich doan mot trong cac bai hat cua ong
ay—mot giong gan gat tong cao, hat vé cac hoi doan.

“T6i sé e-mail cho ngudi viét phan 16n trang nay dé xem cé lién quan cu
thé gi gitta Woody Guthrie va Margo khong,” Radar noi.

“Khong thé twdng twong dugc la Margo lai thich nhitng bai hat ctia 6ng
ay,” toi noi.

“N6i nghiém tic chi?,” Ben nhan dinh, “6ng 4y hat nghe nhw Ech Kermit
dang chim trong men say va bi ung thw hong.”

Radar m& ctra so, tho dau ra ngoai, quay qua quay lai. “Nhwng chac nhw
an bap la Margo dé am hiéu lai cho dong day Q. Thi d6, Margo c6 biét ai
khac cé thé nhin thay goc ctra s6 ay khong?” Toi lac dau.

Choc sau, Ben néi thém, “Cai cach 6ng ay cham cham nhin tui minh—-nhw
kiéu ‘hay chud y dén t6i’. Va cai dau ctia 6ng ay nhw vay, cac ong thay chi?
Khoéng giong nhu ca si ditng trén san khau, ma nhw 6ng ay dang ding trude
nguong ctra nao do vay.”

“T6i nghi 6ng &y mudn tui minh vao trong,” t6i noi.
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Ttl’ phong t6i déu khong nhin dwgc ra huwéng ctra chinh hodc ga-ra, do vay
chiing t6i can ngoi trong phong khach. Ben van tiép tuc cay H6i Sinh, Radar
va t6i ra phong khach gid vo xem ti-vi trong khi khéng ngtrng phong mat
qua ctra so, theo sat tinh hinh ctta chinh nha Spiegelman, phuc thdoi diém bo
me Margo ra ngoai. Chiéc Crown Victoria mau den ctia tham t& Warren van
do ¢ 16i di.

Puoc khodng mwoi lam phat, bac tham ti rdi di, nhung su6t mot tiéng
sau ca clra ga-ra lan ctra chinh déu déng im im. Radar va t6i dang xem mot
phim hai kha vui trén kénh HBO, t6i bat dau khoai mach phim thi Radar noi,
“Cira ga-ra.” T6i bat khdi x06-pha, dén sat ctra s6 xem ai & trong xe. Ca cd va
chu Spiegelman. Ruthie van & nha. “Ben 0i!” t6i goi 16n. N6 1ap titc xet ra
nht mot tia chdp. Khi c6 chi Spiegelman ré khoi Jefferson Way vao
Jefferson Road, ching t6i roi nha, lao vao bau khong khi néng am bén
ngoai.

Tui t6i qua thdm cé dén cita trwdc nha Spiegelman. T6i bam chudng va
nghe thay tiéng moéng vudt cia Myrna Mountweazel cao rot rot trén san go,
roi n6 bat dau sia nhw dién, cham cham nhin tui t6i qua dai ctta kinh. Ruthie
ra m@ ctta. N6 la mot con bé ngoan, khodng muwdi mot tudi.

“Chao em, Ruthie.”

“Em chao anh Quentin,” Ruthie noi.

“B0 me c6 nha khéng em?”

“B6 me em vtra di r6i,” n6é dap, “dén Target a.” Ruthie cling c6 cdp mat to
nhuw Margo, nhung mang mau nau dm. N6 nhin t6i, bam bdm moi lo lang.
“Anh co0 gdp ong canh sat khong?”

“U, c6,” toi dap. “Bac ay c6 vé dé mén.”

“Me em bdo ctt coi nhu chi Margo da di hoc dai hoc s6m r6i.”
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“U,” tdi dap, tham nghi cach don gian nhét dé thao g& mot bi an 1a quyét
dinh rang khong c6 bi an nao can thdo g& ca. Nhung c6 1€ da r6 rang rang
Margo da dé lai nhitng manh méi dan dén mot bi an.

“Anh bao nay nhé, Ruthie, bon anh can xem phong Margo mét chut,” t6i
néi. “Nhung van dée la—giong nhu khi Margo uy thac nhiém vu t6i mat cho
em dy. Bon anh ciling & trong tinh cdnh twong ty.”

“Chi Margo khéng thich ngudi khac vao phong chi ay,”

Ruthie néi. “Trtr em ra. Thinh thodang me em nita a.”

“Nhung bon anh la ban cua Margo ma.”

“Chi ay khong thich cho ban vao phong,” Ruthie khang khang.

Toi cudi thap xuéng gan né. “Nan ni em dé.”

“Va cac anh khéng muén em ké lai vGi bé me,” con bé ndi.

“Chinh xac.”

“Nam dob-la a,” Ruthie chot. T6i dinh mac ca nhung Radar da riat mét to
nam dob-la ra dua cho né. “Néu thdy c6 xe vé, em sé bao véi cac anh,”
Ruthie néi véi mot tinh than thong dong day cao ca.

To6i cui xudng vo nwng con Myrna Mountweazel tudi-cao-sung-sitc, roi ca
1ii kéo nhau lén gac vao phong Margo. Khi dat tay 1én tay nam cita, t6i chgt
nhan ra minh chwa titng vao phong c6 ay ké tir h6i mudi tudi.

T6i di vao. Ngan nap hon t6i hinh dung, nhung c6 thé do me Margo vira
don dep lai. O bén phai, mot ti nich day quan 4o dén mitc nhu sip banh ra
dén noi. Trén mat sau canh ctra, mot cai gia v6i khoang vai chuc doéi giay, tr
giay btip bé Mary Janes dén giay cao got. Trong cé vé ti quan 4o khong bi
thiéu di gi nhiéu.

“T6i mo mdy tinh coi,” Radar néi. Ben kéo kéo tdm rem. “Bitc ap-phich
dugc dinh lén,” n6 noi. “Chi la bang dinh binh thwong. Khong phai la dinh
khong gd n6i.”

Béat ngd 16n chinh la mang twong canh ban may tinh: gia sach cao bang t6i
va rong gap doi, xép day cac dia than. Hang trdm dia nhw vay. “Tinh yéu toi
thugng ctia John Coltrane nam trong may quay dia,” Ben néi.

“Cha, d6 la m6t album xudt sac,” Radar néi, mat van khong roi may vi
tinh. “Margo cting c6 gu ra phét.” Toi khong hiéu, nhin sang Ben thi n6 giai
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thich, “John Coltrane la nghé si thoéi ken saxophone.” T6i gat, da hiéu.

Vira go len ban phim, Radar vtra noi, “Khong tin dwoc la Q chua tirng
nghe Coltrane. Theo nghia den, tiéng kén cta Trane la minh chitng xac tin
nhat ma toi tirng biét, cho thady Chua troi thue sy ton tai.”

T6i bat dau nhin qua day dia. Tat ca déu duwogc sap xép theo bang chit cai
va theo tén nghé si, to6i ben do tim phan chi¥ G. Dizzy Gillespie, Jimmie
Dale Gilmore, Green Day, Guided by Voices, George Harrison. “Hinh nhw
Margo c6 tat ca cac nhac si ca si trén thé gi6i, trov Woody Guthrie,” t6i noi.
ROi tdi quay lai va bat dau ti* phan chit A.

“Tat ca sach gido khoa ctia Margo con & day,” to6i nghe thdy Ben noi. “Co
thém vai cudn & trén ban canh givong. Khong c6 bao chi gi.”

Nhung bd swu tap nhac cia Margo thu hat t6i hon. Co ay thich moi thir.
Toi chwa tirng twdng twgng dugc Margo da nghe hét tat ca nhitng dia nhac
cli ki kia. T6i da thdy co ay vira nghe nhac vira chay, nhung chwa bao gio
ngo dén niém say mé 16n thé nay. Phan 16n cac ban nhac t6i chwa tirng nghe
tén, va t6i ldy lam la la dia than van con dwgc san xuat cho nhitng dia nhac
moi.

T6i di doc tr A dén B—qua Beatles, Blind Boys of Alabama va Blondie—
toi bat dau lwét nhanh hon, nhanh dén mitc hinh nhw t6i khong xem bia sau
Bai 16 Mi Nhdn Ngu cua Billy Bragg cho dén khi nhin sang Buzzcocks. Toi
dirng lai, quay nguoc, kéo dia Billy Bragg ra. Mat triéc la anh may toa nha
mat pho déu tam tap. Nhung ¢ mat sau, Woody Guthrie dam dam nhin toi,
didu xi ga bap ho trén mdi, cling cay guitar c6 dong chit CHIEC MAY NAY
DIET PHAT-XIT.

“Xem nay,” t0i no6i. Ben nhin sang.

“Chen dét 0i,” n6 thot 1én. “Mat tay tim kiém day.” Radar xoay ghé lai va
noéi, “Rat an twong. Co gi @ trong vay ta?”

Nhung rti la chi c6 mot dia than bén trong. Cai dia trong dung la mot cai
dia than. Toi ddt n6é vao may quay dia cua Margo, rut cuc cling mo duwgc
cach bat va dat kim xudng dia. Giong mot ca si khac hat cac ca khic cua
Woody Guthrie, nghe hay hon chinh Woody Guthrie hat.

“Thé 1a thé nao, chang 1é chi la trung hgp dam d¢& thoi sao?”
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Ben dang cam bia album. “Nhin nay,” né néi, chi vao danh muc bai hat.
Tén bai “Chau gai cia Walt Whitman” duwgc khoanh tron bang nét myc den
manh.

“Thua vi day,” t6i néi. Me Margo bdo rang nhitng manh moi ciia Margo
chdng bao gio dan dén dau, nhwng gio toi biét co dy da tao ra ca chuoi manh
moi—va hinh nhw c6 ay da dé lai ching cho t6i. Lap titc t6i nhd lai lic &
trong toa nha SunTrust, Margo da n6i rang t6i 6n hon khi t6i thé hién tw tin.
To6i lat mat dia va bat Ién. “Chau gai ciaa Walt Whitman” la bai dau tién &
mat hai. Thyc ra nghe khong té.

Puing ltc do toi thay Ruthie trén ngwdng ctra. Con bé nhin téi. “Cé manh
moi gi cho bon anh ha Ruthie?” Con bé lac dau. “Em da tim r6i,” giong né
nghe buén bu6n. Radar nhin t6i va hat dau vé phia Ruthie dé ra hiéu.

“Em trong chirng bo me em hd bon anh dwgc khéng?” t6i hoi. Con bé gat
dau roi di. T6i dong ctra lai.

“Cé gi thé?” t6i hoi Radar. N6 vay bon t6i lai phia may vi tinh. “Trong
tuan truede khi bo di, Margo da suc kha kha vao Toan Thu Bu Thit. T6i biét
vi dva vao s6 phut dang nhap bang tén ctia Margo, va cau ay da lwu mat
khau lai may. Nhung Margo da xo6a toan bo lich str tim kiém, do vay khong
thé biét dwgc cau ay da tim thong tin gi.”

“Nay, Radar, tra xem Walt Whitman la ai,” Ben noi.

“P6 la mot nha the,” téi dap. “Thé ki muwdi chin.”

“Tuyét,” Ben thot 1én, mat dao tron. “Thi ca.”

“Co gi khong 6n sao?” toi hoi.

“Thi ca chi t6 nat c6i long,” Ben dap. “Oi, dau d6n. Dau d6n. Roi hoai
ron rén. Manh hon t6i.”

“O, toi chic chin d6 1a tho Shakespeare,” tdi noéi, khong chap no.
“Whitman c6 c6 chau gai nao khong?” toi quay sang hoi Radar. N6 da vao
trang viét vé Whitman trong Toan Thr Bu Thit. Mot nguwdi dan 6ng vam v
v6i ham rau khong 16. Toi chwa titng doc Whitman, nhung trong ong ta cling
cO vé ra dang nha tho.

“0, khong c6 ai néi tiéng. Trong nay néi ong ta c6 may ngwdi anh em trai,
nhung khong noi ho cé con hay khéng. Co thé t6i sé tra dwgc thong tin nay
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néu 6ng mudn.” Toi lac dau. C6 vé khong phédi huwéng nay. T6i lui lai nhin
quanh can phong. Hang dudi cung cta gia dia c6 may cudn sach—cac kiéu ki
yéu treong phoé thong co s@, cuén Nhirng ké ngoai vong da son cli—va vai an
ban in lai céac tap chi thanh thiéu nién. Khong cé gi lién quan dén chau gai
ctia Walt Whitman, chac chan vay.

T6i nhin lai nhitng cudn sach trén ban canh givong. Khong c6 gi dang cha
y. “Chac Margo phdi c6 cudn tho nao cta 6ng ay chit nhi,” t6i néi. “Nhung
hinh nhw khong thay.”

“Cé day!” Ben reo lén. T6i dén cho n6 dang qui bén gia sach, va thay
cubn sach. Toi da b6 qua mot cuén mong & tang dudi cung, nam kep gitra
hai tap ki yéu. Walt Whitman. Nhitng cdnh cé. Toi kéo cudn sach ra. Cé mot
bttc &nh Whitman trén bia sach, d6i mat sang ctia 6ng ay dam dam nhin t6i.

“Kha day,” t6i néi vdi Ben.

N6 gat. “Ua, bay gid ra khoéi day dugc chuwa? Ci cho 13 tdi bao thu di,
nhung t6i khéng muon lic b6 me Margo vé van thdy bon minh 16n vén &
day dau.”

“Liéu c6 sot gi khong nhi?”

Radar ding lén. “Co vé ro rang la Margo da di mot duwong kha mach lac,
at sé tim thay gi do trong cudn sach. Ké ra cling la-t6i n6i khong c6 y gi
dau, nhung néu Margo luon dé lai manh moi cho bé me, sao lan nay cau ay
lai dé lai cho 6ng?”

T6i nhin vai. Toi khong c6 cau tra 16i, nhwng tat nhién t6i nuoi hi vong:
c6 1é Margo muon thay sy tu tin cua téi. Cé thé 1an nay co6 dy mudn dugc
tim thdy, va dugc t6i tim thdy. C6 thé—cling giong nhw c6 dy da chon toi
trong cai dém dai nhat ay, lan nay c6 dy lai chon t6i. Va c6 thé kho bau bi
mat dang cho ngwoi tim ra co ay.

Khoéng lau sau khi quay lai nha t6i, xem mot lwgt qua cudn sach va khong
tim thdy manh maéi rd rét nao, Ben va Radar cling vé. Toi ldy suat lasagna
trong td lanh ra an trrva va mang Walt vé phong. Cudn Nhitng cdnh cé dé la
ban in lan dau ctia nha xudt ban Penguin Classics. Toi doc mot it tir 161 gidi
thiéu roi lat tiép tirng trang. C6 mot sé cau dugc danh dau mau xanh da troi,
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tat ca déu nam trong mot bai tho dai dang dac nhw s thi tén 1a “Ty khic.”
Hai dong trong bai tho dé6 dwgc danh ddu mau xanh 1a cay:

Thdo mé 6 khéa khoi canh ctra!

Thao mao chinh canh ctra khoi khung!

T6i danh gan hét buoi chiéu c6 hiéu ham y cau do, tham nghi c6 1é do la
cach Margo bdo t6i hdy manh mé tdo bao hon hay dai loai thé. Nhuwng t6i
cling doc di doc lai ttng dong tho dugc danh ddu xanh da troi:

Nguoi sé khong nhan tr ban tay thir hai hay thir ba nita... khong nhin qua
d6i mdt cua nguoi chét nira... khébng dn nhitng béng ma dm dnh trong nhirng
trang sdch nira.

Ta ddn minh vao chuyén di mién vien

Tat thdy déu ndy sinh lan tda... va khéng gi co tu lai,

Va chét chdng giong nhitng gi nguoi ta huyén tudng, va thém phudc
phan.

Néu khéng ai khdc trén thé gian ndy diéu ngd, ta ngoi an nhién, Va néu
moi va moi nguoi diéu ngd, ta ngoi an nhién.

Ba kho cuéi trong bai “Tw khiic” cling duwgc danh dau.

Ta tra minh vé dat, nudbi nhitng thdn cé ta yéu, Néu nguoi muon ta, hdy
tim ta duvdi dé ing.

Nguoi chdc sé khéng bao gio biét duoc ta la ai, ta mudn néi gi, Dau vdy
ta sé luén la sinh mach cta nguoi, Thdm loc va mao dan dong mdu nguoi.

Thoat khong tim duoc ta, hdy bén gan vitng buéc, Mat dau ta noi nay, hdy
di tim noi khdc, O dau dé, ta dung lai doi nguoi.

Ca cudi tuan t6i chi doc, c6 gang tim Margo trong nhitng manh tho c6 ay
dé lai cho t6i. C6 thé nhitng dong tho sé chang dan t6i dén dau ca, nhung du
sao t0i cling nghi vé chiing, vi t6i khong muon lam Margo that vong. Co6 ay
muon toi 1an theo day noi, tim noi c6 ay da dung lai va doi t6i, di theo dai
vun banh mi cho dén khi n6 két thiic @ Margo.
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Séng thit Hai, mot sy kién di thuwong xdy ra. T6i di hoc mudn, diéu nay
binh thwong; me tha toi & trwong, diéu nay binh thwong; toi ditng ngoai tu ba
tan chuyén vGi nhitng dita khac, diéu nay binh thudng; r6i Ben va toi di vao
trong, diéu nay ciing binh thwong not. Nhung vira ddy mé canh civa kim loai,
mat Ben da bién thanh mot thé hon mang cta phan kich va kinh hai, nhw thé
mot do thudt gia vira nhén duge no tir dam dong dé phu biéu dién man cwa-
dit-duc-su6t. Theo anh mat Ben, t6i nhin ra hanh lang.

Vay jeans ngidn. Ao phong tring 6m sat. Co tran. Nudc da banh mat xinh
gion. DBoi chan khién nguwdi ta mo twdng dén chan. Mai téc ndu gon séng
hoan hdo. Chiéc huy hiéu béng loang véi dong chit HAY CHON TOI LA
NU HOANG PEM TOT NGHIEP. Lacey Pemberton. Di vé phia chiing toi.
Ngay canh phong tap nhac.

“Lacey Pemberton,” Ben thi thao, du c6 ay chi cach bon tdi ba buwéc va
hoan toan nghe rd nhitng 10i dy. Thyc ra nu cwdi giad nai da thodng qua moi
Lacey khi c6 ay nghe nhac dén tén minh.

“Quentin 0i,” Lacey ndi vdi t6i, va hon tat thdy, viéc Lacey biét tén toi la
mot sy bat kha thi. Co dy ngoac dau ra hiéu, t6i di theo Lacey qua phong tap
nhac, dén trwdc day ta dung do ca nhan. Ben theo t6i bén got.

“Chao Lacey,” t6i noi khi c6 ay da dirng lai. T6i ngwri thdy mui nwéc hoa
cta Lacey, va t6i van nh@ c6 mui nay trong chiéc SUV cua c6 ay, nhd ca
tiéng 1ép bép phat ra tir con ca da tron khi Margo va t6i de ghé 6-t6 1én no.
“T& nghe noi cau da di cung Margo.” Toi chi nhin Lacey.

“Pém hom do, va con ca? Trong xe cua tG? Trong phong Becca? Va qua
ctra s6 nha Jase?”

To6i van nhin. T6i khong biét nén néi gi. Nguwoi ta 6 thé séng mot cudc
doi dai day phiéu lvu mao hiém ma khong ké lai v&i Lacey Pemberton,
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nhung khi co hoi hiém hoi d6 chgt dén, nguwdi ta sé khong mudn ham ho va
miéng. Thé 1a Ben lén tiéng thay t6i, “Ua, hai ngudi ho ddy.” Ben néi nhw
thé Margo va toi gan giii nhau lam.

“Margo cé cau t¢ lam khoéng?” Lat sau Lacey hoi. Co ay cup mat nhin
xuong, t6i cé thé thady hang mi nau rgp.

“Gi cg?”

Luc ay Lacey no6i rat khé, ran nit li ti trong giong néi, va lap tic Lacey
Pemberton khong phai la Lacey Pemberton nita. Co6 ay chi-nhw, mét nguoi
binh thuwong. “Cau biét day, Margo cé dién tiét vdi td vi chuyén gi khong?”

Trong chdc 14t t6i nghi xem nén tra 10i thé nao cho phai. “U’, Margo hoi
that vong vi cau da khong cho cau dy biét vé Jase va Becca, nhing cau biét
tinh Margo r6i day. Cau ay sé vugt qua dwoc thoi.”

Lacey bat dau di xu6i hanh lang. Ben va to6i dé c6 ay di, nhung réi Lacey
di cham lai. C6 &y mudn ching t6i di cung. Ben khé huych t6i, va ching t6i
cung di v&i nhau. “TG c6 biét gi vé Jase va Becca dau. Van dé la ¢ do. Troi
0i, t6 mong s6m gidi thich véi Margo dwoc qua. Co ldc té thue su lo s@ rang
chwa biét chitng Margo da bo di luén ro6i, nhung té xem ngan ta dung dé vi
biét ma s6 khoéa ctia cau ay, thay tat ca tranh anh, sach vé&, moi thit van con
nguyén trong do.”

“Theé thi tot,” t6i noi.

“U, nhung da chitng bén ngdy r6i. 6 gan nhw 13 ki luc déi véi Margo.
Va céc cau biét khong, c6 chuyén nay that la chan khong dé dau cho hét, vi
Craig biét chuyén Jase va Becca, t@ gian cau ta sao khong noéi gi véi té ca
nén da cat dit lubn roi. Bay gio té da pha san vu da hoi tét nghiép, ban than
nhat cta t¢ dang vi vu ¢ noi chi c6 troi méi biét, cé thé 1a New York hoac
bat c* dau, trong 1ong van con gidn t¢ vi mot chuyén t¢ CHUA TUNG
lam.” T6i 16 mat nhin Ben. Ben ciing 1é mat nhin t6i.

“Td& phai vao 16p day,” toi ndi. “Nhung sao cau lai ndi Margo & New
York?”

“Hinh nhw hai hém trwéc khi bé di, Margo da noi v6i Jase rang New York
la noi duy nhat & Mi ma ngudi ta c6 thé thyc s song mot cudc doi dang
song nita chirng. Co thé cau dy chi n6i vu vo thoi. T khong biét nita.”
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“Pugc roi, t¢ phdi chay day,” toi noi.

To6i biét Ben kh6 ma moi dugc Lacey di da hoi cung, nhuwng it ra n6 ciing
xtrng dang cé mot co hoi. Toi rdo buwdc qua hanh lang vé phia ti dung do
ctia minh, quo tay ra cao cao dau Radar khi di ngang cho né. N6 dang néi
chuyén v6&i Angela va mot co bé 16p chin ciling choi trong ban nhac. “Pung
cam on anh. Cam on Q ay,” t6i nghe thay Radar néi véi c6 bé kia, va con bé
kéu 16n, “Cam on anh vi em dugc hai tram do-la!” Khong ngoai lai, toi cling
gao lén, “Dung cdm on anh, hay cdam on chi Margo Roth Spiegelman!” bai
tat nhién co dy da trao cho t6i cong cu ma toi can.

T6i md ngan ti ctia minh, vé cudn v giai tich, nhwng t6i van ditng do, du
hoi chudng tht hai da kéu, ditng yén gitta hanh lang trong khi moi nguoi
xung quanh xoet qua t6i theo ca hai hwdng, nhu thé t6i la dai phan cach trén
con duwong cao toc cia ho vay. Mot nhoc nita cling cdm on t6i vi hai tram
do-la n6 dugc nhan. T6i mim cwdi véi thang bé. T6i cdm thay ngdi treong la
cta t6i hon ltc nao hét trong su6t bon nam qua. Ching t6i da tim dugc giai
phap céng bang cho tang 16p vo-xe-dap. Lacey Pemberton da n6i chuyén véi
t6i. Chuck Parson da chiju xin 16i.

T6i qua biét nhitng hanh lang nay—va rit cuc ciing bat dau c6 cdm giac
rang chung biét t6i. T6i van ditng d6 khi hoi chudng thit ba vang 1én va dam
dong bat dau tan mat.

Chi khi ay t6i md&i vao 16p gidi tich, ng6i xuéng ngay sau khi thay Jiminez
bat dau mot bai hoc 1€ thé vo tan khéc.

T6i mang ban Nhifng cdnh cé ctia Margo dén truong, giau sach trong hdc
ban va bat dau doc lai nhitng cau dwgc danh dau trong bai “Ty khic” trong
khi thay Jiminez cao chi trén bang. Khong thdy cé diém nao am chi New
York. May phtt sau t6i dwa sach cho Radar, n6 xem mot lic r6i viét 1én goc
v& cua nod, phia gan toi nhat, Phdn ddnh dau mau xanh ld cdy phdi cé y
nghia gi d6. C6 thé Margo muén 6ng mé cdnh ctra tw duy cua 6ng ra
chdng? T6i nhin vai, viét lai, Hodc c6 thé Margo chi doc bai tho vao hai
ngay khdc nhau, véi hai cdi but ddanh dau khdc nhau.

May phut sau, khi li€c dong ho méi tdi lan thit ba muoi bay, t6i thay Ben
Starling ditng ngoai ctra 16p, tdm thé thong hanh” trong tay, nhin nhay nhw
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dién theo diéu jig.

Khi chudng bao gi¢ an trua, tdi lao ngay dén ngan ti cia minh, nhung
bang cach nao dé Ben da can dich trwdc toi, va bang cach nao dé n6 dang
néi chuyén vdi Lacey Pemberton. Ben ditng sat bén Lacey, hoi nghiéng dau
dé nhin dugc truc dién c6 dy. N6i chuyén véi Ben thinh thoang khién t6i cé
cam giac bi so khong gian hep, ma toi c6 phai la co6 nang néng bong nao cho
cam dau.

“Chao may bo,” toi ndéi khi dén noi.

“Chao,” Lacey néi, lui mot budc ro rang tranh khoi Ben. “Ben m@i noi
v6i t¢ may chuyén vé Margo. Cau biét khong, chwa ai titng vao phong cau
ay dau. Margo bao rang bo me cau ay khong cho mai ban dén nha.”

“That a?” Lacey gat dau. “Thé cau c6 biét Margo c6 khodng, xem nao,
mot ngan dia ghi am khong?”

Lacey gio hai tay lén. “Khong hé, Ben ciing vira hoi nhw vay! Margo
khong bao gid noéi chuyén vé am nhac. Thyc ra cau ay c6 néi thich nghe cai
nay cai kia trén radio hodc dau d6. Nhung-khong da dong gi dén dia ghi am
ca. Cau ay ki lag that day.”

T6i nhin vai. Cé thé Margo ki la, hoac c6 thé nhitng dita con lai la bon t6i
ki la. Lacey néi tiép. “Nhuwng bon t¢ vira n6i dén doan Walt Whitman xuat
than t* New York.”

“Va theo Toan Thw Ba Thit, Woody Guthrie cling da song ¢ d6 mét thoi
gian dai,” Ben noi thém.

Toi gat dau. “T¢ thdy moi kha nang la Margo & New York. Nhung chac
bon minh phdi tim ra manh méi tiép theo. Khong thé chi ditng & cudn sach
dwgce. Han phdi c6 gi do6 chwa gidi ma dwoc tir nhitng dong tho dwgc danh
dau.”

“U, cho t& xem qua cudn sach trong gi® &n trwa duge khong?”

“Pwgc chit,” t6i nbéi. “Hodc néu cau muodn, dé t& sao cho cau mot ban
trong thu vién.”

“Khong can dau, té chi doc théi ma. Thuc ra té cha hiéu ngang biét doc gi
vé tho than ca. O, nhung du sao, t& ¢ ba chi ho dang hoc & d6, Pai hoc
New York ay ma, t& c6 thé gtii td rao vat dé chi ay in ra. T sé bao chi ay bo
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t0 10i & cac ctta hang dia nhac. Tat nhién cé rat nhiéu ctta hang dia nhac,
nhung thir van hon.”

“Y hay day,” t6i néi. Ben va Lacey bit dau di dén cangtin, t6i lién di theo.

“Nay,” Ben hoi Lacey, “vay ctua cau mau gi?”

“O, kifu mau xanh d4 xa-phia, thi sao?”

“Thi dé bo 1é phuc cta té tiép mau theo,” Ben dap. T6i chwa bao gio thdy
Ben cudi kiéu ngu-ngo-ngd-ngan dén vay, va nhu thé han néi 1én diéu gi do,
vi n6 von cling kha ngu-ngo-ngé-ngan.

Lacey gat dau. “To6t thoi, nhung ching ta khong nén qud doéi hita xttng doi.
C6 1é cau ctt theo truyén thong di: 1€ phuc mau den nhé?”

“Khong deo dai that lung to ban, cau thay nhw thé cé nén khéng?”

“U, thé ciing dwgc. Ma ditng c6 dién 4o xép béo nhin li nhiéu qua day
nhé.”

Hai difa ci* n6i mai—ro6 rang, ti 1€ beéo li li twong la mot chu dé co thé ban
bac nhiéu gio lién—nhung t6i thoi khong chi y nghe nita trong khi xép hang
vao hiéu Pizza Hut. Ben da tim duwgc c6 ban di dy da hdi t6t nghiép cung, va
Lacey da tim dwgc cau ban hao hitng ban luan hang gio dong ho vé da hoi.
Gio ai cling c6 d6i ca—trur toi, va t6i sé khong dén da hoi. Cé ban duy nhat
ma t6i muon thap tung dang dan minh vao chuyén di mién vién hay gi d6 dai
loai thé.

Khi ching t6i ngoi xuong an, Lacey bat dau doc “Tw khic,” va dong tinh
rang nhitng cau tho chang ndi 1én diéu gi, ciing chang gidng Margo chut
nao. Chung t6i van chwa luan ra dwgc Margo mudn néi diéu gi, néu thuc sy
c6 ay am chi gi do6. Lacey dwa cu6n sach lai cho toi, r6i chang va nang lai
ti€p tuc riu rit véi nhau vé da hoi.

Ca buodi chiéu, tdi c6 cam giac rang ct nhin nhitng dong tho dwgc danh
ddu 4y thi cling chang ich gi. Nhuwng r6i toi lai chan, lai mo ba-16, 1dy cuon
tho dat 1én long va doc lai. Mon cudi cung cua t6i la Quoc ngt, tiét thit by,
ca 16p mai bat dau vao bai Moby Dick nén c6 Holden gidng kha nhiéu veé
danh ca & thé ki muwoi chin. T6i d€ Moby Dick trén mat ban va Whitman
trong long, nhung tham chi ngo6i trong gid Qudc ngit cling khong thém hiéu
tng gi. Co6 lic may phait lién t6i khong nhin dong ho, nén hoi bat ngd khi
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chuéng reo, do vay mat nhiéu thoi gian cit don sach vé hon nhitng dita
khac. Khi t6i lang ba-16 1én vai va bat dau ra khoi 16p, co Holden cudi vGi
toi va bao, “Walt Whitman ha?”

Toi xau ho gat dau.

“Hay day,” c6 n6i. “Hay dén mic to6i gan nhw dong y cho em doc trong
gio. Nhung khong qua 1au dau nhé.” T6i i nhi em xin 16i g r6i di b0 ra bai
do xe cua hoc sinh nam cubi.

Trong khi Ben va Radar tap nhac, t6i ngoi trong RHAPAW va dé mé ctra
xe, mot lan gié cham chdm mon man théi qua. T6i doc Nhitng vdn bdn Lién
bang dé chuan bi cho bai kiém tra ngay mai trong mén nha nwéc, nhung dau
6c toi ¢t 16n vén lién hoi gitta Guthrie, Whitman, New York va Margo. Cé
phai Margo dén New York theo dudi nhac déng qué khong? Cé phai c6 mot
Margo bi mat dam mé am nhac dong qué ma t6i chwa tirng biét khéng? Co
phai c6 dy song trong mot can ho ma mot trong sé ho tirng song khong? Va
tai sao c6 &y mudn noi vai toi tat ca nhitng diéu dé?

Nhin qua guwong canh, t6i thdy Ben va Radar dang tién lai. Radar vung
vay hop dung cay ken saxophone khi rdo budc dén RHAPAW. Hai thang ao
Vao qua ctta m@ san, Ben tra khéa vao 6 va RHAPAW bat dau luc buc. Bon
toi hi vong, ém lai luc buc, bon t6i hi vong thém chut nita, va rut cuc ém
cling khuc lén tinh gidc. Ben da kip vot qua bai do xe, ré ra khéi treong
triede khi gao 1én véi toi, “CAC ONG CO TIN NOI KHONG?” N6 hau nhw
khong thé hoan néi sung suwéng.

Ben bat dau bam coi, nhwng tat nhién coi khong hoat dong, thé nén moi
lan bam coi, Ben lai réng 1én, “BiP! BiP! BiP! COI LEN BI NEU PI DA
HOI CUNG SIEU THO LACEY PEMBERTON! COI LEN, COI LEN bI!”

Ben hau nhw khong tat loa trén sudt dwong vé nha. “Cac 6ng cé biét diéu
gl da nén chuyén khong? Ngoai cdm giac tuyét vong ra nhé? Toi doan la
Lacey va Becca Arrington dang chién nhau vi cac ong ciing biét r6i day,
Becca la mot nang ltra ddo lam chiéu. Toi cling nghi chac Lacey bat dau an
nan vé vu dung chuyén Ben Bi Bya. Cau ay khong ndi han ra, nhung c6 cw
xtr dai loai nhw thé. Thé la rit cuc, Ben Bi Bya sé gianh lai cho t6i chut to-
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te-ti-toét.” T6i rat mirng cho Ben va tat ca, nhung td6i mudn tdp trung cho
cudc choi dan dén Margo.

“Cac ong c6 thém y twéng gi chwa?”

Ca bon lang di choc lat, r6i Radar nhin to6i qua guwong chiéu hau va noi,
“Cau tho vé canh ctra la ché duy nhat danh dau khac nhitng cau con lai, va
no6 ciing ngau nhién nhat, t6i thuc sy cho rang cau dé6 gam mot manh moi.
Ca cau la gi ay nhi?”

“Théo md 6 khoa khdi canh ctra!/ Thado m@& chinh canh ctra khoi khung!”
t6i nhac lai.

“Phai thtra nhan rang, Jefferson Park khong thuc sw 1a noi li twdng dé théao
md& nhitng canh ctta ctia dau-6c-han-hep khéi khung ctra,” Radar xac thyec.
“Co 1€ do la dieu Margo mudén n6i. Nhu cau ay da néi Orlando la thanh pho
gidy nhi? Cé thé Margo dang giai thich tai sao cau ay bé di.”

Ben gidm toc do dé dirng trudc dén giao thong, roi quay sang nhin Radar.
“Nay bo téo,” Ben ndi, “tdi nghi cac 6ng dang phttc tap héa nang tho Margo
day.”

“Tirc 1a sao?” toi hoi.

“Thédo m& 6 khéa khoi canh ctta!” Ben noéi. “Thao m@ chinh canh cita
khoi khung!”

“U nhi,” t6i thét 1én. Pén chuyén sang xanh va Ben nhan ga. RHAPAW
rung ban bat nhu thé ém sap long roi titng bo phan, nhung r6i lai tiép tuc lan
banh.

“D6 khong phai la tho. Ciing khéng phai dn du. D6 1a nhitng hwéng dan.
Chung ta sé phai vao phong Margo, thao 6 khéa khéi canh ctra phong va
thao chinh canh ctta khéi khung bao quanh.”

Radar nhin t6i qua guwong chiéu hau, va téi nhin lai né. “Thinh thoang,”
Radar noi véi t6i, “thang ban minh cham tiéu dén mitc tré thanh siéu luén.”
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Sau khi do xe & 16i di nha t6i, tui toi di bd qua vat c6 ngan nha Margo va
nha to6i, nhw da di hém thit Bay. Ruthie ra m& ctta va ndi bé me n6 sau gio
mdi vé; Myrna Mountweazel lang xang chay mong mong quanh tui toi; ca
dam 1én gac. Ruthie mang cho bon t6i mdt hop dung cu tir trong ga-ra, roi
tat ca ding ngdy ra nhin ctta phong Margo mét lic. Co dita nao khéo tay biét
x0ay x0 viéc nay dau.

“Bay gio ching ta lam thé qui nao dugc day?” Ben hoi.

“Pirng raa sa tredc mat Ruthie thé,” to6i nhac né.

“Ruthie, em c6 phién khi nghe anh néi dén qui khong?”

“Qui khong co6 that a,” Ruthie noi thay cho cau tra 10i.

Radar chen vao. “Nao,” n6 dong dac, “tap trung vao nao. Canh ctra.”
Radar b6i mot cay tua-vit dau c6 canh tir ddm dung cu ra va cii xuong, thao
tay nam ctra. T6i v&@ mot cai tua-vit to hon va co thdo ban 1€, nhung c6 vé
khong co dinh vit nao. T6i sam soi canh ctta thém chut nita. Rut cuc, Ruthie
chan, boé xudng nha xem ti-vi.

Radar da ndi long dugc tay nam cira, va chung t6i lan lwgt ghé mat quan
sat phia trong phan go thd, khong son quanh tay nam. Khong c6 16i nhan
nao. Khong mot manh ghi chu nao. Khong gi ca. Buc minh, toi quay lai véi
ban 1é, loay hoay khong biét phai thao ra thé nao. T6i mé& cita ra r6i dong lai,
co6 tim hiéu nguyén li ctia thanh ban 1é. “Cai bai tho ay dai 1é thé dén gém,”
toi noi. “Cac ong c6 nghi cu nha tho Walt da viét dau d6 mot hai dong
huwéng dan thao ma@ canh ctra khoi khung nhw thé nao khong?”

Chi khi Radar lén tiéng t6i m&i nhan ra né dang ngoi tredc may tinh cta
Margo. “Theo Toan Thw Pu Thit,” n6é ndi, “ching ta phai tim ban lé la
tredc. Chi can dung tua-vit dé ndy chot 1én théi. Nhan tién, gad ndm nao do
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con chua thém ridng ban 18 14 hoat dong tron tru khi bi bé lan. Oi, Toan Thu
bu Thir. Liéu ngai c6 gion khong day?”

Mot lan nita Toan Thw Pt Thit da cho chung t6i biét phai lam gi, va thuc
hanh thi dé khong ngo. T6i thdo dwgc chot khéi ba ban 1é va Ben nhac canh
ctta ra. T6i xem xét ki luvdng ban 1é, va phan go tho trén khung ctra. Khong
co gl.

“Canh ctra chang c6 gi,” Ben noéi. Ben va t6i cung lap canh cira lai nhu cij,
va Radar déng lai dinh bang phan tay cam cta tua-vit.

Radar va to6i sang nha Ben, ngoi nha cé kién tric giong hét nha t6i, va
choi mét tro goi 1a Bac Cuc No6i Gian. Day la mét kiéu tro-choi-6-trong-tro-
choi, cac ddu tha ban nhau bang bom son 1én bang. Néu ban tring to-rym
cta doi phuong thi sé duge diém thwdng. Tom lai 1a mot tro kha tinh vi phitc
tap. “Cac ong a, nhat dinh Margo dang & New York,” Ben noéi. Toi thay
nong sung cua no thap thodng & mot goc, nhung t6i chwa kip nhic nhich gi
thi né da ban triing phoc gitta hai chan t6i. “P6 khi,” t6i [am bam.

Radar néi, “Nhin lai, c6 vé nhw cac manh méi ctia Margo dan dén mot
noi. Cau ay noi véi Jase; va dé lai cho ching ta goi y gan véi hai ngwoi hau
nhw ca doi chi song & New York. Rat hgp 16-gic.”

Ben noi, “Dé la nhitng gi Margo muén, cac b6 a.” Tdi viva mon men lai
gan Ben thi n6 lai tam dirng tro choi. “Cau 4y muon 6ng di dén New York.
Gia st Margo sap xép dé do la cach duy nhat tim ra cdu dy thi sao? Thuc sy
di dén noi ay?”

“Sao co? Do 1a mot thanh phd véi mwoi hai triéu dan ma.”

“Biét dau Margo c6 mot con chudt chiii gian diép & day,” Radar néi. “Ké
do6 sé ban tin cho Margo néu ong 1én dwong.”

“Lacey 1oi!” Ben thot 1én. “Chéc chén 1a Lacey. Biing vay! Ong sé lén
may bay t@i New York ngay bay gio. Va khi Lacey phat hién ra, Margo sé ra
san bay dén 6ng. Qua chinh xac. Nao, t6i sé dwa 6ng vé nha, 6ng sé chuan bi
hanh li, r6i t6i sé lai xe dwa céi ban toa ctia 6ng ra san bay, va 6ng sé mua vé
mady bay bang thé tin dung chi-dung-khi-can-kip cua 6ng. Va khi Margo
nhan ra 6ng cing cya dén mitc nao, hang citng cwra ma Jase Worthington
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ndm mo cling khong noi, ca ba ching ta sé cung dwa cac c6 nang néong bong
t6i da hoi tot nghiép.”

T6i khong nghi ngd gi rang chang phaéi dgi lau sé c6 chuyén bay t6i New
York. Tt Orlando, mday bay di bdt cir noi nao déu sé sém cat canh. Nhung
toi nghi ngo tat ca cac yéu t6 khac. “Néu 6ng bao vdéi Lacey...,” t6i ndi.

“Lacey sé khong thti nhan dau!” Ben noéi. “Ctt nghi tat ca nhitng tro danh
lac hwéng ctia ho xem—cé khi hai nang chi gia vo uynh nhau dé 6ng khong
nghi ngd rang Lacey la chudt chi.”

Radar néi, “T6i khong biét nita, dieu do6 khong thuc sy sang té dugc gi.”
N6 tiép tuc noi, nhung t6i chi nghe nita chitng. Nhin tran tr6i vao man hinh
bat dong trirdc mat, toi nghi mai vé si viéc. Néu Margo va Lacey chi gia vo
gian nhau, liéu Lacey cé giad vo chia tay ban trai khong? Cé gia vo lo lang
khong? Lacey da ty tay x@ li hang chuc e-mail-chang cai nao c6 thong tin
thue sy—ttr nhitng to roi chi ho c6 ay da dé lai trong cac ctra hang dia ghi am
& New York. Lacey khong hé 1a chudt chiii gian diép, va ké hoach ctia Ben
ngd ngan qua. Nhung, chi riéng y twdng vé mot ké hoach da 16i cudn toi. Co
ma chi con hai tuan rudi nita la két thic nam hoc, néu di New York toi sé
phai nghi it nhat hai ngay—chuwa ké bé me sé giét t6i vi mua vé may bay bang
thé tin dung. Cang nghi t6i cang thay ké hoach nay xuan qua. Nhung, gia ma
mai c6 thé nhin thay c6 ay... Nhung khong. “Toi khong nghi hoc dwgc,” it
cuc t6i chot ha, roi tiép tuc tro choi. “Mai toi phai lam bai kiém tra tiéng
Phép.”

“Ong biét khong,” Ben néi. “Trao lwu lang man chii nghia ctia dng 1a mot
nguon cam hirng thue sy.”

T6i choi thém may phut nita roi di bo qua Cong vién Jefferson vé nha.

Co6 lan me ké véi toi vé mot diva bé tam than ma me da cham soc. Thang
bé hoan toan binh thuwong cho dén nam 1én chin, khi b6 n6é qua doi. Du 1o
rang co rat nhiéu tré chin tudi bi mat cha, va trong phan 1én cac treong hgp
khong c6 dita nao phat dién ca, nhung c6 1é thang bé nay la ngoai I€.

Va thang bé da lam thé nay, n6 1y cai but chi va mét trong nhitng thi nhw
com-pa sat, bat dau vé nhitng vong tron 1én gidy. Tat ca cac vong tron déu co
ban kinh chinh xac nam phan. Thang bé ct vé mai nhitng vong tron cho dén
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khi t& gidy den kit, n6 sé lay mot t& khac va vé tiép nhitng vong tron. Ngay
nao no ciing lam thé, su6t ngay, chang chi y dén hoc hanh, vé ca vong tron
1én kin cac bai kiém tra va bai v@ & truong. Me toi bdo van dé cta thang bé
la & cho no6 da tao ra mot thoéi quen déu dan dé duwong dau véi mat mat, chi
c6 diéu chinh théi quen ay lai hiy hoai né. Thé 1a khi me t6i tim cach khién
thang bé bat khoc vi ngudi cha da mat, n6 thoéi khong vé vong tron nita, va
dwgc cho la tir d6 sé song hanh phiic mai mai. Nhung thinh thodng to6i lai
nghi dén thang bé vé vong tron ay, vi hinh nhw t6i hiéu dwgc nd. To6i ludon
thich nhitng th6i quen déu dan. To6i con nghi chac t6i khéng bao gio thiy sy
nham chan cé gi dang chan lam. C6 1é t6i khong gidi thich n6i diéu nay cho
ai d6 nhuw Margo, nhung vé nhitng vong tron di hét doi minh mang lai cho
toi chiit cam gidc dién r6 c6 nghia li.

Cho nén t6i can phai thdy 6n vi quyét dinh khong di New York—du sao do6
cling 1a mot y twéng d& ec. Nhung khi troi theo nhip déu din dém do va
ngay tiép theo & trwong, né dan gam nhdm t6i, nhw thé chinh nhitng 1é
thwong tinh ay dang kéo doang t6i xa khéi lic gap lai o ay.
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Té’i thit Ba, Margo da bé di dugc sau ngay, t6i néi chuyén véi bd me. D6
khong phai la mot quyét dinh trong dai hay gi dé twong tw; t6i chi ké thai.
T6i ngo6i bén quay bép trong khi bd thai rau va me bé thit bo vao 4p chao.
B6 choc t6i, héi toi da vui bao nhiéu thdi gian vao cudn sach ngan tan dy, va
toi dap, “Thuc ra khéng phai vi mon Quoéc ngit, ma hinh nhv Margo da chu
y dé lai cu6n sach cho con tim hiéu a.” Bo me lang di, t6i bén ké lai nhitng
gi lién quan dén Woody Guthrie va Whitman.

“Con bé 10 1a thich choi trd rac nhitng manh vun thong tin nay,” bo noi.

“Em khong trach Margo khi con bé muén dwgce quan tdm,” me noi, roi
quay sang toi ndi tiép, “nhwng nhw thé khong c6 nghia la con phai chiu trach
nhiém vé tinh trang ctiia Margo dau nhé.”

B6 tha ca rét va hanh vao chao. “Um, diing vdy. Khong phai do khéng
gdp truc tiép thi b6 me khong tién lwgng, chan doan duwgc vé Margo, nhung
b6 nghi ban con sé sém vé nha thoi.”

“Ta khong nén tién lwong liéu,” me khé noi vdi bo, nhu thé td6i khong
nghe dugc hay dai khai thé. B6 dinh noi gi d6 nhung téi da chen ngang.

“Con nén lam gi a?”

“T6t nghiép con a,” me dap. “Va tin twdng rang Margo cé thé tu lo liéu
dwgc, con bé van c6 tai xoay x@ day thoi.”

“B0 dong tinh v&i me,” bd khang dinh. Nhung sau bira toi, khi vé phong
va choi Hoi Sinh & ché do tat tiéng, toi nghe dugc bé me khé trao doi qua lai
v6i nhau. Khéng nghe dugc tirng 16i cu thé, nhung t6i thay cé ti€éng noi cta
st lo lang.

Khuya hom 4y, Ben goi vao dién thoai di dong cua t6i.

“Chao,” toi noi.

“Nay bo teéo,” Ben goi.
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“U, nghe day,” toi dap.

“T6i sap di mua giay v6i Lacey.”

“Di mua giay a?”

“Ua. Moi thtt gidm gi4 ba muwoi phan trdim tir muoi gio t6i dén niva dém.
Lacey muon toi gitip cau ay lya giay dién di da tiéc. Tat nhién Lacey c6 giay
roi, nhung hom qua t6i dén nha ciu ay va tui t6i nhat tri rang may doi ay...
ong biét day, nguwoi ta muon di doi giay hoan hdo dén da tiéc tot nghiép ma.
Thé nén Lacey sé hoan lai d6i da mua, roi tui tdi sé dén tiém Burdines va
se—"

“Ben nay,” toi ngat 10i no.

“Sao ca?”

“T6i khong muon nhai mai chuyén giay di da tiéc cua Lacey, ong twéng a.
Va toi sé noi ngay tai sao: toi c6 thit nay khién t6i thyc sy khong hitng thu gi
vOi giay nhay ca. b6 la mot cai to-rym.”

“That ra toi cang thang va khong tai nao khong nghi rang t6i thuc sy thich
Lacey, khong phdi chi theo kiéu c6-nang-n6ng-béng-sanh-doi-ti-da-tiéc,
ma qua la cau-ay-sao-ma-hay-thé-va-minh-khodi-dinh-lay-cau-ay co. Va
xem chirng, c6 1€ toi va Lacey sé cung tGi da tiéc, va hai dira, cha, sé mi
nhau gitta san nhdy, roi tat ca ching no, troi dat qui than oi, ong biét ma,
moi thit nh6 nhang chiing né nghi veé t6i sé bi quang qua ctra s6 hét-"

“Ben 0i,” toi néi. “Thoi man ldm nhdm xuan nay di, r6i 6ng sé on ca
thoi.” N6 lién tu bat tan thém mot lic nita, nhung it cuc t6i cling dat dugc
dién thoai xuéng.

T6i nam xudng va bat dau cam thay hoi ndn vi bubi da tiéc. T6i da khong
dung ting bat c thé loai buon rau sau tham nao trudc thue té rang toi sé
khong dén da tiéc, nhung—mot cach ngée nghéch va dang xau ho-téi da mo
twdng tim dwgc Margo, dwa c6 dy vé nha cung toi, vira kip di duv da tiéc, nhw
kiéu khuya ngay thit Bay chang han. R6i hai difa sé song buwéc vao sanh
khiéu vii Hilton, mdc quan jeans va 4o phong te tua. Va ching t6i sé vira kip
diéu nhay cudi cung, hai dita sé nhdy cung nhau trong khi moi ngudi chi tré
va tram tr6 vi Margo da tré lai. Cudi cung t6i va co ay sé uyén chuyén nhdy
fox-trot ra khoi dé, roi di kiém kem & hiéu Friendly’s. Thé nén ding vay,
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cling giong Ben, toi da tham dp u nhitng twdng twgng ki diéu vé buoi da tiéc
khoi hai d6. Nhung it ra toi khong lam todng 1én nhu thé.

Co6 nhitng lic Ben dich thi 1a thang ham chi biét c6 minh, va t6i da phai tw
nhac nhé ban than tai sao t6i van khodi n6. Néu khong vuedng khic mac gi,
thinh thodng né c6 nhitng sang kién tdo bao ra tro. Suy ludn vé khung cira
cta n6 chang han. Du khong tric tiép c6 hiéu qua, nhung dé van la mot y
twédng xuat sac. Co ma ro rang la Margo da chd y muon néi gi d6 khac véi
tOi.

Vi toi.

Manh méi la cta t6i. Nhitng canh civa la cta toi!

Muon ra ga-ra, toi phai di qua phong khach, noi b6 me dang ngoi xem ti-
vi. “Xem khéng con?” me hoi t6i. “Vu nay sap bé roi.” D6 la mét trong
nhitng chwong trinh thé loai hinh sy, kiéu di-tim-hung-thu.

“Khong a,” toi dap, chay u tir phong khach qua bép, vao ga-ra. Toi tim
duwgc cai tua-vit dau bet to nhat, giat n6 vao cap quan sooc ka-ki, kéo that
lung cho chat. Toéi vé dai mdt cai banh qui trong bép réi ngwgc qua phong
khach vé phong minh, buéc di hoi cé chut ki ki gwong gao. Trong khi bo me
cham chu theo doi bi mat vu an trén ti-vi dwgc bat mi, toi lang 1€ thao ba cai
dinh khéi ban 1é ctta phong minh. Khi cai cu6i cung trat ra, canh ctta kéu
“rac” mot tiéng va long ra. Toi day tdi day lui canh cita quanh go twong
bang mot tay, va khi day nhw vay, t6i thdy mot mau gidy nhé xiu—cd mong
tay cai cda t6i—roi tir ban 1é trén cung xudng. Pung kiéu Margo r6i nhé. Tai
sao phai gidu thi gi do6 trong phong co ay trong khi c6 ay co6 thé gidu ngay
trong phong t6i? Khong biét c6 ay da hanh dong ltc nao, lam thé nao lai vao
duwgc nhi. Toi khéng thé nhin duwgc mim cuoi.

D6 1a mot mau xé tir t& Nguoi bdo vé Orlando ra, nita xén thang, nira
nham nhd. T6i biét do la t& Nguoi bdo vé vi & géc xé c6 may chir “vé
Orlando 6 thang Nam, 2.” Ngay Margo bo di. R0 rang day la thong diép tw
cO ay. T6i nhan ra chit viét tay ctia Margo: 8328 dai L6 bartlesville.

To6i khong thé lap cira ma khong nén dinh tré lai cho cii bang tua-vit, nhw
thé at danh dong b6 me. Thé nén toi chi cai canh ctra vao ban Ié va ci dé
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ngo. T6i thda mdy céi dinh vao tdi, dén mdy tinh do dia chi 8328 Dai 16
Bartlesville trén ban do. T6i chuwa tirng nghe nhac dén noi nay.

Cho d6 cach day ba muoi tw phay sau dam, & cudi Colonial Drive va gan
sang thanh ph6 Christmas, bang Floria. Khi t6i phéng to dnh chup toa nha tw
vé tinh, n6 trong nhw mot hinh chi* nhat den, dang tridc mau bang bac buon
buo6n, dang sau la c6. Mot can nha di dong chang? Khé c6 thé hinh dung
dwgec ti 1€ vi xung quanh ldap xtp cay coi.

Toi goi dién cho Ben va ké lai. “Thé la t6i dung nha!” né dac thang. “Phai
ké ngay vdi Lacey mdi dugc, vi cau dy cling tuyét doi tin rang dé la mot suy
luan xac dang.”

T6i phét 10 binh ludn vé Lacey. “Chac toi sé di xem sao,” toi noi.

“Ai cha, tra, tit nhién sé di chit. Téi ciing di. Sang Chu nhat xudt phat nhé.
Vira tiéc tung birng t6i hom trudc xong thi chac cting bo pha, nhung ké.”

“Khong, y t6i 1a toi sé di ngay toi nay,” toi noi.

“Troi da t6i roi ngwoi anh em a. Ong khong thé dén mot toa nha xa la véi
mot dia chi bi hiém trong ldc t6i It tit dén dwoc. Ong chwa xem phim kinh
di bao gio sao?”

“C6 kha nang Margo dang ¢ do,” t6i noi.

“Ua, cling c6 kha ning mot th quai vat chi thich chén tuy cua giai tré
dang & do6 nita,” Ben thao thao. “Lay Chda, it nhat hay dgi dén mai, du sau
gio tap nhac t6i phai dat hoa cai 4o cho Lacey, va roi téi con mudn & nha
phong trwong hop cau dy nhan tin, vi dao nay bon t6i nhan tin nhiéu vo
thién—"

T6i ngat 16i Ben. “Khong, dém nay. T6i mudn thdy Margo.” Toi cdm thay
vong tron dang hep lai. Trong mot tiéng dong ho nita, néu nhanh chan, cé
thé toi sé dugc thay co ay.

“Thoi di bo téo, toi khong dé ong mo duong dén mot dia chi mo ho trong
lic dém hom khuya khoat dau. Lang nhang nita la t6i lay kim chich dién cho
ong mot phat ngay mong do.”

“Pugc roi, sang mai vay,” t6i no6i, gan nhw véi chinh minh. “Sang mai sé
di.” Du sao t0i cling 0di cai thanh tich chuyén can hoan hao r6i. Ben khong
ndi gi. Téi nghe thay tiéng né huyt gié qua rang ctra.
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“T6i thye sy cdm thdy mot chitng bénh gi d6 dang chém dén,” né ndi.
“Sot. Ho. Bau. Méi.” T6i mim cwoi. Sau khi dat may, t6i goi tiép cho Radar.

“T6i dang d& v6i Ben ¢ mot dwong day khac,” Radar noi. “Dé t6i goi lai
cho.”

Mot phut sau Radar goi lai. T6i chwa kip chao héi gi thi né da vao dé, “Q
0i, toi bi chitng dau ntra dau tram kha. Ngay mai khong cach gi toi c6 thé di
hoc dwgc.” Toi cudi ngat.

Gac dién thoai, t6i cdi b6t quan do, chi con do phong va quan coc. Toi do
rac trong thung vao hoc ban, va dat thung rac canh giwong. T6i dat chuong
bdo thitc vao thdi diém khong chit thanh thién nao, sau gio sang. May tiéng
ti€p theo t0i c6 cong vo ich vi khong tai nao nga duoc.

https://thuviensach.vn



Séng hom sau me vao phong t6i va bao, “Hom qua con con chang budn
dong ctra phong nita ha sau ngu?” T6i m@ mat dap, “Bung con kho chiu qua
me,” va nhich ngudi ra phia cai thung rac gio dang chita dam 6i cua toi.
“Quentin! Oi trdi oi! Con thdy khé chiu tit khi nao?”

“Ttr khodng sau gio a,” toi dap, dung thé that.

“Sao khong goi bo me?”

“Con mét qua a,” t6i dap, lai ding thé that.

“Kho chiu qua nén con khong nga dwgc a?” me rai rit.

“Vang,” diéu nay thi khong ding. Toi thitc day vi dong ho réo sau gio, roi
toi ron rén vao bép, an mot thanh ngii c6c va udng it nwdc cam. Mudi phut
sau, toi moc hai ngén tay vao hong. T6i khong mudn lam vay tw dém vi sg
moén 6i boc mui khap phong ca dém. Man nén ge kha rung rgn nhung cling
qua nhanh thoi.

Me mang thung rac di, to6i nghe thay tiéng me co rita né trong bép. Me
quay lai vé&i cai thung sach, m6i bam lai day lo lang. “Thé nay c6 1€ me nén
nghi m6t hém—" me chwa no6i hét t6i da 1ap tirc can ludn.

“Thue sy con khong sao dau a. Chi hoi muén 6i. Chac con an phdi céi gi
day.”

“Con chac la khéng sao ch?”

“Néu thay khé chiu hon thi con sé goi dién a,” toi n6i. Me hon 1én tran toi,
16p son ctia me dinh dinh trén da t6i. Thyc ra td6i khong 6m dau gi sat, nhung
gi thi gi, me da khién t6i thay kha hon.

“Con muoén me dong ctta phong khong?” me hdi, mot tay dat 1én cira.
Céanh ctra van chi dang cai ho vao ban 1é.

“DPirng, dirng, me dirng dong a,” t6i lap bap, chac tai cang thang qua.
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“Duwgc roi,” me noéi. “Trén dwong di lam me sé goi dién dén trwong cho
con. Can gi thi con bdo vGi me ngay nghe chwa? Bat ct cai gi. Hodc néu
muon me vé nhé. M&i ca goi cho b6 bat cit lic nao ciing duge. Chiéu me sé
goi vé xem tinh hinh thé nao nhé.”

Toi gat dau r6i kéo chan kin t6i tan cam. Du céi thung rac da sach, nhung
t6i van ngwi thdy mui 6i thoang thoang lan trong mui xa phong, khién t6i
nhG lai man nén ge trwdc day, va cha hiéu sao khién t6i mudn 6i thém.
Nhuwng t6i chi thé tr tir, tham chi ha miéng ra thd cho dén khi nghe thay
tiéng chiéc Chrysler li xa khéi nha. Pong ho chi 7:32. it nhét liic nay, toi
nghi minh sé ding gio.

Khong phai ding gio vao 16p, phai thira nhan la vay. Nhung van la ding
gio.

T6i tam, danh rang, trong vao ngwoi cai quan jeans tdi mau va ao phong
den tuyén, nhét mau bao cia Margo vao tdi quan. T6i déong dinh lai vao ban
1é, r6i chuan bi 1én dwong. Toi khong chac nén bo nhitng gi vao ba-16,
nhuwng c6 cai tua-vit dé thao thanh doc khung ctra, ban in tdm ban do chup ttr
vé tinh, nhitng hwéng dan, chai nwdc, va cuén tho Whitman, phong khi
Margo & d6. Toi muén héi co ay vé tap tho do.

Ben va Radar c6 mat lic tam gio dung, khong sém khong mudn maot tich
tac nao. Toi ngbi ¢ ghé sau. Hai thang dang hat 6ng 6ng theo mot bai cta
ban nhac Mountain Goats.

Ben quay xu6ng va chia nam tay ra vé6i t6i. Toi khé dam lai, du khong
thich kiéu chao héi dé. “Q!” no6 hét toang &t tiéng nhac. “Thay tro nay ba
chay dén chirng nao?”

T6i hiéu chinh x4c Ben mudn néi gi: nghe nhac cia Mountain Goats cting
cac chién hitu trong mot cai xe dang bon bon vao mot sang thit Tw, thang
Nam, trén cung dwong dan dén Margo, va bat c giai thwdng tuyét-nhu-
Margo nao néu tim thay c6 ay. “Ba chdy hon mén giai tich,” t6i dap. Nhac to
ron ra nén kho noi chuyén véi nhau. Ra khoi khu Jefferson Park, chung t6i
ha mét tdm kinh ctra s6 con hoat dong xudng dé thién ha biét rang chung toi
nghe nhac c6 gu ra sao.
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Bon t6i chay doc Colonial Drive, qua nhitng rap chiéu phim va hiéu sach
ma t6i da ghé qua ghé lai ca doi minh.

Nhuwng chuyén di nay khac va khodai hon nhiéu, vi hanh trinh dién ra tring
gid mon giai tich, vi dong hanh cung Ben va Radar, vi ching toi dang trén
dwong t6i noi toi tin minh sé tim thdy Margo. Va rit cuc, sau hai chuc dam,
thanh pho Orlando nhuwdng ché cho nhitng trang cam cudi cung va nhitng
nong trang con ban so—mat dat bang phang trai ra ngut ngan, day lén dudi
16p cdy bui, thiét lan bam trén nhitng canh so6i, tw tai budng xudng trong cai
nong khong mot gon gio. Pay la Florida ma t0i tirng trai qua nhitng dém
dudi bat con ta-tu, bi muo6i dot chi chit, tir h6i con la cdu nhoc huéng dao
sinh. Trén dwong lic nay toan xe ban téi, di chirng mot dam lai gdp mot tiéu
khu nam cach dwong cao tdc—nhitng phd nhé ngodn ngoeo chang vi li do gi,
chay quanh nhitng can nha moc 1én gitta dong khong mong quanh, nhw mot
ngon nui Itta boc chat déo vay.

Di tiép, chiing t6i chay xe qua mot bang hiéu go cii ki & GROVEPOINT
ACRES. Mot dai dwong den nit né, chi kéo dai vai tram mét réi cut vao mot
bai dat xam, chdm bao hiéu rang Grovepoint Acres la mot thit nhw me t6i
van goi la “khu do6 thi ma”—mot tiéu khu bi bo hoang trwdc khi hoan thanh
thi cong xay dung. Trudc diy mdy lan di trén duwong bo me da chi cho toi
thay nhitng khu d6 thi ma kiéu nay, nhwng t6i chwa tirng thay noi nao hoang
vang tiéu diéu dén thé.

Chung t6i di qua Grovepoint Acres khoang nam dam thi Radar van nho
nhac lai va thong bao, “Tam mot ddm nira thi dén nhé.”

T6i hit mot hoi that sdu. Con hitng khéi tron hoc di choi da xep dan. Noi
nay chang c6 vé gi la ché Margo sé tru an, hodc tham chi ghé qua. Khac mot
troi mot vie thanh pho New York. Pay la phan Florida ma ngudi ta chi bay
qua, ty hoi sao c6 thé ta tic & manh ban ddo nay. T6i cham cham nhin mat
dwong nhua trong tron, cai nong nhw kéo nhoe thi giac. Phia tredc, mot vét
ctra hang trong nhu khu mua sam dap don trong anh nang xa xa.

“Pang kia phai khong?” t6i héi, rweén 1én chi.

“Han roi,” Radar dap.
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Ben 4n nut diéu khién dan am thanh, va chiing t6i chim trong yén lang khi
Ben tap xe vao bai do tir 1au da bi 16p dat cat xam ngoét chiém dung. Da
tirng c6 bién hiéu cho bon ctra hang & mat tién nay. Mot cay cot gi sét, cao
chirng hai mét rwdi, dwgc cam bén vé duwong. Nhung bién hiéu da tiéu doi tw
1au, bi tran bao nao dé cudn di hodc do cii ki tich tu. Day ctra hang tru dugc
kha kham hon: khu nha mot tang, mai bang, lac dac tro ra nhitng khoi bé-
tong tho. Nhitng dai son bong tr6c nhan nhim bam trén twong, nhw dam con
trung rang bam vao t6. Can nuwdc vé nhitng bitc tranh tritu twgng mau nau
1én cac 6 ctra s6. Ctra so6 duwgc rap lai tir nhitng tam go ép. Mot y nghi khiing
khiép bung lén trong dau t6i, thit suy nghi khong thé nhot lai dwgc mot khi
né da len vao bau khi quyén nhan thic: dwong nhw day khong phai noi
nguoi ta dén dé song. Pay la noi nguwoi ta dén dé chét.

Xe vira ding lai, miii va miéng t6i da ngdp trong tht mui khan khan ctda
chét choc. T6i phai nudt ngwge con 6i dang dang 1én l1om lgm va dau nhéi
noi cuéng hong. Chi dén lic nay, sau tat ca nhitng thoi gian da mat, to6i méi
nhan ra minh da nham tai hai dén thé nao vé tro choi cuia Margo va phan
thudng cho ngudi chién thang.

Toi ra khoi xe, Ben ditng canh t6i va Radar canh n6. T6i 1ap titc hiéu rang
chuyén nay khong vui chit nao, rang tat ca khong phai la hay-chitng-minh-
rang-cau-da-ban-linh-choi-vgi-t6. Toi nghe dwgc tiéng Margo dém dé khi
ching t6i 1ai xe long vong Orlando. T6i nghe dwgc c6 ay néi véi toi, “TE
khong muon dira tré con nao tim thay tG trong canh ruéi bau kién dau vao
mot sang thit Bdy & Cong vién Jefferson dau.” Khong mudn bi tré con tim
thay trong Cong vién Jefferson khong dong nghia véi khong muon chét.

Chang c6 gi cho thdy lau nay con c6 ngwoi ¢ day, trir cai mui, thit mui
chua chua nong nong bénh bénh boc 1én dé gilt nguwdi song tranh xa nguoi
chét. Toi tw nhi Margo khong thé nao c6 mui nhw thé, nhwng tat nhién 1a cé
thé ro6i. Tat cad ching ta déu cé thé boc mui nhw vay. T6i gio canh tay chan
ngang miii dé ngri mui mo6 hoi va da minh, bat ké mui gi trir cai chét.

“MARGO OI?” Radar goi. Mot con chim nhai dau trén 6ng mang hoen gi
cta toa nha, phun ra hai am tiét dap trd. “MARGQO!” Radar lai goi 16n.
Khoéng c6 gi. Radar da suc mét cu vao cat, ngao ngan rua, “Chét tiét.”
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DPitng trudc toa nha nay, t6i hiéu dwoc chit gi dé vé noi sg hai. Toi hiéu
rang d6 khong phai la do giac do dan cta ngwoi cé 1€ mudn chuyén gi doé
trong dai xdy ra v4i minh, du diéu trong dai do6 thyc khung khiép. D6 khong
phai 1a cdm giac ghé sg¢ khi thdy mot nguwoi xa la bi chét, cling khong phai
khodanh khac nghet thd khi nghe thdy tiéng stng rit 1én ti* nha Becca
Arrington. Khong thé diéu hoa binh 6n né bang bai tap thé. No6i s¢g hai nay
khong cé chit nao twong dong véi nhitng s¢ hai t6i tirng biét tredc do. N6
nam & noi sau nhat cia moi cam xuc c6 thé co, thit cam giac theo ching ta
tw trede khi ching ta ton tai, trede khi khéi nha nay ton tai, tredc ca khi trai
dat ton tai. D6 1a noi sg hai da day ca khoi dat kho ma tién hdéa buéng phoi,
noi s¢ hdi da day ching ta phai chay, noi s¢ hai khién ching ta chon cat
nhitng nguoi da qua doi.

Cai mui ay thit 1dy t6i trong con hodng loan tuyét vong— hodng loan
khong phai nhw trong phoi to6i da can sinh khi, ma nhw chinh sinh quyén da
can khi. T6i nghi c6 thé 1i do t6i lo lang hét phan 16n thdi gian doi minh 1a vi
toi c6 gang tyw chuan bi cho ban than, rén luyén co thé san sang chong lai noi
so hai dich thyc khi n6 tran téi. Nhung t6i khong san sang.

“Nén di théi may bo,” Ben 1én tiéng. “Nén goi canh sat hay lam gi dai
khai thé.” Chiing t6i van chwa nhin nhau. Ca ba thang van cham cham nhin
toa nha, cai noi bi bo hoang tir bao nhiéu 1au nay khéng c6 kha nang cat giau
bat ctt thit gi trit nhitng xac chét.

“Khong,” Radar keu len. “Khong khong khong khong khong. Bon minh
sé goi khi c6 gi d6 dé trinh bdo. Margo dé lai dia chi nay cho Q. Khong phai
cho canh sat. Chung ta phai tim cach vao trong do.”

“Vao trong d6?” Ben ngo vuc hoi.

T6i vo vo 1én lung Ben, va lan dau tién trong sudt ca ngay, ba dita ching
toi khong nhin vé phia tredc ma quay sang nhin nhau. Nhw vay con cé thé
chiu dung dwgc. Khi toi nhin hai thang ban, c6 diéu gi d6 nhv mach bao t6i
rang Margo khong chét cho dén khi nao ching t6i tim ra c6 dy. “Pung vay,
vao trong do,” toi noi.

T6i khong con biét Margo 1a ai nita, hay ting la ai, nhung t6i can tim c6

A

ay.
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Chﬁng toi di ra phia sau toa nha va thdy bon canh ctra sat bi khoéa. Khong
c6 gi ngoai dat hoang, vai dam co moc lac dac trén ménh mong c6 niva vang
nita xanh. Cai mui khan khan & day con nong ndc hon, t6i chon chgn khéng
muon di tiép. Ben va Radar & ngay phia sau, bén phéi va bén trai toi. Ba
thang lam thanh d6i hinh tam giac, buéc di cham cham, cang mat quan sat
xung quanh.

“Mot con ra-cun!” Ben hét toang lén. “0i, d6i on Chtia, mot con ra-cun,
troi dat qui than oi!” Radar va t6i lién di xa khéi toa nha, lai ché Ben dang
ditng bén mot ranh thoat nwéc néng. Mot con ra-cun to dung, 16ng day bét,
nam chét treong phénh, khong cé vét thwong nao ro rét, 16p 16ng n6 dang ra
ra, 10 mot dé xwong swon. Radar quay di va hoc len, nhung khong 6i. Toi cui
xubng, vong tay gitt hai ba vai n6. Khi nhip thd tré lai binh thuwong, Radar
néi, “Toi mung kinh khing khiép vi dé la xac mot con ra-cun kinh khing
khiép.”

Dau vay, t6i van khong thé hinh dung Margo con séng & day. Toi chot
nhan ra rang nhitng cau tho ctia Whitman c6 thé 1a 16i nhan tuyét ménh. T6i
nghi dén nhitng dong c6 ay da danh dau: “Va chét chang giong nhitng gi
nguoi ta huyén twdng, va thém phuwdc phan.”

“Ta trd minh vé dat, nu6i nhitng than cé ta yéu, / Néu ngwoi muon ta, hay
tim ta dudi dé ung.” Trong tich tdc, toi thay 16e 1én chut hi vong khi nghi
dén cau cudi bai tho: “O dau dé, ta ditng lai dgi nguwoi.” Nhung roi téi nghi
ta khong nhat thiét phai la m&t con ngwoi. Ta cling c6 thé 1a mot cai xac.

Radar da tranh xa khéi con ra-cun, dang giat giat tay nam ctia mot trong
bon canh cira sat bi khéa. T6i cam thdy mudn cau nguyén cho nhitng gi da
khudt-tung mot khic Kaddish cho con ra-cun nay—nhung tham chi t6i con
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khong biét phai lam thé nao. T6i thuong ti€c con vat ay, va lay lam tiéc vi da
tham mirng khi thady n6 nhu vay.

“Can lyc manh hon,” Radar goi. “Lai giup t6i di.”

Ben va t6i cung vong tay qua hong Radar va kéo vé phia sau. N6 chong
chan Ién twong dé c6 thém diém twa khi kéo, roi thi ca hai thang nga huych
xuong t6i. Lung 40 dam mo hoi cia Radar de 1én mat t6i. Trong thoang choc
toi mirng ron, twdng da vao duwgc réi. Nhung roi toi thdy Radar cam céi tay
nam ctra. T6i voi nhém day nhin canh ctta. Van déng im im.

“Cai tht tay nam ctra b6n chuc nam tu6i tho dang nguyén rta nay!” Radar
raa. Toi chwra tirng thay né néi nang kiéu dé bao gio.

“Pugc roi ma,” toi noi. “Co cach. Phai c6 cach chit.”

Ching t6i vong lai mat triede toa nha. Khong cira ra vao, khong 16 hong,
khong c6 vé gi la c6 duong ngam. Nhung t6i can vao trong. Ben va Radar co
gang nay nhitng mang go ép khéi cira s6, nhwng tat ca déu da dwgc dong
dinh c6 dinh. Radar da tam g6 ma khong an thua. Ben quay lai néi véi toi,
“Khong c6 kinh sau 16p gb ép,” va né bat dau giat lui, doi giay thé thao da
vung cat 1én theo moi budc chan.

T6i chwa hiéu gi, nhin Ben do hoi. “T6i sé cong pha dam go ép do,” no
giai thich.

“Ong khong lam dugc dau.” Ben thdp bé nhat trong ba dita. Néu can
ngwoi cong pha nhitng cira s6 bit bang go ép ay, thi dé nén la t6i.

Ben nam tay lai thanh ndam dam ro6i duoi cac ngon ra. Khi t6i tién lai, nd
bat dau ké. “Hoi t6i hoc 16p ba, me tim cach dé t6i khong bi bat nat nén cho
toi hoc 16p vo taekwondo. Hinh nhw t6i chi dén 16p c6 ba budi, va chi hoc
dugc moi mot chiéu, nhung thinh thoang cling hitu hiéu ra phét: bon nhéc ti
xem st phu taekwondo ddm xuyén mot tdm go day, dita nao cling tram tr6
héi sao thay lam dwoc, va thay da noi vdi ca 16p rang néu ta di chuyén nhw
thé tay ta sé xuyén qua stic go, va néu ta tin rang tay ta sé xuyén qua dugc,
thi at n6 xuyén dugc.”

To6i toan phan bac thit 16-gic an do tré con 4y, thi Ben da xuat phat, lao vu
qua t6i nhw mot vét nhoe. Cang dén gan tam go né cang tang toc, va cudi
cung khong chit nao niing, né nhay 1én trong gidy cudi cung, xoay nghiéng
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nguwoi—gio vai ra hitng chiu va dap-roi dam sam vao 16p go. Toi nita mong
no6 sé pha tung tdm van va dé lai mét 16 hong hinh-Ben, nhuw trong phim hoat
hinh vay. Nhung né bat khoéi 16p go, nga bét xuéng vat c6 sang mau, trong
mot bién cat bui tung bay. Ben lan nghiéng ngudi, xoa xoa ba vai. “V& roi,”
né tuyén bo.

T6i nghi Ben mudn néi vai n6 v& roi nén chay vaéi lai, nhwng roi né ditng
1én, va t6i thdy mot vét nitt cao-bang-Ben trén tam go ép. Toi bat dau da vao
do, vét niit toac doc ra, roi Radar va t6i lach dugc ngén tay qua vét niit va
bat dau giat manh. T6i nhiu may dé mo6 hoi khong chdy xuéng lam cay mat,
ra sttc kéo ra day vao cho vét nitt do loang rong ra. Radar va t6i cung nghién
rang lam, cho dén khi Radar phai nghi mot lat 1dy sitc va Ben thé cho. Cudi
cung, ba thang khoét duwgc mot 16 kha kha trén tdm go ép dé vao dugc bén
trong khu mua sam mini nay. Toi tréo vao, tu mu dat chan lén thi¢ gi dé nhw
la mot dong giay to.

Chut anh sang lot duge vao bén trong qua cai 16 bon t6i vira khoét, nhing
toi van khong thé hinh dung dwgc phwong hwdng, ciing khong nhan biét
dugc liéu phia trén c6 tran hay khong. Khong khi trong nay ngot ngat va birc
bdi dén mitc hit vao hay thé ra cling na na nhw nhau.

T6i quay lai va cam t6i va phai tran Ben. T6i thi thao, du chang c6 li do gi
phai thi thao nhw vay. “Ong c6 cai—”

“Khong,” Ben thi tham lai triwdc khi toi n6i hét cau.

“Radar oi, ong c6 mang den pin khong?”

Toi nghe thay tiéng Radar tréo vao. “Cé mot cai trén day deo chia khoa
caa toi, nhing khong sang lam dau.”

Anh sang roi dén, t6i van ching thay gi rd rét, nhung cé thé néi duoc ring
ching t6i dang & trong mot can phong rong, diay mot mé hon tran nhitng gia
sat. Bong gidy trén san la tr lich xé hang ngay, nhitng to lich rdi rac roi khap
phong, tat ca déu da 6 vang va bi chudt gam. T6i tw héi khéng biét noi nay
co tng la mot hiéu sach nho hay khong, du hang thap ki da troi qua va trén
gia khong co gi ngoai bui.

Chtng t6i di hang mot sau Radar. T6i nghe thdy c6 tiéng cét két trén dau,
ca bon lién dirng lai. C6 gang not troi cam giac hoang loan, t6i nghe dugc
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tirng nhip thé cia Radar va Ben, ti'ng buédc chan loat soat. Téi mudn ra khoi
cho nay, nhung dé c6 thé la Margo ra hiéu cho t6i. D6 cling c6 thé la nhitng
con nghién day ranh ma.

“Chi la toa nha nay ty lang lai sau man rung rinh vira r6i th6éi ma,” Radar
thi tham, nhwng né cé vé khong qua quyét nhuw thuwong 1é. T6i ditng khong
nhiic nhich néi. Lat sau, toi nghe thdy tiéng Ben. “Lan cudi sg dén mitc nay,
toi da quan ra tiéu.”

“Lan cudi s¢g dén mirc nay,” Radar gop chuyén, “toi thyc sy da phai doi
mit véi Chiia Té Hic Am vi an nguy cta thé gi6i phu thiy.”

To6i no lyc mot cach yéu 6t. “Lan cudi s¢ dén mitc nay, t6i da phai nga
trong phong me.”

Ben khtic khich. “Q nay, néu t6i la 6ng, t6i sé muén s¢ dén mitc nay Moi.
bém.”

T6i chang c6 tam trang nao cwdi, nhung tiéng cuwdi cua hai thang khién
can phong c6 cam giac an toan hon, va chiing t6i bat dau kham pha. Ba dira
di qua tirng day gia sat, chang thay gi ngoai vai so tap chi Reader’s Digest tir
nhitng nam 1970 trén san. Mot ldc sau, mat bat dau quen véi bong téi, va
trong anh sang mo mo, ching t6i bat dau di vé nhitng huéng khéac nhau,
nhanh cham khac nhau.

“Khong ai roi phong nay cho dén khi tat ca cung ra nhé,” toi thi tham giao
hen, va hai thang kia thi tham dap dong y. T6i dén truGc mot vach tuwong
ngan can phong va phat hién ra bang chitng dau tién cho thay c6 nguoi da
vao day sau khi toa nha bi bo hoang. Mgt 16 ban nguyét nham nhd, cao
chitng ngang hong, dwoc duc xuyén qua twong. Hai tit LO QUi dwoc phun
bang son mau da cam & phia trén, va mot mdi tén tan tinh chi xuéng cai 16
bén duéi. “Nay,” Radar goi, to dén mitc tiéng nhw vo ra trong choc lat. T6i
di vé phia tiéng né va thdy Radar dang ditng tr6c mot mang tuwong, dén pin
roi 1én mot Lo Qui nita. Chir graffiti khong dac biét giong kiéu ctia Margo,
nhung khé ma néi chac dwgce. Toi mdi thady c6 ay phun son viét moi mot chir
cai.

Radar chiéu dén qua cai 16 ay trong khi t6i khom nguwdi chui qua dau tién.
Can phong bén nay hoan toan tréng khong, trtv tdim tham cudn lai trong géc.
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Khi dén chiéu xudng san, t6i thdy nhitng vét keo con trén nén bé-tong, cho
trede at la c6 tdm tham. Nhin qua phong, t6i thady thém mot 16 thong trén
twong nita, 1an nay khong c6 chit viét.

T6i chui qua L6 Qui d6 vao mot can phong c6 hang ddy méc treo quan éo,
cac coc thép khong gi van kién c6 gitta nhitng mang twong loang 16 ngdm
nuwdc dot. Phong nay sang hon, mat mot Iic t6i méi nhan ra dé la do cé vai
16 thiing trén mai—giay phét hac in rd xuéng, va toi thady dwoc nhitng cho tran
mai ti vao cac ram sat gio' tro ra.

“Ctra hang lvu niém,” Ben thi thao trudc mat toi, va toi 1ap tic nhan ra nod
nhan xét dung.

O giita phong c6 ndm ta trung bay duge ké thanh mot hinh ngii gidc. Lép
kinh tirng ngan cach khach du lich va nhitng mén do6 lwu niém vo6 bd da vo
gan hét, nhitng manh thay tinh viwong vai quanh ta. Lép son xam bong khéi
twong thanh nhitng hoa tiét ngd ngd vui mat, tirng da giac son nit né tac
thanh hinh mo6t béng tuyét tan ta.

Nhung ki la 1a van c6 chiut dau tich ctia bu6én ban: moét cai dién thoai
chudt Mickey, hoi bé t6i tirng thdy kiéu nhw vay. May cdi do phong
ORLANDO NGAP NANG bi gidn nham nhwng con nép gdp va van duoc
trirng bay, lan v&i manh thay tinh v&. Phia dwéi ta kinh, Radar thdy mot hop
day ban d6 va sach I hanh, quang cdo Gator World, Crystal Gardens va
nhitng can nha cwoi gio khong con hoat dong nita. Ben vay t6i, lang Ié trd
mot mon lwu niém hinh ca sau bang thay tinh xanh, nam don doc trong mot
ta trung bay, gan nhw da chon vui trong bui. Pay chinh 1a gia tri cta cac
moén do lwu niém, t6i trom nghi: ta chang thé nao vitt chiing di.

Chung t6i di nguoc lai, qua can phong trong va phong c6 nhiéu gia sat,
chui qua L6 Qui cubi cung. Gian nay trong nhuw mot van phong, cé diéu
khong c6 may vi tinh, va dwong nhw né bi bo lai chéng vanh, nhu thé cac
nhan vién bi dot ng6t bat céc vao vii tru hay dai loai thé. Hai muwoi ban lam
viéc ké thanh bon day. Pay d6 con may cai but trén mat ban, va ban nao
cling con lai nhitng t& lich twong to chang. Cac to lich nhat nhat dirng lai &
thang Hai nam 1986. Ben day mot cai ghé boc vai, cai ghé quay tron, nhip
nhang kéu ken két. Hang ngan tap gidy ghi chi quang cdo Cong Ti Thé
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Chap Martin-Gale dugc chat canh m6t ban, lam thanh mot kim ty thap xiéu
veo. Nhitng cai hop khong day nap, dwng hang tap gidy tir nhitng mdy in
kim c6 16 si, thong ké thu chi ctia Cong Ti Thé Chap MartinGale. Trén mot
ban khac, ai d6 da xép nhitng cuon quang cao cac tiéu khu thanh hinh ngbi
nha mot tang. T6i x6 do cac cudn quang cdo, tham mong chiing git manh
moi gi dd, nhung khong cé.

Radar dwa ngén tay qua dong gidy to, khé no6i, “Khong c6 gi sau nam
1986 cd.” Toi bat dau xem cac hoc ban. C6 tam bong ngody tai va ghim cai
cra-vat. But va bt chi ting ta trong hop bia op ep, chit in va kiéu dang cii
ki. Khan an. Mot doi gang tay choi golf.

“Hai 6ng c6 thay gi chitng td c6 nguwoi da ¢ day trong khodng, xem nao,
hai chuc nam d6 lai khong?” t6i héi. “Khong c6 gi trir cac Lo Qui,” Ben dap.
Noi nay la mét ham mo, cai gi cling nam yén dudi bui.

“Vay sao Margo lai dan chung ta dén day?” Radar héi. Bay gio ching toi
da néi dugc binh thwong, khong con thi thao nita.

“Khong biét,” t6i dap. R6 rang la Margo khong ¢ day.

“Co may cho it bui hon,” Radar néi. “Mot hinh chir nhat khong chat bui
bam trong can phong trong khong, nhuw thé cai gi d6 da duwgc chuyén di.
Nhung t6i khong biét.”

“Va c6 may cho son,” Ben gop thém. Ben chi, anh dén ctia Radar theo dé
roi 1én mot mang @ goc xa trén twong van phong nay. Mang twong dugc phu
son 16t, nhu thé ai d6 ndy ra y twéng thiét ké lai noi nay, nhung réi bo dé dw
an sau khodng ntra tiéng dong ho. T6i tién tGi mang twong do, va gan lai, toi
thay c6 hinh graffiti mau do dwéi 16p son trang. Nhung chi thady dwoc 1ap 16
mau doé nhu ri ra qua mang trang—gan nhw khong hiéu dwoc do la gi. Mot
thung son 16t & ngay sat twong, con mé nap. T6i qui xudng va nhing ngoén
tay vao son. Mat son da cing lai, nhung dé dang ran ra, va khi rit 1én ngén
tay t6i da dugc hoan toan phu trang. Khi nhitng giot son nho tt ngén tay toi
xuobng, t6i khéng ndi gi vi chiing t6i déu c6 chung két ludn: rut cuc gan day
da c6 ai d6 dén cho nay. Tiéng cot két lai vang 1én dau do trong toa nha,
Radar danh roi den pin.

“G6ém qud,” né lam bam rua.
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“Xem nay,” Ben thot 1én. Pen pin van & trén san, t6i lui lai dé nhat né lén,
nhung ding ldac do téi thay Ben dang chi. N6 chi vao mang twong. Tro choi
cta anh sang phan chiéu da pho bay nhitng con chit graffiti, day chiing noi
1én khéi 16p son trang phua bén trén, nhitng nét chit ron rgn t6i nhan ra ngay
la cua Margo.

SE PEN NHUNG THANH PHO GIAY
VA SE KHONG BAO GIO TRO LAI

T6i nhat dén pin 1én va chiéu thang vao 16p son, thong diép dé lap tic
bién mat. Nhung khi chiéu den 1én nhitng manh twong khac trong phong, toi
lai doc dwgc nhitng con chit y. “Quai qui,” Radar noéi trong hoi tho.

Va gid Ben lén tiéng, “Cac bo, ching ta di dugc chwa? Vi lan cudi sg dén
mic nay... qui tha ma bat, tdi sg ditng tim gan r6i day. Tro nay chang vui vé
gi sat.”

Tro nay chdng vui vé gi sat la cach gan nhat Ben c6 thé véi téi nbi kinh
hoang t6i dang cam thay, c6 1é vay. Va doi vdi toi nhw vay la da gan réi. Toi
buwdc nhanh vé phia L6 Qui.

C6 cam giac nhitng birc twong dang dong lai sau chung toi.
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10.

Ben va Radar tha t6i vé nha-hai thang chiu ctip cua nhwng nhat dinh khong
bé tap nhac. T6i ng6i mot minh rat 1au vai “Tw khiic”. Dé dén lan thit muoi
toi c6 gang doc toan bd bai tho tir dau dén cudi, nhuwng van dé la bai tho dai
chirng tdm chuc trang, vong vo khé hiéu va lap y. Du hiéu duoc tung twr
riéng 1é, nhung gop thanh tong thé thi toi chiu khong hiéu noi. Ca khi biét c6
1€ chi nhitng phan duwgc danh dau la quan trong, t6i van muén tim hiéu xem
liéu day c6 phai la kiéu tho tuyét ménh khong. Nhung t6i van khong tai nao
luan ra duoc.

Poc dugc chuc trang sach loan cao cao, to6i thdy hoang mang dén mirc
quyét dinh goi dién cho bac tham t. T6i moi dwgc danh thiép ctia bac ay tw
tii quan soo6c da lang vao gié quan ao ban. Bac ay nhac may & hoi chuéng
thi? hai.

“Warren nghe day.”

“Hao, da, con la Quentin Jacobsen, ban cia Margo Roth Spiegelman, bac
nh& con khong a?”

“Bac nhg chit con trai. Cé chuyén gi thé?”

To6i ké v6i bac dy vé nhitng manh moi, khu mua sam mini, vé nhitng
thanh pho gidy va Margo da goi Orlando la mot thanh pho gidy khi chiing toi
nhin tr toa nha SunTrust xuéng nhu thé nao, nhung c6 ay da khong dung so
nhiéu. T6i ké lai chuyén Margo da néi vdi toi rang c6 dy khong muon bi tim
thay, cad chuyén hay tim c6 dy dudi nhitng dé ung. Bac ay tham chi khong
1én giong véi t0i rang khong duwgc vao nhitng khu nha hoang, khong héi tai
sao tOi lai ¢ trong mot toa nha bi bo hoang vao lic 10 gio sang mot ngay
phai dén trwong. Bac ay chi doi cho dén khi téi néi xong réi méi 1én tiéng,
“Chua o1, chang trai, con gan nhw la mét tham tr r6i day. Gid con chi can c6
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thém khau sing, linh cam nghé nghiép va ba ba vg cii nita théi. Vay gia
thuyét ctia con la gi?”

“Con lo la c6 thé Margo da, wm, con sg c6 khi ban ay da ty van r6i.”

“Trong dau bac luon dinh ninh rang c6 bé chi bé di thoi, con trai a. Bac
hiéu suy luan cta con, nhung ciing nén nhé rang c6 bé da tirng cw x* nhw
vay. Bac mu6n noéi dén nhitng manh moi dugc dé lai &y ma. Tang thém kich
tinh cho toan b qua trinh. That long ma néi, con trai a, néu Margo muon
con tim thdy n6—con séng hay da chét—thi réi con sé tim dwgc thoi.”

“Nhung bac khong—"

“Con trai, dieu khong may la Margo da la m6t ngudoi tredng thanh dugc
phap luat céng nhan, véi mét y chi tw do, con hiéu chit? Bac khuyén con thé
nay nhé: hdy dé con bé ty vé. Bdc mudn néi 1a ro6i dén lic nao do, con sé
thoi khong nhin 1én trgi nita, hodc mot trong nhitng ngay dé, con sé nhin
xuong va thdy rang chinh con ciing da tro6i di.”

T6i dat may xudng véi mot cam giac khé chiu ¢ trong miéng—toi nhan ra
rang chat thi si ctia bAc Warren sé khong dwa t6i dén véi Margo. T6i mién
man nghi dén nhitng dong cu6i ma Margo da gach chan: “Ta trd minh vé dat,
nuoi nhitng than cé ta yéu, / Néu nguwoi mudn ta, hdy tim ta dwgi dé tng.”
Thit cé ay, Whitman da viét trong nhitng trang dau tién la “lan t6c mo chi
buéng khong buon cat.” Nhung nhitng ngéi mo ¢ dau? Nhitng thanh pho
gidy & dau?

T6i dang nhap vao Toan Thw Bu Th¢ xem trong d6 cé thong tin gi ve
“nhitng thanh pho gidy” ma t6i khéng biét khong. C6 mot muc bai cyc ki
sau sac va hitu ich tir mot vi tén truy cap la mongchonhoi: “Thanh Pho Gidy
la mot thanh phé & d6 c6 mot nha may gidy.” Day la bat cap ctia Toan Thw
bu Thi: nhitng tht Radar viét cyc ki ti mi va tuyét déi hitu ich; con cong
trinh thd so ctia méngchonhoi chi khéu nhe van dé ra cho nguwoi ta thém.
Nhung khi tim rong toan bo trén mang, téi thdy c6 khoang bon chuc dau
muc kha thd vi, nam tit phia dwdi mét dién dan vé bat dong san & bang
Kansas.

Xem ra khu bat dong san Madison sé khong bao gio dugc hoan thién; vg
chong t6i dat mua nha ¢ dé, nhung trong tuan c6 nguwdi goi dién cho ching
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toi, bdo rang tién dat coc cua ching t6i sé duwgc hoan lai vi ho khéng ban
tredc duge da nha dé rét von cho dy an. Thém mot thanh phé gidy cho bang
Kansas!-Marge & Cawker, KS Mot khu do thi ma! Sé dén nhitng khu dé thi
ma va sé khong bao gid trd lai. T6i thd that sdu va nhin cham cham man
hinh may tinh mot luc.

Duong nhu khong thé tranh duwgc két cuc ay. Du bén trong c6 dy moi thi
da tan vO va da di dén phan quyét, Margo chitng nhw khong cho phép ban
than bién mat vinh vién. Va c6 dy da quyét dinh dé lai than xac minh—dé lai
cho t6i—trong dang dap khu doé thi ma ctia chiing t6i, noi nhitng sgi day dau
tién cha co dy da dirt. Margo da noi rang c6 ay khong muon than xac minh bi
nhitng dita tré vu vo tim thdy—va cé thé li gidi duwgc rang trong so nhitng
nguwoi quen biét, Margo sé chon t6i la nguwdi tim ra c6 ay. Co ay sé khong
lam t6n thwong t6i bang m6t cach mdéi. T6i da ting lam viéc d6. T6i c6 kinh
nghiém trong linh vyc nay.

T6i thady Radar dang truc tuyén, dinh goi né néi chuyén thi thay tin nhan
ctia no6 hién 1én man hinh cua toi.

CONGDANCUATOANTHU96: Eu.
QKEHOISINH: Nhitng thanh phé gidy = nhitng khu db thi ma. T6i nghi
Margo muon toi tim thdy xac cau dy. Vi cau ay nghi rang toi c6 thé xoay x&
duwgc. Vi héi con bé, bon toi da phat hién dwge mot xac chét.

T6i gwi dwong dan cho Radar.

CONGDANCUATOANTHU96: Hwom dé toi doc tir duong dan da.
QKEHOISINH: U.
CONGDANCUATOANTHU96: Bugc rdi, ditng nghi quan. Ong van chua
c6 gi chac chan cd ma. To6i nghi chac Margo 6n ca théi.
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QKEHOISINH: Dirng loe toi.
CONGDANCUATOANTHU96: Puoc roi téi khong 1oe 6ng. Nhung néu c6
ai d6 con séng bat luan bang chitng nay...

QKEHOISINH: U, cho la vay. T6i di ndm mét lic day, bé me tdi sép ve roi.

Nhung khong sao binh tinh dwgc, thé 1a t6i nam trén givong goi dién cho
Ben, ké lai gia thuyét ctia minh.

“Ong nghi nhiéu qua héa quan d6. Nhung Margo 6n ma. Tat ca déu la
mot phan cda tro choi nao dé ma cau ay dang tiéu khién.”

“Ong bt dau thd o vé chuyén nay roi day.”

Ben thd dai. “Du sao thi Margo chai, cha, hoi khong dep. Ong thdy day,
khong dung cau dy tung don danh tp ba tuan cudi & trwong phd thong. Ong
cling thay roi day, Margo lam ca li lo lang, Lacey lo loan lén, va da tiéc thi
chi con ba ngay nita la dén. Chuing ta khong thé c6 mot da tiéc t6t nghiép vui
tGi bén sao?”

“Ong n6i nghiém tiic khéng day? Cé thé Margo da chét diy Ben a.”

“Cau ay khong chét dau. Margo la nit hoang dwng chuyén ma. Muon duoc
chud y. T6i biét phu huynh ctia Margo la hai vi chang ra sao cd, nhung ho
hiéu Margo r6 hon chiing ta, ding chit? Va ho cling nghi nhu thé ddy.”

“Ong la do cui bap,” toi raa.

“Ong noi sao ciing dwoc. Hai thing minh déu vira c6 mot ngdy dai. Qua
nhiéu kich tinh. T6i s€ NCSN.” T6i dinh tréu n6 la sao lai dung ngon ngit
mang NP thé nay, nhung chinh t6i chang con hoi sttc nao dua cot nita.

Sau khi ngat may vd&i Ben, toi lai vao mang, tim danh muc nhitng khu do
thi ma & bang Florida. Khong thady danh muc nao nhv vay, nhung sau khi
tim “nhitng tiéu khu bi bé hoang” va “Grovepoint Acres”, na na nhw vay, t6i
gom dwgc danh sach nam dia diém nam trong khodng ba tiéng dong ho chay
xe tir Jefferson Park. T6i in ban d6 Trung Florida ra, dinh 1én khodng twong
phia trén may tinh, r6i 1dy ghim mi danh ddu nam noi d6. Quan sat ban do,
toi khong thdy moi lién hé nao. Nhitng dia diém dé nam réi rac & ngoai 6
héo lanh, c6 1€ phai mat it nhat mot tuan to6i méi di dugc hét. Tai sao Margo
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khong khoanh lai cho t6i mot khu vie cu thé? Tat ca nhitng manh maéi rung-
ron-dén-phat-gém nay. Tat cd nhitng can ké tham kich nay. Nhung khong
mot noi chon. Khong cé gi dé bam viu. Nhu thé phai leo mot dinh nti day
soi da vay.

Ngay hom sau Ben cho t6i muwgn ém RHAPAW vi n6 sé lai chiéc SUV
cta Lacey di long vong mua sam chuan bi cho da tiéc t6t nghiép. Thé la lan
nay toi khong phai ngoi chd ngoai phong tap nhac—chudng bao két thic tiét
thit bdy la t6i phong dén bén chiéc xe. Nhung khong c6 tai khéi dong
RHAPAW dugc nhu Ben, nén du la mét trong nhitng dita dau tién c6 mat tai
badi do xe cta hoc sinh nam cu6i, t6i la mét trong nhitng ké cudi cung ra
duwgc. Du gi cudi cung dong co cling chiu hoat dong, va toi thang tién dén
Grovepoint Acres.

Toi 1ai xe doc duong Colonial, chay cham cham dé quan sat xem cé khu
do6 thi ma nao t6i 16 bo sét khi tra trén mang khong. Mot hang dai 6-td ndi
sau xe t6i. Toi hoi ban khi thady canh ay, r6i 1ap titc than phuc ban than sao
toi van con stc lo dén nhitng thi¢ tré con vun vat ngoc xit ay: tw héi khong
biét ga trong chiéc SUV phia sau c6 dang nghi t6i la mdt tay 14i qua v than
trong, chay xe ru ri nhu rta khéng. T6i nhitng mu6n rang sy bién mat cta
Margo sé thay doi toi; nhung né khong thay déi, khong dugc la bao.

Khi dong xe phia sau cit noi dai nhw mot dam dwa tang bat dac di, toi
nhan ra minh dang néi to 1én vGi ¢ ay. TS sé lan theo ddy néi. TS sé khong
phdn boéi niém tin ctia cdu. Té sé tim duoc cdu.

Ki la la néi to 1én nhw vay khién t6i binh tinh hon. T6i khong vé ra cac gia
thuyét nita. Lai di qua tdm bang go cii ki dé Grovepoint Acres, t6i gan nhw
nghe thiy tiéng thd phao nhe nhom tir dam that c6 chai phia sau khi toi ré
trdi vao con dwong cut trai nhia. Trong nhw mot 16i di khong dan vao can
nha nao. Toi ct d¢ RHAPAW chay hét dai duong ay. Lai gan, Grovepoint
Acres c6 vé hoan thién hon la thoat nhin. Hai con dwong dat dan vao mot
vong cung cut, giao cat nhau thanh nhitng mang tréng bui bam. Du duwong
da bi xdi 16 nhiéu, t6i van hoi thady dugc cac mép duong. Di di lai lai trén hai
con pho ay, t6i cam nhan dwgc hoi néng pha ra tir hai canh mii minh, theo
ti'ng nhip thd. Mat troi nong nhu rang khién di lai kha mét, nhung toi tw
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hiéu mot sv that dep dé, du c6 thé hoi xuan ngdc: cai néng sé khién mui chét
chéc phai soc 1én, va Grovepoint Acres chi boc 1én mui khong khi bi hun
néng va mui khoi xe-nhirng phat thai tich ty, bi cdi am day xudng gan mat
dat.

T6i tim kiém bang chitng cho thdy Margo da & day: nhitng dau chan, diéu
gi do dugc viét 1én dat hodc ki vat nao d6. Nhung dwong nhw sau nhiéu nam
troi, toi la ngwoi dau tién dat chan 1én nhitng con phé bui bam v6 danh nay.
Mat dat bang phang, cay bui con chwa moc nhiéu, thé nén t6i co6 thé bao quat
dwgc moi huwdng. Khong 1éu lan. Khong dau Iiva. Khong c6 Margo.

Toi quay lai RHAPAW, lai sang cao toc -4 roi theo hudng dong bac thanh
pho, dén mot noi tén 1a Holly Meadows. T6i 1ai qua Holly Meadows ba lan
tredc khi thye sy tim thdy né—toan bo khu vie chi c6 nhitng cay s6i va dat
lvu khong, con Holly Meadows—khong c6 bién bao & 16i vao—khong may
noi bat. Toi lai xe di vai mét theo con duong dat qua cum nhitng cay soi va
thong dau tién, xem ra noi nay ciing tiéu diéu khong kém Grovepoint Acres.
Dai duwong dat chinh dan nhoe vao canh dong dat. Toi khéng thay con duong
nao khac nita, nhwng khi di quanh, t6i cé thay vai coc go duge phun son
nam vwong trén dat; chac tirng danh dau dia gidi. Téi khong ngtri hay phat
hién dwgc gi kha nghi, du vay t6i van thdy noi sg hai tr6i 1én trong 16ng
nguc. Ban dau t6i khong hiéu tai sao, nhung roi da nhan ra: khi ngudi ta giai
phong mat bang dé xay dung, ho da dé lai mot cdy s6i duy nhat & phia cudi
canh dong. Va than cdy xoan van vé6i 16p vo day dy trong rat giong cai cay
ngay xuwa ¢ Cong vién Jefferson, noi chiing t6i da tim thay Robert Joyner,
giong dén noi t6i gan nhw dam chac Margo & do, phia sau than cay.

Va lan dau tién, t6i phai muwong twgng diéu nay: Margo Roth Spiegelman,
guc vao than cady, hai mat do dan, mau den trao tir miéng ra, tat ca da trong
lén va bién dang vi t6i dd mat qua nhiéu thoi gian mdi tim dwgc c6 ay.
Margo da tin twdng rang t6i sé tim thdy c6 ay s6m hon. Pém hom do co ay
da dat niém tin vao t6i. Va t6i da phu niém tin ay. Va du khong khi chi nghe
mui troi-sap-mua, toi chac chan rang sé thady Margo & do.

Nhwng khong. Chi c6 céi cay, don coi trén nén dat xam bac. T6i ng6i thup
xuong twa vao than cady va co lay lai nhip thé. To6i ghét phai mot minh trai
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qua chuyén nay. T6i cam ghét. Néu Margo nghi rang vu Robert Joyner da
dat t6i vao thé san sang, thi c6 ay da nham r6i. T6i khong quen biét Robert
Joyner. T6i khong dem long yéu mén Robert Joyner.

T6i dan nam tay minh xuéng mat dat, c@ thé dam thinh thich, cat van lén
cho dén khi t6i dam phai hang ré tran cta cay. T6i van khong dirng lai, con
dau thon chay khap ban tay va co tay toi. To6i chwa tirng bat khéc vi Margo,
cho dén khi do, gio rit cuc t6i khong nén ndi nita. T6i van nén xuéng mat
dat va hét 1én vi chang c6 ai ¢ day nghe dugc ca: t6i nhd Margo, nhé c6 ay,
nhd, nhd, nhé.

Toi ¢t & dé cho dén khi canh tay ba ra va hai mat kho lai, ct ngoi dé va
nghi vé c6 ay, cho dén khi anh ngay do toi.
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11.

Séng hom sau & trwong, toi thady Ben ditng canh phong tap nhac, dang néi

chuyén v6i Lacey, Radar va Angela duwéi mot vom cay xoa tan thap. To6i
chang c6 long da nao nghe ching n6 ban vé da tiéc t6t nghiép, va nhitng
chuyén dai loai nhw Lacey da n6i con ta hoa tam tinh véi Becca nhu thé nao.
T6i cho dén lic cé thé ké vdi ching n6 nhitng gi téi da thay, nhung roi khi
thoi diém ay dén, rit cuc t6i chi ndi vén ven, “Hom qua t6i da xem rat ki hai
khu d6 thi ma nhung khong cé gi dang chud y.” Thyec ra toi cling thay chang
c6 gi mdi dé ndi vGi ching no.

Chang dita nao c6 vé dé tam, trir Lacey. Cau ay luc lac dau khi t6i nhac
dén nhitng khu do thi ma, réi néi, “T6i hom qua t¢ doc trén mang rang
nhitng nguwdi chon cach tu ti trede do thwong cat dit quan hé vdi nhitng ai
tirng khién ho tic gian. Va ho dem cho d6 dac cta minh di. Tuan truwéc
Margo da cho t6 nam cai quan jeans, cau ay bdo t¢ mac trong dep hon,
nhuwng thue ra nhw vay chi dai boi thoi, Margo c6 duwong cong, trm, chuan
hon t& nhiéu.” T6i thay thich Lacey, nhung cling nhé lai nhitng diéu Margo
da néi vé co6 nang thich “dim hang” ban be nay.

Hinh nhu ké lai chuyén dé khién Lacey qua xuc dong nén bat dau nuwéc
mat ngan nwéc mat dai. Ben vong tay qua Lacey va c6 nang dui dau vao vai
no, nhv vay thuce ra hoi kho vi khi di giay cao got thi Lacey cao nhinh hon
Ben.

“Pugc roi ma Lacey, tui minh chi phai tim ding noi thoi. Cau th néi
chuyén vai tui ban xem sao. Khong biét Margo da tirng néi véi ai vé nhitng
thanh pho gidy chwa? Khong biét cau dy c6 nhac dén dia diém cu thé nao
khong? Liéu c6 mot tiéu khu nao do, & dau dé, dac biét c6 y nghia vdi
Margo khong?” Lacey dui sau hon vao vai Ben.

“Thoi, ditng hoi Lacey qua,” Ben néi. T6i thé dai, khong noéi gi nita.
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“Toi c6 theo doi trén mang,” Radar noi, “nhung tén truy cap cua Margo
khong dang nhap vao Toan Thuw Bu Thit ké tr khi cau dy bé di.”

R6i lap tirc ca i lai trd vé cha dé da tiéc tot nghiép. Lacey ngoc dau khéi
vai Ben, trong van iu xiu va lo dang, nhung c6 gang mim cwdi nghe Radar
va Ben ban ra tan vao chuyén dat hoa cai ao.

Ngay hém dé tréi qua nhw moi ngay—téc dé cham, véi ca ngan lan a ri
liéc nhin dong h6. Nhung gio tham chi tat ca con khén kham hon, vi moi
phtt t6i uéng phi & treong va tirng phat that bai chwa tim dwgc Margo.

Gi0 hoc duy nhét hoi hoi hao hitng vé6i t6i ngay hom do6 la Quéc ngir. Co
Holden hoan toan phéa hily Moby Dick trong t6i khi lam twdng rang chuing toi
déu da doc tac pham. C6 hon nhién gidng veé vi thuyén trudng Ahab vGi dam
mé tim va diét con cé voi trang nao d6. Nhung nhin c6 ay cang giang cang
say stta nhw vay ciling hay. “Ahab la mot ké dién dong buom di ngugc s6
phan. Trong toan b6 cudn tiéu thuyét, cdc em khong thidy ong ay theo dudi
diéu gi khac, phai khong? Ong chi c6 mot &m anh duy nhat. Va vi ong 1a
thuyén tredng, nén khong ai trén tau ngan dwgc 6ng. Cac em co6 thé lap
ludn—han la cac em c6 thé dwa ra 1ap luan ctia minh néu chon viét vé ong ay
trong bai ludn cudi nam-rang Ahab la ga ngoc dién dai vi dam mé ay.
Nhung cac em cling c6 thé 1ap luan rang cé diéu gi dé day tinh anh hung ca
bi trang khi Ahab dan than vao cudc dau ma ong cam chac chién bai. Hi
vong cua Ahab c6 phai la m6t dang dién r6 quan tri khong, hay dé la hién
than hung hon cta nhan tinh?” T6i ngody voi cang nhiéu cang t6t nhitng 10i
c6 Holden no6i, tham phat hién ra rang t6i c6 thé chin chu n6p bai cudi ki ma
khong can thuc sy doc hét tdc pham. Trong khi nghe gidng, t6i chgt nhan ra
c6 Holden c6 kha nang doc hiéu siéu pham. C6 ciing tirng néi rang c6 thich
Whitman. Thé la khi chuéng bao hét gio, t6i 1dy cudn Nhitng cdnh co6 ra va
1at rat tr tr trong khi nhitng diva khac trong 16p ra vé hoac di lam gi dé ngoai
khoa. T6i dgi sau mét dita dang hoi xin ¢ gia han mot bai tap da tré, réi nd
cling ra khoi 16p.

“Poc gia ham md Whitman cua toi day,” co noi vai toi.

T6i nan ra mot nu cuwdi. “Co c6 biét ban Margo Roth Spiegelman khong
a?” toi hai.
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Co ngo6i xubng ban va dich sang mot bén cho toi ciing c6 cho. “Margo
chwa bao gio dang ki hoc gio cua t6i,” c6 Holden néi, “nhung chac chan t6i
c6 nghe néi dén em ay. T6i cling biét em ay da bo di.”

“Ban dy dé lai cho em cudn sach nay trudc khi ban dy, 0, bién mat a.” T6i
dwa cudn sach ra, co Holden bat dau tir tén gid tirng trang. Trong khi do, toi
noi ti€p, “Em da nghi nhiéu dén nhitng doan dwgc danh dau. Néu c6 xem
dén phan cubi bai “Tw khic’, sé thdy Margo danh dau nhitng cau tho vé cai
chét. Nhu cau ‘Néu ngwoi mudn ta, hdy tim ta dwéi dé ung’ a.”

“Ban ay dé cuon sach lai cho em ha?” C6 Holden néi khé.

“Vang a,” toi dap.

Co Holden gié nguoc lai, dau ngon tay chi doan dwge danh ddau mau xanh
14 cay. “Poan vé nhitng khung ctra nay thi sao? Mot khoanh khac choi sang
trong cd bai tho, khi ma Whitman—em nhw cdm thdy 6ng ay dang ndi to vdi
chinh em: ‘M@ ctra ra! Hay thao tung ctra ra!’”

“Pung la Margo da dé lai mot thit khac trong khung ctta phong em a.”

Co0 Holden bat cwoi. “Cha! Théng minh day! Nhung day thyc sy 1a mot
ang tho 16n—t6i khong thich chi hiéu thuan tiy nghia den nhv vay. Hinh nhw
Margo da c6 cach phan tng hoi am mudi véi mét ang tho that ra rat doi lac
quan twoi tan. Bai tho nay néi vé mach noi két ching ta lai véi nhau—moi
chuing ta c6 chung hé goc ré, nhw nhitng canh cé vay.”

“Nhung véi nhitng doan danh ddu, hinh nhw Margo cling c6 y tuyét ménh
c6 a.” t6i n6i. C6 Holden doc lai nhitng kho tho cudi r6i nhin t6i.

“Ap ¥ nghia tuyét vong vao bai tho ndy 1a mot 1am 14n. Tai hi vong
treong hop nay khong phai nhw vay, Quentin a. Néu em doc toan bo bai tho,
toi khong nghi em c6 thé di dén két luan nao khac ngoai nhan ra rang sy
song la thiéng liéng va dang qui. Nhung—ai ma biét dwgc. C6 thé Margo chi
loc lay nhitng doan em ay can tim. D6i khi ching ta van doc tho theo cach
d6. Nhung néu ding nhw vay, thi Margo da hoan toan hiéu nham nhiing gi
Whitman mong dgi ¢ doc gia.”

“Va mong dgi do la gi a?”

C0 Holden gap sach lai, nhin thang vao t6i bang anh mat khién t6i boi roi
khong nhin lai duvgc. “Em nghi do la gi?”
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“Em khong biét a,” t6i dap, dan mat vao chong bai da chdm trén ban co.
“V6 s6 lan em c6 gang doc cho ra y nghia, nhung khong di xa dugc may. Pa
phan em chi doc nhitng doan c6 danh dau thdéi a. Em doc dé c6 gang hiéu
Margo, chit khong phai dé c6 hiéu Whitman.”

Co lay but chi viét gi d6 Ién mat sau mot tdim phong bi.

“Khoan da. T6i dang viét lai y do.”

“Gicoa?”

“Piéu em vira n6i,” co giai thich.

“Tai sao a?”

“V1i t6i cho rang do6 chinh la dieu Whitman da mong dgi. D€ em thdy rang
‘“Tw khtuc’ khéng chi 1a mot bai tho ma con la mot cach dé hiéu vé nguoi
khac. Nhung t6i khong biét liéu em c6 thé doc nhw doc mét bai tho binh
thuwong dugc khong, chit khong phai chi doc nhitng manh trich va tim manh
moi. Toi thue sy cho rang c6 nhitng lién hé thu vi gitta thi si trong ‘Tw khac’
va Margo Spiegelman—tat ca nhitng ca tinh hoang da va chat lang du do.
Nhung mot bai tho khong thé tron ven néu em chi doc nhitng manh vun cta
no.”

“Vang, em cam on co a,” tdi noi, cam 1ay cudn sach va ding 1én. To6i
khong cam thay kha hon la bao.

Budi chiéu t6i vé nha cung Ben, & nha n6 cho dén khi né phai di don
Radar, dén mot budi tiéc tién-da-tiéc & cho Jake, ban cta bon t6i, nhan dip
bd me Jake khong c6 nha. Ben rt t6i di luén nhwng to6i khong thich lam.

To6i di bd vé nha, qua cong vién noi Margo va t6i da tim thdy ngudi dan
ong t van nam nao. T6i con nhé budi sang dy, va bung t6i chgt quan 1én khi
nh¢@ lai—khong phai tai xac chét, ma vi t6i nhd ra c6 dy da tim thay ong ta
tredc. Ngay ca ¢ san choi quanh quan gan nha, t6i con chwa bao gio ty tim
dwgc cai xac nao—gio thi qui tha ma bat t6i phai lam thé nao day?

Toi c6 gang doc lai “Tw khiac” khi & nha t6i hom do, nhwng bat chap 16i
khuyén cua c6 Holden, bai tho van lung bung la mot mé tir ngit vo nghia.

Sang hom sau toi day s6m, sau tam gio' chut xiu, va bat ngay may tinh
1én. Ben dang tryc tuyén, toi lién gii tin nhan cho no.
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QKEHOISINH: Tiéc hom qua thé nao?
CHIVIEMTHANTHUIMA: Chan om, di nhién roi. Tiéc nao t6i dén ciing
thdy chan om.

QKEHOISINH: Xin 16i t6i khong di cing dwgc. Hom nay day som thé.
Sang day khong, choi Hoi Sinh khong?
CHIVIEMTHANTHUIMA: Ong dua day a?
QKEHOISINH: O... khong. Sao thé?
CHIVIEMTHANTHUIMA: Ong khong biét hdm nay ngay gi a?
QKEHOISINH: Thit Bay 15 thang Nim. Sao vay?
CHIVIEMTHANTHUIMA: Nay nguoi anh em, da tiéc t6t nghiép s& bt dau
sau muwoi mot tiéng va mudi bon phit nita. Con chwa day chin tiéng dong ho
nita t6i phai di déon Lacey. Ma t6i con chwa tam ri¥a gi ém RHAPAW, sau
chién cong 6ng quét dat 1én ém. R6i toi con phai tam, cao rau, cat tia 1ong
mili, va tut tat cho chinh t6i nita. Gidi a, lu bu cong viéc ma t6i con chuwa
dong duogc vao viéc gi. Ban lam lam. Nghe nay, t6i sé goi cho 6ng sau nha,
néu sénh ra duoc lic nao.

Radar ciing dang truc tuyén, to6i nhan tiép cho né.

QKEHOISINH: Ben dn nham cai gi vay?
CONGDANCUATOANTHU96: Hya, sao thé?
QKEHOISINH: Xin 16i, toi dang cau vi thing khi a4y 1am r6i 1én cai man da
tiéc 6i-chao-qua-trong-dai do.
CONGDANCUATOANTHU96: Ong sé& con cau cho ra cau néu biét 1i do
duy nhat t6i day sém thé nay la do t6i thyc sy phai té di day, vi toi phai di
1ay bo 1é phuc dud6i tom. Sap cau chwa?

QKEHOISINH: Lay Chda long lanh, 6ng dang nghiém tic u?
CONGDANCUATOANTHU96: Q 0i, ngdy mai, ngay kia, ngay kia ngay
kia, va tat ca nhitng ngay con lai cta doi t6i, toi sé 1dy lam han hanh dwoc
tham gia cudc diéu tra ctia 6ng. Nhung t6i c6 mdt ¢d ban gai. C6 &y mudn cd
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mot da tiéc mi man. T6i mudn c6é mot da tiéc mi man. Khong phai 16i cta toi
néu Margo Roth Spiegelman khong muon ching ta c6 mot da tiéc mi man.

Toi khong biét phai néi gi. C6 1é Radar da ding. Co 1é Margo dang bi
quén luén di cho roi. Nhung & bat c géc do nao, t6i khong thé quén dugc
co ay.

B6 me van chwa ra khéi giwong, dang xem mot bo phim cii trén ti-vi.
“Con lay xe di dugc khong a?” t6i héi.

“Pugc chi, sao thé con?”

“Con doi y, sé di da tiéc a,” t6i dap nhanh. L.&i néi doi ci thé bat ra khi toi
md miéng. “Con di chon 1é phuc r6i qua cho Ben, hai thang di v&i nhau a.”
Me lién nhém day, miéng nd nu cwoi.

“Co6 thé cht, thé 1a tot roi. Hai dita di v&i nhau vui nhé, c6 vé qua nha
khong dé b6 me lam kiéu dnh ki niém?”

“Me 0i, me thyc sy can anh tang chitng con di tiéc a? DPdi con cam canh
dén mitc nay chwa da sao a?” Me cudi ril.

“Goi dién trwdc gio gidi nghiém nhé,” bo dan, tic la tredc niva dém.

“Nhat dinh a,” t6i dap. Man néi doi bé me tron tru dén mitc toi tu hoi sao
minh chwa ting phat huy kha nang nay trudc cai dem di cung Margo.

T6i vao cao toc I-4, theo hwdng tay vé phia Kissimmee va cac céng vién
chu dé, qua I-Drive noi Margo va t6i da 1én vao SeaWorld, roi theo Cao toc
27 di xubi xuong thanh phé Haines. Khu nay c6 nhiéu hé, va ¢ Florida ct&
cho nao c¢6 ho la lai lam nguai giau kéo nhau dén &, nén noi nay kho co thé
thich hgp véi mot khu do thi ma. Nhung trang mang toi tra da néi rat cu thé
rang c6 mot khu dat 16n bi tich bién da 1au ma chwa c6 ai ngé ngang tdi xay
dyng. To6i lap titc nhan ra 16 dat dy, vi moi tiéu khu bén dwong déu co twong
bao, trong khi Quail Hollow chi c6 tam bang nhya déng xuéng dat. Khi dén
noi, toi doc dugce nhitng t& quang céo rao vit dé BAN DAT, DIA DIEM Li
TUGNG va CO HOI THUC PAY $!

Khéng giong nhu nhitng do thi ma trwdc, Quail Hollow cé nguwdi nhom
nom dén. Chwa c6 ngbi nha nao dwoc xay, nhung cac 16 dat duwgce danh dau
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bang coc dia gidi, va tham cé méi duwgc cat. Cac con pho trong khu nay
duwoc 14t va dé tén dang hoang. O trung tdm tiéu khu, mét cai hd tron vanh
vanh da dugc dao xong, nhung khéng hiéu sao chwa dan nwéc vao. Chay xe
qua, toi wéc chirng cai ho sau khoang ba mét, dwong kinh tam hon mot tram
mét. Mot duong ong cao su chay ngoan ngoeo trong long ho, ndi vao chinh
gitta, noi mot dai phun nwéc bang nhom va thép duwgc dung tir day 1én ngang
tam mat. T6i 1ay lam mtrng vi hé dang can, tic la t6i khong phai cham cham
nhin mat nwéc, tv hdi khong biét Margo c6 ¢ duwéi day khong, cé6 dang doi
toi mac bo do lan xudng tim c6 ay khong.

T6i cdm thdy chac chan rang Margo khong & Quail Hollow. Noi nay nam
lot gitta qua nhiéu tiéu khu, khong thé 1a dia diém li twéng dé an nau, du la
nguwoi song hay xac chét. Nhwng t6i van xem xét ki, va khi ng6i trong xe lo
dang nhin theo nhitng con pho, t6i thiy that tuyét vong. T6i nhitng muon vui
vi khong phai noi nay. Nhung néu khong phai Quail Hollow, thi c6 thé la dia
diém tiép theo, hodc tiép theo nita, hodc tiép theo nita nita. Hodc c6 thé t6i
sé khong bao gid tim thay Margo. Liéu dé c6 phdi la dinh ménh t6t dep hon
khong?

Chét lai la khong c6 gi ¢ Quail Hollow, t6i trd lai duong cao toc. To6i mua
do an trira @ mot tiém phuc vu tan cira xe, vira an vira lai vé huwdng tay, tdi
khu mua sam mini hém truéc.
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12.

Khi tap bai do bén khu mua sam mini, t6i nhan thay ai d6 da dan bang dinh
day mau xanh da trdi bit cai 16 bon t6i pha trén van g6 ép hom no. Khong
biét ai da ¢ day sau khi bon t6i roi di nhi.

Toi 14i xe ra phia sau, d6 canh mot thung rac to hoen gi, hang thap ki nay
chwa dugc gap céi xe chd rac nao. T6i tinh néu can thi c lao minh qua dam
bang dinh, nén toan di vong lai phia trwéc thi phat hién ra nhitng canh ctra
hau bang kim loai khéng gan vGi tam ban 1€ nao ca.

Nho Margo, t6i da thém chit chuyén moén vé ban 1é ctra, va kip nhan ra
rang tai sao ba thang khong cach gi kéo duwgc nhitng canh ctta ay ra: vi
ching déu mé vao trong. To6i dén tridc ctra van phong cong ti thé chap va
day vao. Canh ctta bat ra dé nhuw bon. Troi a, hom no rit ca ba thing déu
ng6. Chac chan ai d6 quan tdm dén tda nha nay ciing da biét vé canh ctra
khong khoa, cho nén nhitng dai bang dinh xanh bén kia xem ra cang thwa
thai.

Toi lang cai ba-16 da goéi ghém tir sdng xuodng, 1dy dén pin Maglite cong
sudt 16n ctia bo ra va roi khap can phong. Tuong nhw thi gi d6 to 16n & gitta
nhitng xa ram trén mai vira lan di. T6i rung minh. May con than lan con
nhdy vao gdc tdi, tranh dwong di ctia anh sang.

Dai sang duy nhat qua mot 16 thing trén tran roi xuéng goc phia trudc can
phong, va chit nang le 16i sau nhitng van go ép, nhwng t6i hau nhu chi dya
vao anh den pin. Toi di qua di lai nhitng day ban, xem nhitng tht chung toi
da thay trong cac ngan kéo va dé lai. Cam giac ron rgn cudn lén ghé gém
khi nhin tir ban nay sang ban kia déu la mét trang lich khong kém bat cit ghi
chu nao: thang Hai 1986. Thang Hai 1986. Thang Hai 1986. Thang Sau
1986. Thang Hai 1986. T6i quay mdt vong r6i chiéu dén vao céi ban & chinh
gitta phong. Lich dwgc gid dén thang Sau. T6i cui gan lai va sam soi td lich,
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hi vong thady mot goc nham nhd, ché may thang tredc dugc xé di, hoac dau
tich gi d6 trén gidy chirng to but da lwét qua, nhung chang cé gi khac nhitng
to lich khac, tre ngay thang.

Kep deén pin giita c6 va vai, toi kiém tra lai cac hdc ban lan nita, dac biét
chid y dén cai ban thang Sau: vai t& khan an, may cai but chi con nhon, ghi
chui vé nhitng thé chap cia mot vi Dennis McMahon nao dé, bao thudc la
Marlboro rong khong, va lo son méng tay mau do con gan day.

T6i chuyén den pin sang mot tay, tay kia cam lg son moéng tay va quan sat
that ki. Mau doé bam dén mitc nhw nga sang den. T6i tirng nhin thdy mau do
nay. Trén bang diéu khién chiéc minivan dém hom dé. D6t nhién, nhitng
sinh vat to 16n l1an khuat trén mai va tiéng cét két trong toa nha chang con
nghia 1i gi nita—t6i chi cdm thdy mot niém han hoan ki di. T4t nhién t6i
khong thé biét dugc c6 phai cing mét lo son hay khong, nhung chac chan la
cung mot gam mau.

T6i xoay xoay cdi lo va thdy, khong nghi ngd gi nita, mot vét bé xiu son
xanh da troi lem trén vo lg. Lem tir ngon tay dinh son xanh da troi cua
Margo. Bay gio toi cé thé chac chan dugc réi. Co dy da dén day sau khi
ching t6i tam biét nhau bu6i sang hom dy. C6 1€ cd ay con & day. Co 1é phai
khuya c6 dy mdi xuat hién. Co6 1é c6 dy da dan bang dinh 1én tam go ép dé
bao toan sy riéng tu.

Toi lap titc quyét dinh minh sé & lai day dén sang. Néu Margo ngu dugc &
cho nay thi t6i cling nga dugce. Va thé la mét cudc tw van chéng vanh dién
ra.

To6i: Con lii chudt day.
T6i: Ua, nhung hinh nhuw chiing chi duyét binh trén tran théi.
T6i: Than lan nita.
Toi: Oi dao, hoi bé van kéo diit dudi thin 1&n ddy thoi.
Than lan thi sg gi.
T6i: Nhung con chudt.
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Toi: Du gi thi chudt lam dau dugc ai chit. Chudt sg minh hon la minh s¢
chudt nhiéu.
T6i: O, thé con 1d chu6t thi sao?
Toi: Thoi ngay.

Cudi cung, It chudt thuc sy cing chang hé gi, vi téi dang & noi Margo
ting ¢. T6i dang & noi da dugc chiém nguwdng co ay sau khi t6i dwgc chiém
nguwong, va s am ap tir suy nghi do6 khién khu mua sam mini nay tré nén
gan nhuw dé chiu. T6i khong cam thdy minh nhuw diva tré con, dong lam gi
cling c6 me theo sat, nhung t6i van nin thd moi khi nghe thdy tiéng dong la.
Va vi cam giac dé chiu, nén noi nay thanh ra dé kham pha hon. Con nhiéu
diéu dé kham pha, va gig, t6i da san sang.

TG6i roi van phong, chui qua mét Lo Qui sang can phong mé hon tran
nhitng gia sat. Toi di tGi di lui theo 16i di gitta cac day gia trong choc lat, dén
cudi can phong, qua L6 Qui tiép theo sang gian phong trong. T6i ngoi xuoéng
tdm tham da cudn lai, dya vao twong & goc phong. Lép son trang loang 10
nghe gion va nitt né hon sau lung t6i. T6i ngoi thé mot luc, da lau dé chum
sang duéch doac ttr trén tran roi xuéng bo dwgc vai phan trén san, trong khi
toi dan thich nghi v&i nhitng am thanh.

MGt Iic sau, t6i chan, chui qua L6 Qui cudi cung vao phong Iwu niém. Toi
dao qua dam ao phong. L6i cai hop dung sach 1 hanh duéi tu tring bay ra
va xem mot lugt, tim xem Margo c6 ngoday dam ba chit vao khong, nhung
toi khong thay gi.

To6i quay trd lai can phong bay gio t6i dat tén la thw vién. Gid qua dong
tap chi Reader’s Digest, t6i thdy mot tdp may td National Geographic tit
nhitng nam 1960. Nhuwng may moén nay bui chong bui chat nén toi biét
Margo chua tirng xem qua.

Phai dén khi quay lai can phong trong, t6i mdi thu dwgc bang chitng cho
thay sinh hoat ctia con ngudi. Trén mang twong gan cuon tham, toi phat hién
ra chin 16 gam ghim mii trén nén twong son da tréc va nit né. Bon 16 dung
thanh mot hinh twong d6i vudng, va trong hinh vuéng dé c6 nam 16 nita. To6i
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doan c6 1é Margo da ¢ day tir kha 1au, da thoi gian dé muon treo tam ap-
phich nao dé 1én chang han, du ching t6i khong thdy thiéu gi khi tim trong
phong co dy.

Toi trai tdm tham dwgc nita chirng thi phat hién ra con cé thit khac nita:
mot hop rong, gap phang, tirng dung hai mwoi tw thanh dinh duGng tong
hop. Toi bat dau twéng twong dwoc Margo da & day, dwa lwng vao twong,
trén tdm tham dm moc cudn lai lam cho ngoi, an mot thanh dinh dudng. Co
dy hoan toan mot minh, chi c6 thit nay dé an. C6 thé hang ngay Margo van
lai xe dén ctra hang tién 1gi mua banh mi kep va vai chai Mountain Dew,
nhung hau hét thoi gian trong ngay 1a & day, & trén hodc gan tam tham. Hinh
dung d6 duong nhw qua am dam, khé co thé la that dugc—tat ca déu dung
nén trong tam tri t6i mot Margo qua c6 don va qua khong-giéng-Margo.
Nhung moi bang chitng t* muwdi ngay qua déu tu dén mot két luan dang
ngac nhién: chinh Margo—chi it la ciing c6 lic—rat khong giong Margo.

T6i trai nét tdm tham ra va thdy mot cai chan len dan mau xanh da troi,
moéng gan nhu gidy bao. T6i voi cam 1y va dwa 1én mat, phdi r6i, on Chda,
dung vay. Mui ctia Margo. Dau goi dau mui tiv dinh hwong va kem dudng da
mui hanh nhan, 1an quat trong do6 thoang chiit ngot ngao cta lan da.

Toi twédng twong lai vé co ay: hang dém Margo trai tdim tham nay ra nira
chirng dé hong khong bi ti 1én bé-tong citng khi c6 dy nam nghiéng. C6 ay
cuén minh duwéi tam chan nay, goi 1én doan tham khéng trai ra hét, va nham
mat ngu. Nhung tai sao lai & day? Cho nay c6 gi tot hon ¢ nha? Néu thich &
day dén thé, sao con ra di? Nhitng diéu do t6i khong thé twéng twong dugc,
toi nhan ra minh khong thé twéng twgng vi minh khong hiéu Margo. T6i biét
c6 dy thom nhu thé nao, t6i biét c6 ay cw Xt ra sao tredc mat toi, tdi biét cd
ay cuw XU ra sao tredc mat nhitng ngwoi khac, t6i biét co ay thich Mountain
Dew, thich phiéu lru va nhitng tro kich tich, t6i cling biét c¢6 ay hai hudc,
thong minh, nhin chung la vt troi nhitng dita con lai trong chung toi.
Nhung t6i khong biét diéu gi da khién Margo tdi day, diéu gi da khién co ay
nan lai day, diéu gi da khién co ay ra di. T6i khong biét tai sao c6 dy c6 hang
ngan dia ghi am nhwng khong bao gio ké vGi ai rang co dy thich am nhac
dén thé nao. To6i khong biét nhitng gi c6 dy lam hang dém, sau tdm rém
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budng kin déo, sau canh ctra khoa, trong khong gian riéng tw bat kha xam
pham la can phong cta c6 ay.

Va c6 1é hon hét day chinh la diéu t6i can lam. T6i can kham pha xem
Margo ra sao khi c6 ay khong phai 1a Margo.

T6i ndam do mot ldc trong tdim chan mang mui Margo, chong chong nhin
1én tran. Vat troi chiéu chang vang buéng qua vét niit trén mai, nhu tdm toan
twdc ra mot dai xanh nhat. Pay han la noi hoan hdo dé chim vao giac ngu:
dém dugc ngam sao troi ma khong sg w6t mua.

T6i goi dién vé nha dé bao an. B6 nghe may, t6i néi ching t6i dang trong
xe, trén duwong dén cho Radar va Angela, va toi sé & lai v6i Ben ca dém. Bo
dan t6i dirng uéng tap nham, t6i dap t6i sé khong nhw vay, va bo bao bé rat
vui vi toi da di da tiéc. Con t6i tw héi khong biét bo c6 vui néu thue sy biét
nhitng gi toi dang lam hay khong.

Noi nay chan ngat. M6t khi da trén co be 1ii gdm nham va bat bai nhitng
rén ri bi an toa-nha-sap-dén-noi-roéi vang ra ti nhitng bic twong, thi chang
con gi dé lam nita. Khong Internet, khong ti-vi, khong nhac nhéo. Téi thay
chan, thé nén t6i cang khong hiéu tai sao Margo lai chon noi nay, co ay luon
dé lai an twgng rang minh danh rat it khoan dung cho nhitng nham chan.
Hay c6 4y thich canh diéu tan xap x€ nay chang? Co li nao. V&i c6 Margo
dién quan jeans diéu dot nhap vao SeaWorld do.

Chinh tinh cénh thiéu nhitng kich thich thay thé da khién t6i quay lai v&i
“Ty khic,” mon qua chac chan duy nhat t6i nhan tit Margo. T6i dén khoang
san nha loang 16 vét nwdc da kho roc tir 1au, thang dwdi 16 hong trén tran,
ngoi xép chéo chan, nghiéng nguwoi dé anh sang soi xudng trang sach. Rut
cuc, khong hiéu sao, t6i da doc troi duwgc no.

Van dé & cho bai tho md dau cuc ki cham chap—khiic vao dé kéo dai 1é
the, tdi dau tan dong th chin, rut cuc Whitman mdi chiu hé ra cau chuyén,
va do6 la cho t6i bat dau thdy v& vac ra. Vay la Whitman dang ng6i suong
(ma ong goi la an nhién) trén co, thi:

Mot dira tré 1én tiéng, C6 la gi a? va mang dén cho ta mét ndm day tay;

Biét tra loi chdu bé sao day?... Ta khong biét réng hon nhitng gi cdu bé
biét.
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C6 1é dé6 hdn la ngon co thién luvong cta ta, dét bang mau xanh hi vong.

Pay 1a hi vong ma c6 Holden da nhac dén—co la an du cda hi vong.
Nhwng khong chi c6 thé, nha tho tiép:

Hay cé6 Ié do la tdm khdn tay ctia Nguoi,

Mon qua mang huong thom, ki vdt Nguoi ban xudng.

Kiéu nhu o 1a an du cho su vi dai caa Chuaa Troi, va con nita...

Hay co Ié co chinh la tré tho...

Va ngay sau do,

Hay c6 Ié c6 la tugng hinh dong nhat,

Vuon lén gitta dai ngan va tu’ goc hitu han,

Xanh moc giira nhitng bdang hitu den ciing nhw nhitng ngu'oi ban trdng.

Vay c6 1€ cé la an du cho sy binh dang va lién hé mat thiét gitta chuing ta,
nhw c6 Holden da noi. Va nhitng 16i cudi ctia Whitman vé co:

Va gio véi ta, co la lan téc mé chi buéng khong buon cat.

Nhw vay c6 cling la cai chét—moc 1én tir nhitng than xac da chén vui. Cé
qua nhiéu 16p lang y nghia trong hinh anh cé, that ding la r6i mong mong.
Tém lai c6 1a an du chi sy song, cai chét, sw binh dang, maéi lién két, am chi
ca tré thg, Chuaa Troi va hi vong.

T6i chwa luan ra dugc diéu gi trong nhitng hinh anh trén, néu cé, la cot 16i
cta bai tho nay. Nhung nghi dén cé va nhitng cach nhin nhan khac nhau vé
né khién t6i nghi dén tat cd nhitng cach t6i da nhin va nhin-nham Margo.
Chang thiéu cach dé nhin c6 dy. Toi da qua tap trung vao nhitng gi trd thanh
cod dy, nhung bay gio, khi c6 gang hiéu tinh da biéu hién cta cd, khi mui
Margo tir tam chan van con vuong vit trong c6 hong toi, t6i nhan ra rang cau
héi quan trong nhat chinh la: t6i dang muon tim ai. Néu “Co la gi?” can cau
trd 10i phitc tap dén vay, thi diéu twong ty at cting ding véi cau “Margo Roth
Spiegelman la ai?” Nhw mot an du khong thé tirc khac dwgce truyén tai tron
ven badi nhitng tang da nghia dong hién ctia né, trong nhitng gi Margo dé lai
cho t6i, c6 da cho cho nhitng twdng twgng bat tan, cho mot chuoi khong gidi
han nhitng Margo khac nhau.

T6i phai thu hep c6 ay lai, va t6i hiéu ra rang & noi nay, at cé nhitng diéu
toi da nhin sai di hoac khong nhin thay. T6i nhitng muon xé toang tran mai
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phia trén, roi sang moi ngdéc ngach dé dong thoi thdy dwoc tat ca, chi khong
phai chi nhin theo anh dén pin r&i rac quét qua quét lai. Toi dat tdm chan cta
Margo sang mot bén va hét 1én, da 16n dé tat ca bé 1ii gdm nham phai nghe
thay, “T6i S& Tim Ra Dieu Gi D6 O Noi Nay!”

T6i do lai tirng ban lam viéc trong van phong, cang tim cang thdy ro rang
Margo chi dung cai ban c6 lo son méng tay trong ngan kéo va to lich ding &
thang Sau.

T6i chui qua Lo Qui, quay lai thw vién, mot 1an nita di doc cac gia sat bo
khong. Trén moi gia téi cang mat tim xem c6 cho nao khong dinh bui, chitng
to6 Margo da dung vao viéc gi khong, nhung t6i khong thay gi. R6i dén pin
cta toi tinh co 1wt qua thit gi do trén n6c mot gia & géc phong, ngay gan
ctra s6 mat tién dugc chan bang go ép. D6 la gdy mot cudn sach.

Cuon sach c6 twa dé Men theo nuwéc Mi: Cam nang du lich, xuat ban nam
1998, sau khi noi nay bi bé hoang. T6i kep den pin giita c6 va vai, tay gid
qua cac trang sach. Cudn sach liét ké hang tram thang canh c6 thé ghé tham,
t* cuén day thtrng 16n nhat thé gigi & Darwin, bang Minnesota, t&i qua cau
tem 16n nhét thé gigi & Omaha, bang Nebraska. Ai d6 da gdp mép vai trang
c6 vé la ngau nhién. Cu6n sach khong may bam bui. C6 1é SeaWorld chi la
diém dirng chan dau tién ctia con 16c xody nhitng cudc phiéu lvu. Pung vay.
Nhw thé cé li lam. Thé méi la Margo. Bang cach nao dé co ay da phat hién
ra noi nay, dén day stta soan hanh li, ngu lai mét, hai dém, ro6i thé la 1én
dwong. To6i c6 thé hinh dung dwgc c6 dy ndy qua ndy lai gitta nhitng dia
danh hut hau bao khach du lich.

Trong khi chum sang cudi cing manh dan qua cai 16 trén tran, toi tim thay
thém may cudn sach trén cac gid khac. So Ivgc hanh trinh dén Nepal;
Canada hiing vi; Rong rudi bdng 6-t6 trén dat Mi; Cam nang cua Fodor dén
Bahamas; Bhutan thdng tién. Duwong nhw khong cé lién hé nao gifta nhitng
cudn sach, trir viéc tat ca déu la sach hwdng dan du lich va déu dwgc xuat
ban sau khi khu mua sam mini nay bi bé hoang. T6i kep dén pin duéi cam,
x€ép tat ca sach thanh mot chong ti that lwvng cao dén nguc, bé hét sang gian
phong trong ma bay gid t6i hinh dung la phong ngu.
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Rut cuc héa ra t6i da trdi qua dém da tiéc vdéi Margo, chi la khong giong
lam v6i nhitng mo mong cta t6i. Khong cung nhau oanh tac san nhdy, t6i
ngoi dva vao cuén tham ctia co ay, phu tdm chan cii ctia ¢6 ay qua dau goi,
do den pin doc nhitng cudn hwéng dan du lich, ng6i tinh lang trong bong t6i
khi 1ii ve sau du dwong hoa am trén dau va xung quanh t6i.

Co 1é Margo tirng ngoi day, trong thit bong toi gao thét, cam thdy noi
tuyét vong nao do6 trao dang lén mai. Va c6 1é c6 ay nhan ra rang khong thé
khong tua nguwoc suy nghi vé cai chét. Toi twdng twong nhuw vay, tdt nhién
r0i.

Nhung t6i cling twdng tuwgng thé nay nita: Margo nhat nhanh nhitng sach
nay tir nhiéu dot ban hang thanh li, mua bat ¢t cuén huwéng dan du lich nao
v6i gia dwdi hai muoi lam xu ma c6 ay tim duge. Roi Margo dén day—truée
ca khi c6 dy bién mat—doc sach va tranh xa nhitng cdp mat t6 mo. Poc hét,
co gang vach ra hanh trinh. Pung vdy. Co dy sé rong rudi va khong dé lai
ddu vét, mot qua bong bay phiéu du trén bau troi, thuan chiéu ngon gié mién
vién, moi ngay bo lai dang sau hang tram dam duwdng. Va trong twéng twong
nay cua toi, Margo day sttc song. C6 phai Margo dan t6i dén day dé trao cho
toi nhitng manh moi ghép lai v&i nhau thanh mot hanh trinh hay khong? Co
thé. Tat nhién t6i gio téi van chira mon men tdi gan duge hanh trinh ay. Dya
theo nhitng cu6n sach, Margo c6 thé dang & Jamaica hodc Namibia, Topeka
hoac Bac Kinh.

Nhung t6i chi méi bat dau tim kiém th6i ma.
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13.

T()i nam mo, mai dau Margo goi 1én vai t6i con t6i nam thang, chi cé goc
thdm gitta ching t6i va san bé-tong. Canh tay c6 dy 0m ngang nguoi toi.
Chung t6i nam do, say ngu. Chua phu hd cho toi. Toi la gd méi 16n duy nhat
trén dat Mi mo tuwéng ngu vGi cac cb6 gai, va chi nga v6i ho thoi. Roi dién
thoai d6 chuéng. Chudng reo thém hai hoi nita tay t6i méGi loang quang quo
thdy dién thoai trong nép tham. Lic nay la 3:18 sang. Ben goi.

“Chao Ben,” t0i noi.

cd cong gidi thich v6i n6 vé tit cd nhitng gi t6i mdi biét va hinh dung vé
Margo. T6i xém ngwti thady mui con trong hoi thd ctia né. Chi mot tw “tra”
thoi, theo cdi cach vira dwgc tubn ra nhu vay, da chita dueng nhiéu cam than
hon bat ct diéu gi Ben tirng néi vdi toi trong sudt cudc doi né.

“To6i tu hiéu l1a tiéc vui 1am ha?”

“UAAA! Quentin Jacobsen! Ngai Q! Quentin vi dai nhat nwéc Mi! Bung
vay!” Giong né c6 vé ra xa dién thoai nhung t6i van nghe r6. “Moi ngudi oi,
nao, yén ling, yén ndo, yén ling—~QUENTIN! JACOBSEN! PANG NOI
CHUYEN VOI TOI!” Mot trang chtc tung ro 1én, roi lai 1a giong Ben.

“Puing, Quentin! Pung! Chién hitu 0i, ong phai dén day.”

“Pay la dau?” t6i hoi.

“Nha Becca! Ong c6 biét & dau khong?”

Ha hon that, t6i biét chinh xac cho d6 ¢ dau. To6i da vao tang ham nha
Becca. “Toi biét, nhung dang niva dém.

Va toi dang—"

“UAAA!!! Ong phai dén ngay! Ngay va ludn!”

“Ben 0i, c6 nhiéu chuyén quan trong hon,” t6i dap.

“TAI XE PUQC BO NHIEM!”
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“Ha?”

“T6i b6 nhiém 6ng lam tai xé cho tdi! Phai! Ong xitng dang duoc bo
nhiém! Ong tra 10i dién thoai t6i wng 1dm! B4 chdy con bo chét! Tdi phai vé
nha trede sau gid! Va toi bé nhiém 6ng dua toi ve! UAAAAAAA!”

“Ong & lai ca dém khong dugc sao?” t6i héi.

“KHOOONG! Léu léuuuuu. Léu léuuuu Quentin. Nay, moi nguoi oi! Léu
léuuuu Quentin!” Va ca It cung léu leu toi. “Ptra nao cling say. Ben say.
Lacey say. Radar say. Khong cé ai lai xe cd. V€ nha trudc sau gio. ba hita
vOi me roi. Léu léu, do Quentin ham ngu! Chac, tai xé duge bo nhiém!
UAAA!”

Toi hit mot hoi that sdu. Néu Margo quay lai noi nay, han la c6 ay da dén
tredc ba gio sang. “Nira tiéng nita toi qua.”

Ben van con dién cuéng xac nhan su khang dinh khi t6i cat dién thoai. T6i
nam thém ltic nita, tw bdo minh phai day thoi, va t6i nhém day. Van con ngai
ngu, toi chui qua Lo Qui, di ngang thw vién vao van phong, r6i kéo m@ cira
sau va di ra xe.

Chdm bon gio sang, t6i ré vao khu nha Becca Arrington. Cé hang chuc 6-
td0 do doc hai via hé phd nha Becca. T6i biét trong nha con dong hon vi
nhiéu dita dugc xe limo chd dén. T6i tim dwgc chdo do cach RHAPAW vai
Xe.

To6i chwra bao gio thay Ben say xin. Hoi 16p mudi, t6i tirng uéng mot chai
“vang” hong & mot buodi tiéc cua ban nhac. Mui vi kinh dén noi nuét vao hay
phun ra cling khong khac nhau la may. Chinh Ben da ngo6i vGi tdi trong
phong tam theo-chui-dé-gdu-Pooh cua Cassie Hiney trong khi t6i non thoc
thit chdt 16ng mau hong ay 1én bitc tranh chu ltra Eeyore. Co 1€ trai nghiém
ay da chdn dwong bia rirgu cta ca hai diva t6i. Cho dén dém nay, du sao ciing
la nhu vay.

Lan nay t6i biét Ben say mém. Nghe giong né trong dién thoai la du biét.
Khong c6 ai tinh tao ma lai tudn ra hang trang “tr” v6i “ra” dam dac trong
mot phit nhw vay. Tuy nhién, khi chen qua mdy ngudi dang hit thuoc trén
tham cé treéc nha Becca va mé ctra vao, toi khong ngo lai thidy canh Jase
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Worthington va hai cau khac trong doi bong chay dang doc nguwgc anh chang
Ben xtng xinh 1é phuc dudi tém, giit anh chang lo Itng trén mot bom bia.
Voi tir bom bia cam vao mém Ben, va toan bo can phong dang dé don vao
né. Tat cad cung dong thanh dém, “Mudi tdm, muwdi chin, hai mwoi.” T6i
thoat twong nhuv Ben dang bi bat nat hdi dong hay choi déu gi d6. Nhung
khong, né dang nhiét liét hut bia nhw thé do 1a sita me vay, may ranh bia con
trao ra t* mép vi no dang cwoi. “Hai muoi ba, hai muoi tw, hai muwoi lam,”
moi ngwoi van ho, co thé nghe thay lan trong d6 la con phan khich cuéng
nhiét. RO rang dang dién ra mét sy kién trong dai.

Nhung tdt ca déu that tré con, that dang xau ho. Tat ca déu la nhitng dira
tré gidy dang tiéu khién bang tro vui gidy. T6i len qua ddm dong di vé phia
Ben, ngac nhién vi gitta duong gap ngay Radar va Angela.

“Chuyén quai gi vay?” toi hai.

Radar khong dém nita va quay sang to6i. “Phai!” N6 cling loan 1én. “Tai xé
dugc bo nhiém tdi oi! Phai!”

“Sao dem nay ai cling ‘&’ v6i ‘phai’ vay?”

“Héi hay day,” Angela hét 1én tra 16i t6i. Cau ay phong ma va thd dai,
trong co ve cling dang khoé chiu y nhu toi.

“Khi a, w, héi hay ddy!” Radar n6i, moi tay cam mdt coc nhya dé séng
sanh bia.

“Cua cau ay ca day,” Angela binh tinh giai thich cho t6i.

“Sao cdu khong phai la tai xé dwgc bo nhiém?” t6i héi. “Vi moi nguoi
muon cau,” Angela dap. “Cho la nhw thé thi méi 16i duwgc cau dén.” Toi trgn
mat. Angela ciing trgn mat day thong cam.

“Cau thich ciu ay lam ha?” t6i hoi, hat dau vé phia Radar, ltic nay dang
gio hai coc bia 1én cao quéa dau va hoa vao dam dém dong thanh. Pita nao
cling c6 vé ti hao rang gio nay minh van con dém duoc.

“Keé ca bay gio thi cau ay dang yéu ma,” Angela dap.

“Chiu cau day!” t6i néi.

Radar khéu t6i bang mdt trong may coc bia cia n6. “Nhin Ben bé béng
cta chung ta xem! Pong dén man quan quan bom bia thi anh chang thanh
thién tai thong thai day. Xem né lap ki luc thé gigi dén noi roi.”
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“Quan quan bom bia la sao?” toi hai.

Angela chi phia Ben, noi. “Dé.”

“0,” t6i néi, “Cha, sao ma-bi déc ngugce thé kia thi khé chiu 1dm nhi?”

“Thi rd, hién gio ki luc quan quan bom bia trong lich st truong Winter
Park la sau muoi hai gidy,” Angela giai thich. “Nguoi gitt ki luc la Tony
Yorrick,” mét anh chang khong 16 da ra trwong khi t6i méi vao 16p chin,
hién dang choi cho d6i bong bau duc cua Dai hoc Florida.

T6i hoan toan ung hé man lap ki luc cta Ben, nhung khong thé nao bat
ban than tham gia man gao dém ctia moi ngwoi, “Nam muoi tam, nam muoi
chin, sdu muoi, sdu muoi mot, sdu muoi hai, siu muoi ba!” Va khi dé Ben
nha voi bia ra va hét 1én: “UAAA! TA LA QUAN QUAN! TA LAM RUNG
CHUYEN THE GIOI!” Jase va may cau nita trong doi béng chay xoay Ben
trd lai binh thuwong r6i cong kénh no6 luén trén vai. Lic d6 Ben nhac thay toi,
gio tay chi t6i va tudn ra tir “UAAAA!!!!” déng dac nhat, nhiét thanh nhat
ma toi t'ng nghe thay. May anh cau tht béng da khi gianh ctp vo dich thé
gidi cling khong dat dén do phan khich ay.

Ben nhdy tir vai mdy cau béng chay xudng, cham dat trong tw thé kha
khoi hai r6i loang choang ditng day. N6 khoéc vai t6i, van bén tia lia, “PHAI
ROI! Quentin day ro6i! Vi Nhan day roi! Hay nghe vi Quentin, chién hitu xin
nhat ciia nha quan quan bom bia thé gigi!” Jase qud quo dau téi noi, “Dang
mat dan 6ng day Q!” ro6i ca Radar rét vao tai toi, “Tién n6i v6i 6ng luén, bon
minh déu la anh hung kiét xuat trong mat moi nguwoi hét. Angela va toi da
gac man hiu-da-tiéc cua bon t6i sang mét bén dé dén day, vi Ben noi rang
toi sé dwge doi dai nhw vua. Ca 1d hat tén t6i that. R6 1a moi nguwdi khodi
Ben lam nén cfing khoai luén bon minh.”

Véi Radar, va ciing 1a véi tat ca nhitng nguwoi khac, toi thét 1én, “Oi
tuyét!”

Ben ngudy méng di, t6i thay né dinh 1dy Cassie Hiney, tay chang trén vai
nang, tay nang trén vai chang, va chang tho 10, “Nang di cung t6 hom nay
suyt thanh nit hoang da tiéc day,” con Cassie dap, “T¢ biét. Tuyét that!” Ben
lai lién thodng, “Ba nam vira qua khong ngay nao t&é khong ao wdc dwgc hon
cau!” Cassie tra 101, “Cau nén lam thé,” va Ben reo 1én, “DUNG! Bd chay
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thiét!” Nhung n6é khong hon Cassie. Ben quay lai ché t6i va tuyén bo,
“Cassie muon hon toéi 6ng a!” Toi hwong tng, “Tot!” va Ben boi ndt, “Bd
chdy thiét!” Nhung r6i hinh nhw né quén luén ca Cassie lan t6i, nhw thé y
niém hon Cassie Hiney con tuyét hon ca nu hon thuc sy.

Cassie noi véi toi, “Tiéc vui qua phai khong?” nén toi dap, “U.”

“Trai ngugc hin tiéc ctia ban nhac nhi,” Cassie néi. “U,” t6i ddp. “Ben
ngu nga ngu ngo, nhung té thich cau 4y,” Cassie néi. “U,” tdi dap. “Thém
nita mét cau ay xanh oi 1a xanh,” Cassie bé sung. “Um, w,” t6i dap. “Ai ciing
bdo cdu dang yéu hon, nhung té& thich Ben,” Cassie néi tiép. “Tot thoi,” toi
dap. “Tiéc vui qua phai khong?” Cassie lai héi, va toi dap, “U.” Tiép chuyén
nguoi say giong hét nhw bi bo v6i mot diva tré 1én ba cé van dé vé nado nang
va dang 1én con phan kich cao trao vay.

Cassie vtra di thi Chuck Parson tién dén truc toi.

“Jacobsen,” no noi, sac mui ta-day-nguoi-trong-cuoc.

“Chao Parson,” toi dap.

“May cao long may ctia tao phai khong?”

“Thuc ra tao khong cao,” toi tran tinh. “Tao chi dung kem triét mao thoi.”

N6 tim manh ngay gitta nguc t6i. “May la do chuyén gia lam 16ng,” né
néi réi cwdi ho hd. “Cling can bi kho khé ddy chi em. Bay gio con bay tro
mua r6i nay nita.

Chéc tao say that, nhung tao hoi hoi mén cai mong nhan thin ctia may roi
day.”

“Cam on,” t6i nodi, thady minh thd ¢ vé6i tat ca nhitng moén ho 16n nay,
nhitng man mau me sap-tét-nghiép-roi-hdy-tho-16-coi-long-rang-ta-yéu-tat-
ca-moi-nguoi-di. Va toi twong twgng Margo & day, hodc trong hang ngan
nhitng tiéc tung kiéu nay. Boi song lui di trong mat c6 dy. Toi twdng twgng
c6 dy nghe Chuck Parson am ge bat chuyén va c6 ay tim cach thoat ra, bang
ca duong song lan duong chét. T6i hinh dung duwgc ca hai duong ay vai su
sang to twong duong.

“Bia khong may?” Chuck héi. Cé 1€ t6i da quén la n6 van & day, nhung
v6&i mui con pha ra tit hoi thd cia né thi khé ma vo nhw khong thdy dwoc.
Toi chi lac dau, va n6 dao di cho khac.
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T6i muon vé nha, nhung cling biét rang khong thé giuc Ben duwgc. DBay co
1€ 1a dém huy hoang duy nhat trong doi Ben. N6 xitng dang dugc vui.

Trong khi chd dgi, t6i theo cau thang di xudng tang ham. T6i da & trong
béng t6i rat 1au nhung van thay thém, mudn nga lung dau dé nita yén tinh
ntta t6i tam, va trd lai vGi nhitng twéng twong vé Margo. Nhung khi di ngang
qua phong Becca, tdi nghe thdy nhitng tiéng ru ri—ddc biét nghe nhu tiéng
rén—nén toi dung lai trvéc ctra phong khép ho.

To6i thay hai phan ba phia trén ngudi Jase, minh tran, dang & trén Becca,
con hai chan c6 nang qudp quanh anh chang. Ca hai déu khong khda than,
nhung dang tién trién theo chiéu hwéng d6. Co6 1é mot nguwdi ditng dan hon
sé quay di, nhung nhitng dita nhw t6i khong cé nhiéu co hoi thady nhitng
nang nhw Becca Arrington khoa than, nén t6i van ditng nguyén trwdc
nguong cita, lom lom nhin vao trong. R6i hai ngudi do 1on mot vong, Becca
¢ trén Jase, thd dai mon trén theo nu hon, bat dau lan céi do. “Anh thdy em
nong bong khong?” Becca 14 lu6t.

“Troi a, i, nong béng lam Margo,” Jase dap.

“Sao?!” Becca nd khi xung thién rit Ién, sy thé 1ap titc tré nén rd rang
rang toi sé khong dugc thdy Becca khoa than. Co nang bat dau gao r, toi lui
khoi ctra, Jase nhac thdy toi va cling gam lén, “May lam tro gi & day?”
Becca choe chée, “Mac xac no, ai them quan tdm dén né? Con em thi sao?
Sao anh nghi dén 4 ddy ma khong nghi dén em?”

Co 1é do la thoi diém hoan hdo cho toi riat ém khoi tran dia, nén to6i dong
ctra lai va vao phong tam. To6i khong can tiéu tiéu gi cd, phan nhiéu chi
muon tranh xa tiéng ngwai thoi.

Bao gio t6i cling mat may giady méi tiéu dugc sau khi moi trang thiét bi da
vao vi tri, thé nén t6i c ditng yén choc lat, dgi, va toi bat dau tiéu. T6i vao
doan cao trao cta khiic giai-quyét-noi-buon thi c6 tiéng con gai vong ra tir
phia bon tam, “Ai day?”

Toi lién dap, “Td, Lacey day a?”

“Quentin ha? Cau lam cai quai gi ¢ day?” T6i mudn dirng tiéu ma khong
noi, di nhién roi. Tiéu la mot cudn sach 1i thi, mot khi da bat dau thi cue ki,
cuc ki khé dirng lai dugc.
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“O, t6 di tidu,” toi dap.

“On khong?” Lacey héi vong qua tdm rém che quanh bon tim.

“Um, cdu 6n chit?” toi chot ha khic cudi, kéo khda quan va xa nudec.

“Cau muon tan phét trong bon tam khong?” Lacey hoi. “T¢ khong budng
161 tan tinh gi dau.”

Can nhac trong choc lat, toi dap, “DPugc thoi.” Toi kéo tdm rém ra. Lacey
mim cwdi, ngoi co dau goi lai trwdc ngwe. T6i ngdi xudng phia doi dién,
lvng dya vao thanh bén bang sit lanh toat. Ban chan hai dita xen ké nhau.
Lacey mdc quan sodc va do phong coc tay, chan xo6 doi dép 1é xinh xinh. Son
phan trang diém hoi nhoe di quanh mat. Téc Lacey van con van cao theo
kiéu di da tiéc, va d6i chan cdu dy rdm nang. Phdi cng nhan rang Lacey
Pemberton rat xinh. Khong phai kiéu con gai c6 thé khién ta quén di Margo
Roth Spiegelman, nhung la kiéu con gai c6 thé khién ta quén phat rat nhiéu
tha.

“Da tiéc thé nao?” toi hoi.

“Ben rat ngot ngao,” Lacey dap. “T& vui lam. Nhung r6i Becca va téd xich
mich v&i nhau ra tro. Becca goi t6 la do lang lo, roi ding lu6n 1én x6-pha @
tang trén, suyt moi ngwoi hdy yén lang, va tuyén bo véi tat ca rang td bi
bénh lay nhiém qua dwong tinh duc.”

T6i nhian mat thot 1én, “Oi troil”

“Pung vay ddy. T¢ suy sup qua. Chi la... gioi a. Thuc long that 1a gém
ghiéc, vi... nhw vay la xic pham, Becca biét nhw vay, thé ma... Nén t& chui
vao day, Ben di theo, t& bdo cau dy hay dé t6 mot minh. T¢ khong trach
Ben, nhung cau ay khong han la biét lang nghe ngwoi khac. Ma cau ay cling
say roi. TG ting bi. Nhung dwoc diéu tri khoi roi. Gi thi gi. Co ma t& khong
phai difa lang lo. Chi c6 mot gd duy nhat. D6 t6i nhu nhwgce dy. Troi oi, t6
khong thé tin 1a da tirng tdm sy v&i Becca. Lé ra t& chi nén noéi véi Margo
khi khong c6 madt Becca thoi.”

“Té rat tiec chuyén da xdy ra nhw vay,” toi néi. “Van deé la Becca ghen ti
thoi ma.”

“Sao Becca phai ghen ti chi¥? Cau ady la nit hoang da tiéc. Cau ay hen ho
v6i Jase. Cau ay la Margo mGi.”
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Mong t6i té ran vi ti vao men s, nén t6i c6 gang nhiic nhich doi tw thé.
Pau gbi tdi cham vao dau goi Lacey. “Khong bao gid c6 ai c6 thé la Margo
mdi ca,” toi noi. “Cau co6 thit ma Becca thyc sy rat muén. Moi nguwdi qui
cau. Moi nguwoi thidy cau dang mén hon.”

Lacey bén 1én nhun vai, “Cau c6 nghi t¢ phu phiém nong can khong?”

“O, ciing hoi hoi.” T6i nghi lai canh t6i ditng bén ngoai phong ngi ctia
Becca, ham hé hi vong Becca sé khoa than. “Nhung té cling thé ma,” t6i néi
thém. “Ai cha thé.” T6i van thvong nghi, Gid ma minh cé than hinh chudn
nhu Jase Worthington. Di ditng dinh dac nhv thé minh biét phdi di thé nao.
Hoén diéu nghé nhv thé minh biét phdi hon thé nao.

“Nhung theo nhitng cach khac nhau. Ben va t¢ cung phu phiém néng can
mot kiéu. Cau thi chang dé tam liéu moi nguwdi c6 mén cau hay khong.”

biéu do6 vira ding vira khong dung. “T¢ dé tam nhiéu hon la t6& muon
day,” t6i néi.

“Khong c6 Margo moi thi cit loan 1én,” Lacey n6i. Cau ay ciing say roi,
nhung t6i khong thay khé chiu vi kiéu say nay.

“U,” t6i dong tinh.

“Té muon cau dua t6 dén do,” Lacey néi ti€p. “May gian cita hang bo
khong dy. Ben da néi véi t6 r6i.”

“U, chiing ta c6 thé di bat ¢t khi nao cdu mudn,” tdi dap, roi ké v6i Lacey
rang t6i da & dé ca dém, rang toi da tim thay lo son méng tay va chan cda
Margo.

Lacey yén lang mot ldc, ha miéng ra thé. Rut cuc khi 1én tiéng, cau dy gan
nhw thi tham. Tim ti* cho mot cau hoi va néi ra nhw mot khang dinh, “Margo
chét r6i, phai khong.”

“Lacey a, t& khong biét. Cho dén t6i hom nay, t¢ cling nghi vay, nhung
gio t¢ khong biét nita.”

“Cau ay chét roi con ching ta... bay ra nhitng tro nay.”

Toi chot nghi dén mot cau duge danh dau trong Whitman: “Néu khong ai
khac trén thé gian nay diéu ng0, ta ngo6i an nhién, / Va néu moi va moi ngudi
diéu ngd, ta ng6i an nhién.” Téi nbi vbi Lacey, “Co thé do la nhitng gi
Margo mudn, cudc song hay cit tiép dién.”
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“Nhu thé chang giong Margo chiit nao,” Lacey ndi, va td6i nghi dén Margo
cta t6i, Margo cta Lacey, Margo cta co Spiegelman, tat ca ching t6i déu
nhin hinh phan chiéu cta Margo 1én nhitng tdam guwong khac nhau trong nha
cwoi. T6i dinh noi gi do, nhung Lacey thye s da ha hoc miéng, dau twa vao
twong phong tam lat da men lanh ngat, ngt ngon lanh.

Sau khi cé thém hai ngudi nita vao phong tam di tiéu, t6i quyét dinh danh
thitc Lacey. Gan 5 gi® sang, t6i can dwa Ben vé nha.

“Lacey oi, day thoi,” toi goi, giay khé khéu sang doi dép cua cau ay.

Lacey ldc lac dau. “T@ thich dwgce danh thitc nhw vay day,” cau dy néi.
“Cau biét khong, hién gid cau cit nhw ban than nhat cna té vay.”

“Han hanh qua,” t6i néi, Lacey van con nga nga, mét va chwa chiu day.
“Vay nghe t@, ching ta cung lén gac, néu cé dita nao dam dong dén cau thi
t& sé bao vé danh du cho cau.”

“Pong y,” Lacey noi. Chung téi cung di 1én gac, bita tiéc da van bdt,
nhung van con may cau trong doi béong chay, co6 ca Jase, ng6i quanh bom
bia. Pa phan moi ngwoi dang ngu trong nhitng ti nga la liét trén san; c6
mdy difa thu minh nam cho vira ghé x6-pha. Angela va Radar nam canh
nhau trén mot x6-pha do6i, chan Radar du6i sang mot bén. Ca hai dang nga
say.

T6i dang dinh hoi may cau tu tdp quanh bom bia xem c6 thdy Ben dau
khong, thi Ben da chay sam sam vao phong khach. N6 doi cai mii no6i tré con
mau xanh da trgi trén dau, tay lam lam thanh guwom ché tir tdm lon bia
Milwaukee’s Best Light rong. Xem chirng Ben da 14y keo dinh tat ca lai.

“THAY ROI NHE!” Ben réo rit, chi thanh gwom vao t6i.

“TOI PHAT HIEN RA QUENTIN JACOBSEN! PHAIII! Lai day! Qui
xuong!”

“Tro gl nita day? Binh tinh di Ben.”

“QUI XUONG!”

Toi ngoan ngoan qui, nguwdc 1én nhin no.

Ben ha thanh gwom lon bia xuéng, cham vao titng bén vai t6i. “V§i stic
manh cda thanh guwom lon bia gan keo siéu dinh, ta phong cho nguai tuéc

")

hiéu tai xé
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“Cam on,” toi lau bau. “Ptrng c6 non ra xe day.”

“U1” né gao lén. T6i dinh ditng day thi Ben da lai an t6i qui tiép bing bén
tay khong-vii-trang-gwom-lon-bia. N6 lai cham guwom vao hai béen vai toi,
long trong ndi, “Vd&i sttc manh cua thanh gwom lon bia gan keo siéu dinh, ta
tuyén bo nguaoi sé khoa than duwédi ta do chung tai 1€ tot nghiép.”

“Ha?” t0i dirng phat day.

“U! T6i va 6ng va Radar! Khéa than dudi ta 4o chung!

Tai 1€ t6t nghiép! Sé long troi 16 dat cho coi!”

“Pé coi,” t0i noi, “sé néng lam do.”

“U1” Ben rén H. “Hay thé 6ng sé gift 1i di! Radar da thé r6i! RADAR O],
ONG THE ROI PHAI KHONG?”

Radar khé nghiéng dau, 1é mat lam bam. “T6i da thé.”

“0, vay thi dugc, toi cling thé,” tdi noi.

“CO THE CHU!” Rbi Ben quay sang Lacey. “T§ yéu cau.”

“T& cling yéu cau, Ben a.”

“Khong, td yéu cdu. Khong phai kiéu anh trai yéu em gai, ban bé yéu ban
bé. Té yéu cau nhu mot thang say bi ti yéu co gai dang yéu nhat thé gidi.”
Lacey mim cuoi.

Toi tién tdi, no lwe giadi ciru nd khoi sa da thém vao tro gi dang xau ho, dat
tay 1én vai n6 va néi, “Néu mudn vé nha tredc sau gio thi phai di thoi.”

“Pwgc roi ma,” Ben néi. “T6i chi di cdm on Becca da td chic tiéc tung
btrng thoi.”

Lacey va toi theo Ben xudng dudi, Ben m& cita phong Becca va néi,
“Tiéc cnta cau khoi hai that day! Co ma cau gém qua! C& nhu tim cau khong
bom mau ma bom di toan dung-dich-gém ay. Nhung cam on da dai bia
nhé!” Becca chi c6 mot minh, dang nam trén giwong, nhin chong choc 1én
tran nha. Chang buon liéc nhin Ben, Becca lam bam, “Cudn xéo xudng dia
nguc di, dé6 mat thon, chic con cua bo tit c6 nang dy sang may.”

Khong chit mia mai ac y, Ben dap, “Rét vui dwgc néi chuyén vdéi cau!”
va dong ctra lai. T6i nghi Ben khong c6 chit y niém nao rang nhirng 10i cta
Becca thuc ra rat xic pham.
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Chung t6i 1én gac va gan ra dén ctta. “Ben 0i,” t6i néi, “bé thanh guwom
lon bia lai th6i.”

“U nhi,” Ben néi. Téi cAm mot dau thanh gwom va giat ra, nhung Ben
khong chiu tha. Toi sap stra n6i cau vGi thang khi say xin nay thi phat hién
ra n6 khong thé buoéng thanh gwom dugc.

Lacey cuoi pha len, “Ben 0i, cau dinh luén chinh minh vao gwom a?”

“Khong,” Ben dap. “T¢ siéu dinh ludon. Nhu thé méi khong bi trom mat!”

“Tu duy sac bén day,” Lacey c6 to ra nghiém tuc.

Lacey va toi g& dugc cac lon bia ra, chi trtr lon cudi siéu dinh truc tiép
vao tay Ben. T6i kéo manh dén dau, tay Ben lién xui lo di theo dén day, nhw
thé lon bia la sgi day va tay Ben la con réi. Cudi cung Lacey no6i, “Phai di
thoi.” Thé la ching t6i ra xe, tong Ben lén ghé sau trong chiéc minivan.
Lacey ngoi canh nd, vi “T¢ nén trong chirng dé cau dy khong non hoac ty
danh minh dén chét bang cai tay lon bia nay.”

Nhwng Ben ngt chét gidc nén Lacey c6 thé thodi mai n6i vé n6. Khi t6i
chay xe trén cao toc lién bang, Lacey noéi, “Cau biét day, néu da no lyc thi
can duwoc ghi nhan. Y t6 1a Ben da hét sitc nd luyc, nhung sao chuyén lai té
nhw vay? Cau ay ngot ngao day chit, phai khong?”

“Té& cling nghi vay,” t6i dap. Pau Ben lac lv lung tung, trong nhu da lia
khoi cot song vay. Doi véi toi Ben khong dac biét ngot ngao, nhung khong
hé gi.

T6i tha Lacey xuodng trwdc, & phia bén kia Cong vién Jefferson. Khi
Lacey cui xuéng hon phét 1én moi Ben, né chép chép miéng da thanh mot
tiéng “U.”

Lacey di vé phia bén cong cho xe 6-td6 dé 1én can hd nha minh. “Cam on
nhé,” Lacey néi. T6i chi gat dau.

T6i 1ai xe qua tiéu khu nay. Troi khong con t6i va chwa han sang. Ben
ngay binh yén trén bang ghé sau. T6i dirng lai trwdc nha no, xudbng ma cira
xe va thao dai an toan cho Ben.

“Vé nha roi Ben 0i.”

N6 khut khit Iic lac dau, roi tinh nga. N6 dinh dui mat va c6 vé ngac
nhién thdy mot lon Milwaukee’s Best Light rong dinh trén tay phai. N6 c6
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nam tay lai bép bep cai lon nhwng khong an thua. Ben nhin lon bia chirng
mot phut roi gat dau thot 1én, “Quai vat c@ bam riét lay toi!”

N6 ra khoi xe, loang choang 1én via hé dé vao nha. Khi da ditng duwéi mai
hién truvdc nha, Ben quay lai, mim cuoi.

T6i vay né. Lon bia vay lai.
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14.

T()i ngu may tiéng, réi danh ca budi sang doc khong so6t dam sach du lich
vtra khui dugc hom trwée. Toi doi dén trva méi goi cho Ben va Radar. Toi
goi Ben trdc, “Chao budi sang, vang thai dwong da 1én cao ngat roi.”

“Qi, Chtia 0i,” Ben dap, giong né chay ra nghe nhw ndi théng khé tuyét
vong. “Oi, Chtia Trdi bé bong ngot ngdo oi, hdy dén day va xoa diu ngudi
anh em Ben nay di. Oi, xin hdy d6 xuéng t6i sy citu rdi ctia Nguwoi.”

“Co nhiéu tién trién vé Margo lam nhé,” t6i hao hitng, “Bé cai mong cua
ong dén day. Toi sé goi ca Radar nita.”

Hinh nhu Ben khong cho vao tai nhitng diéu t6i vira n6i. “Nay, me vao
phong t6i ldc chin gio sang nay, ldc dy t6i nhom day ngap, me con t6i cling
phat hién ra c6 lon bia dinh vao tay t6i la sao ha ong?”

“Ong siéu dinh mot 16 lon vao nhau thanh mét thanh gwom lon bia, roi
ong siéu dinh tay 6ng vao do.”

“O &. Guwom lon bia. Nghe quen quen.”

“Ben, sang nha toi di.”

“T6i thdy trong ngudi loan 1am 6ng a.”

“Thé dé t6i sang nha 6ng. Khi nao 6ng san sang?”

“B0 téo dirng c6 dén. To6i phai ngu thém muwdi ngan gio dong ho nita. Con
phdi udng muoi ngan ga-16ng nwdc, va can mot lifu mwoi ngan vién giam
dau Advil. Hen mai gap ong ¢ truong nha.”

Toi hit mot hoi that sau cho khoi cau. “Toi da lai xe bang ngang Trung
Florida vao Iic nita dém dé dong vai ké tinh tdo duy nhat tai bita tiéc say xin
nhat thé gigi, dwa cai mong chdy nwdc cta 6ng vé nha, va day-” Tdi con
chwa n6i xong nhuwng nhan ra Ben da gac may réi. Né ddm gac may vdi toi.
Thang bwa nay.
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Thoi gian cang troi, t6i cang cdu ton. Khong quan tdm dén Margo da
danh. Bang nay, Ben con khong doai hoai gi dén t6i nita. C6 1é tinh ban cia
hai thang luén chi 1a mét tién nghi doi v6i n6—nd chang kiém dwgc thang
nao oach hon t6i dé cung ban tro choi dién tit. Bay gio n6é khong can phai tw
té v@i t6i nita, hodac quan tam dén nhitng diéu t6i quan tam, vi né da co6 Jase
Worthington. Ben da la quan quan bom bia ¢ truong. N6 da moi duwgc mot
nang néng bong dén da tiéc. N6 da chép dwoc co hoi dau tién dé gia nhap
hang ngii nhitng thang bi bwra chan chinh.

Nam phut sau khi Ben gac may, t6i goi lai vao dién thoai di dong cua no.
Ben khong bit mdy, nén t6i dé lai tin nhin, “Ong muén hoanh td-rang nhw
Chuck phéi khéng Ben Bi Bya? Ong van thém dwoc nhw vy lam ha? O,
chiic mirng nhé! Ong lam duoc roi d6. Ong va né déi Iita xitng ddi, vi 6ng
cling 1a mot dong béc mui. Ptng goi lai.”

RO6i t0i goi dién cho Radar. “Chao,” toi noi.

“Chao,” n6 dap. “Toi vira 6i trong khi dang tam. Toi goi lai sau dwoc
khong?”

“Pugc thoi,” toi dap, c6 khong to ra cau kinh khé chiu. T6i chi muén ai
do gitp toi sap xép lai thé gidi nay theo qui chiéu Margo ma théi. Nhung
Radar khong phai 1a Ben, may phiit sau né goi lai ngay.

“Kinh dén mtc t6i da 6i trong khi lau don, va khi lau don ddm dé, t6i lai
6i. Ct nhw dong co vinh cttu vay. Chi can cho t6i an la t6i c6 thé 6i nita 6i
mai.”

“Ong qua day dwoc khong? Hay dé toi sang nha 6ng?”

“Ha, dugc chi. Co chuyeén gi vay?”

“Margo da ¢ trong khu mua sam mini it nhat mot dém sau khi cau ay bién
mat.”

“T6i sé qua cho 6ng. Bon phut nita.”

Radar c6 mit & cita s6 phong t6i chinh x4c bén phit sau d6. “Ong nén
biét la toi dang dai chién v&i Ben,” t6i n6i khi Radar tréo vao phong.

“T6i odi dén mirc chang buon hoa giai hai 6ng nita,” Radar khé dap. N6
nam vat xuong giwvong, mat nham ho, bdi béi mai dau bu xu. “Cam giac nhw
toi vira bi tring sét vay,” né khut khit néi. “DPwoc r6i, ong cap nhat tinh hinh
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di.” T6i ngo6i xuong ghé bén ban hoc va ké cho Radar nghe ca dém t6i da &
trong cho trd chan cia Margo ra sao, hét sitc c6 gang khong bo sét bat cit chi
tiét nao c6 thé hitu ich. Toi biét Radar c6 tai gidi ma cau do hon toi, va t6i
mong la lan nay n6 cé thé khdp dwgc cac manh ghép vao nhau.

“Roi Ben goi dién va toi dén dam tiéc.”

Radar chd dén khi t6i két thiic méi 1én tiéng, “Ong cé cudn sach ay & day
khong? Cu6n c6 mdy trang bi gdp mép ay?” n6 hoi. T6i nhom day béi trong
dong chan meén, cudi cung ciing mo ra cuon sach. Radar gio cudn sach 1én
cao qua dau, nheo nheo mat vi dau 6c con vang vat, va gid qua cac trang
sach.

“Ong viét lai di,” n6 n6i. “Omaha, bang Nebraska. Sac City, bang Iowa.
Alexandria, bang Indiana. Darwin, bang Minnesota. Hollywood, bang
California. Alliance, bang Nebraska. Xong nhé. Trong ca mé thong tin, day
la nhitng noi ma Margo—cha, hodc bat cit ai doc cuén sach nay- thay 1i tha.”
N6 nhém day, xua t6i ra khoi ghé, ngoi xudng va xoay qua mdy tinh. Radar
co biét tai ki diéu vira ndi chuyén vira danh may dugc. “Cé mot chuong
trinh may tinh tich hgp ban do cho phép 6ng nhap vao mot s6 dia danh, no
sé vach ra duwgc nhiéu 16 trinh khac nhau. Khong r6 Margo cé biét dén
chuwong trinh d6 khong. Co ma, t6i mudn thi xem sao.”

“Sao ong biét tudt tuon tudt nhw vay?” t6i hoi.

“Um, nhéc lai nhé: T6i. Hién. Boi. Minh. Cho. Toan. Thu. Trong mot
tiéng tir khi vé nha sang nay dén ldc phi vao nha tam, t6i da hoan toan viét
lai muc bai vé ca Anglerfish dom xanh. To6i c6 vdn dé day. Bugc roi, nhin
xem nay,” Radar goi. To6i nhoai sang va thdy mdy tuyén duwong gap khuc
dwgc vach ra trén ban do nwdc Mi. Tat ca déu xuat phat tir Orlando va két
thuc & Hollywood, bang California.

“Margo & Los Angeles chang?” Radar dat gia thuyeét.

“Co thé,” toi dap. “Nhung chang cach nao biét duwgc Margo di tuyén nao
nhi.”

“U. Cling ching c6 gi am chi Los Angeles ca. Cin cit vao 161 Margo néi
v6i Jase, c6 thé l1a New York. Con thong diép ‘sé di dén nhitng thanh pho
gidy va sé khong bao gio trd lai’ hinh nhv nham dén nhitng khu dé thi ma
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quanh day. Lo son moéng tay c6 thé ngu y rang Margo van chuva di xa chang?
Ching ta c6 thé thém ca dia danh c6 vién bong ngd 16n nhat thé gidi vao
danh sach nhitng noi c6 kha nang Margo sé dén.”

“Hanh trinh du lich khép véi y tho Whitman: “Ta dan minh vao chuyén di
mién vién.””

Radar van lui cui bén may tinh. T6i ng6i xuoéng givong. “Nay, 6ng in ban
do ra dé toi dinh vi cac noi dwgc khong?” toi hoi.

“Lam trén may tinh dugc ma,” Radar noi.

“U, nhung t6i muén nhin tryce tiép hon.” My gidy sau mdy in kéu 1o ré,
va t6i treo ban d6 nuwéc Mi 1én twong, canh tdm ban do cac khu doé thi ma.
T6i dinh ghim mii 1én tirng noi trong s6 sau dia diém ma Margo (hoac ai do)
da danh dau trong sach. Toi c6 gang quan sat nhw thé d6 la mot chom sao,
xem ching c6 tao thanh hinh thu hay chi¥ nghia gi khéng—nhung t6i chang
nhan ra gi ca. Nhitng dia danh rai rac ngau nhién, nhw thé c6 ay da ty bit mat
r6i phong phi tiéu 1én ban do vay.

T6i thd dai.

“Ong c6 biét nén thé nao bay gid khong?” Radar héi. “Gid ma c6 bing
chitng cho thdy Margo da md& hop e-mail hodc truy cap dau do trén Internet.
Ngay nao t6i cling go tén cau ay dé tim. T6i c6 mot chuwong trinh tw dong, sé
bao cho t6i néu Margo dang nhdp vao Toan Thu Bu Thit bang tén truy cap
ctia minh. T6i lan theo nhitng dia chi IP ctia nhitng nguwdi tim cum ti ‘nhitng
thanh phé gidy.” Mét maéi kinh lén dwoc.”

“T6i khong ngo ong lai lo mo lam tét ca day,” t6i ndi.

“0, c6 gi dau. Chi 1am nhitng gi t6i muén ngwdi khac s& 1am thdi ma. Tai
biét t6i khong phdi 1a ban cia Margo, nhung cau dy xing dang dugc tim
thdy, ong hiéu y toi chi?”

“Trt phi Margo khong mudn dugce tim thay,” toi noi.

“U, ciling c6 kha ning ay. Moi kha ning con dé ngd.” Tai gat gt.

“0, vay—duge roi.” Radar chuyén chi dé. “Ching ta tiép tuc dong nio
bang tro choi dién t nhé?”

“Toi khong c6 hing.”

“Hay la goi Ben?”
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“Khong. Ben la do bi bya.”

Radar nhin nghiéng phia t6i. “T4t nhién Ben bya roi. Nhung 6ng cé biét
van dé ctia 6ng 1a gi khong ha Quentin? Ong ¢ mong doi ngudi khac khong
la chinh ho. Thit nghi ma xem, t6i c6 thé qua ngan 6ng vi ong tré gio vo doi,
chang hitng thu véi bat ci cha dé gi trir Margo Roth Spiegelman, hoac, kiéu
nhw chang bao gio 6 € hoi tdi v&i ban géi tién trién téi dau roi. Nhung toi
khong dé bung dau, bo téo a, vi ong la 6ng. B6 me t6i 6m khw khw cd tdn cac
ong gia Noel da den chang dé lam gi, nhung ciing cha sao. B6 me la bo me
ma. T6i qua ham mot trang mang tich trit du thit thong tin, dén nbi khong tra
10i dién thoai khi ban bé hodc ban gai t6i goi. Nhung nhu thé ciing khong
sao. D6 1a t6i. Ong van két tdi ma. Toi cling két 6ng. Ong ngd ngd, dau 6c
hay hay, 6ng hay dén mudn that, nhuwng riut cuc 6ng luén c6 mat la 6n.”

“Cam on ong.”

“U, 10i, toi khong c6 ninh 6ng dau. Nhung ma ndy: ditng nghi ring Ben
nén la 6ng, nd cling can bo y nghi rang 6ng nén la nd, réi hai ong lai tiép tuc
quay tung thien duong dia nguc cho coi.”

“Pwogc réi ma,” rit cuc t6i noi, va goi dién cho Ben. Thong tin rang Radar
dang & day va muon choi dién tit chinh la mot liéu phap giai say ki diéu.

“Vay,” t6i néi sau khi ngat dién thoai, “chuyén Angela thé nao r6i?”

Radar cuoi ngat. “On ca, ngudi anh em a, t6t dep ca. Cam on éng da c6
nhoi hoi tham.”

“Ong van con tan a?” t6i td mo.

“Pay khong choi trd hun rui di buén chuyén thé dau nhé. Co ma, ding,
van tan. O, ma sang nay hai di¥a vira gidn nhau xong. Bon t6i &n sang & tiém
Waffle House, Angela ctt ca di nggi lai rang nhitng 6ng gia Noel da den that
tuyét, rang bo me t6i la nhitng con nguwdi mau muc da 1ap bo swu tap do, vi
ching ta can tranh tw duy dinh kién rang nhitng nhan vat hay ho nhu Chia
hay ong gia Noel déu da trang, va rang 6ng gia Noel da den sé co két, day
manh cong dong nguwoi Mi goc Phi ra sao.”

“Thuye ra toi cling dong tinh v&i Angela ma,” t6i noi.

“PDugc thoi, xudt phat la mot y twdng hay, nhwng thie té dién ra thi dam
d6. BO me t6i sé khong truyén gidng sach phic am vé ong gia Noel da den
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dau. Néu mudn thé thi ho da tw lam ra cac ong gia Noel da den r6i. Dang
nay, ho chi tim cach mua lai tir nguén cung san c6 théi. C6 mét 6ng cu &
Pittsburgh s& hitu b swu tap 16n thit hai, bé me t6i sudt ngay ga mua lai bo
suwu tap cua ong cu.”

Tiéng Ben réo rat & ngwdng ctra, ro la né da ding do6 dugc mét lic r6i.
“Radar o1, chién bai trong viéc xi* nang thé ctia 6ng chinh la thAm hoa nhan
dao khoc liét nhat trong thoi dai ctia ching ta.”

“Leém bem gi thé Ben?” t6i hoi.

“Cam on chién hitu dém qua da x€ t6i vé nha nha.”
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15.

Dfl chi con mot tuan triede ki thi cudi, ca budi chiéu thi Hai t6i van ngoi
doc “Tw khic.” Téi mudn dén nét hai khu do thi ma con lai, nhung Ben can
di xe. To6i khong con tim kiém nhitng manh moi trong bai tho nhu thé dang
tim kiém chinh Margo nita. Lan nay doc duwgc ntta chirtng “Ty khtic,” t6i sa
vao mot phan ma t6i ¢ trd di trd lai.

“Ta nghi thoi gian dai tredc mat ta sé chi lang nghe,” Whitman viét nhw
vay. Va hai trang tiép theo, 6ng chi nghe thoi: nghe sudi roc rach, nghe tiéng
ngudi, nghe hoa nhac opera. Ong ngbi trén cé va dé am thanh tran qua minh.
Co 1é ddy cling la diéu t6i dang cd thwc hién: lang nghe tat cd nhitng am
thanh tinh t&€ nhat cda c6 4y, vi trwdc khi hiéu dugc, thi phai nghe thay da.
Dba qua lau roi, to6i khong thuc sy nghe thdy Margo—t6i da thdy c6 ay la hét
va ngd rang c6 ay dang cwdi-—nhung gio t6i nhan ra do la viéc can lam. Co
gang, tham chi tir khodng cach xa x6i diéu vgi nay, nghe thdy ban opera cia
Margo.

Néu khong nghe dwgc Margo, it nhat toi c6 thé nghe nhitng gi co ay tirng
nghe. Toi ben tai album nhitng ban hat lai ca khic cuia Woody Guthrie. Toi
ngo6i bén mdy tinh, nham mat, khuyu tay ti 1én ban, lang nghe giong hat &
cung thit. T6i c6 gang nghe, trong bai hat to6i chwa ti'ng nghe, mot giong noi
toi bat dau thay khé nhé sau mwai hai ngay.

To6i van dang nghe nhac—bay gio la mot ca si yéu thich khac cia Margo,
Bob Dylan-thi thdy me vé. “Hom nay b6 vé mudn,” me noéi qua ctra phong
toi van dong. “Me lam banh kep thit ga tdy nhé?”

“Vang, ngon a,” toi dap, roi lai nham mat nghe nhac. Nghe thém mot
album rudi nita, t6i méi dirng 1én khi b goi ra an toi.

Bita toi, b6 me no6i chuyén tinh hinh chinh tri Trung B6ng. Du hoan toan
dong quan diém v6i nhau, nhwng ca hai van 16n tiéng chi trich, thé-nay-thé-
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kia la do doi tra, thé-nay-thé-kia la quan bip bom va cwdp boc, va rang ca
dam nén tir chitc di cho r6i. To6i cham chd vao banh kep thit ga tdy, ngon
tuyét, dam twong ca chua va hanh nwéng thom lirng.

“Thoi, dirng ¢ day nhé,” me chot lai sau hoi ban luan.

“Ngay hom nay ra sao ha Quentin?”

“On a,” ti dap. “San sang di thi, con nghi thé a.”

“Khong tin ndi la con di hoc tuan cudi ¢ trwong,” bé néi. “Thuc sy chi
ma@i nhu hom qua thoi...”

“Pung vay,” me bui ngui. Mot giong néi trong dau t6i dang gao lén:
CANH BAO CO NGUOI HOAI CO CANH BAO CANH BAO CANH
BAO. B6 me toi t6t nhat qua dat, hiem ndi dé mui long xdc dong sén sdm
kinh lén duoc.

“B0O me rat ty hao vé con,” me néi. “Nhung Chda oi, mua thu sang nam
b6 me sé nhé con lam.”

“0, vang, nhung cting khong n6i qua sém duwgce. Cé khi con truegt mon
Quoc ngit day a.”

Me bat cudi, roi néi, “A, con c6 biét hdm qua me gip ai & Hiép Hai
Thanh Nién Co-déc khong? Co Betty Parson day. C6 dy néi la mua thu téi
Chuck sé vao Dai hoc Georgia. Me mirng cho Chuck, thang bé da no luc
nhiéu.”

“N6 chi duwgce cai thui hoac théi ma me,” t6i noi.

“Chac,” bo ndi, “Chuck hay bat nat cac ban. Hanh vi nhw thé can dugc
ubn nan.” bung kiéu suy nghi ctia b6 me tbi: trong mat ho, khong c6 ai chi
dwgc cai thdi hodc ca. Ludn c6 gi dé khong 6n doi véi moi ngudi, khong
phai tai ho bam sinh xau xa: ho bi r6i loan giao tiép xa hoi, hoi chitng nhan
cach ké bén 16, dai khai thé.

Me tiép tuc cau chuyén, “Nhwng Chuck cé khé khan trong khi hoc. Thang
bé gap da van dé—nhu bat ctt ai. Me biét bay gid con khong nhin nhan ban
bé theo cach do, nhung khi nao tredng thanh hon, con bat dau nhin ra dwgc—
di¥a ngoan, dia hw, tat ca dam ban beé—déu la con ngudi. Déu la nhitng nguoi
dang duwgc quan tam. V&i nhitng mitc do khac nhau vé thé trang, tam li, kha
nang hién thyc héa ban than. Nhung con biét ddy, me luon mén co Betty
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Parson, luén dat hi vong vao Chuck. Cho nén thang bé sé vao dai hoc la
chuyén dang mirng, con cé nghi thé khéng?”

“Me 0i, that ra con khong thue si quan tam dén n6, bé ngang hay bo doc
cling thé thoi a.” Nhung t6i c6 nghi rang, néu ai cling la con ngudi, sao bd
me van bitc xic dam chinh khach & Israel va Palestine nhi? B6 me khong
néi vé ho nhu thé ho cling la con nguoi.

B0 ngting nhai gi do, dat dia xuéng va nhin t6i. “Cang lam viéc,” b6 néi,
“b0 cang nhan ra rang con ngwoi thiéu nhitng cai gwong chuan. That kho dé
ai d6 cho ta thay tréng ta thuc sy thé nao, va that khé dé chinh ta cho nguoi
khac hay ta cdm thdy ra sao.”

“Nghe hay qua anh a,” me néi. T6i thich kiéu bé me t6i thich nhau nhw
vay. “Nhung chang phai sau xa trong long, ta thay khé c6 thé hiéu dwoc rang
nhitng nguwoi khac la con nguoi nhw chinh ta cling la con nguoi sao? Ta li
twdng hoa ho thanh thanh than hodac liét ho vao hang dong vat.”

“Putng day. Nhan thitc cling lam nén nhitng ctta s6 méo moé. Cé 1é anh da
khong nghi nhiéu theo hwéng dé.”

T6i ngoi sau. Toi dang lang nghe. Va t6i nghe thay gi d6 vé co ay, nhitng
0 ctra s6 va guwong. Chuck Parson la mot con nguwdi. Giong nhw tdi. Margo
Roth Spiegelman ciing la mot con ngwoi. Va t6i chwa tirng nghi vé cd ay
theo cach do, chwa thuc su; dé la sw that bai cua tat ca nhitng twéng twong
tre@c day cda toi. Suot thoi gian dai—khong chi sau khi c6 ay bé di, ma ca
thap ki trudc dé6—toi da twdng twong vé Margo ma khoéng lang nghe, khong
biét rang 6 ctra s6 co dy dung 1én ciing dé ec nhu téi. Do vay, toi khong hinh
dung dugc co ay la mot con ngudi c6 thé cling cdm thdy sg hai, cam thay bi
co lap gilta chon déng ngudi, xau ho cat gitt bo swu tdp dia nhac vi n6 qua
riéng tw dé c6 thé chia sé dwgc. Mot ngudi c6 thé da doc cac cudn sach du
dich dé thoat khoi doi song & mot thanh phé noi cé qua nhiéu nguwoi dé x6
dén. Mot ngudi—vi khong ai nghi rang c6 ay la mot con ngwdi—chang co ai
thyc sw néi chuyén cung.

Va 1ap tirc t6i nhan ra Margo Roth Spiegelman cam thay thé nao khi co dy
khong phai 1a Margo Roth Spiegelman: ¢6 dy trong rong. C6 ay cam thay c6
bttc twong vo tan buia vay minh. T6i nghi dén c6 ay nam ngu trén tham véi
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manh trdi rach & phia trén. C6 1€ Margo thdy dé chiu khi & d6 vi Margo-con-
ngwoi luon song nhu vay: trong can phong bi bé hoang véi nhitng 6 ctta s6
kin mit, anh sang duy nhat roi xuéng qua nhitng 16 thing trén tran. Piing
vdy. Loi nghiém trong t6i da luén mac phai-néi cong bang, c6 ay da ludn
khién t6i mac phdi—chinh la: Margo khong phai 1a mot diéu ki diéu. Co ay
khong phdi 1a mdt cudc phiéu lvu. Co dy khong phai 1a mot mon dep dé qui
gia. Margo la mot co gai.
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16.

Céi dong ho nhu tra tan t6i, nhung linh cdm rang minh sap g& dugc nut
that khién thoi gian dwong nhw hoan toan ditng lai & ngay thit Ba. Ching t6i
déu quyét dinh sé dén khu mua sam mini ngay sau khi tan hoc, sy cho doi
that khong thé chiu dung duwgc. Ruat cuc chudng bao hét gio Quoc ngt, toi
chay voi xudng cau thang va suyt ra khoi cong thi nhé ra Ben va Radar con
tap nhac nén chwa di ngay duwgc. T6i ngoi bén ngoai phong tap nhac, lay cai
banh pizza c& nhé géi trong khan gidy tr ba-10 ra, t6i da dé ddy tu lic an
trira. T6i an dugc chirng mot phan tw thi Lacey Pemberton t6i ngoi canh. T6i
moi pizza nhung Lacey twr choi.

Chting t6i néi chuyén vé Margo, tat nhién roi, 16 hong chung giita chiing
toi. “T& can xac dinh dwgc,” t6i noi, chui tay dinh m& vao quan jeans, “mot
dia diém. Nhung t6 cling khong chac suy luan vé nhitng do thi ma c6 ding
huwéng khong. Co lic té nghi chiing ta hoan toan trat 14t r6i.”

“U, t6 ciling khdng biét nita. N6i that nhé, gat tit ca sang bén, t& thich tim
lai nhitng gi c6 lién quan dén Margo. Nhitng gi trudc day t& chwa ting biét.
T& da khong biét cau dy thuc sy la ai. That long t¢ chwa bao gio nghi gi
khac ngoai coi Margo la c6 ban tuyét dep dién ro, lam da moi tro dién ro
tuyét dep.”

“U, nhung Margo khong bét phdt thuc hién tat ca,” t6i néi. “Tat ca nhitng
cudc phiéu luu ctia cau ay déu c6 gi do... t& khong biét nita.”

“Duyén dang va 1ong lay,” Lacey néi. “Margo la ngwoi duy nhat ma t&
biét chwa phai, 0, ngudi 16n, ma da cé su duyén dang 1ong lay do roi.”

«(y.»

“Nén kho cé thé hinh dung n6i cau dy & trong mot can phong bui bam t6i
tam am thap.”

“U,” t6i noi. “Co ca chudt nita.”
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Lacey co dau g6i tredc ngue, dang ngoi nhw em bé trong bung me. “Eo.
Nhu thé khong giong Margo Idm.”

Lacey ng6i ¢ ghé trudc canh lai xe, du gi ciu ay ciling la diva thap nhat
bon. Ben lai xe. T6i thd dai thwon thuot trong khi Radar ngoi canh toi da rut
mady tinh cam tay ra va bat dau céng viéc trong Toan Thu Pt Thi.

“Vira x6a nhitng tht tao lao trong bai vé Chuck Norris,” né néi. “Chang
han, t6i cyc ki dong y rang tuyét chiéu cta Chuck Norris la ct da vong cau,
co ma t6i nghi viét thé nay thi nham qud, ‘Nwdc mat ciia Chuck Norris chita
dwgc ung thw, nhung rai thay, ong chang bao gio khéc.” Thao tac x6a-
nhitng-thit-tao-lao du sao ciing chi chiém khoang bén phan tram tri 6c cta
toi thoi.”

Du hiéu rang Radar dang c6 choc cuwoi, nhing t6i van chi mudn néi dén
mot viéc thoi. “T6i khong tin la Margo dang & khu do thi ma nao d6. Tham
chi ddy chwa chac da 1a ‘nhitng thanh pho gidy’ ma Margo noi dén. C6 qua
nhiéu manh moi vé cac dia diém, nhung chang c6 gi cu thé ca.”

Radar nhin 1én mét gidy r6i lai dwa mat xuong man hinh, “Ca nhan to6i
nghi Margo dang & xa r6i, theo mot tua du lich ki thi nao d6 va nham tuwéng
la da dé lai da manh méi. Nén t6i cho rang cau dy dang &, xem nao, Omaha,
bang Nebraska, di tham qua cau tem I6n nhat thé gigi, hoac dén bang
Minnesota thwdng 1am cudn day thirng 16n nhat thé gigi.”

Lé mat nhin qua gwong chiéu hau, Ben lén tiéng, “Titc 1la 6ng cho rang
Margo dang di mot tua xuyén quoc gia chiém nguwdng dua thé loai Tron Tron
Loén Nhat Thé Gi6i phong?” Radar gat gu.

“Ai cha,” Ben tiép tuc, “ai d6 can néi véi Margo ring chi can vé nha thoi,
vi cdu dy sé sitng so trdc doi bi 16n nhat thé gidi ¢ ngay day, chinh thanh
pho Orlando, bang Florida. Bdo vat dy tai vi trong gian trung bay dac biét cé
tén la ‘cho dy cda t6i’.”

Radar cudi 16n, Ben béi thém, “T6i néi nghiém tic d6. Doi bi cta toi by
dén mic khi goi khoai tay chién & McDonald’s, cac 6ng ci¢ viéc chon bon
kich c0: nhé, vira, 16n, va co bi cta Ben.”

Lacey khong nhin n6i Ben nita, néi, “Chuyén. Cha. Lién. Quan.”
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“Xin 16i ma,” Ben thi thao. “Chac Margo & Orlando ddy,” n6é néi. “DPang
quan sat tui minh di tim cdu ay. Va quan sat bé me cau ay khong di tim.”

“T¢ van ung ho gia thuyét New York,” Lacey noi.

“Moi kha nang déu c6 thé xdy ra,” toi n6i. Moi Margo cho moi dita ching
toi—va thém moi tdm gwong hon la cira so.

Khu mua sdm mini trong van nhw mdy ngay trude. Ben do xe, t6i dwa ca
bon qua canh ctta day-vao-trong vao gian van phong. Khi tit ca da & trong
hét, t0i no6i khé: “Dirng bat dén pin voi, cit dé mat diéu tiét mot lic da.” Co
may mong tay cam vao cang tay toi. “Khong sao dau Lacey,” toi thi tham.

“0i,” Lacey thot 1én. “Nham tay roi.” Hoéa ra 1a c6 nang tim tay ctia Ben.

Twr tit, can phong bat dau r6 ra nhitng hinh kh6i m¢ mo xam xam. T6i
thdy mdy day ban, van dang dgi nhan vién dén. T6i bat dén pin, mdy dita kia
cling bat dén pin cua minh 1én. Ben va Lacey di cung nhau, chui qua L6 Qui
tham do nhitng phong khac. Radar di cung t6i dén bén ban cua Margo. N6
qui xudng nhin sat vao t& lich da ngung lai ¢ thang Sau.

T6i dang cui theo né thi bat ngd nghe thdy tiéng bwdc chan di nhanh vé
phia chung toi.

“C6 nguoi,” Ben gap gap thi thao. N6 chui ngay xuéng gam ban cua
Margo, kéo Lacey theo.

“Gi co? O dau?”

“Phong bén canh!” n6 noéi. “Peo mdt na. Trong nhw nguoi cua chinh
quyeén. Bién théi.”

Radar soi dén pin vé phia Lo Qui nhung Ben kéo manh. “Chung. Ta. Phai.
Ra. Khoi. Bay.” Lacey nhin t6i, d6i mat m& to, chac hoi cau vi t6i da hiva
hwou hita viegn rang cau ay sé dwgce an toan.

“Puwgc roi,” toi ndi. “Ta ra théi, qua ctfa ra vao nhé. Gon gang mau le
nhé.” Té6i m&i dogm buwdc thi nghe thdy mot giong né nhw sdm rén: “Al
TRONG bO!”

Buyc thdt. “Um,” t6i dap, “tui ndy di xem loanh quanh théi.” Ptng la 15i
chong ché chét nhat hang nhat. Ti Lo Qui, mot luong sang trang khién toi
16a mat. Cé thé chinh la Chua Trdi lam chit.

“Y do gi day?” Tiéng néi hoi c6 gia giong Anh—Anh.
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To6i thay Ben da ditng day canh toi. That t6t khi khong phdi don doc. “Tui
nay dang diéu tra mot vu mat tich,” né néi véGi vé ty tin ngoi ngoi. “Tui nay
khong dinh gay ra thiét hai gi ca.” Anh dén lai di chd khac, t6i chép chép
mat trong béng t6i cho dén khi thdy hinh dang ba nguwoi, déu mac quan
jeans, ao phong, deo mat na chong doc. Mot ngudi kéo mat na 1én tran va
nhin chung to6i. T6i nhan ra chom rau dé va cai miéng rong, moi mong.

“Anh Gus a?” Lacey hoi, dirng day. Anh bao vé toa nha SunTrust.

“Lacey Pemberton. Troi oi. Cac c6 cau lam gi & day? Khong c6 mat na a?
O day c6 ca tan a-mi-ang day.”

“Cac anh lam gi ¢ day a?”

“Tham hiém,” anh ta dap. Khong hiéu sao Ben lén phong do han, ty tin
tién dén tredc hai ngwoi kia va cht dong gio tay ra bat. Ho gigi thiéu minh
1a At va Tho Méc. T6i doan md ring do 1a nhitng cai tén “ma.”

Chting t6i kéo may cai ghé xoay lai, ng6i thanh vong gan tron quay mat
vao nhau. “May dita nén thung van go ngoai kia phai khong?” Gus hoi.

“Em nén thoi a,” Ben giai thich.

“Bon anh dan lai vi kh6ng muén nguoi khac vao trong. Néu tir ngoai
dwong thiy c6 16i vao thi nhiéu nguwdi sé kéo dén, toan nhitng loai khong
biét gi vé tham hiém ca. Nhitng ga lang thang v cong roi nghé, nghién ngap
dua thi.”

Toi tién vé phia ho va hoi, “Vay, cac anh, 0, c6 biét 1a Margo da dén day
khong?”

Gus chwa kip tra 101 thi At da néi qua 16p mit na. Giong anh ta hoi bi méo
di nhung van dé hiéu. “Troi, Margo & day suot ma. Bon anh mot nam ghé c6
vai lan thoi; cho nay nhiéu a-mi-ang, mdi ca ciing khong cé gi dac sac lam.
Nhuwng mdy nam nay, dé qua nitta nhitng lan bon anh dén déu thidy con bé &
day. Cling da ngon lanh lam, nhi?”

“Sao lai la ‘da’?” Lacey tinh y.

“Con bé bé di ro6i con gi, ding chi?”

“Anh biét gi vé chuyén d6?”

“Chua oi, chang biét gi cd. Anh thdy Margo tirng di chung véi cau nay,”
Gus néi va chi vao toi, “cach day may tuan. Roi anh nghe tin con bé bo nha
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di r6i. May ngay sau anh suyc nhé cé khi con bé dén day, nén bon anh ghé
qua xem sao.”

“Chang hiéu sao con bé thich cho6 nay thé. C6 quai gi dau,” Thog Moc néi.
“Chang c6 vi gi ma tham hiém.”

“Anh noi tham hiém la sao?” Lacey hoéi Gus.

“Tham hiém thanh ph6. Bon anh vao nhitng toa nha hoang, kham pha va
chup anh. Bon anh khong lay gi di ca, cling khong dé lai gi, chi thich quan
sat thoi.”

“Mot s& thich &y ma,” At néi. “Hoi con di hoc, Gus hay kéo Margo lang
nhang theo nhitng chuyén tham hiém nhw vay.”

“Con bé c6 con mat sac sdo lam, ma hoi dé6 mdi co, xem nao, muwoi ba
tudi,” Gus noi. “Né tim dugc duwong vao bat ci dau. Hoi dé chi thinh thodng
thoi, con bay gio bon anh di thdm hiém ba lan mot tuan. Khap noi déu cé
cho dé xem. M@i c6 mot bénh vién tam than bi bé khong & Clearwater. Mot
noi hét sdy. Pugc xem cho nguoi ta da tréi go nhitng ga dién va chich soc
dién nhu thé nao. C6 mot nha tu cii & phia tdy cho nay. Nhwng Margo khong
thwe sy ham kham pha. N6 thich vao bén trong, nhung réi chi muén ¢ mot
cho thoi.”

“U, khé chiu chét di dugce,” At néi thém.

Thg Moc noéi, “Con bé con chang buén chup anh. Ciing khéng chay tGi
chay lui xem cdi nay céi kia. N6 chi mudn vao dugc bén trong va ngoi. Co
nhé n6 hay mang theo quyén s6 den khong? N6 chi ngoi trong goc va viét,
c® nhw dang & nha, kiéu nhw ngo6i lam bai tap.”

“That ra,” Gus noi, “Margo chwa bao gio thyc sy tham gia vao tro vui ca.
T4t ca nhitng phiéu lvu d6. Ma thyc té con bé cé vé rau i lam.”

T6i muodn dé ho noi, vi téi nhan ra tat ca nhitng 10i dy sé gitup toi twdng
twgng ra Margo. Nhung bong nhién, Lacey ditng bat day va da cai ghé ra
phia sau. “Cac anh chwa bao gio nghi dén chuyén héi xem sao Margo lai rau
11 thé u? Hay tai sao Margo lai theo cac anh dén nhitng x6 thé nay? Céac anh
chwa bao gio thac mac sao?” Lacey ditng ngay tredc mdt Gus, gao loan 1én.
Gus cling ditng day, cao hon Lacey ca mot cai dau. Thg Moc chen vao,
“Troi oi, ai d6 ha hdéa ba chan nay lai di.”
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“O khong dau!” Ben gao 1én. T6i con chwa hiéu chuyén gi, Ben di xap
dén gidp 14 ca v6i Thg Moc, anh ta ngad khéi ghé, nén vai xuéng san. Ben
ngoi han 1én anh ta va bat dau nén tui bui, gian dit va ngé ngan vira dam vira
tat cai mat na cta anh ta, hét am lén, “ANH LA PO BA CHAN THi CcO!”
T6i chom 1én gitt mot canh tay Ben, Radar ghi canh tay bén kia. Bon t6i kéo
Ben ra, nhung né van la 16i om som, “T6i dang dién tiét day! Danh anh vui
ghé! Dugc danh tiép cang vui!”

“Ben,” t6i goi, c6 gang gitt giong binh tinh, c6 gang to vé giong me toi.
“Ben 0i, dugc roi ma. Ong néi rd quan diém roéi ma.”

Gus va At d& Tho Moc ddy, Gus néi, “Chtia oi, bon nay di 1a dwoc chi¥
gi? Cua may dira hét day.”

At nhit may anh caa ho 1én r6i ca ba di nhanh ra ctta sau. Lacey bit dau
gidi thich chuyén quen biét Gus, “Anh ta hoc nam cudi con tui minh méi
16p—.” Nhung t6i xua di, chuyén dy chang con quan trong nita.

Radar biét chuyén gi la quan trong. N6 1ap titc quay lai cudn lich, mat chi
cach trang gidy vai phan. “Chac khong c6 gi d6 dugc viét trén t¢ thang Nam
dau,” né noi. “Giay rat mong va toi khong thay dau vét gi. Nhung cling kho
néi chac chan lam.” No tiép tuc tim thém cac dau méi. To6i thdy anh dén cta
Lacey va Ben chic xuong khi hai dita chui qua mot Lo Qui, nhwng t6i chi
ding dé trong gian van phong, twdng twgng vé Margo. To6i nghi dén c6 dy da
theo may anh chang vtra r6i, 16n hon c6 ay bon tudi, vao nhitng toa nha bi
bé hoang. D6 1a Margo ma toi tirng thay. Nhung roi, bén trong nhitng toa
nha, c6 dy khéng phai Margo ma t6i luon hinh dung nita. Trong khi moi
nguwoi kham pha xung quanh, chup anh va nhdy qua nhitng bitc twong,
Margo ngoi trén san, viét lach gi dé.

Tiéng Ben kéu 1én tir phong bén canh, “Q oi! Bon toi c6 cai nay!”

Toi dua Ong tay 4o 1én quét mo6 hodi trén mat, ti vao ban ctia Margo dé
ding cho thang. T6i di ngang gian phong, chui qua L6 Qui, theo hwéng ba
luéng sang dang quét 1én mang twong phia trén cuén tham.

“Coi ne,” Ben bao, roi dén v& mot hinh vuong trén twong. “Ong nhé may
cai 16 nhé ma o6ng da ké khong?”

«(y7”
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“At phai c6 nhitng mén lwu niém dwoc dinh & day. Buu thiép nay, tranh
anh nay, bon t6i nghi thé, can c vao khoang céach giita cac 16. C6 1& Margo
da mang nhirng thit ay theo roi,” Ben noi.

“U, c6 thé,” t6i dap. “Gia ma ching ta tim thay cudn s6 Gus vira néi dén
nhi.”

“U, nghe anh ta ké, t6 nhé da thay cudn s6 d6,” Lacey néi, chum sang tir
den pin cua toi chi chiéu 1én chan cdu ay. “Margo lic nao ciing cé cuén so.
T& chwa bao gio thay cau dy viét vao do, nhung té doan dé la lich ké hoach
hay gi d6 nhu vay. Troi a, t& chwa bao gio hoi Margo ca. Té lam loan lén véi
Gus, anh ta con khong phai ban cua Margo. Nhung chinh t¢ da bao gio hoi
cau ay dau?”

“Margo cting sé khong tra 10i dau,” toi noi. That xao sy khi lam nhw
Margo khong tham gia vao man danh lac hwéng ctia chinh c6 Ay.

Bon t6i di quanh thém moét tiéng dong ho nita. Khi t6i bat dau thay chac
rang chuyén di nay chang thu dwgc gi, dén pin cua toi tinh co quét qua may
cubn quang cao cac tiéu khu tirng dwge dyng thanh hinh ngoi nha khi bon t6i
t6i day lan dau. Mot trong cac cuon quang cdo la khu Grovepoint Acres. Toi
nghen thé khi dan cac cuon khac ra. To6i di nhanh dén ba-16 dat canh cira va
quay lai véi cdy but, cuon so, ghi lai tén tat ca cac tiéu khu dwgc quang cao.
MO0t cai tén toi lap titc nhan ra: Collier Farms—mot trong hai khu do thi ma
toi da khoanh ving ma chwa dén. Toi ghi lai hét r6i cat s6 vao ba-16. Bao t6i
ich ki cling dugc, nhung néu t6i tim thay Margo, t6i muon chi cé hai dia.
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17.

ThL'l’ Sau, lic me di lam veé, t6i bao cdo la sé di xem ca nhac véi Radar,

nhung roi dong xe chay thang ra vung nong thoén, hat Seminole, tGi Collier
Farms. Tat ca cac tiéu khu khac trong tap quang céao rut cuc déu da dugc
hoan thién—da phan nam & phia bac thanh phd, khu virc dwgce phat trién hoan
toan tr cach day rat 1au roi.

T6i nhan ra 16i ré vao Collier Farms chi vi t6i da thanh chuyén gia xac
dinh nhitng con dwong 10 mo lan vao dat. Nhung Collier Farms khong giong
khu d6 thi ma nao t6i titng dén. Noi nay c6 dai moc um tum, nhw thé da bi
bé hoang ndam chuc nam nay roi. Khong ro tham nién noi nay cé cao hon
nhitng do thi ma khac khong, hay do dia thé thap, dat dam lay am ma moi
thit moc nhanh hon. T6i vira ré da thay khong thé di tiép dugc theo duong
vao Collier Farms vi nhitng bui mam x6i dam 1én um tum chan hét 16i di.

T6i xudng cudc bd. Co lac quét vao 6ng chan t6i, doi giay thé thao dan
xuong bun theo moi bwdc di. Toi khong thé khong hi vong rang Margo dung
mot can léu & dau do, trén mot vat dat nhoé nhan cao hon nhitng thit khac
chirng nira mét va khong bi ing nwéc mua. T6i di tr tir, vi noi nay can duwgc
quan sat nhiéu hon nhitng noi khac, vi c6 nhiéu cho tra an hon, va vi t6i biét
khu d6 thi ma nay c6 lién hé tryc tiép v6i khu mua sam mini. Mat dat rat
day, toi di that cham dé thu vao tam mat trng canh quan méi, kiém tra
nhitng cho du 16n dé chita dwgc mot nguwdi. Pén cudi pho, téi thdy mot hop
cac-tbng mau xanh da troi va trang trén dat bun, trong tich tac trong no rat
giong hop dung thanh dinh duwéng tong hgp toi da thay trong khu mua sam
mini. Nhung, khong. D6 la cai hop cii nat, loai dwng muoi hai chai bia. Toi
chat vat quay lai xe, di vé phia bac, dén m6t noi tén la Logan Pines.

Puong di mat mot tiéng dong ho, gio toi dang ¢ man gan rirng quoc gia
Ocala, khong thyc si con nam trong khu vire cé tau dién ngam Orlando nita.
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Toi con cach vai dam thi Ben goi dién.

“Co6 chuyén gi day?”

“Ong dang dén nhitng thanh pho gidy day phong?” Ben hoi.

“U, toi gan dén noi cudi cling ma t6i biét roi. Chwa c gi.”

“Vay bo teo nghe day, b6 me ctia Radar phdi ra khéi thanh phé vi cong
chuyén cyc ki dot xuat.”

“Tat ca van 6n chit?” t6i hai, biét rang 6ng ba cua Radar da rat cao tudi va
song trong mot khu diéu dwdng ¢ Miami.

“On, chuyén la: éng c6 nhé 6ng cu & Pittsburgh c6 bo swu tap 6ng gia
Noel da den d6 s0 thit nhi thé giéi khong?”

“U, san?”

“Cu ay vtra thang ro6i.”

“Pua a?”

“Nay, toi khong dua vé chuyén sinh t&* cia nhitng nha swu tam 6ng gia
Noel da den dau. Cu ay bi chithg phinh dong mach. B6 me Radar dang trén
duwong bay téi Pennsylvania tim cach mua lai bo swu tap ctia 6ng cu. Thé la
ching ta sé c6 may vi khach.”

“Chung ta la ai?”

“Ong, t6i, va Radar. Bon minh la chu.”

“Toi chwa biét dwoc,” toi noi.

Im lang mot hoi, roi Ben réo nguyén tén toi, “Quentin,” né ndi, “tdi biét
ong muon tim Margo. Toi biét Margo la diéu quan trong nhat véi 6ng. Nhuw
thé dang mat ddy. Nhung con mot tuan nita la ca 1i t6t nghiép. Toi khong
bdo 6ng hay tir bé cudc tim kiém. T6i moi ong hdy dén du tiéc véi hai ca
clitng ma 6ng da quen biét trong phan nita cudc doi. Téi moi 6ng hay danh
khodng hai, ba tiéng dong ho nhdm nhi mady moén d6 udng ngot ngot lanh
lanh hoi hoi vi regu, nhw mét c6 bé ngoan, va khoang hai, ba tiéng dong ho
nita 6i mon dé uéng trén qua dang mii. ROi xin mdi 6ng tiép tuc diéu tra cac
dy an nha bo hoang.” T6i thady kho chiu vi Ben chi muén n6i dén Margo khi
c6 mui phiéu lru thu hit n6, vi né nghi téi c6 van dé khi chi biét c6 Margo
ma quén ca ban be, du c6 dy mat tich con chiing n6 thi khong. Nhung Ben la
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Ben, nhw Radar da néi. Va du sao sau Logan Pines, t6i cling chang con gi dé
tim kiém nita. “T6i dén khu cudi cung nay roi sé qua cho cac 6ng.”

Vi Logan Pines la d6 thi ma cudi cung & Trung Florida— hodac it nhat la
khu cudi cung ma t6i biét—nén toi dat rat nhiéu hi vong vao noi nay. Nhung
khi cam den pin di quanh con pho cut duy nhat, t6i khong thay can 1éu nao.
Khéng c6 dau Itta nao. Khong c6 bao bi thye pham. Khong dau tich ctia con
nguodi. Khong Margo. O cubi con duong, t6i thdy mot méng bé-tong duy
nhat an vao dat. Nhung khong cé gi duge xay & phia trén, chi c6 h6 méng
16m xudng nhw cai miéng ha hoc cia mot xac chét, cay gai va cé dai cao dén
hong r6i vao nhau dam 1én xung quanh. Néu ding la Margo mudn toi thay
nhitng noi nay, t6i cling khong hiéu tai sao c6 &y mudn vay. Va néu Margo
da dén nhitng khu do thi ma va khong bao gio tré lai, c6 ay biét mot noi ma
nhitng tim kiém cta t6i da khong phat hién ra dugc.

Mat mot tiéng ruwdi 1ai xe vé Jefferson Park, t6i vé nha cat xe, mac 4o
phong c6 c6 va céi quan jeans dep nhat, roi di bd qua Jefferson Way sang
Jefferson Court, ré phai vao Jefferson Road. C6 may chiéc xe da do doc hai
bén Jefferson Place, pho nha Radar. M§i tdm-gio-bon-muoi-lam-phiit.

T6i m@ ctra. Radar don toi, tay 6m day nhoc cac 6ng gia Noel da den bang
thach cao. “Phai cat nhitng 6ng dep nhat di,” n6 néi. “Chtia cdm lam v& bat
clr ong nao.”

“Can t6i giap gi khong?” t6i hoi. Radar hat dau vé phia phong khach.
Trén cac ban ké doc x6-pha c6 bay ba bo bup bé lam t6 hinh 6ng gia Noel da
den. Trong khi 16ng chiing vao nhau, btip bé nhé nam gon trong bung bup bé
16n hon, t6i khong khoi than phuc bo bup bé rat dep—son thu cong va cyce ki
tinh t€. Nhung t6i khong dam hd ra v6i Radar vi sg nd sé xw toi tGi chét
bang cay dén hinh 6ng gia Noel da den trong phong khach.

T6i mang bo buip bé sang phong ngt duv phong dé Radar can than cat vao
ngin ti. “Ong biét khong, khi thay tat ca cac 6ng gid Noel da den nay &
cung mot chod, diéu do thye sy khién ta phai dat cau hoi vé cach ching ta
twong twong ra nhitng giai thoai.”

Radar tron mét. “U, t6i ludn tw dit cau hoi vé cach toi twéng twgng ra cac
giai thoai ctia minh khi t6i an ngii coc Bua May Man moi sang bang thia c6
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hinh 6ng gia Noel da den.”

Ban tay ai do dat leén vai toi va xoay toi lai. La Ben, hai chan né nhun
nhay chon ron trong nhw dang mac tiéu. “Tui tui hun nhau rui. Lacey da hon
toi. Khodang mudi phut trede. Trén givong ctia bo me Radar.”

“Gém qua,” Radar néi. “Dtrng c6 ma gam nhau trén givong bd me t6i
chw.”

“Ai cha cha, t6i hiéu 13 6ng da thao roi nha,” toi tréu.

“Po td ong!”

“Thoi ngay, ghé rang qua!” Ben néi, né nhin toi, gan nhv thang vao mat,
“To6i khong nghi minh lam t6t 1am.”

“Lam gi co?”

“Hun ay ma. Nghi ma xem, sudt nhitng nam thang qua Lacey da hon
nhiéu hon t6i rat nhiéu. T6i khong muén minh dong khau d& ec dén muic
lam cau ay da t6i. Cac c6 gai chén ong luén ddy,” n6 néi vdi toi, dieu dé toi
da chi diung néu dinh nghia cdc cé gdi theo kiéu “cac c6 gai trong doi diéu
hanh.”

“Nay ong, toi dang héi xin 16i khuyén day.”

Suyt chit nita t6i da khudy dong bau nhang xi v6 day cua Ben vé nhitng
cach khac nhau né thé ap dung vGi cac co6 gai khac nhau, nhung r6i t6i chi
néi, “Theo thién y cta t6i, c6 hai nguyén tac can ban: 1. Birng can lung tung
néu khong dwgc phép, va 2. LuGi con nguwdi nhw mu tat vay: nong nan kho
quén, nhung st dung than trong thoi.”

Hai mat Ben dot nhién hodng hot sang tring 1én. T6i doé mat néi, “Cau ay
dang ding sau toi, phai khong?”

“‘Ludi con ngwoi nhu mu tat vay,

y»

Lacey nhai t6i bang thit giong tram
tram do' dan ma t6i hi vong rang khong thiyre sy giong giong t6i. To6i quay lai.
“Thuc ra t¢ thay ludi Ben giong kem chéng nang,” Lacey ndi tiép. “Tot cho
sttc khée va can dugc ap dung rong rai.”

“T6i non trong chinh miéng minh mat,” Radar rén ri.

“Lacey 0i, cau vira 14y di y chi tién 1én cuda té r6i,” toi noi thém.

“Gia ma t6i c6 thé ngan dugc tri twdng twong ctia minh,” Radar noi.
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Toi tiép, “Chinh y twédng do gy xidc pham dén mitc trén thue té, dé cap
dén cum tw ‘lwdi cia Ben Starling’ trén truyén hinh la hanh vi pham phép.”

“Hinh phat do6i vdi déi twgng vi pham phap luat 1a muwoi nam tu hodac mot
chau tam luwdi Ben Starling,” Radar tuyén an.

“Ai ai,” toi nai.

“Ciing chon,” Radar cudi mim chi.

“Nha tu,” bon t6i cung két thic.

Va r6i Lacey hén Ben ngay tr6c mat chiing téi. “Chua 0i,” Radar than,
vét canh tay truéc mat. “Oi Chda oi, con mu 16i, con mu roi.”

“Thoi théi,” toi noi, “cac cau lam cac ong gia Noel da den bu6n day.”

Bita tiéc khép lai & phong ti€p khach qui trén lau hai nha Radar, tat ca c6
hai mwoi dita. Toi dwa vao twong, dau cach bitc chan dung ong gia Noel da
den vé trén nhung vai phan. Nha Radar c6 bd x6-pha rat by nén moi nguoi
déu tu tdp quanh do. Cé bia trong thung giit lanh canh ti-vi, nhung khong ai
uong ca. Thay vao do, hét dita no dén dita kia ké chuyén. Hau hét t6i da tirng
nghe roi—nhitng chuyén éo le dé khéc dé cuwoi, chuyén vé Ben Starling,
chuyén nu hon dau—nhwng Lacey chwa nghe chuyén nao, va du sao dé déu la
nhitng chuyén rat vui. T6i hau nhv ditng ngoai cudc cho dén khi bi Ben tom
gay, “Q 0i, ong sé tot nghiép ra sao ta?”

T6i mim chi n6i, “Nhan tran dudi do chung.”

“Co6 thé chi?!” Ben nhap m6t ngum Dr Pepper.

“Pay sé khong mang quan ao dau, dirng twong day so nhé,” Radar tuyén
bo.

“T6i cling vay! Q, ong thé 1a ong sé khng mang quan o theo di.”

To6i cuwoi, “Long trong xin thé.”

“T6i nhap cudc v6i!” Frank ban ctia bon t6i néi. Ci¢ thé cang c6 thém may
thang con trai gia tdng quan s6 nhan tran dwéi do chung. Tui con gai cé i do
dé khang cu.

Radar quay sang Angela, “Sy pht quyét cua cau khién t& phai dat dau hoi
cho nén mong tinh cdm cua ching ta.”

“Cau chang hiéu gi ca,” Lacey néi. “Tui nay khéng so. Chi la tui nay da
chon san do dam dé dién roi.”
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Angela chi vao Lacey, hwéng tng ngay. “Chinh xdc.” Ro6i Angela con
dan, “Cac cau nén hi vong hém 4y troi dirng tré gio.”

“T& lai mong gio to,” Ben ndi. “Khong khi trong lanh c6 1gi cho doi bi by
nhat thé gidi.”

Lacey che mat xdu ho. “Cau la anh ban trai khé nhan,” Lacey noi. “Ra
tam ra mon, nhung khé nhan.” Bon t6i cwoi nghiéng nga.

Dbay la nhitng gi td6i yéu nhat ¢ nhitng nguwdi ban ctia minh: chi ngoi vai
nhau va tan chuyén. Nhitng cau chuyén ctta s6 va nhitng cau chuyén guong
soi. Toi chi lang nghe— nhitng cau chuyén trong tam tri t6i khong vui vé ron
ra dén vay.

Toi khong thé khong nghi dén trweong pho thong va két thic cua tat ca.
Toi thich chi ditng canh x6-pha va nhin ngam dam ban—c6 vé hoi buén mét
chit nhwng toi thay on, va toi chi lang nghe, mac tat ca nhitng niém vui va
noi budn cda két cuc nay xody cudn quanh t6i, cai nay mai vao cai kia.
Trong khoanh khac dai nhat, dwong nhw 16ng nguc t6i dang ran mé, nhung
khong phai 1a mot cach khong dé chiu.

T6i ra vé tredc nira dém. May dira khac & lai mudn hon, nhung do la gio
gidi nghiém cua t6i, ma t6i cling khong muén & lai thém. Me 1o mo ngu trén
x0-pha, nhung nhém day khi thay to6i. “Vui khéng con?”

“Da,” toi dap, “vui run ca nguwoi a.”

“Y nhw con nhi,” me cwoi. Cam giac do6 lam toi thay phan chan, nhwng toi
khong noi gi. Me ding day kéo tdi vao long, hon 1én ma toi. “Me thich lam
me cua con lam.”

“Cam on me,” t0i noi.

Toi leo 1én giwvong véi cudn Whitman, gid dén doan t6i thich, khi 6ng ay
danh toan bo thoi gian nghe opera va nhitng nguoi khac.

Sau tdt cd nhitng ngoi nghe ay, o6ng viét, “Ta duwgc phd bay... bi cat roi
trong muwa da dang doc.” That hoan hdo, t6i nghi: minh lang nghe nguoi
khac dé minh c6 thé tuwéng twgng dugc vé ho, minh nghe thay tat ca nhitng
khung khiép va ki diéu con ngudi gay ra cho ban than va cho nhitng nguoi
khac, nhuwng rit cuc sy lang nghe pho bay chinh minh nhiéu hon 1a né phé
bay nhitng nguwdi minh dang gang sitc lang nghe.
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Lang thang trong nhitng do thi ma va c6 gang lang nghe c6 dy khong lam
nit duwgc cai vé boc Margo Roth Spiegelman nhiéu nhw da lam nitt chinh
toi. May trang sau-nghe va bi pho bay—Whitman bat dau viét vé tat ca
nhitng vién du 6ng c6 thé thwc hién trong tuwdng twong, va liét ké tat ca
nhitng noi 6ng c6 thé ghé tham trong khi an nhién trén c6. “Long ban tay ta
trum 1én nhitng luc dia,” 6ng viét.

To6i van nghi vé nhitng tdm ban do6, nhuw hoi bé thinh thoang t6i xem ban
do, va chi xem théi cling c6 chiut cam giac nhw minh dang & noi khac roi.
Day la nhitng gi toi phai lam. Toi phai nghe va twdng twong con duong cua
toi trong ban do cta c6 ady.

Nhung chang phdi t6i da c¢6 lam vay ro6i hay sao? Toi da xem nhitng ban
do treo phia trén may tinh cta t6i. To6i da c6 gang vach ra 16 trinh c6 dy cé
thé di, nhung giong nhw canh c6 mang qua nhiéu an duy, & Margo cling c6
qua nhiéu. Duong nhuw khéng thé nao ghim dwgc ¢6 ay xudng nhitng ban do.
Co ay qua bé nho va khong gian nhitng tdm ban doé qua 16n. Nhitng ban do
nay con hon ca sy lang phi thoi gian—ching la biéu hién hitu hinh cta nhitng
két luan hoan toan vo6 ich, sw bat luc tuyét doi cua toi khi muon tao ra nhitng
long ban tay trum lén cac luc dia, mudn cé bd 6c biét twdng twgng dung.

T6i ditng day, dén trudc nhitng tdm ban do va giat chung khéi tuwong,
nhitng ghim mi bung khéi mat gidy, roi voong xudng san. Toi vo tron li
ban d6 va ném hét vao thung rac. Khi quay vé giwong, t6i ngd ngan dam
phai mot ghim mi. Du dang cau, can kiét sic lyc va y twong, can kiét ca
nhitng khu d6 thi ma, t6i van phai nhit dam ghim mii lan lung tung trén
tham lén dé khong dam phai nita. T6i chi muén don sitc nén lén twdng,
nhwng t6i phai nhat hét dam ghim mi ngu ngoc chét tiét nay da. Xong hét,
toi quay vé giwong, dam that lyc vao gobi, hai ham rang nghién chat.

T6i c6 doc Whitman tré lai, nhung gitta nhitng trang sach va suy nghi vé
Margo, tdi cdm thdy dém nay minh bi phoi bay thé la qua du r6i. Cudi cung
toi dat sach xudng, khong buon day tat den nita. To6i chi nhin chong chong
lén twong, dan dan nham mat lai 1au hon. M6i lan m& mat ra, t6i lai thay
mang twong treo tirng tdim ban d6-bon 16 thanh hinh chit nhat, nhitng 16 cam
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ghim mii rdi rac trong hinh chit nhat d6. T6i titng nhin thady khuén hinh kiéu
nay roi. Trong gian phong trong, phia trén tdm tham dugc cudn lai.
Mot ban do. V6i nhitng dia danh dwgc danh dau.
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18.

T'si thitc day trong ning, chwa dén bay gio sang thit Bay. Dang ngac nhién,

Radar dang ¢ trén mang.

QKEHOISINH: Tbi twéng dng con ngu.
CONGDANCUATOANTHU96: Ddi ndo. Toi day tir sdu gid, viét thém vao
mot bai vé mot ca s nhac pop Malaysia. Nhung Angela con ngu.
QKEHOISINH: 06, Angela & lai qua dém a?
CONGDANCUATOANTHU96: U, nhung sy thanh tan ctia t6i van bao
toan. Co ma dém t6t nghiép... Dy 1a thé. QKEHOISINH: Nay ong, dém qua
toi chgt nghi chuyén nay. Mdy cai 16 nho trén twong ¢ khu mua sam bi bo
hoang ay—c6 kha nang trudc day tirng cé ban do va nhitng diém dwoc danh
ddu bang ghim mi khéng?
CONGDANCUATOANTHU96: Nhw mot tuyén duwong.
QKEHOISINH: Chinh xac.
CONGDANCUATOANTHU96: Muén di xem sao khong?

Nhung t6i phai doi Ange day di. QKEHOISINH: Nghe 6n ddy.

Radar goi dién thoai lic mwoi gio. Téi lai minivan qua dén no roi dén nha
Ben, mong rang don tdn cong bat ngd la cach duy nhat dé dung né day.
Nhung du cé hat sai quai ham “Chang la anh dwong ctia em” bén ngoai cira
s0 phong no thi két qua thu duwgce chi 1a né hé cita s6 ra hach dich xuy bon
toi, “Tw gio dén trua tdi khong lam gi ca.”
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Thé la chi c6 Radar va t6i 1én dwong. N6 ké chit chit vé Angela, né thich
cau ay dén mitc nao, va cam thay la lung ra sao khi méi mén nhau dugc may
thang thi dd moi dita theo mot treong dai hoc. Nhung t6i khé c6 thé nghe
dwgc thau ddo. T6i mudn tdm ban d6 dé. To6i mudn thay nhitng noi Margo
da danh dau. T6i mudn gam lai nhitng ghim mi do 1én twong.

Tui t6i vao tir gian van phong, di v0i qua thw vién, ding lai kiém tra
nhanh cac 16 trén twong phong ngu, roi sang ctra hang lwu niém. Noi nay
khong khién t6i sg chit nao nita. Mot khi da & bén trong va biét chac rang
chi c6 minh, t6i thdy an toan nhw dang & nha. Duwéi mot quay trung bay, toi
thdy hop dyng ban do va quang cdo du lich t6i da béi trong dém da tiéc. Toi
bé cai hop lén, dat thang bang trén cac goc mot ta trirng bay da vo hét kinh.
Radar loc tréc mot luot, 1ay ra tat ca nhitng gi cé ban do, roi tdéi mé ra, soi
xem c6 10 thiing nao khong.

Gan dén ddy hop, Radar nhdc 1én mot tap in den tring, twa dé NAM
NGAN THANH PHO MI. Ban quyén ndm 1972 ctia cong ti Esso. Khi than
trong m@ ra, c6 gang vuot phang cac mép quan, t6i thay mot 16 cam ghim &
goc. “Day ro6i,” t6i khé reo. Quanh 16 ghim c6 chit rach nho, trong nhw giay
bi giat khoi twong. D6 1a tdm ban do nwéc Mi cd treo trong 16p hoc, giady
gion va nga vang, in day dac nhitng diém dén tiém nang. Chut rach & goc
néi vGi tdi rang Margo khong chu dinh dé ban dé nay lai lam manh mdéi—co
ay qua chinh xac va chac chan vGi nhithg manh moi nén sé khong chai tro
tung hoa mu. Troi xui dat khién ching t6i roi ding vao phan Margo khong
dy kién trwdc, va khi thady dwgc nhitng gi c6 ay khong dv kién, t6i nghi lai
c6 ay da dv kién nhiéu dén mitc nao. Va c6 1€, t6i nghi, d6 la nhitng gi c6 ay
da lam trong béng tbi tinh lang & day. Phiéu du trong khi ng6i an nhién, nhw
Whitman, trong khi chuan bi cho nhitng gi dich thuc.

Toi chay m6t mach sang van phong, thady m6t nam ghim mi trén cai ban
canh ban ctia Margo. Ro6i Radar va t6i can than mang ban do da vu6t phang
sang phong Margo. Toi gio nd 1én truedce twong trong khi Radar tim cach
ghim cac goc, nhung ba trong bén géc da rach, ca ba trong s6 nam diém trén
ban do cling vay, chac bi rach khi ban do dwgc g& khoi twong. “Cao 1én,
sang trai,” Radar néi. “Khong, xuong. Thé. Btrng nhic nhich.” Cubi cung
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bon t6i da c6 tdm ban do trén twdng. Ching t6i can céac 16 trén gidy vdi cac
16 trén twong, nam ghim mi dé dang vé vi tri. Nhing c6 mdy 10 trén ban do
bi rach hoi to nén khong thé xac dinh dugc vi tri CHINH XAC. Va vi trf
chinh xac rat co6 gia tri trén mot tdm ban d6 den dac nam ngan dia danh.
Nhitng con chit nhé li ti san sat, toi phai ditng 1én cudn tham, gi mat lai gan
doan titng dia danh. Trong khi t6i doc tén cac thanh phé lén, Radar ldy may
tinh cam tay ra va tra trong Toan Thw Ba Thit.

C6 hai cho cam ghim khong bi rach: mét cé vé la Los Angeles, du c6 vo
khoi thanh phé cum lai gan nhau & Nam California nén chit in bi 1an 1én
nhau. Mot 16 ghim con nguyén nita la ¢ phia trén Chicago. Mot 16 ghim bi
rach & New York, can ct theo vi tri 16 thiing trén twong, la mot trong nam
khu cta thanh pho New York.

“Khép véi nhitng gi chiing ta da biét.”

“U,” t6i néi. “Nhuwng Chiia oi, noi ndo & New York ddy? Van dé 1a ¢ do.”

“Tui minh dang bo sot gi do,” Radar néi. “Ggi y nao d6 vé dia diém.
Nhitng 16 ghim con lai la gi?”

“MOot cai nita & bang New York, nhung khong gan thanh phé. Ong xem,
tat cd cac dia danh déu nhé xiu. C6 thé la Poughkeepsie hodc Woodstock
hoac Catskill Park.”

“Woodstock,” Radar néi. “Cho nay hay ddy. Margo khong c6 vé gi la dan
hippie, nhung cau dy mang khi chat cta tdm hon ty do dé.”

“T6i khong biét nita,” t6i ndi. “Piém cudi cung c6 thé la Washington,
D.C., hodc Annapolis, hodc vinh Chesapeake. Thiyc ra diém nay c6 thé la vo
thien lung.”

“Néu chi c6 mot diém trén ban do thi hitu ich hon day,” Radar gat.

“Nhung biét dau Margo muon di tir noi nay sang noi khac,” t6i n6i. Dan
minh vao chuyén di mién vién cta co ay.

Toi ngdi xudng thdm mot lat trong khi Radar doc to thong tin vé New
York, day nui Catskill, thu do, bu6i hoa nhac & Woodstock nam 1969. Hinh
nhw chang cé gi lién quan. T6i cdm thay nhw ching t6i dang lan theo day noi
va chang tim thay gi.
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Chiéu hom do, sau khi dwa Radar vé, t6i ngéi quanh nha doc “Ty khic”,
nita dé tam vao chuyén hoc thi. Thi Hai thi giai tich va tiéng La-tinh, c6 1&
la hai mo6n khé nhat, t6i khong thé hoan toan bo bé dwoc. T6i hoc gan hét toi
thit Bdy va ca ngay Chu nhat, nhung vira sau bita t6i, suy nghi vé Margo
chot hién 1én trong dau to6i. To6i tam roi bai luyén dich Ovid va dang nhap
vao tin nhan tryc tuyén. Lacey dang & trén mang. T6i mdi biét biét hiéu
dung trén mang ctia Lacey qua Ben, nhung chac toi va Lacey da da quen
biét dé t6i g tin nhan truce tiép tdi cau ay ludn.

QKEHOISINH: Chao, t6 Q day.
VAIGAIVATROTAN: Chao caul!

QKEHOISINH: C6 bao gi¢ cau nghi dén chuyén Margo dd mat bao nhiéu
thoi gian 1én ké hoach tat ca khong?
VAIGAIVATROTAN: O, nhu dé lai chif trong bat stp trude khi di
Mississippi va chi dan cau dén khu mua sam mini dy ha?
QKEHOISINH: U, nhitng viéc d6 khong thé chi nghi mudi phiit 1a xong.
VAIGAIVATROTAN: Cuén s6 chiang? QKEHOISINH: Chinh xdc.
VAIGAIVATROTAN: U nhi. H6m nay t& ciing nghi dén cuén s6. T6 nhd
c6 lan di mua sam véi nhau, Margo cit c6 thit nhét s6 vao may céi vi cau ay
thich xem c6 vira khong.

QKEHOISINH: Gia c6 cudn sb ay thi tot.
VAIGAIVATROTAN: U, nhung chic ciu 4y mang theo roi.
QKEHOISINH: U, khéng c6 trong ngan ti & truong cia Margo a?
VAIGAIVATROTAN: Khéng, trong dé chi c6 sach gido khoa, xép ngay
ngan nhu thuwong ngay.

T6i ngbi hoc va doi nhitng diva khac 1én mang. Mot lic sau Ben xuat hién,
t6i mdi né vao phong tan gau vdi téi va Lacey. Chang va nang néi vGi nhau
la chinh—t6i van dang dich ntta chitng—cho dén khi Radar dang nhap va cung
tham gia. Luc ay t6i dat but xuong khong hoc nita.
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CONGDANCUATOANTHU96: Hém nay c6 ngudi & thanh phd New York
da tim tén Margo Roth Spiegelman trong Toan Thuw Bu Thi.
CHIVIEMTHANTHUIMA: Ong c6 biét ché ndo & thanh phé New York
khong?

CONGDANCUATOANTHU96: Rét tiéc, khong.
VAIGAIVATROTAN: Van con mdy td roi trong cac cira hang bang dia &
dé ma. C6 khi ai d6 dang thit tim hiéu vé Margo.
CONGDANCUATOANTHU96: O, c6 li day. T& quén mat vu d6. Chan that!
QKEHOISINH: Nay, t6i lic c6 lic khdng xuat hién & day nhé, vi t6i dang
vao trang mang ma Radar chi, cai trang vach dwgc nhiéu 16 trinh ti* nhitng
noi Margo da danh dau ay.
CHIVIEMTHANTHUIMA: Puong dan thé no?
QKEHOISINH: duongdaivongquanh.com
CONGDANCUATOANTHU96: Tdi c6 mot gia thuyét méi. Margo s& xuét
hién & 1é t6t nghiép, ngo6i trong dam khan gia.
CHIVIEMTHANTHUIMA: T6i theo gia thuyét cii, Margo van & dau do tai
Orlando, khuady ddo bon minh va ddm bdao rang cau 4y la trung tam vii tru
ctia chung ta.

VAIGAIVATROTAN: Ben!
CHIVIEMTHANTHUIMA: Xin 16i, nhung t& ding triét dé dy.

Tui né ctt tiép tuc nhw thé, ndi véi nhau vé Margo cia minh, trong khi t6i
tim cach vach ra 19 trinh cia c6 dy. Néu Margo khong dv dinh rang tdm ban
do la m6t manh moi—va nhitng 16 rach trén ban do da chi ra rang c6 ay
khong dinh thé-toi rit ra két luan chiing t6i da c6 moi manh méi co dy chu y
dé lai, va gio con duwgc thém. Vay chac chan t6i da c6 thit minh can. Nhung
sao toi van thay xa cach Margo dén thé.
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19.

Sau ba tiéng dong hé mdt minh vGi tdm tram chi cia Ovid vao sang thw
Hai, t6i di trong hanh lang, cdm twdng nhw b 6c minh sap nho tong tong tir
tai ra. Nhuwng t6i lam bai 6n. Chiing t6i c6 mot tiéng rudi an trwa, dé nao co
thoi gian dong trd lai tredc budi thi thit hai trong ngay. Radar dang dgi trudc
ngan ta dung do cua toi.

“T6i vira danh bom t6i bang tiéng Tay Ban Nha,” Radar noi.

“Chac chan 6ng lam t6t ma.” N6 sé dén Dartmouth bang mot hoc bong
khong 16. Radar thira thng minh.

“T6i cling chang biét 6ng a. Toi c ga gat sudt luc thi van dap. Nhung
nay, toi da thitc dén nita dém dé viét chwong trinh nay. Ngon lanh lam. N6
cho phép 6ng nhap m6t muc tir vao—c6 thé la vung dia li hodc chi ho dong
vat nao dé—va r6i ong co6 thé doc dugc nhitng cau dau tién cua khoang mot
tram bai trong Toan Thw Bu Thit vé cha dé 6ng dang can, chi trén mot trang
duy nhat. Vi du, 6ng dang tim mot giong thé nao dé nhuwng khong nhé tén
chinh x4c. Ong c6 thé doc phan gi6i thiéu tit ca hai muwoi mét loai tho trén
cung mot trang, trong, xem nao, ba phut.”

“Ong lam viéc nay trong dém trudc ngay thi sao?” toi hoi.

“U, tdi biét, sao chit? Co ma toi s& g vao e-mail cho éng. Trd nay vui
nao lam.”

Ben xudt hién. “Q oi, thé c6 Chuda chitng giam, Lacey va toi ngoi trén
mang dén hai gio sang, nghich céi trang duongdaivongquanh ay. Sau khi
soat hét tirng tuyén Margo c6 thé di ttv Orlando dén nam diém kia, t6i két
luan hoa ra suét tir dau to6i da sai le. Margo khéng & Orlando. Radar néi
dung. Cau ay sé quay lai vao ngay lé tot nghiép.”

“Tai sao?”
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“Thoi diém hoan hdo. Lai xe tir Orlando dén New York dén rang nui dén
Chicago dén Los Angeles roi quay vé Orlando la mét chuyén di chinh xdc
hai muwoi ba ngay. Thém nita, tro nay tham that, nhung do6 la kiéu cta
Margo. Khién moi nguoi tin rang minh da tiéu roi. Giang mot man khoi bi
an, gidu minh trong do6 dé ai cling phai cht y. Va r6i khi sy cha y bat dau
nhat di, thi d6t ngot 16 dién & 1é t6t nghiép.”

“Khong,” t0i néi. “Khong thé nao.” Bay gio toi da hiéu Margo ro hon. Co
dy mudn duwgc chi y. Téi tin nhw vdy. Nhung Margo khong dua véi sinh
mang dé mua vui. Co dy khong bé di chi dé choi kham nhw vay.

“Nay bo, toi dang néi vdi 6ng ddy. Hay tim Margo & 1€ t6t nghiép dy. Cau
ay sé xuat hién cho coi.” T6i chi lac dau. Moi ngwdi an trira cung mot thoi
gian nén cang-tin déng nhw ném, bon t6i bén thyc hanh quyén cta hoc sinh
ndam cudi va lai xe dén tiém kem Wendy’s. C6 gang tap trung vao bai thi giai
tich sap tdi, nhung t6i bat dau cdm thay hinh nhw cau chuyén con can thém
day noi. Néu Ben diing vé chang dwong hai muoi ba ngay, diéu dé qua ciing
rat thu vi. C6 thé do la nhitng gi Margo da 1ap ké hoach trong cuén sé6 mau
den, mot hanh trinh bang 6-t6, dai va don doc. biéu do6 khong gidi thich
dugc tat ca, nhung hop véi mot Margo thich 1ap ké hoach. Nhw thé khéng c6
nghia la diéu dé nhich t6i dén gan co6 ay hon. Xac dinh mot chdm trong
manh ban do rach da khd, khi cai chadm di chuyén thi con khé hon.

Sau mot ngay dai toan thi ct, tré vé véi sw bat kha xam pham dé chiu cta
“Tw khic” gan nhw 1la mot gidi téa nhe nhom. T6i doc dén mét doan rat la
ctia bai tho—sau tat ca thoi gian nghe va lang nghe con nguoi, r6i phiéu du
cung ho, Whitman khong nghe nita va khong phiéu du nita, 6ng bat dau tré
thanh nhitng nguodi khac. Nhu thé thyc sy & trong ho. Ong ké chuyén vi
thuyén tredng mot con tau da cttu duwgc tat ca moi ngwoi trén tau, trir chinh
ong ta. Whitman néi rang thi si ké dugc cau chuyén vi dng da trd thanh vi
thuyén trwdng do. Khi 6ng viét, “Ta la nguwoi dan ong ay... Ta chiu dung... Ta
da ¢ d6.” Mdy dong sau, cang ro rang la Whitman khong can phdi lang nghe
dé trd thanh ngwoi khac nita: “Ta khong héi nguwdi mang vét thwong rang
anh c6 thay dau khéng... Chinh ta tré thanh nguwdi mang vét thuwong.”
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T6i dat cuon sach xudng va nam nghiéng, nhin ra 6 ctta s6 da luon & gitra
toi va c6 ay. Chi nhin hoac nghe thay c6 ay la khong dua. Bé tim duwgc Margo
Roth Spiegelman, ta phai tré thanh Margo Roth Spiegelman.

T6i da lam nhiéu diéu c6 dy c6 thé da lam: T6i da ché ra mot doi it cé kha
nang di da tiéc cung nhau nhat. To6i da dep yén bay ché san cta cudc chién
dang cap. Toi da ty nhién thoadi mai & trong can nha ma noi bon chuot la ba
chu, noi co6 dy da suy tw nhiéu nhat. To6i da thay. Toi da lang nghe. Nhung t6i
chwa thé tré thanh nguwoi mang vét thuong.

Ngay hom sau, t6i 10 do sudt bai thi vat li va méon nha nwdc va chinh
quyeén, r6i thit Ba thitc dén 2 gio sang hoan thanh bai luan cudi cing mon
Quoc ngit, vée Moby Dick.

Ahab la anh hung, t6i da quyét dinh nhw vay. Khéng c6 li do gi dac biét
cho quyét dinh d6—dac biét trong hoan canh t6i chwa doc cuon sach-nhung
toi da quyét dinh vay va ci thé viét not thoi.

Tuan thi dwgc riat gon dong nghia rang thi Tw la ngay cudi ctia ching t6i
¢ treong. Sudt ca ngay hom do, kho ma khong di vong vong, nghi dén
nhitng sy cudi cung cua tat ca: Lan cudi ditng v6i mday dira thanh mét vong
tron bén ngoai phong tap nhac, duéi bong soi da bao boc bao thé hé nhac
cong ki tai nay. Lan cudi an pizza trong cang-tin véi Ben. Lan cudi ngoi
trong ngoi trrong nay, mot tay viét voi bai luan, mét tay kep gitta cuon sach
mau xanh. Lan cu6i 1é mat liéc dong ho. Lan cudi thdy Chuck Parson lam
lam di qua hanh lang, nu cuwoi thoang vé khinh man bat can doi. Troi dat.
T6i bat dau Iwu luyén Chuck Parson m@i ghé chi. Thit bénh gi d6 dang
hoanh hanh trong t6i mat roi.

V@i Margo han tat cd cling nhw vay. Vi tat ca thoi gian 1ap ké hoach, han
cO ay biét minh sé ra di, tham chi I€é ra c6 dy da khong hoan toan mién dich
v6i cam xuc. Co ay da c6 nhitng ngay twoi dep & day. Nhitng gio phut cubi
cung, that khé goi lai nhitng ngay toi té, vi bang cach nay hay cach khac, co
dy da qua mot phan doi ¢ noi nay, cling giong nhu téi. Thanh phd nay la
gidy, nhung nhitng ki niém thi khéng. T4t ca nhitng gi to6i da lam & day, tat
ca nhitng triu mén, x6t xa, thwrong cam, tan bao va doc 4ac, tat ca dang day
1én trong t6i. Nhitng birc twong t6 ong son trang. Nhitng birc twong trang cta
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toi. Nhitng birc twong trang cia Margo. Chiing t6i da bi ham giita nhitng bic
twong dy qua lau, bi mac ket trong bung n6é nhuw Jonah bi mac ket trong bung
ca vay.

Su6t ca ngay, toi da nghi c6 1€ chinh cam xtic nay la li do tai sao c0 ay lai
1én ké hoach tat ca that chi tiét va chinh xac: du c6 muon di nita, ra di van
that kho khan. Can dugc chuan bi, va c6 1€ ngbi vach ké hoach trong khu
mua sam bé hoang do6 la mot viéc vira tri tué vira day cam xtdc—cach Margo
hinh dung vé chinh minh dan than vao s6 phan.

Ben va Radar tap nhac rong ra dé dam bdao rang tui n6 sé khién tat ca phai
rung chuyén trong hanh khic “Pomp and Circumstance” & 1é t6t nghiép.
Lacey noi c6 thé dua toi vé, nhung t6i quyét dinh don dep ngan t ca nhan vi
khong muon quay lai treong va lai phai cdm thdy hai 14 phdi minh sap chét
chim trong nhitng nhé nhung ngang nganh trao lén.

Ngan td cua toi thuan tiy la mot hd tap nham-—ntta dung rac, nita dung
sach. Ngan ctia Margo sach v@ van gon gang dau ra day khi Lacey mé& no ra,
toi van nh@ thé, nhu thé Margo dinh quay lai trudng ngay hém sau. T6i kéo
thung rac lai gan day ti va m@ ngan ctia minh. T6i bat dau tir bitc anh chup
Radar, Ben va t6i, ba thang déu lam biéng dang thon mat ra. T6i bé birc anh
vao ba-10, r6i khéi dong qui trinh kinh hoang nhat ra da thit ban thiu tich tu
ca nam troi-ba keo cao su vo vién trong gidy xé vd, co man but hét muc,
khan gidy lem nhem dau md&-t6i lang hét vao thung rac. Suot lic do, toi cw
nghi, Minh sé khong bao gic lam lgi viéc nay nita, minh sé khong bao gio &
day nira, day khéng bao gio con la ngdn ti dung do cua minh nita, Radar va
minh sé khoéng bao gio viét gidy noi chuyén riéng trong gio gidi tich nira,
minh sé khong bao gio thdy Margo di ngodi hanh lang nita. Lan dau tién
trong doi toi, c6 nhiéu dén thé nhitng diéu sé khong bao gio xdy ra nita.

Va cudi cung thi qua nhiéu ro6i. T6i khong thé 1ai dugc dong cam xuc, va
nhitng xtc cam tr@ thanh bat kha chiu dung. T6i suc sau vao ngan ta, 16i ra
tat cd—nhitng tranh anh, ghi chép va sach vé—gat hét vao thung rac. T6i dé
ngo ngan ti day ma di. Ngang phong tap nhac, t6i nghe thay bai “Pomp and
Circumstance” lung bung vong ra qua nhitng bitc twong. Toi c& di. Bén
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ngoai troi nong, nhung khéng néng nhw moi khi. Co6 thé chiu dung dugc.
Puong vé nha da phdn la via hé, t6i nghi. Thé 1a toi c di tiép.

Ciing do dan va réu rd nhw tat ca nhitng khong-bao-gio-nita, sy roi bo
cudi cung nay that hoan hao. Thuan khiét. Dang thitc dé chat loc dwgc nhat
cta sy gidi phong. Tat cd nhitng dinh mac, trt mét tam dnh dé ec, déu & yén
trong thung rac, nhung cam giac that tuyét voi. Toi bat dau buwéc nhanh,
muon doang thém khodng cach gitta t6i va ngdi truong.

Ra di that khé khan—cho dén khi ta ra di. Va sau do la diéu dé dang nhat
trén thé gidi nay.

Trong khi chay, t6i cdm thay minh lan dau tién tré thanh Margo. Tb6i biét:
c6 dy khong & Orlando. C6 dy khéng & bang Florida. Ra di mang lai cam
gidc qua tuyét voi, mot khi da ra di. Néu dang ngoi 6-t6, khong phai dang di
bo, han t6i cling sé 1ai xe di mai. Margo da ra di va sé khong quay lai 1é tot
nghiép hay bat ct gi khac. Bay gio toi da cam thay chac chan.

T6i ra di, va su ra di qua phan chan nén t6i biét minh c6 thé khong bao
gio trd lai. Nhuwng roi sao? Liéu toi c6 tiép tuc rdi bo noi nao do, ra di va lai
ra di, dan minh vao mot chuyén di mién vién hay khong?

Ben va Radar lai xe ngang qua khi t6i con cach Cong vién Jefferson mot
phan tw dam. Ben dirng huych RHAPAW ngay & Lakemont, bat chidp giao
thong t¥ phia. Toi chay dén va vao xe. Hai thang mu6n dén nha t6i choi H6i
Sinh, nhwng t6i phdi n6i rang khéng dugc, vi toi dang ¢ gan hon lic nao hét.
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20.

Suét dem thit T, va ca ngay th Nam, i ¢6 ging tan dung nhitng hiéu
biét méi cua t6i vé Margo dé rit ra y nghia nao do tiv nhitng manh moi da
c6—moi lién hé gitta tdm ban do6 va nhitng cudn sach du lich, hodc gitta
Whitman va tdm ban do, nhitng lién hé sé khién t6i hiéu dwgc phiéu-du-ngiy
cta c6 ay. Nhung toi cang cam thay ro hon rang c6 1€ niém han hoan cta su
ra di da cudon hiat Margo dén mitc c6 dy khong thyc sy dé tdm rac mot dai
vun banh mi hoan chinh. Néu ding nhv vay, tdm ban do Margo khéng dinh
dé cho bon t6i phat hién ra cé thé l1a co hoi kha quan nhat dé tim thay co ay.
Nhung khong c6 dia diém nao trén ban d6 da chinh xac. Ngay ca Catskill
Park, cho khién t6i chd y vi la noi duy nhat khong & trong hodc gan thanh
pho 16n, van qué rong 16n, qua dong dic dé di tim mdt cd nhan duy nhat.
“Ty khiic” dan dén nhitng noi & thanh phé New York, nhwng c6 qua nhiéu
dia diém phai lan theo. Lam thé nao xac dinh dwgc mot diém trén ban do khi
diém ay duong nhw luon di chuyén twr thi thanh nay sang thi thanh khac?

Sang thit Sau, t6i da day va dang lat gid cac cuén hwdng dan du lich thi
bd me vao phong t6i. Ca hai hiém khi cung vao phong t6i mét ldc, t6i chém
cam thay nhon nhao trong nguwdi-hay la cé tin khong hay vé Margo—r6i chot
nh@ ra hom nay la ngay toi t6t nghiép.

“San sang chwa con giai?”

“Roi a. Cling khong c6 gi linh dinh lam, nhung sé vui a.”

“Con chi tot nghiép pho thong cé6 mot lan trong doi thoi day,” me noi.

“Vang,” t6i dap. Bo me ngbi xudng mép giwdng va nhin t6i. Ca hai khic
khich liéc nhau. “Cé chuyén gi thé a?” t6i hoi.

“Cha, b6 me mu6n tang qua tét nghiép cho con,” me noéi. “Quentin a, b
me thue sy tw hao vé con lam. Con la bao b6i qui gia nhat trong doi bo me,
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hom nay la mot ngay trong dai vdi con, va bo me—Con thyc si 1a mot chang
trai tot day.”

T6i mim cwdi va nhin xudng. Va roi bo rit ra mot hop qua rat nhé, dugc
boc bang gidy gbéi mau xanh da troi.

“Khong,” t6i thot 1én, voi cam 1y né.

“MG@ ra di con trai.”

“Khong thé nao,” t6i ndi, van cham cham nhin céi hop. Kich c¢& mot chiéc
chia khoa. Trong lwgng mot chiéc chia khéa. Toi lac lac, cai hop loc xoc
tiéng mot chiéc chia khoa. “Mau ma@ di con,” me giuc toi.

Toi xé gidy boc. MOT CHIEC CHIA KHOA! T6i xem ki. Chia khoa xe
Ford! Nha t6i khong c6 cai Ford nao. “B6 me mua xe cho con a?”

“U,” b6 noi. “Khong phai xe méi tinh—nhung méi chay cé hai nim va di
khoang hai muoi ngan dam thoi.”

T6i nhay cang 1én 6m ca bo lan me. “Ctia con a?”

“U1” me suyt hét 1én. Tdi c6 xe! Mot cai xe 6-t6! Cuia riéng toi!

T6i g& minh ra khoéi b6 me va hét toang 1én “cdm on b6 cadm on me cam
on b6 cdm on me cdm on b6 cdm on me” trong khi chay vu qua phong
khach, m& veo ctra trwdc, trén nguwdi chi cd cai 4o phong cii va quan dui.
Kia, do & 16i di va dwgc that mot cai no xanh da trdi by chang, la mét chiéc
Ford minivan.

B6 me cho t6i mot chiéc minivan. B me c6 thé chon bat ¢ loai xe nao,
va da chon minivan. Mot chiéc minivan. Oi thwa Than Céng Li Xe C9, sao
ngai dua dai v6i con vay? Minivan, mi la cai gong deo o, la néi xau ho
khong tr6i! Mi la d6 quai vat tran cao 1énh khénh ma lyc thap te!

T6i ndn ra mot vé mat qua cam va quay lai. “Con cam on bo, con cam on
me a!” t6i nodi, du giong néi hoi kém néng nhiét vi t6i hoan toan dang dién.

“B0 me dé y con rat thich 14i xe ctia me,” me n6i. Bo6 me t6i cwdi rang ro—
ro l1a hoan toan tin twéng rang minh da trao cho thang con phuwong tién di lai
mo wdc caa doi né. “Choi boi loanh quanh véi ban bé sé vui lam day!” bo
noi thém. Va hay nghi xem: chuyén mon chinh cta hai vi nay la phan tich va
thau hiéu tam li con nguoi day.

“Cha,” bo ndi, “ta nén di sém thi mai c6 cho ngoi tot dwgc.”
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Toéi chwa tim riva thay quan 4o, chwa bat cit gi ca. O, nhv vay khong co
nghia la t6i sé thuc sw mdc d6, nhing van can thaoi gian chi. “Mudi hai reai
con m&i phdi cé mat,” t6i néi. “Con can chuan bi nita a.”

B6 nhiu may, “U, nhung bd muén ngdi chd c6 tam nhin t6t dé chup—"

Tai ngét 10i b6, “Con TU PI duogc a,” téi néi. “Con c6 thé TU LAI XE
CUA CON dén trvdng ma,” téi cudi toe toét.

“Me biét r6i!” me cling rat vui. Troi dat qui than oi, du gi thi mot cai 6-to
la mGt cai 6-t0. Lai minivan cta toi chac chan la mot bwdc tién so vai lai
minivan cua nguoi khac.

Toi quay lai may tinh, khoe ngay v&i Radar va Lacey (Ben khong truc
tuyén) vé chiéc minivan.

CONGDANCUATOANTHU96: Tin qué t6t day! T6i qua bé nhd cai thiing
gitr lanh vao sau xe ong dugc khéng? T6i phai dwa bo me dén 1é tot nghiép
va khong muon hai vi nghia thay céi thung dé.
QKEHOISINH: Puogc, xe khong khéa dau. Thung giit lanh dé lam gi vay?
CONGDANCUATOANTHU96: U, hom tiéc & nha tdi cha c6 ai udng bia,
van con 212 chai, mang dén nha Lacey cho cau ay md tiéc t6i nay luon.
QKE HOI SINH: 212 chai bia?
CONGDANCUATOANTHU96: Céi thiing to day.

Ben vao mang, GAO THET rdng n6 da tim rtra tinh twom, nhan tran nhw
nhong va chi can déi mii, trong do chung vao nita théi. Bon t6i tan hwou tan
vurgn vé 1é tot nghiép nhan tran. Sau khi ca lii déu da thoat khdi mang dé di
chuan bi, t6i vao phong tam, ditng thang dé nwdc ban tryc tiép 1én mat, bat
dau suy nghi trong khi nwdc van x6i. New York hay California? Chicago hay
D.C.? Bay gio minh ciing c6 thé di dugc r6i, tdi nghi. Toi c6 xe, nhu c6 ay
cling c6 mot chiéc. T6i c6 thé dén ca nam diém trén ban do, du cé thé khong
tim dwgc co ay, thi cling vui hon mot mua hé néng chdy nwéc ¢ Orlando.
Nhung khong. Giong nhu 1én vao SeaWorld vay. Can lap ké hoach ti mi, can
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thue thi ké hoach mot cach xuat sac, roi sau do—khong gi ca. Va ciing giong
nhuw SeaWorld, trtv chuyén t6i hon. Margo da néi véi to6i: phan vui nhat
khong nam & khau thue thi; phan vui nhat la chinh qua trinh 1én ké hoach.

b6 la nhitng diéu t6i da nghi khi ditng dudi voi hoa sen: qua trinh 1én ké
hoach. Margo ngoi trong khu mua sam mini v&i cuén so tay, vach ra cac ké
hoach. C6 thé c6 ay dang sap xép mot hanh trinh di bang 6-t6, dung tam ban
d6 dé hinh dung cac tuyén duwong. Co ay doc Whitman va danh dau “Ta dan
minh vao chuyén di mién vién,” vi d6 la thé loai viéc c6 dy thich tudng
twgng minh dang lam, thé loai viéc c6 ay thich 1én ké hoach.

Nhung d6é cé phai thé loai viéc c6 ay thich thyc sw thuc hién khong?
Khong. Vi Margo biét bi mat cta su ra di, cai bi mat t6i vira mdi hiéu dugc:
su ra di chi tuyét diéu va thuan khiét khi ta rgi bé diéu gi d6 quan trong, diéu
gi d6 c6 y nghia véi ta. Kéo bat si song 1én tir goc ré. Nhung ta khong thé
lam nhw vay cho dén khi cudc doi ta da bén re.

Thé nén khi Margo ra di, c6 dy ra di mai mai. Nhung t6i khong tin rang c6
dy ra di vi mot hanh trinh mién vién. T6i cam thay chac chan rang c6 ay ra
di dé dén mot noi—noi c6 ay co thé ¢ lai du 1au dé cho do tré nén cé y nghia,
du 1au dé lan ra di sau cling dem lai cdm giac tuyét diéu nhw lan ra di truéc.
C6 mét goc trén thé gian nay, dau do cdch xa ddy, noi khéng ai biét “Margo
Roth Spiegelman” nghia la gi. Va Margo dang ngoi & goc do, dang viét vao
cuén s6 mau den cta cé ay.

Nudc bat dau lanh. Con chwa dong dén banh xa-phong, nhung t6i di ra,
cuon khan bong quanh héng va ng6i xuéng bén may tinh.

T6i mo lai e-mail Radar gwi chwong trinh trong Toan Thu Pu Thit ctia no,
tdi vé may minh. Chuwong trinh chay rat 6n. Pau tién, to6i go ma vung khu
trung tdm Chicago, chon “dia diém”, va tim trong ban kin hai mwoi dam. Ra
ca tram cau tra 10i, tir Navy Pier dén Deerfield. Cau dau tién ctia moi bai viét
hién 1én man hinh ctia t6i, tdi doc lwét qua mat chitng nam phit. Khong cé
gi noi bat. Toi thw ti€ép bang mdt ma vung gan Catskill Park & New York.
Lan nay co it trd 10i hon, tdm muoi hai, sdp x€ép theo ngay thang bai viét
dugc tao ra trong Toan Thw Bu Thit. Toi bat dau doc: Woodstock, bang New
York, 1a mot thanh pho & hat Ulster, New York, c6 1é duge biét dén nhiéu
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nhat nhd cudc hoa nhac cung tén [xem Hoa nhac Woodstock] nam 1969, mot
su kién kéo dai ba ngay, vdi su tham gia ctia cac nghé si tir Jimi Hendrix dén
Janis Joplin, thyc té dién ra & mot thanh pho gan d6. Ho Katrine 1a mot ho
nho thuoc hat Ulster, New York, thwong duvgc Henry David Thoreau ghé
tham. Catskill Park réng 2.800 cay s6 vuong, nam trén day ndi Catskill, do
chinh phu lién bang va chinh quyén dia phuwong dong quan li, bao gom 5
phan tram c6 phan cta thanh phé New York; mét phan nwéc sinh hoat cho
thanh ph6 dugc 1y tit cac ho & Catskill Park. Roscoe, bang New York, la
mot khu dan cuw nho, theo diéu tra dan s6 gan day gom 261 ho gia dinh.
Agloe, bang New York, la mot ngoi lang khong co6 that, do cong ti Esso dua
ra vao dau nhitng nam 1930 va xuat hién trong cac ban do du lich, déng vai
tro la mot cai bay ban quyén, hodc mét thanh pho giay.

T6i nhan vao duong dan dé doc toan bai, tiép tuc la:

Nam & giao 16 cda hai con duong dat vé phia bac Roscoe, NY, Agloe la
san pham cua cac nha lam ban d6 Otto G. Lindberg va Ernest Alpers, ho da
tao ra tén Agloe bang cach ghép cac chir cai dau trong tén minh lai. Cac bay
ban quyén xuat hién trong nganh lam ban do tir nhiéu thé ki nay. Cac nha
ban do6 hoc tao ra nhitng dia diém, pho va thanh phd khong c6 that, dat vao
nhitng cho khé tim trén ban do cia ho. Néu nhitng dia danh khong c6 that do
dugc tim thdy trén ban do cua mot ngwoi lam ban do6 khac, chac chan rang
mot tdm ban do da nghiém nhién bi sao chép trai phép. Bay ban quyén ciling
duge goi la bay khoa, pho gidy, va thanh phd gidy [xem nhitng tra ctiu
khong co thdt]. Du chi mé6t s6 don vi lam ban do6 ghi nhan sy ton tai cta cac
bay ban quyén, nhitng bay nay van la mot dac diém pho bién trong cac ban
do ngay nay.

Trong nhitng nam 1940, Agloe, New York, bat dau xudt hién trén ban do
ctia cac cong ti khac. Esso nghi ngd c6 hién twgng vi pham ban quyén va
chuan bi thua tuc t6 tung, nhwng trén thye t€, mot ngwdi dan khong ré danh
tinh da xady mot “Hiéu Tap Hoa Agloe” tai giao 16 xuat hién trong ban do
cua Esso.

Can nha nay, hién van ton tai [cdn trich nguon], la cong trinh duy nhat tai
Agloe, tiép tuc xudt hién trén nhiéu ban dé va thwong kém théng ké dan so
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la khong.

Moi bai trong Toan Thu Bt Thit déu c6 trang phu dé xem tat ca cac lwot
stta chita, bién tap dwoc thuc hién, va bat c binh luan nao cda cac thanh
vién Toan Thu vé bai viét d6. Bai vé Agloe khong duwgc chinh stta gi tir gan
mot nam nay, nhung méi ddy c6 mot binh luan ctia mot nguwoi truy cap an
danh.

Dbé biét, cho bat ctr ai Bién tap bai nay—dan So6 agloe thuc té La Mot tinh
dén Trra ngay 29 thang nam.

T6i lap titc nhan ra kiéu viét hoa nay. Quy tdc viét hoa thong thuong rdt
bdt cong vdi cdc tir khong ditng ddu cdu. Co hong dot nhién ciing lai, nhung
toi bat ban than phai binh tinh lai. Binh luan dwogc viét cach day muwoi lam
ngay. N6 da ludn & do, dgi toi. Nhin dong ho & may tinh, tdi chi con chwa
dén hai muoi tu tiéng nita.

Lan dau tién ti* may tuan nay, Margo tréd nén hoan toan, khong thé phu
nhan duwoc, séng dong doi voi téi. Co ay con séng. It nhat thém mot ngay
nita, c6 dy van con séng. T6i da chi tam qua lau dén nhitng lang bat cia
Margo, dé khong bi am anh trong m@ bong bong ban khoan khong biét c6 ay
con song hay khong, lau dén mic t6i khong nhan ra rang minh da cam thay
so hdi chirng nao, cho dén lic ndy. Oi, on Chida. C6 &y con sdng.

T6i nhay 1én, ké chiéc khan béng roi xuéng, goi dién ngay cho Radar. T6i
kep dién thoai vao hom c6 trong khi trong quan 16t va quan so6c vao nguoi.
“T6i biét nhitng thanh phé gidy nghia 1a gi 16i! Ong c6 mdy tinh cam tay &
do6 khong?”

“Cé. Ong rat nén c6 mit ¢ day roi day. Ho sip bt bon minh xép hang
r6i.”

Toi nghe thdy Ben gao qua dién thoai. “Bdo n6 dién nhan tran khong ao
chung thi hon!”

“Radar,” t6i goi, c6 gang dé no6 hiéu dugc tinh hé trong cua van dé. “Hay
tra trang viét vé Agloe, New York di. Pwgc chir?”

“U. Pang doc. Dgi di. Oi. Oi. Chéc 1a 16 ghim & Catskill trén ban do diing
khong?”

“DPung, toi cling nghi thé. Rat gan ma. Xem tiép phan thao luan di.”
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“Radar?”

“Oi Chua 0i.”

“T6i biét, toi biét!” toi hét 1én. Toi khong nghe no6 tra 10i vi phai mac voi
ao phong, nhwng khi ap lai dién thoai vao tai, toi chi nghe thay tiéng Radar
dang noi voi Ben.

T6i ngat ludn.

Quay lai may tinh, t6i tim chi dan lai xe tir Orlando dén Agloe, nhung hé
thong ban do6 chwa bao gid biét dén Agloe, nén t6i thay bang Roscoe. Vi
toc do trung binh sdu mwoi lam dam mot gig, may tinh n6i chuyén di can
mu0oi chin tiéng va bon phut. Pang la hai gid mwoi lam phut. Téi c6 hai
muoi mot tiéng va bon muoi lam phit dé dén dé. T6i in ban hwéng dan ra,
v& chia khoa chiéc minivan, quay luvng khéa ctra trude.

“Di mat muoi chin tiéng bon phut,” tdi noéi vao dién thoai di dong. Bén
kia la di dong cua Radar, nhung Ben dang noi.

“Ong dinh thé ndo?” né héi. “Cé6 bay dén khong?”

“Khong, to6i khong dua tién, ma chd dé ciing cach thanh phé New York
khodng tam tiéng. Cho nén t6i sé lai xe di.”

Dot nhién Radar lay lai dién thoai. “Pi mat bao lau?”

“Mudi chin tiéng bon phut.”

“Ai n6i vay?”

“Google Maps.”

“Khong 6n,” Radar néi. “Nhitng chwong trinh ban do d6 déu khong tinh
dén giao thong. T6i s& goi lai. Ong nhanh 1én. Pang phai xép hang roi day!”

“T6i khong dén dau. Khong thé hén xui véi thoi gian dwgc,” toi ndi,
nhung chi c6 khong khi nghe.

Mot phit sau Radar goi lai. “Néu toc do trung binh la sdu muoi lam dam
mot gio, khong dirng, va tinh trén lvu lwgng giao thong trung binh, sé mat
hai muoi ba tiéng chin phiat. Nhw vay 6ng sé dén noi sau mét gio chiéu, cho
nén phai vira di vira bu thoi gian.”

“Sao cg? Nhung—"
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Radar ngat 10i t6i, “T6i khong phé binh gi dau, nhung c6 1€ véi van dé cu
thé nay, nguwoi di mudn kinh nién can nghe ngwdi luén ding gio. Nhung ong
sé phai qua day it nhat mot gidy, néu khong bo me 6ng sé ta hda khi tén 6ng
dwgc goi ma khong thdy nguwoi dau. Va lai, du day khong phai van dé quan
trong nhat, tién thi t6i néi luén-tat ca bia ctia bon t6i & trong xe 6ng do.”

“Co ma toi khong co6 thoi gian,” toi dap.

Ben ghé vao dién thoai. “Pitng c6 ma xuan thé. Chi mit c6 nam phut
thoi.”

“Thoi danh.” T6i viegt mot dén vira chuyén sang do, phong that nhanh—xe
nay tang toc tot hon xe me, nhung chi hon cht xiu théi—dén trudong. Toi dén
dwgc bai do xe cia khu thé thao da nang sau ba phut. T6i khong lai vao cho
do han hoi ma chi dirng xe giita bai va nhay ra. Pang chay vé phia nha tap
da nang, t6i thdy ba nguwoi mdc 4o chung chay lai phia minh. C6 thé thay
ngay hai cang chan nhw hai 6ng sdy sam mau cua Radar dwdi do chung phap
phdi, Ben chay ngay canh, di giay thé thao khéng tat. Lacey chay phia sau.

“Cac ong lay bia ra di,” toi vira néi vira chay qua ching né. “T6i vao bao
cao bo me.”

Nguwoi nha cia hoc sinh nam cudi ngoi theo cac day ghé khan giad. To6i
chay t6i chay lui trong san béng ré6 méi thady bé me ngoi & lung chirng khan
dai. Ca hai dang vay t6i. T6i nhay hai bac thang mét 1én nén hoi hon hén khi
cti xuéng cho bo me va néi, “Thé nay a, con sé khong [thd] ra khi dugc goi,
vi con [thé&] nghi da tim thay Margo va [thd] phai di ngay, con bat dién thoai
di dong [thd] bo me dirng cau, con cAm on b6 me vi cai xe.”

Me nam ldy c6 tay toi, hoi, “Sao thé? Con dang noi chuyén gi thé ha
Quentin? Binh tinh da nao.”

Toi noi tiép, “Con sé dén Agloe, New York, va con phai di ngay. Tat ca
chi c6 thé théi a. Thé, con di day a, con it thoi gian lam. Con c6 mang theo
di dong. Thé a, con yéu bod me.”

T6i phai rit ngay khoi ban tay dang nam ho ctia me. Trudc khi bé me kip
néi gi, téi da sai chan chay xuéng cau thang, lao trd ra xe. Téi vao xe, khdi
dong va chuan bi lan banh, nhin sang thi thay Ben dang ngo6i trén ghé canh
lai xe.
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“Ldy thung bia r6i ra khoi xe di!” t6i noi 1on.

“Bon nay di luon,” né néi. “Lai duong treong nhu vay thi ong sé ngu gat
cho coi.”

Toi quay ra sau, Lacey va Radar déu dang ap dién thoai vao tai. “Sap bao
v6i bo me,” Lacey gidi thich, nhip tay 1én dién thoai. “Kia Q. Di théi di thoi
di thoi.”
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Gio dau tién

Bli’a nao ciing mat mét lic mdi giai thich dwgc véi b6 me rang 1. Ching
t0i déu sé khong dur 1€ t6t nghiép, va 2. Chiing t6i dang 1ai xe dén New York
dé 3. Kiém tra xem mot thanh pho c6 thyc sy ton tai hay khéng, va hi vong
rang 4. Kip gdp nguoi da dang binh luan trén Toan Thw Pa Thi, vi can c
trén Bang chitng viét hoa Ngau nhién d6 chinh la 5. Margo Roth
Spiegelman.

Radar la da cudi cung dat dién thoai xudng, rut cuc n6 thong bao, “Toi
xin tuyén b6 day. Bo me t6i rat cau vi toi khong dv 1€ tot nghiép. Ban gai t6i
cling cau, vi hai dita da 1én ké hoach lam mot viéc dac biét trong vong tam
tiéng nita. T6i khong mudn di vao tiéu tiét, nhung tét hon hét day nén la mot
chuyén bam duwong hoanh trang.”

“Kha nang gilt gin thanh tan cia 6ng la nguén cam hitng 16n cho tat ca
ching t6i,” Ben ngoi canh t6i noi.

Toi liéc Radar qua guong chiu hdu. “BAM DUONG HOANH TO-
RANG!” tbi hét 1én v6i né. Bat chdp chinh minh, mot nu cudi tir tir gidn ra
trén mat n6. Cam giac han hoan tuyét diéu cia nhitng lan ra di.

Ching t6i dang di trén cao toc lién bang I-4, giao thong tuwong doi thua,
chinh thé cang thém phan may man khéng ngd. T6i dang chay xe & lan
ngoai cung bén trai, virgt tam dam mot gio so v6i toc do cho phép nam muaoi
lam dam mot gio, vi c6 lan t6i trng nghe noi rang phai vugt dén chin dam
mot gio mabi bi canh sat bat dirng lai.

Rat nhanh, bon t6i xac dinh vai tro cua tirng dita.

O hang ghé cubi, Lacey 1a ngudi cung tng. Cau ay dong dac kiém ké tat
ca nhitng gi chiing t6i hién c6 cho chuyén di: nita thanh keo Snicker Ben an
dé chirng khi t6i goi dién bdo vé Margo; 212 chai bia & phia sau xe; ban
huwéng dan di duong t6i da in ra; va nhitng thi¢ sau trong vi Lacey: tdm thanh
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keo the, mot but chi, mot it khan gidy, ba bang vé sinh, mot doéi kinh ram,
son dudng moi ChapStick gi do, chum chia khoa nha Lacey, mot thé hoi
vién YMCA, mot thé thw vién, may to héa don, ba muoi lam do-la tién mat,
va mot thé BP.

T cho ngoi, Lacey reo 1én, “Vui ghé! Bon minh giong nhw linh tién
phong tay khéng bat gidac! Nhung gia c6 nhiéu tién mat hon thi t6t.”

“It nhat bon minh c6 thé BP ma,” toi néi. “Vay c6 thé mua xing va do
an.”

T6i nhin qua guwong chiéu hau, thdy Radar trong bd do chiung dang nghia
xudng vi cia Lacey. Ao chung cét c6 hoi rong nén c6 thé thay thdp thoang
16ng trén nguwc Radar. “Trong vi cau c6 quan so6c nam khong vay?” no héi
Lacey.

“No6i nghiém tic nhé, ching ta nén dirng lai & hiéu quan 4o GAP,” Ben
chém vao.

Nhiém vu ctia Radar, n6é da bat dau véi cai may tinh cam tay, la Nghién
cttu va Tinh toan. N6 ngoi mot minh & hang ghé ngay sau t6i, véi ban chi
duong va cuén hwéng dan stt dung xe minivan nay trai ra bén canh. N6 tinh
xem chiing t6i can di vGi toc nao dé dén noi trwdc trva mai, can dirng lai bao
nhiéu lan dé do xang, vi tri ctia cac tram BP trén duong ma ching t6i sé qua
va moi lan dwoc dirng lai trong bao lau, moi lan di cham lai dé ra khoi
dwong cao toc sé mat bao nhiéu thoi gian.

“Bon minh sé dirng bon lan dé d6 xang. Moi lan dirng phai rat rat khan
trong. T6i da mat sau phut dé ra khéi dwong cao toc. Phai dé ching ba
khuc kha dai dang c6 thi cong xay dung, cong thém lvu lwgng giao thong &
Jacksonville, Washington, D.C. va Philadelphia, di bon minh c6 lgi thé la sé
qua D.C. lic khodng ba gid sang. Theo tinh toan cua t6i, van tdéc hanh trinh
trung binh nén dat khoang bay mwoi hai dam. Hién gio dang la bao nhiéu?”

“Sau muoi ba,” t6i dap. “Toc do gidi han 1a nam muoi lam day.”

“Tang 1én bay muoi hai di,” n6 noi.

“Khong duoc, nguy hiém day, toi sé bi phat.”

“Lén bdy muoi hai di,” n6é nhac lai. T6i an manh chan ga. Cai khé mot
phan la t6i mién cuGng tang toc bay muoi hai dam, va phan nita la chinh cai
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minivan cling mién cudng tang toéc bay muoi hai dim. N6 bat dau rung rung
theo cai cach ngam am chi né sap roi ra dén noi réi. To6i van & lan ngoai
cung bén trai, du khong phai xe chay nhanh nhéat trén duwong. Toi cam thay
rat t6i té khi minh c lién tuc vugt 1én, dé nhitng xe khac tut lai phia bén
phai, nhung t6i can vuot 1én dau, vi khéng giong moi nguwoi dang di trén
dwong, toi khong thé cham lai duge. Va day la vai tro cuda t6i: 14i xe va cam
thay cang thang. Hoa ra t6i da ti'ng ddm nhiém vai tro nay roi.

Con Ben? Vai tro cua Ben la can di tiéu. Thoat dau c6 vé vai tro cha dao
ctia né la cam ram tai sao ching t6i khong cé dia nhac nao va rang tat ca cac
dai phat thanh & Orlando déu chan om, triv dai cua trwong dai hoc, hién da
ngoai vung pha séng. Nhung chang bao 1au sau, n6 thoi bay vai tro do vi
mot tiéng goi thuy chung va chan chinh: can di tiéu.

“T6i can di tiéu,” né ndi luc 3:06. Ching t6i da khéi hanh duge bon muoi
ba phit, con gan mot ngay chay xe nita.

“0,” Radar dép, “tin tot 1a ching ta s& ditng lai. Tin x4au la s& dirng lai sau
bon tiéng va ba muoi phat nita.”

“Chac t6i nhin dugc,” Ben noéi. Vao hoi 3:10, né tuyén bd, “Thyc ra, toi
that s can di tiéu. That sw.”

Dan hgp xuwéng dap, “Nhin di!” N6 néi, “Nhung toi—" Va dan hgp xudng
lai dap, “Nhin di!” Vui that, it nhat Iic nay, Ben can di tiéu va bon t6i can né
nhin tiéu. N6 cudi ngdt nghéo, lién thoang rang ct cwoi thé nay thi né cang
mac tiéu. Lacey nhay 1én, nga vé phia Ben va bat dau cu swon né. Ben cuoi
ra 1én va toéi cling cwoi, gitt vitng toc do bady muoi hai dam. T6i tw hoi,
khong biét Margo tinh c@ hay c6 chu y tao ra chuyén di nay cho ching t6i—
du gi di nita, day la diéu vui vé nhat t6i trai qua ké tir lan cudi t6i ngbi hang
gio sau tay lai mot chiéc minivan.

https://thuviensach.vn



Gio thw hai

Tﬁi van lai xe. Chung t6i ré vé hwdng bac, vao cao toc lién bang 1-95, rong
rudi cung dwong uén luwgn theo bd bién Florida, du khong han la ngay sat
bién. O day toan 1a thong, qua com nhom so vé6i chiéu cao ctia ching, dang
trong giong t6i. Nhung hau nhu chi cé con duwong, viegt qua xe khac va thinh
thoang bi xe khac vuot, luon phai nhé ai dang ¢ phia trudc, ai ¢ phia sau
minh, ai dang gan lai va ai dang trugt xa.

Lic nay Lacey va Ben dang ngoi canh nhau trén ghé bang, Radar & ghé
cudi, ba divra dang choi tro T6i Phat Hién theo phién ban cii, nguwdi chai chi
dwgc phép phat hién nhitng thit khéng thé nhin thady bang mat thwong. “Toi
Phat Hién bang con mat bé nho ctia minh, cé diéu gi dé sanh diéu khing
khiép,” Radar néi.

“Co phai cach Ben cuoi niva miéng, khé vén mép ben phai 1én khong?”
Lacey hoi.

“Khong,” Radar dap. “Mdi ca ding danh cho Ben nhitng 16i ém ai ay,
nghe ghé rang qua.”

“Co phai phong cach nhan tran dwdi do chung tét nghiép va lai xe dén
New York trong khi nguwoi di dwong déu twong ching ta dang mac vay
khong?”

“Khong,” Radar dap. “Thé thi chi khting khiép thoi.”

Lacey cudi. “Roi cau sé hoc cach thich vay voc cho coi. Phai tan hwéng
gi6 mat chit.”

“Q, toi biét!” tdi néi vong xudng. “Ong phat hién ra hanh trinh bam
dwong dai hai mwoi tw tiéng trong mot chiéc minivan. Sanh diéu vi nhitng
chuyén bam duwong ludon nhw vay; khing khiép vi lwgng xang bon minh
ngon sé pha htyy hanh tinh nay.”
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Radar van bao khong phai, va ching t6i lai doan tiép. T6i dang lai xe, giir
toc do bdy muoi hai ddm mot gid, cau mong khong bi phat vi pham giao
thong va dang choi T6i Phat Hién phién ban siéu hinh. Biéu sanh diéu
khting khiép hoa ra la viéc m@ ao chung di thué nay sé khong dwgc dem tra
ding hen. T6i nhan ga chay nhanh qua mot canh sat dang dirng trén dai co
phan cach. T6i nam chat vo-lang bang ca hai tay, cdm twdng chac nhw an
bap la chi cénh sat sé duoi theo va tap toi vao 1é dwong. Nhung chu ay
khong dudi theo, chac biét rang to6i chi phong nhanh vi t6i budc phai nhw
vay.
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Ben trd lai ghé triede. T6i van 1ai xe. Ca 1i déu déi meo. Lacey phan phat
chi mot miéng keo the cho titng ngwoi, du sao cling c6 chut mat lanh dé
chiu. Cau ay dang viét mot danh sach dang dac nhitng thi ching t6i sé mua
& tram BP trong lan dirng lai dau tién. Cho d6 nén la mot tram BP c6 lugng
hang cuc ki d6i dao, vi chiing toi sé can quét sach sanh sanh.

Ben tiép tuc do doay hai chan.

“Ong thai di dugc khong?”

“T6i can di tiéu tr ba tiéng nay roi.”

“Ong n6i roi ma.”

“T6i cam thay nuwdc tiéu dang trao ngwoc lén khap 1ong nguc,” né néi.
“Thanh thyc 1a t6i dang chita day nuwdc tiéu. Ngay luc nay, bdy muoi phan
tram trong lwgng co thé toi la nwéce tiéu.”

“U, 16i,” toi n6i, khé cwoi khé. Van rat vui, nhung t6i mét qua roi.

“Bay gio ma khoc thi toi sé khoc ra nwéce tiéu.”

Thang khi, t6i khé cwoi thanh tiéng.

Mady phit sau t6i liéc sang, Ben tip mot tay 1én cho kin, vai 4o chung com
com.

“Quai qui gi thé khong biét?” toi hoi.

“B0 0i toi phai cho ra thoi. Toi phai thong dong chay thoi.” N6 quay lai
phia sau. “Radar i, con bao lau ntta thi dirng?”

“Chung ta phai di it nhat mot tram bon mwoi ba ddm nita dé gitt moc bon
lan dirng, tirc 1a con mot tiéng va nam muoi tdm phay nam pht nita, néu Q
duy tri dwoc téc do.”

“T6i dang gitr viing day!” tdi kéu lén. Chung td6i dang & phia bac
Jacksonville, gan tGi Georgia.

“T6i khong nhin noi dau, Radar a. Cho t6i cai gi dé t6i xa vao di.”
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Dan hgp xuéng bung 1én: KHONG. Tuyét déi khong duwgc. Hay nhin nhw
mot nguwoi dan ong di. Hay gitt con mac tiéu lai nhw mét qui c6 thoi Niv
hoang Victoria gitt gin sy trong trang. Hay gitt lai v&i pham gia va ty trong,
nhu tong thong Hgp Ching Quéc Hoa Ki dwgc cho la ngwdi nam gitt so
phan thé gidi tv do.

“DUA CAI GI PAY NEU KHONG TOI SE TIEU LUON TAI TRAN.
NHANH LEN!”

“Qi, lay Chda,” Radar thét 1én va théo dai an toan. N6 truon xuéng ghé
cudi, lan mo mé thung gitt lanh. N6 quay lai cho ng6i, ruén 1én dwa chai bia
cho Ben.

“Ta on Chua loai nay van dugc,” Ben noi, boc ao chung ra ngoai tay va
van mé& chai. N6 ha kinh ctra s6 xudng, t6i nhin ra gwong canh thay dong bia
chay khoi xe va tée xudng mat dwong. Ben luon duwgce cdi chai xuéng dudi
ao chung ma khong cho chiing t6i muc kich doi bi dwgc cho la by nhat thé
gidi. Bon toi ng6i va dgi, thdy qua ghé nén khong nhin.

Lacey vitra n6i, “Cau khong thé nhin néi sao,” thi ca lii déu nghe thay né.
T6i chua tirng nghe thdy am thanh nhw thé nay, nhung van biét ngay do la:
tiéng nuwdc tiéu tudn xuéng day mot chai bia. Nghe gan nhw am nhac. Mot
thit nhac rung ron nhip rat nhanh. T6i 1é mat sang va thay vé thw thai trong
mat Ben. N6 dang mim cwdi, anh mat xa xam vo dinh.

“Cang doi 1au thi cang thdy khodi,” n6 néi. Am thanh chuyén tir tach tach
nuwdc-tiéu-va-vao-chai sang 16p 10p nuwdc-tiéu-roi-trén-nwdc-tieu. Roi tr tr,
nu cwoi cua Ben tat dan.

“Nay bo téo, chac toi can chai nita qua,” n6 dot ngot tuyén bo.

“CAP CUU mot chai nita!” t6i kéu toang 1én.

“Mot chai nita téi day!” Trong chdp nhoang, toi thdy Radar van minh ra
sau, cam dau vao thung gilt lanh, b&i voi mot chai trong dong da. N6 van
nap bang tay khéng, cay mé& mot cira s6 & phia sau, lach chai bia ra va doé di.
R6i n6 nhao vé phia triéc, dau nho gitta Ben va t6i, gio cai chai ra cho Ben.
Hai mat Ben dang 16i ra vi kinh hai.

“Cudc, 0, chuyén giao c6 chut, o phitc tap,” Ben ndi. Mot loat hanh dong
lung bung dudi 16p 4o chung. To6i c6 khong twdng twgng diéu gi dang xay ra
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thi ti* ta 40 nho6 ra mot chai Miller Lite dong day nwdc tiéu (trong giong bia
Miller Lite la lung). Ben dat cai chai day vao ché cam c6c, tom 1ay chai m&i
tir Radar, roi lai thd dai sung swéng.

Trong khi d6, nhitng dita con lai dwgc man nhan ngam chai nuwéc tiéu @
ch6 cam coc. Bwong khong dac biét go ghé, nhung nhitng rung xoc trén xe
cling la qua da, nwdc tiéu séng sanh ngap nghé ngay miéng chai.

“Ben o0i, néu 6ng lam roi giot nao trong xe mdi toanh cua toi, thi t6i sé x
hai bé bi cua ong.”

Van dang tiéu, Ben nhin sang t6i cudi gian manh. “Ong s& can dén mot
con dao to qui khoc than sau ddy.” Roi cudi cung t6i nghe thdy dong chay
cham lai. N6 sap xong r6i, va bang dong tac nhanh nhw cat né ném cai chai
m&i qua ctra so. Tiép theo la chai day.

Lacey gia vo—ma ciing c6 thé thyc sw—bum miéng ge. Radar néi, “Trdi oi,
sang nay 6ng tinh ddy va uéng muoi tdm ga-long nudc ha?”

Nhwng Ben cwoi nhan nhd. N6 dac thang dam vao khong khi, reo ho inh
6i, “Khong roi giot nao ra xe! Minh la Ben Starling. Cay clarinet s6 mot ctia
dan diéu hanh treong Winter Park. Quan Quan Bom Bia! V6 dich tiéu-6-
trong-xe. Minh lam rung chuyén thé gigi! Minh la ngudi xuét sac nhat!”

Ba muoi lam phtt sau, sau khi xuat phat dwgc gan ba tiéng dong ho, Ben
tho thé hoi, “Khi nao chung ta lai dung?”

“M0ot tiéng va ba phut nita, néu Q duy tri dugc toc do,” Radar dap.

“Pwoc roi,” Ben noi. “Pugc. Tot. Vi t6i phai di tiéu.”

https://thuviensach.vn



Lén dau tién Lacey héi, “Sap dén chwa?” Chung t6i cwoi rd. Nhung ching
toi dang & Georgia, bang to6i vira yéu vira mén vi mot va chi mot li do: toc do
gidi han & day la bay muoi, titc 1a toi c6 thé tang toc 1én bay muoi bay. Bén
canh do, Georgia khién to6i nhé dén Florida.

Chung t6i danh ca tiéng chuan bi cho chang dirng dau tién. Ding 1an nay
quan trong, vi t6i dang rat, rat, rat, rat déi va mat nwdc. Chang hiéu sao, néi
dén nhitng do an ching t6i sé mua & BP khién con con cao diu lai. Lacey lap
danh muc cac mat hang cho titng ngwoi, viét chit that nho 1én mat sau nhitng
héa don con trong vi caa cdu ay. Lacey bao Ben hay tho dau qua ctra s6 cho
ghé tredc xem nap binh xang & phia bén nao. Cau dy bat bon t6i ghi nhé
danh muc va kiém tra xem da thudc chwa. Chiing t6i 6n di 6n lai cac viéc @
tram xang, tat ca can tron tru mau le nhw mét chiéc xe dua ditng ¢ dwong pit.

“Téng duyét lan nita,” Lacey noi.

“T@ phu trach xang,” Radar noi. “Sau khi khdoi dong cay xang, t6 chay
vao trong trong khi voi bom van hoat dong, du theo luat t& phai lién tuc
ding canh cdy xang, va dwa thé cho cau. R6i td chay vé cay xang.”

“T& dwa thé cho anh ¢ quay thanh toan,” Lacey noi.

“Hodc chi,” t6i bo sung.

“Cha lién quan,” Lacey noi.

“Té& chi mudn néi—cau dirng phan biét gigi thé chi.”

“U, sao ciing dugc. Té dwa thé cho ngudi ditng & quay todn. T bao anh
hodc chi ay hay nhap ngay tat ca nhitng gi bon minh mang ra. Roi t& di
tiéu.”

T6i n6i thém, “Trong khi dé, té lay cac thit trong danh muc ctia minh va
mang dén quay thanh toan.”
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Ben noi, “T¢ di tiu. Sau khi tiéu xong t& sé lay cac thi trong danh muc
cua minh.”

“Quan trong nhat l1a 40,” Radar néi. “Nguwdi ta c nhin t6 cudi cuoi.”

Lacey noi, “T¢ ki vao hda don sau khi ra tw nha vé sinh.”

“Ngay khi xang day binh, t& sé vao xe va phéong di luon, vay cac bo téo
nén c6 mat trong xe réi. TG sé nghiém tic dé cai méng cua cac bo lai néu
moi nguoi khong dung gio. Chung ta co sau phut,” Radar nai.

“Sau phut,” toi noi, gat gat dau. Lacey va Ben ciing nhac lai. “Sau phut.”

“Sau phut.” Vao 5:35 chiéu, véi chin tram ddm da di, Radar thong béo
rang, theo may tinh cam tay cta no, 16i ra ti€p theo sé c6 mot tram BP.

Trong khi t6i tap xe gan vao tram, Lacey va Radar da trong tu thé san
sang sau canh ctra tregt ¢ hong xe. Ben, da thao dai an toan, dat mot tay 1én
cho mé ctra, tay kia trén bang diéu khién. T6i c6 gang gitt toc do cao nhat c6
thé, trong lau nhat c6 thé, r6i dan phanh ngay trudc cay xang. Chiéc xe
khung lai, bon toi vot ra khoi xe. Radar va toi cat nhau treeéc miii xe, t6i ném
chia khoéa cho né va chay mot mach vao ctta hang tap pham. Lacey va Ben
can ctta trwdc t6i, nhung chi trede chit xiu. Trong khi Ben vat chan chay
vao nha vé sinh, Lacey gidi thich v&i nguwdi phu nit t6c mudi tiéu (hoa ra la
mot bac gai!) rang ching t6i sé mua rat nhiéu va dang rat voi, nén bac c
nhap héa don ngay khi bon t6i mang do ra quay, tat ca sé dugc thanh toan
bang thé BP ctia Lacey. Bac gai c6 vé khong hiéu mo té gi, nhung cling
dong y. Radar chay vao, do chung bong bénh, dwa thé cho Lacey.

Trong khi do, t6i chay doc cac gian hang dé 1ay cac thit trong danh muc
ctia minh. Lacey phu trach d6 uong, Ben dam nhan cac do khong tuwoi song,
toi lay thuwc pham. T6i quét qua noi nay nhw thé toi 1a bao gam va dam khoai
tay chién dong goi la dan linh duvong da trung thuong.

T6i 6m ca dong khoai tay chién, thit bo kho va lac chay lai quay, roi lao
ti€p dén khu keo. Mot nam keo Mentos, mot nam keo Snickers, va—0, khong
c6 trong danh muc, nhung ké, toi thich keo Nerds, nén 14y luén ba goéi. T6i
chay vé quay thanh toan roi tiép tuc véi do an twoi, gom cé banh kep thit ga
tay kiéu co dién, trong d6 ga tay giong hét thit xong khoi. T6i 1y hai. Trén
dwong ra quay thanh toan, t6i dirng lai 1ay it keo Starburst va banh Twinkies,
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them mot lvgng khong xac dinh cac thanh dinh dudng GoFast. To6i chay ra
quay. Ben dang ding dé trong bd do chung tot nghiép, dwa thanh toan o
phong va kinh ram loai bon do6-la. Lacey chay dén v6i mdy ga-16ng x6-da,
nuwdc tang luwe, va nwdc dong chai. Nhirng chai 16n, loai ma ké ca nuwéce tiéu
cta Ben cling khong dong day duoc.

“MOT PHUT NUA!” Lacey kéu lén va toi phat hoang. T6i quay mong
mong, ddo mat khap gian hang, c6 nhé xem minh da quén gi. T6i liéc xuéng
danh muc cta minh, c6 vé t6i da c6 da, nhung van cam thay dang quén thi
gi do rat quan trong. Céi gi d6. Nhanh ndo, Jacobsen. Khoai tay chién, keo,
ga-tay-trong-nhu-thit-xong-khai, lac, thit bo kho, va—gi nita? Con mot nhom
do an nita 1a gi nhi? Thit, khoai, keo, va, va, va, va pho-mat! “BANH QUI
RON!” Tbi bat ra, hoi to, 10i xet dén gid banh qui ron, nhit banh qui pho-
mat, banh qui bo lac, thém it banh bo lac hiéu Cu Ba, roi chay lai va quang
hét xuoéng quay. Bac thu ngan da xép do vao bon tui. Tt ca khoang gan mot
tram do-la, chwa ké tién xang; tdi sé phai tra lai cho b6 me Lacey trong ca
mua he.

Chi duy nhat mot khoanh khac yén tinh sau khi bac thu ngan quét thé cta
Lacey. Tbi liéc dong h6. Chting t6i can 1én duwong trong vong hai muoi gidy
nita. Rit cuc cling nghe thiy tiéng héa don dwgc in ra. Bac gai xé hoa don
khoi mdy in, Lacey ki ngody, Ben va t06i vé dam tudi va chay ban ra xe. Radar
dda n6 san may nhuw muoén noéi nhanh Ién, bon t6i chay qua bai do xe, ao
chung ctia Ben phong 1én trong gi6é nén trong n6 hao hao giobng mot phu
thiy hac am, trir cang chan trang xanh 10 ra va hai tay 6m tti. T6i thay bung
chan cta Lacey dwdi chan vay, bap chan cau ay cang 1én theo buéc chay.
T6i khong biét trong toi ra sao, nhung t6i biét minh cdm thdy thé nao: Tré
trung. Ngoc nghéch. Khong gidi han. T6i nhin Ben va Lacey lao dui vao xe
qua canh ctra treot dd ma san. Tiép dén t6i, ha canh xuéng dam tdi va ngwoi
Lacey. Radar vot xe di khi t6i déng sam canh ctra trgt, nd ngoat tay lai ra
khoi bai do xe, lan dau tién ghi dau trong lich st lau dai cua dong xe
minivan rang c6 mot nguwdi nao dé ¢ dau dé da lai dén sém ca 16p cao su.
Radar ré trai vao dudng cao toc véi mot toc do khong an toan, réi hoa trd lai
cao toc lién bang. Chung t6i nhanh hon dv kién bon gidy. Va ciing giong
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nhu canh dung lai & duong pit trong dua xe NASCAR, chuing t6i dap tay va
h6 héi khen nhau. Vay la x6ng xénh. Ben c6 du thit dé chita trong truong
hop noé can bai tiét. Toi c6 da khau phan thit bo kho. Lacey cé keo Mentos.
Radar va Ben c6 a0 phong dé mac ra ngoai ao chung. Chiéc minivan da tr@
thanh mot sinh quyén—ct do day xang cho ching t6i, ca bon c6 thé di mai
dén cung troi cudi dat.
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Thﬁi duwgc, co 1é rut cuc ching to6i khong duge cung ng té6t dén mic Ay.
Trong phut voi va, hoa ra Ben va t6i da mac chut sai lam (du khong dén noi
chét nguwdi). Chi minh Radar ¢ phia triéc, Ben va t6i ngoi ¢ ngay sau, thdo
tirng tdi va dua do cho Lacey ¢ hang cudi. Dén luwgt Lacey, cau dy phan loai
cac moén thanh tirng dong dwa trén mot két cau cé t6 chitc ma chi Lacey méi
hiéu.

“Sao NyQuil khong ¢ ciing mot cho véi NoDoz?” t6i hoi. “Khong phai ca
hai déu la thuoc sao?”

“Q than mén, chang trai ngdy tho qua, lam sao hiéu dwgc pham tru nay.
NoDoz di véi s6-co-la va Mountain Dew, vi nhitng thtt dé6 déu c6 ca-phé-in
va lam cau tinh. NyQuil & cung thit bo kho vi an thit sé lam cau meét.”

“Hay ho that,” t6i n6i. Khi t6i da dwa Lacey moén cudi cung trong tdi do
ctia minh, cau ay hoi, “Q, nhém do an ma—cau biét day—lanh manh dau?”

“Ha?”

Lacey dua ban sao danh muc da viét cho t6i ra va doc, “Chudi. Tdo. Nam
viét quat kho. Nho kho.”

“Oi,” t6i than. “U nhi. Nhém db &n thit tw khong phai 1a banh qui ron.”

“Q oila Q!” Lacey cau. “T¢ khong an dwoc bat ¢t thit nao & day!”

Ben cham vao khuyu tay Lacey. “Xem nao, nhung cau cé thé an banh qui
hiéu Cu Ba ma. Cu Ba khong lam hai cau dau.”

Lacey thoi mot lon téc khéi mat, xem ra ding la cau that. “Co may thanh
GoFast ma,” t6i néi vdi Lacey. “C6 bo sung vi-ta-min day!”

“U, vi-ta-min va khoang ba muoi gam chét béo,” Lacey dép.

Tt ghé tredc Radar tuyén bo, “DPirng n6i xau may thanh GoFast nita. May
b6 c6 muodn t¢ dirng xe luén khong?”
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“Lan nao an GoFast,” Ben ndi, “t6i cling c6 cam giadc ‘Hdéa ra vi cta thw
nay ciing giong nhu vi mau déi v4i muoi.””

Toi boc nita chitng mot thanh GoFast vi so-co-la, huo huo treéc miéng
Lacey, “Cau ngui di,” toi n6i. “Cé mui vi-ta-min bo dutng day.”

“Cau sé lam t6é béo quay cho coi.”

“Va noi mun,” Ben boi thém. “Ping quén ddm mun nhé.”

Lacey cam thanh ngii coc tir tay t6i va mién cudng can mot miéng, phai
nham mat lai dé che gidu sy sung swédng mé toi khi ném mat thanh GoFast.
“Oi. Lay. Chda. Thit ndy c6 vi giéng nhu hi vong vay.”

Cudi cung, ching t6i m& dén tdi cudi. Trong d6 c6 hai cai 4o phong cd
16n. Radar va Ben trong hao hitc ra mat vi sap tré thanh thanh-nién-méc-ao-
phong-rong-lung-thiing-ra-ngoai-ao-chung-dam-d§, khong con la thanh-
nién-mac-ao-chung-dam-dé nira.

Nhung khi Ben d& 4o ra, c6 hai van dé nho. Mot 1a, héa ra 4o phong c&
16n & tram xang tai Georgia khong giong c@ 16n tai, chang han, hiéu Old
Navy. Ao phong c& 16n & tram xang rong khong 16—trong giong bao dung
rac hon la 4o phong. May chiéc nay ding la nhé hon do chiing, nhung khong
nho hon la bao. Nhung van dé nay tré nén lot thém khi ddt canh mot van de
khac: hai chiéc do phong déu in hinh c¢ Lién Minh Mién Nam by chang.
Phia trén 14 ¢& con c6 dong chit DI SAN KHONG HAN THU.

“Qi khong chit,” Radar thét 1én khi tdi chi cho né thay bon t6i dang cudi
gi. “Ben Starling, ong khong nd mua cho ngudi ban da den day tinh biéu
twgng cua 6ng mot cai 4o phan biét sac toc thé chi.”

“Nguoi anh em, téi chi nhanh tay v ngay céi dau tién nhin thay théi ma.”

“Lic nay dirng c6 ma anh em véi t6i,” Radar n6i, nhwng né lic lac dau va
cwoi 16n. T6i dwa 4o cho Radar, n6 trong vao nguwoi trong khi lai xe bang
dau goi. “Hi vong tbi sé bi canh sat bat dirng lai,” né néi. “T6i mubén xem
cac chu ay sé phan 1tng thé nao khi thady mot ga da den mac ao phong Lién
Minh ra ngoai mot cai vay den.”
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Khéng hiéu sao ddi cao toc I-95 kéo dai & phia nam Florence, Nam
Carolina, lai 1a noi dé 1ai xe vao t6i thit Sdu. Chung t6i tién thodai lwong nan
trong dong xe kéo dai vai dam. Du Radar khong mong gi c6 thé vugt téc do
cho phép, van may la né con xoay x& dwgc & ba mwoi dim mot gio. Radar
va t0i ngoi phia tredc, co6 khong lo lang bang cach choi mot tré bon t6i vira
nghi ra, tén la Ga D6 La B6 Bao Mé. Trong tro nay, ngudi choi phai twéng
twgng ra cudc song cua nhitng nguwdi ngoi trong cac xe khac xung quanh.

Chung t6i 1ai song song mot c6 ngwoi Hispanic? di chiéc Toyota Corolla
da cii. Toi quan sat c6 ay khi troi bat dau nhap nhoang. “Bo gia dinh dé dén
day,” t6i n6i. “Cuw tru bat hgp phap. Gt tién vé nha vao thit Ba cda tuan thi
ba hang thang. Co 4y c6 hai con nho—chong la dan di cw. Hién gio chu
chong dang & Ohio—mot nam chi & nha khodng ba, bon thang, nhung hai vg
chong van rat 6n.”

Radar nga ngudi vé phia truedc, liéc sang nhin c6 ay ntra gidy. “Troi oi, Q,
khong bi thiét dén mirc dy dau. Co ay la thw ki tai mot cong ti ludt—nhin bo
vay cuia ¢6 4y ma xem. Phadi mit gan nam nam, nhuwng bay gio c6 dy sap co
bang luat sw r6i. Co ay khong c6 con, cling chwa c6 chong.

Nhwng c6 nguwoi yéu. Chu ay dé dai, thich bay nhdy, sg phai cam két. Mot
nguwoi da trang, hoi lo lang vé hoi chitng tinh yéu da sac toc trong toan bo
chuyén nay.”

“Co ay deo nhan cudi co ma,” t6i nhan xét. Bé tim cach bao vé quan diém
cta Radar, t6i quan sat c6 dy ki hon. C6 dy & bén phdi, thap hon t6i mot
chit. T6i nhin dwgc qua ctra s6 kinh mo trén xe c6 ay, thay co ay dang hat
theo bai hat nao d6, mat nhin dwong khong chdp. Cé qua nhiéu nguwoi. Ta dé
quén mat thé gidi nay dong nguwdi dén mirc nao, dong dén dé nd tung lén
dugc, ta c6 thé twdng twgng vé moi ngudi, va thwong xuyén twdng twong sai.
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Toi cdm thay day la mot y quan trong, mot trong nhitng suy nghi ma bd 6c
ta phdi tr tr ty’ cudn lai, nhw loai tran nuét con méi. Nhung truwedc khi toi
nghi dwgc xa hon, Radar da Ién tiéng.

“Co dy deo nhan nhu vay dé nhitng ga dé cu nhw 6ng khong dam mon
men lai gan,” Radar giai thich.

“Co thé day.” T6i mim cudi, cam thanh GoFast an dg trong long 1én can
mot miéng. Lai yén lang mdt lic, va t6i nghi vé cach ta c6 thé va khong thé
nhin thdy con ngudi, vé 6 ctta s6 kinh m@ gitta t6i va nguwdi phu nit dang lai
xe bén phai bon t6i. Ca t6i va c6 dy déu & trong nhitng chiéc xe véi ctra s6
va guong soi khap noi, trong khi c6 dy ru ri chay xe canh chiing t6i trén dai
dwong tac nghén nay. Khi Radar 1én tiéng tré lai, t6i nhan ra n6 ciing vira
suy nghi.

“Tinh than cia Ga D6 La D6 Bao Mo6,” Radar néi, “y toi la tinh than cia
tro choi nay, la & cho it cuc né hé 10 rat nhiéu vé ngwoi dang tudng twong
hon 1a ngwdi dugc twdng twgng.”

“U,” t6i dap. “Tdi cling vira nghi thé.” Va tdi khong khéi nghi ring
Whitman, vi tit ca vé dep dit doi ctia minh, han da hoi qua lac quan. Ta cé
thé nghe thay nguoi khéac, cé thé dén v4i ho ma khong can di chuyén, cé thé
twong twgng ra ho, va ta déu gan bo véi nhau bdi mot hé ré dién ro, nhw
nhitng canh cé—nhwng tro choi nay khién toi tw hdi, liéu ta cé thé thyc su tré
thanh ngwoi khac mot cach tron ven duwgce hay khong.
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Gio thit bay

Cuﬁi cung bon t6i viegt qua mot xe tai hang nang bi 1at ngang, 1dy lai dugc

toc do cli. Nhung theo Radar nham tinh, ching t6i can chay bay muoi bay
dam mot gio tir day tGi Agloe. Ba tron mot tiéng ké tir khi Ben tuyén bo
rang né can di tiéu, va li do thuc don gian: Ben dang ngt. Pung sau gio, no
uéng NyQuil®, N6 nam xu6ng hang ghé cudi. Lacey va t6i that ca hai dai an
toan quanh nguwdi né. Vay sé lam Ben thay khé chiu hon, nhung 1. Nhu thé
tot cho chinh no, va 2. Chung t6i déu biét rang trong hai chuc phut, khong sy
kho chiu nao lam gi dugc né, vi Ben sé ngu chét gidc. Va ding la nhu vay.
N6 sé tinh day vao nita dém. To6i vira dadt Lacey vao cho ngu, ldc 9 gio toi,
cung tu thé nhw vay & ghé sau. Bon t6i sé goi Lacey day luc 2 gio sang. Ké
hoach 1a mo6i dita déu sé nga mét chdap dé sang mai khong phai ldy tay kéo
hai mi mat 1én, khi ching t6i ti€én vao Agloe.

Chiéc minivan da trd thanh mdt mai nha nho nho: T6i dang ngéi & ghé
canh lai xe, cho nay la phong thw gidan. T6i nghi day la phong t6t nhat trong
nha: rat rong rai, ghé kha thoai mai.

Réi rac trén tham dwdi ghé trede canh 1ai xe 1a phong lam viéc, c6 ban do
nwdc Mi mua & tram BP, ban huéng dan dwong di t6i da in ra, va gidy nhap
Radar da viét nhitng phép tinh lodang ngoang vé van toc va quang duwong.

Radar ngoi & ghé lai xe. Phong khach. Kha giong phong thw gian, chi cé
diéu ngoi dé thi khong thé thw gian dugce. Va phong khach thi sach sé hon.

Gitra phong khach va phong thw gian, bon t6i c6 bo diéu khién trung tam,
hodc 1 phong bép. O day tich tri rat nhiéu nhu yéu phdm nhu thit bo kho,
cac thanh GoFast, thit do uéng tang luc ki diéu hiéu Bluefin ma Lacey da ké
vao danh muc mua sam. Bluefin dwgc dong vao cac chai thay tinh nhd, cong
day goi cam, c6 vi nhu keo bong mau xanh da trdi. N6 cling khién ta tinh tao
hon bat ct thi gi trong lich st nhan loai, cé diéu uéng xong sé cam thay hoi
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bon chén. Radar va to6i thong nhat rang sé tiép tuc uéng cho dén hai tiéng
tredc ca nghi cta hai thang. Ca cua t6i bat dau lic nita dém, khi Ben thitc
day.

Hang ghé bang dau tién la phong ngu s6 mot. Khong phdi 1a phong ngu
dang ao wéc lam vi gan bép va phong khach, noi moi ngudi thirc, noi
chuyeén, thinh thodang cé nhac qua s6ng phat thanh.

Phia sau dé la phong ngu so hai, t6i hon, yén tinh hon, vé tong thé 1a sang
hon phong ngu s6 mot.

Va cudi cung la ta lanh, tiéc la cai thung gitt lanh, hién dang chita 210 chai
bia Ben chwa tiéu vao, banh kep thit-ga-tay-tréng-nhu-thit-x6ng-khoi, va
mot it Coke.

Con c6 nhiéu diém cong cho ngdi nha nay. Khap san dugc trai tham. Co
may diéu hoa nhiét d6 hai chiéu néng, lanh & trung tdm. C6 mac hé thong
loa phat am thanh néi. Phai thita nhan, chi c6 hon nam mét vuong khong
gian sinh hoat. Ma ta khéng thé bai tri tat ca trén mat san ma.
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Vfl’a tdi Nam Carolina, t6i nhac thay Radar ngap nén khang khang bao n6
hay dé toi 1ai. Du sao t6i cling thich lai—chiéc xe nay la minivan théi, nhung
n6 la minivan cua t6i. Radar 1ach khoi ghé 1ai sang phong ngt s6 mot, trong
khi t6i gitt voi tay lai, nam chac, nhay nhanh tir bép sang ghé lai.

T6i dang dan nhan ra, c6 di t6i mdi hiéu dugc nhiéu diéu vé ban than.
Chang han, to6i chira bao gio nghi minh la loai ngudi cé thé tiéu vao mot chai
nuwdc tang lyc Bluefin da gan can trong khi 1ai xe qua Nam Carolina v&i van
toc bdy mwoi bdy dam mot gio—nhung thuce té t6i la loai ngudi nhw vay.
Thém nita, t6i chwa tirtng nhan ra rang néu tron kha kha nuwdc tiéu v mot
chut nwéce tang luc Bluefin, két qua sé 1a mot sac lam ngoc sang birng 1én la
lung. Mau dep dén mitc t6i mudn déng nap chai lai va dat n6 1én cho dé coc
cho Lacey va Ben xem khi hai dia thire day.

Nhung Radar c6 cdm nhan khac. “Néu 6ng khong ném thit i e d6 qua ctra
sO ngay bay gio thi toi sé cham dit tinh hitu nghi mwdi mot nam nay giita
ching ta,” no6 nai.

“Co phai j dau,” t6i 6 cai. “Te théi ma.”

“Ra ngoai ngay,” Radar khong dong long. Toi danh vt di. Qua guong
bén, toi thay cai chai cham mat dudng nhya, v& tée 1én nhw mot qua bong
nwoc. Radar cling ngo xem.

“Qi, lay Chta,” n6 néi. “Con hi vong ring dé chi nhu mdt trong nhitng
trdi nghiém toi té hai, qua toén hao than kinh ctia con dén mitc con sé quén
ngay khi no vira xay ra.”
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Gio thir chin

T6i chva titng nghi rang cé thé ngan dwgc thanh dinh dudng GoFast.

Nhuwng héa ra la c6 thé. M6i can dugc hai miéng cda thanh thi tw trong
ngay, t6i da thdy da day minh cudn 1én. T6i mé ngan kéo tredc mat va tha
no lai vao trong. Chiing t6i goi cho do la ta bép.

“Co6 may qua tao thi tot nhi,” Radar néi. “Troi, an tdo bay gio thi c6 phai
la tot khong?”

T6i thd dai. Nham lan ngé ngan nhém d6 an thi¢ tw. Thém nita, du may
tiéng nay khong uéng Bluefin nita, t6i van thady bon chon ghé gém.

“T6i ctr thady bon chon sao sao dy 0ng a,” t6i noi.

“U,” Radar dap. “T6i khong thé nao ngitng gd ngén tay dugce.” Toi nhin
xuong. Radar dang go ngén tay khong thanh tiéng 1én dau g6i. “Toi thye sy
khong dirng lai duoc dy.”

“0, duoc 10i, toi khong mét, bon minh cung thitc dén bén gi®, danh thic
hai dita kia day r6i minh ngt dén tam gio nhé.”

“Pong y,” né dap. Mot khoang ngung. Gid dwong da vang, chi cé chiing
toi va nhitng chiéc ban tdi. T6i thdy nhw ndo minh dang x® li thong tin
nhanh gap mwoi mot ngan lan toc d6 binh thuwong. Hoa ra viéc téi dang lam
rat don gian, 1ai xe trén dwong lién bang la diéu don gian va dé chiu nhat thé
gidi: tat ca nhitng gi t6i phai lam la di dung lan dwong, ddm bao rang khong
c6 ai dén qua gan toi va toi khong dén qua gan ai, va tiép tuc ra di. C6 1&
cam giac trong co ay ciling la nhw vay, nhung téi khong bao gio ¢6 thé cam
thay thé nay néu chi c6 m6t minh.

Radar pha bau im lang. “Nay, néu boén gio méi nga...”

T6i néi ndt cau. “U, thi bon minh ma& thém chai Bluefin nita théi.”

Va chung toi lam nhuv vay.
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Bﬁ dén ldc dung lan thi hai. Pang la 12:13 sang. Ngon tay toi khong con
cam giac la nhitng ngén tay nita, ma nhw dwgc tao ra tir chuyén dong. Toi
lién tuc co ngon tay vao vo-lang trong khi lai.

Sau khi Radar xac dinh tram BP gan nhat trén mdy tinh cam tay, bon toi
quyét dinh danh thitc Lacey va Ben.

Toi goi, “Nay cac bo, sap dirng lai day.” Chang c6 phan tng gi.

Radar quay sang dat mot tay 1én vai Lacey. “Lacey oi, day thoi.” Khong
nhuc nhich.

T6i bat radio, do dwgc mot dai co 10 si. Ban nhac Beatles. Bai “Chao budi
sang.” T6i van tiéng to lén. Khong phan tng gi. Radar lién van to 1én nita.
Thém nita. Pén doan diép khic, né bat dau hat theo. Toi cling hoa vao, rt
cuc chac giong ong ong léch nhip cia minh da danh thirc hai diva day.

“TAT NGAY!” Ben kéu am lén. Bon tdi vin nhé nhac di. “Ben, sip dirng
roi d6. Ong c6 xudng té khong?”

N6 khong noi gi, co tiéng luc duc trong goc téi dang d6. Khong biét thang
khi dang 4p dung chién lwgc thé chat gi dé do do phong cang ctia bang
quang nita. “To6i khong can, that,” né dap.

“Roi, vay bon t6i sé xuéng mua xang.”

“Véi tu cach chang trai duy nhat chuva té trong xe nay, t6i sé vao nha vé
sinh dau tién,” Radar noi.

“Suyt...,” Lacey lung bung. “Suyt... moi nguwoi dirng noi chuyeén nira.”

“Lacey 0i, cau phai day va xuong di nha vé sinh th6i,” Radar néi. “Chiing
ta sap dung lai.”

“Cho cdu vao mua téo day,” toi bao Lacey.

“Té&o,” Lacey hon nhién chép chép bang giong cia mot c6 bé con dang
yéu. “Thich tdo thé.”

https://thuviensach.vn



“Sau do t6i phién cau ldi xe,” Radar n6i. “Cho nén cau thyc sy phai day
th6i.”

Lacey ngo6i ddy, noi lai giong binh thwong, “Té cling khong thich lam.”

Chung t6i ré ¢ 16i ra, cach tram BP 0,9 dam, twdng ngay gan nhung Radar
noéi sé mat chirng bon phut. Giao thong Nam Carolina dang baa vay bon toi.
Cho nén cong trinh dang xdy, con cach chirng mot tiéng nita la dén, c6 thé sé
trd thanh van dé cuc ki nghiém trong. Nhung t6i khong dwgce phép lo lang.
Lacey va Ben da kip tan gidc mong diép, hai dita dang san sang & ctra xe.
Nhu lan tredce, vira dirng ¢ tram xang, moi nguwoi da lao ra khoi xe, t6i tung
chia khéa cho Ben, n6 bat 1ay ngay trén khong.

Khi Radar va t6i ba chan bon cang chay qua mét nhan vién da trang ding
sau quay thanh toan, thay anh ta nhin cham cham, Radar dirng lai néi khong
chiit xau hé, “Vang, em dang mit 40 DI SAN KHONG HAN THU ra ngoai
ao chung t6t nghiép. Tién day anh c6 ban quan khéng?”

Ong anh d6 trong nhw mudn 4 khau, “Cé may cai quan rin ri gan chd dé
dau may day.”

“Mtrng qud,” Radar dap, roi quay sang t6i noi ti€p, “Hay la mot ngwoi ban
tot va di 1dy may cai quan cho t6i. Néu dugc thi 4o phong nao dé coi hon
nha?”

“Puwgc va duge,” t6i dap. Quan ran ri, hoéa ra, khong danh s6 nhw binh
thwong. Chi c6 c& vira va cd 16n. To6i nhat mot quan cd vira, va mot ao
phong mau hong rong thung thinh véi dong chit BA NGOAI HIEN NHAT
QUA PAT. Tb6i ciing ldy thém ba chai Bluefin.

Toi dwa tat ca cho Lacey khi cau ay tir nha vé sinh di ra. T6i vao luon nha
vé sinh nit vi Radar van & bén nam. T6i khong nghi la minh tirng & trong
mot nha vé sinh nit tai tram xang.

Nhirng diém khdc:

Khong c6 may ban bao cao su

It hinh graffiti hon

Khong cé bon tiéu nam

Mui cling na nd nhu nhau, diém nay lam t6i hoi that vong.
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Khi t6i ra, Lacey dang thanh todn va Ben bam coi. Chitng mot tich tac
chwa hiéu gi, r6i toi vot ra xe.

“Bon minh mat mot phit,” Ben ndi tir ghé canh 1ai xe. Lacey dang cho xe
ré vao duong nhanh dé quay lai duong lién bang.

“Xin 16i,” Radar dap ti phia sau, né dang ngoi canh t6i, loay hoay xo
quan duéi 4o ching. “Bu lai, t6i dd c6 quan. Va 4o mé6i. Ao dau ha Q?”
Lacey duwa cho n6. “Ngo that.” N6 c@i ao chung, mdc ao phong ba ngoai vao
trong khi Ben cam ram sao khéng ai mua quan cho né. Bi ngita mong, no
noi thé. Va khi nghi lai, dai khai la bay gio n6 can di tiéu.
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Chling toi dén doan cong truong. Puong cao téc hep lai con mdt lan.
Chung t6i bi ach lai sau mot xe tdi chd hang c& 16n dang di vdi ding toc do
cho phép la ba mwoi lam dam mot gio. Lacey lai xe Iic nay la rat hop li, néu
la t6i chac da nén thinh thinh 1én vo6-lang, con Lacey chi twoi cwdi néi
chuyén vdi Ben, cho dén khi quay lai bao t6i, “Q o1, t& can vao nha vé sinh,
dang nao bon minh cling dang mat thdi gian sau chu xe tai nay.”

Toi chi gat. Khong thé trach Lacey duwgce. Néu khong thé tiéu vao chai thi
toi da bat ca bon dirng lai ti 1au roi. Lacey gitt duwgc hét mitc cé thé nhw vay
ké cling gan.

Lacey tap xe vao mot tram xang m@& ca dém, t6i ra ngoai dudi hai cang gio
da nhuv cao su. Khi Lacey quay lai, t6i dang ngoi & ghé lai. T6i thyc sy
khong biét toi da 1én ghé 1ai nhw thé nao, sao toi lai ngoi day ma khong phai
Lacey. Dén ctra xe, Lacey thdy t6i da yén vi, cita s6 dé md. Toi nbi véi
Lacey, “Dé t¢ 1ai cho.” Xe ctia t6i, va rit cuc, st ménh cta t6i. Lacey hoi,
“That khong? Cau chic chi?” va toi dap, “U, w, t& khoe re ma,” thé nén
Lacey day canh ctra trwgt, vao nam & hang ghé sau lai xe.
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Gio thr muoi hai

Bang la 2:40 sang. Lacey dang ngu. Radar dang ngu. T6i lai xe. Buong
vang tanh. Tham chi hau hét cac tai xé xe tdi cling da di ngu r6i. Ching t6i
di hang phut lien ma khong thdy dén pha nao tit phia truGc. Ben budn
chuyén dé t6i khong bi buén ngu. Chiing t6i n6i vé Margo.

“Ong da nghi xem bon minh sé& thuc sy tim ra Agloe nhu thé nao chwa?”
no hoi.

“U, t6i doan chitng & doan hai con duwdng cit nhau,” tdi néi. “Va chéng cé
g1 ngoai mot giao 10.”

“Va Margo ngoi do trén thung xe cia cau ay, tay chong cam dgi ong chi
gi?”

“Nghe hay ddy,” t6i dap.

“B0 téo o1, t6i hoi lo ddy, néu chuyén khong dién ra nhw 6ng nghi thi 6ng
sé that vong lam do.”

“T6i chi muon tim thdy Margo thoi,” toi dap, vi dung nhu vay. T6i mudn
cd dy dugc an toan, con séng, dwgc tim thay. Lan theo dén cung day ndi.
Phan con lai chi 1a thit yéu.

“U, nhung—toi khong biét nita,” Ben néi. “Chi 1a-6ng hay nhé dai khi suy
nghi ctia 6ng vé ai do lai khong giéng vdi con ngudi that ctia ho. Chang han,
ngay tredc lic nao toi cling nghi Lacey nong béng hay ho tuyét voi lam,
nhung bay gio thwe sw & canh cdu dy... thi khong chinh xac 1a nhu vay. Moi
nguoi trd nén rat khac khi ta cé thé ngwri thdy ho va nhin ho that gan, ong
biét chi?”

“T6i biét,” toi dap. Toi biét toi da nham twéng vé Margo trong thoi gian
dai nhw thé nao, 1éch lac dén mitc nao.

“T6i mudn ndi la doi vai toi trwdc day thich Lacey rat dé. Thich ai do tir
xa luon rat dé. Nhung khi cau dy khong con la ki quan xa voi nita, ma bat
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dau tr¢ thanh, xem nao, mot c6 gai binh thwong, c6 thdi quen an uéng ki
cuc, thinh thodng gid tro bat nat nhw ba twéng—thi vé can ban toi phdi bat
dau thich mot ngwoi hoan toan khac.”

Toi thdy hai m4 minh néng 1én. “Ong dang bao t6i khong thuc sy thich
Margo «? Sau tit ca nhitng chuyén nay—toi da & trong cai xe nay mwoi hai
tiéng va 6ng bao tdi khong quan tam dén Margo vi to6i khong—" t6i khung
lai. “Ong twéng bay gid dng c6 ban géi roi thi 6ng dugc ditng trén thai son
1én 16p t6i sao? Ong that 1a—"

T6i ngtrng 10i vi thay phia truedc, ngoai vung sang ctia den pha, mot thi
sap cho toi di tong.

Hai con bo hon nhién ditng gitta dwong cao toc. Nhoang mdt cai cung
thdy ching, con dém & lan trdi, va & lan ching t6i dang di, mét sinh vat
khong 16, bang ca chiéu rong xe, dang ditng nhw phong. N6 quay dau lai
diém nhién nhin ching t6i bang d6i mat litng 16. Con bo trang toat khong
mot vét dom, mot mang tuong bo trang khong thé nhay, chui hodc vong qua.
Chi c6 thé dam sam vao. Toi biét Ben ciing da nhin thdy, vi nghe nhip thd
cua Ben da tat lim.

Nguwoi ta ndi rang cudc doi nha 1én tredc mat ta, nhung vai t6i khong phai
nhw vay. Khong c6 gi nha Ién trudc mat toi trir vung trang nhu tuyét ménh
mang dén bat kha nay, gio chi con cach ching toi vai tich tac. Toi khong biét
phai lam gi. Khong, d6 khong phai la van dé. Van dé 1a khong c6 gi dé lam,
trir viéc dam vao bitc twong trang do, pha hiy né va ching t6i, ca doi bén.
T6i dam phanh, theo théi quen chit khong mong thay doi cuc dién: ro rang la
khong thé tranh duwgc. Toi gio tay 1én khoi vo-lang. Khong biét tai sao lai
lam vay, nhung t6i da gio tay 1én, nhw dang dau hang. T6i nghi dén diéu
nhat nhéo nhat trén doi: rang t6i khong muén chuyén nay xay ra. T6i khong
muon chét. Toi khong mudn ban be t6i chét. Va that long, khi thoi gian
cham lai va tay t6i gio len trong khong trung, t6i duwgc dip c6 thém mot suy
nghi nita, va to6i nghi dén co ay. Toi trach c6 ay vi cudc rugt dudi ngd ngan
chét chéc nay—vi day ching t6i dén cho rai ro, vi bién t6i thanh thang hé
thitc trang dém phong xe nhw dién. Khong tai c6 ay thi toi sé khong chét. Lé
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ra toi da ¢ nha, vi toi luén & nha, 16 ra t6i da an toan, va 1é ra t6i da lam diéu
toi luon mong dwoc lam, do la treang thanh.

ba dau hang quyeén kiém soat chiéc xe, t6i ngac nhién thdy mét ban tay
trén vo-lang. Chung toi ré trwdce khi toi nhan ra tai sao lai ré, va nhan ra Ben
dang kéo vo-lang vé phia no, bé tay lai trong no luc tuyét vong tranh con bo.
Ching t0i truegt sang vai duwong roi lao trén mat 6. Toi nghe thdy tiéng banh
xe quay tit khi Ben giat tay 1ai vé huwdng ngugc lai. T6i khong nhin nita. Toi
khong biét do mat minh nham lai, hay do hai mat da khong con thay dugc
gi. Da day va 1a phoi toi x0 vao nhau trong long nguwc. Thi gi sac 1ém cira
vao ma toi. Chung toi dirng lai.

Khong biét tai sao, nhung to6i dwa tay 1én mat. Lat ban tay ra toi thdy cé
vét mau. T6i lan sd hai canh tay, tw 6m lay minh, nhung t6i chi kiém tra xem
c6 con du hai tay khong, héa ra van da. T6i nhin xuéng chan. Van con. C6
mdy manh thiy tinh. T6i nhin quanh. Cac chai v&. Ben dang nhin t6i. Ben
dang s0 mat nd. Trong né on. N6 cling ty 0m 14y minh nhu t6i da lam. Than
thé n6 con hoat dong. N6 chi nhin téi. Qua gwong chiéu hau, t6i thdy con bo.
Va gid, mot cach mudn man, Ben hét 1én. N6 nhin t6i cham cham va hét 1én,
miéng ha to hét cd, tiéng hét tram thap va hai hung. N6 khong hét nita. Biéu
gi d6 khong on vai t6i. T6i nhw dang xiu. Long nguwc nong rat. Roi toi bum
mot ngum khong khi. T6i da quén ca thé. Toi da khong thé sudt thoi gian
do6. Toi thay kha hon khi cé thé hé hap tré lai. Hit vao ddang miii, thd ra ddng
miéng.

“C6 ai bi sao khong?” Lacey la 1én. Cau dy vung khéi ché nam va chui vé
phia sau. T6i quay lai, thy ctta sau xe bi bat, trong tich tac t6i da nghi Radar
bi vang ra ngoai mat roi, nhung né nhom day. N6 quo tay 1én mdt roi noi,
“Toi khong sao, khong sao. Moi ngudi 6n ca khong?”

Lacey khong dap; cau ay nhay vé phia truwdc, giita toi va Ben. Lacey cui
xuong trén gian bép ctia can ho, nhin Ben hoi, “Cwng bi dau ché nao?” Doi
mat Lacey ang ang nwdc nhuw mat bé boi mot ngay mwa. Va Ben dap,
“KhongsaokhongsaoQchdymaukia.”

Lacey quay sang toi. Lé ra khong nén khoc nhung toi da khoc. Khong
phadi tai dau, ma vi toi sg, toi da gio tay lén, Ben da cttu ching toi, va bay
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gio c6 gai nay dang nhin t6i, nhw cdch me van danh cho t6i, va diéu do 1€ ra
khong nén lam t6i nit ran, nhung to6i da nitt ran. Toi biét vét xudc trén mat
minh khong nham nho gi, va t6i c6 gang ndi 1én diéu do, nhung t6i c& khoc.
Lacey an lén vét xwdc bang may ngon tay, thon manh va mém mai, kéu Ben
hay tim th gi dé bang. Va r6i téi dwgc mot dai trén 1a co Lién Minh an 1én
ma phdi, ngay gan miii. Lacey ndi, “Ct gitt chat thé, sé 6n thdi, cau con dau
cho nao khong?” va t6i dap khong. Khi d6 t6i nhan ra rang xe van dang no
may, dong co van hoat dong, xe dirng lai chi bai vi t6i van con dam phanh.
T6i chuyén veé trang thai do va tat may xe. Dén lic ay, t6i m&i nghe dugc
tiéng chat l1ong dang chay—khong phdi nhé giot ma nghe rao rao.

“Nén ra ngoai ngay,” Radar n6i. Toi gitr dai cd Lién Minh trén mat. Tiéng
chat 16ng chay ttr xe ra van chwa dut.

“Xang day! Chac sap no day!” Ben kéu toang lén. N6 mé& ngay ctra tredc
va lao ra, hoang hot chay di. N6 nhdy phoc qua mét hang rao go va chay xé
qua dong co6 kho. To6i cling ra nhung khong khan trweong dén mitc dy. Radar
cling ra ngoai, va trong khi Ben van dang chay thuc mang, Radar cuwdi ngat,
“La bia ddy,” n6 noi.

“Gi co?”

“Pam bia v& cd roi,” n6é nhac lai, hit dau vé phia ngan gitt lanh bi bat md,
hang ga-16ng chat 1ong trang xdéa bot dang trao ra ngoai.

Chting t6i c6 gang goi Ben nhung n6 khong nghe thay vi con mdi la hét,
“SE NO PAY!” va van dang chay qua dong. Ao chiing cta n6 bay phap
phdi trong anh binh minh nhan nhat, pho ra cai mong co6i nhon vénh.

T6i quay lai nhin ra dwong cao toc khi nghe thay tiéng 6-t6 chay dén. Co
nang trang mudt va anh ban dom da thung thang & vung an toan trén vai
duwong d6i dién, van roé la nhén nho vo ty lw. Quay lai, t6i thdy chiéc
minivan dang huc vao hang rao.

Toi dang danh gia thiét hai khi Ben cudi cung da phi pho quay lai. Khi ré
gap, chac ching t6i da thdc phai hang rao vi c6 mot vét 1om sau trén canh
clra trwgt, sau dén mic néu nhin that ki cé thé thdy dwgc phia trong xe.
Ngoai diém do ra, cai xe van twom tit. Khong c6 16i 16m nao nita. Khong
ctra sO0 nao vi v0. Khong 16p nao bi xit. T6i vong ra sau dong ctra hau va
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ditng nhin 210 chai bia v& van con trao bot. Lacey thdy va vong mét tay
quanh t6i. Ca hai cung nhin dong bot trang truon xudng ranh thoat nwdc
ngay dudi. “Pa xay ra chuyén gi vay?” Lacey hoi.

Toi ké: ca 1l tieu dén noi roi, nhung Ben da kip thoi bé tay 1ai, cai xe ré
ngoat day nghé thuat nhw mot vii cong ba-1é vay.

Ben va Radar da bo vao gam xe. Ca hai thang déu 4am & vé xe cQ, nhung
chac chui vao nhu vay khién ching né thdy kha hon. Mép 4o chung ctia Ben
va 6ng chan no tho ra. “Trong 6n cac bo a,” Radar ndi to.

“Xe xoay ngang khoang tam vong do Radar,” toi noi,

“Chac khong 6n dugc dau.”

“Tréng 6n ma,” Radar dap.

“Nay,” toi goi, tom doi giay New Balance trén chan Ben. “Nay, ra day.”
N6 nhich ra, t6i chia tay do né ditng day. Hai tay n6 den si nhitng thi ban
ban tir xe. T6i quang vai 6m ldy n6. Néu toi khong dau hang tay lai, va néu
né khong kip thoi x li, chac chan téi da di doi roi. “Cam on 6ng,” toi néi,
vo thum thup chac 1a hoi qua manh tay 1én lung né. “Ca doi t6i bay gio méi
dwgc chitng kién man bé tay lai tir ghé bén ngoan muc dén vay.”

Ben quét ban tay lem nhem dau xe 1én bén ma lanh cta t6i. “T6i lam thé
dé tw citu minh ch cttu gi 6ng,” n6 noi. “Tin t6i di, trong dau toi lic dé
khong nghi ti ti teo teo nao dén 6ng ca.”

T6i bat cwdi. “T6i cling cha nghi dén 6ng,” t6i noi.

Ben nhin t6i, khée miéng chirc mim mim, r6i né néi, “0, con bo to vat
va. Chac khong phai bo ma la ca voi biét di qua.” T6i cwdoi ngat.

Radar chui ra. “Cac b6 than mén, t6i thuc sw nghi 1a 6n. Bon minh chi mat
khoadng nam phut thoi. C di tiép cling khong can tang toc.”

Lacey dang bam moi nhin 16 thung trén xe. “Cau thdy thé nao?” t6i héi
Lacey.

“Bi thoi,” Lacey dap.

“Pi tho6i,” Radar bo phiéu.

Ben thd ra danh phiu. “Phan nhiéu vi t6i quen v6i ap luc tiv dong doi: di
thoi.”

“Di thoi,” toi noéi. “Nhung chac nhu an bap 1a t6i khong cam lai nita.”
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Ben nhan chia khéa ttr tay t6i. Chung t6i vao xe. Radar chi duong di 1én
mot ké hoi doc, réi bon tdi quay lai cao téc lién bang. Chiing t6i dang cach
Agloe 542 dam.

https://thuviensach.vn



Gio thit muwoi ba

Véli phiut mot Radar lai n6i, “Céac cau nhé khong hoi day khi chiing minh
déu sap chét ay c6 Ben ki tai biét may ban qua em bo to phat ngdy xoay ban
xe mong mong nhw tach tra & Disney World ba chay thé la ching minh khoi
nat bay.”

Lacey nhoai nguoi qua bép, dat tay 1én dau gbi Ben va néi, “T¢ mudn no6i
rang cau la mot anh hung, cau khong biét sao? Nguodi ta gan hudn chuong
cho nhitng chién cong nhw vay day.”

“Té da ndi ro6i va td ndi lai day: TG khong nghi duwgc dén bat ct ai hét.
T&. Mubn. Ciu. Cai. Mong. Minh. Thoi.”

“Chi diéu. Cau la ga noi doi dang yéu v6i pham chat anh hung,” Lacey
no6i réi hon choet 1én ma no.

Radar tiép tuc, “Cac cau c6 nhé khong hoi né té ¢ ghé sau ngth mo n6i m@
ctra xe ti* dung mé& chd bia chdy ao ao qua té ma sao t& khde re thé nay t&
khong nhd sao ma ki diéu qua!”

“Choi tro To6i Phat Hién kiéu siéu hinh di,” Lacey ru. “T6i Phat Hién bang
con mat bé nhé cia minh c6 mot trdi tim anh hung, trai tim khong dap cho
ban than ma cho toan nhan loai.”

“Al KHIEM TON LAM CHI. TOI CHI KHONG MUON CHET THOI,”
Ben gao léen.

“Cac cau c6 nhd hoi do trén chiéc xe nho tho cach day hai mwoi phut khi
gi6 ching minh khong bi chét chéng vo.”
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Hoéln hon tré lai, ching t6i bat dau don dep. Ca 1i c6 gang gom hét nhitng
manh chai Bluefin bi v& vao gidy, bo cad vao mot tdi dé lat nita viet. Tham
san xe dam nwdc Mountain Dew, Bluefin va Coke nhdp nhap, bon t6i tim
cach tham bét bang khan gidy. Chac chan can phai rira xe that ki, nhung chi
it khong c6 thoi gian cho viéc dé trwdc khi dén Agloe. Radar da tra khoan
tién can dé thay canh ctta kéo: 300 do-la kem tién son. Chi phi cho chuyén
di c tr tir d6i 1én, nhung mua he nay toi sé lam viéc & van phong cta bo dé
bt vao, du sao, d6 1a mon tién chudc nhé doéi lay Margo.

Mat trdi nhé 1én ¢ bén phéi. Ma t6i van chdy mau. Dai cd Lién Minh da
dinh vao vét thwong, to6i khong phai gitr khu khw nita.
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Gio thit muoi lam

MC)t dai soi thra ditng bén ria nhitng canh dong ng6 trdi ngut t6i chan troi.
Phong canh thay do6i, nhung khong cé gi khac. Nhitng cao toc lién bang nhw
con duong nay khién mién qué chi con nht mét noi duy nhat: McDonald’s,
BP, Wendy’s. T6i biét c6 1&é minh da ghét nhitng con dwong lién bang va
thém nhitng ngay thung thang xa xwa, ngi moi khic ré déu nhw nhing trong
sac mau thi thanh quen thuéc—nhung thoi ké. T6i thich thé nay. Toi thich sy
lién tuc. T6i thich rang minh c6 thé 1ai xe khoi nha muoi lam tiéng dong ho
lién ma thé gidi khong thay déi qua nhiéu. Lacey that t6i lai & ghé cudi bang
cd hai dai an toan. “Cau can nghi ngoi,” Lacey néi. “Cau vat va nhiéu r6i.”
Ngac nhién la khong ai trach t6i da qua v u i trong tran chién véi con bo.

Nam lang lai, to6i nghe thay tui ban choc nhau cuwdi— khéng phai tir ngiy
chinh xac, ma la ngit diéu, nhitng cung cao khtic tram trong cau chuyén. T6i
thich chi lang nghe, chi an nhién trén cé. Va téi quyét dinh rang néu ching
toi dén noi ding gio ma khong thdy Margo, thi viéc sé lam tiép theo la: ca
bon lai xe mong mong quanh Catskill, tim mot cho ng6i van vu vo, an nhién
trén cd, néi chuyén, dua cot véi nhau. Co 1€ chi can biét chac chan rang
Margo con song thi tat ca lai tré thanh kha thi ngay—du t6i tham chi khong
bao gio thay bang chitng cho diéu do6. T6i gan nhu c6 thé twdng twgng dugc
niém hanh phtic du khéng c6 ¢6 ay, c6 thé dé c6 ay ra di, cam thay goc ré
cta ching t6i dan két vao nhau, du c6 thé t6i khong bao gio dugc thdy lai
canh co ay nita.
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Gio thr muoi sau

Tsi nga.
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Gio thit mwoi bay

T ng.
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Gio thit muol tam

Tsi nga.
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Gio thit muoi chin

Khi toi thitc day, Ben va Radar dang tranh luan s6i noi vé tén cua cai xe

nay. Ben mudn dat tén né la Muhammad Ali vi giébng nhw Muhammad Alj,
chiéc minivan nay uynh mot cu r6i tiép tuc bon bon. Radar néi khong thé 1y
ten mot nhan vat lich st dat cho 6-t6. N6 nghi nén dat tén la Lurlene, vi
nghe hay hay.

“Ong muén dit tén Lurlene that sao?” Ben hoi, giong lén tong nghe
chirng so hai. “Em xe khon kho nay phai chiu dyng chwa da sao?”

T6i thdo dai an toan va ngbi ddy. Lacey quay lai phia t6i. “Chao budi
sang,” Lacey noi. “Chao mung cau tdi bang New York vi dai.”

“May gio roi?”

“Chin gid bon mwoi hai phut.” Téc Lacey da budc vong 1én nhung may
lon ngan hon van x0 ra. “Cau thdy thé nao?” Lacey hoi.

Toi dap. “Thay sg.”

Lacey nhin tdi cuoi va gat dau. “U, t& ciing vay. Ct¢ nhw thé qua nhiéu
chuyén c6 thé xay ra dé san sang cho tat ca nhitng diéu nay.”

“U,” t6i dép.

“T6 hi vong mua hé nay ching ta van la ban,” Lacey ndéi. Nghe vay ciing
dd, chang hiéu sao. Ta khong bao gid c6 thé noi dugc diéu gi sé khién ta
thay kha hon.

Radar dang bao cai xe nay nén dugc dat tén la Ngong Xam. T6i rwdn 1én
mot chit dé moi nguwdi nghe duwgc va noéi, “Con Quay. Cang quang manh thi
no cang quay tit.”

Ben gat dau. Radar quay lai. “T6i nghi 6ng nén la chuyén gia dinh danh
do vat.”
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Gio thw hai muoi

Téi dang ngbi & phong ngu s6 mot véi Lacey. Ben cam lai. Radar chi
dwong. T6i van ngu khi chiing t6i dirng lan cudi, nhwng may dira kia da mua
duwgc cai ban d6 New York. Khong c6 Agloe trén ban do, nhung chi cé
khodng nam, sau giao 10 & phia bac Roscoe. T6i van nghi New York la chon
phon hoa sam uat, nhung hién tai chi c6 nhitng qua déi ram rap trap trung
n6i nhau, chiéc minivan phdi anh diing 1am méi bo 1én néi. Mot lic chang
dira nao noi gi, Ben gio tay tim cho bat radio, t6i bao, “Choi T6i Phat Hién
kiéu siéu hinh di!”

Ben md& man. “To6i Phat Hién bang con mat bé nho ctia minh, cé diéu nay
toi thich lam y.”

“O, biét r6i,” Radar dap. “Vi caa bi.”

“Khong.”

“Vi cta cac thé loai to-rym phai khong?” t6i doan.

“Khong, kém thé!” Ben dap.

“Hurm,” Radar tiép. “Hay la mui cta bi?”

“Cam nhan vé bé mdt cta bi?” t6i doan tiép.

“Thoi ngay, do bién thai, khong c6 gi lién quan dén bo phan tiéu tién nam
ca. Lace doan gi?”

“U, c6 phai cam giac khi biét rdng ciu vita cltu séng ba mang ngudi
khong?”

“Khong, tat ca déu can kiét suy luan roi.”

“Pugc roi, thé la gi?”

“La Lacey,” Ben dap, va t6i thady chang ngam nang qua guong chiéu hau.

“Lac dé ro6i,” toi noéi, “dang choi To6i Phat Hién phién ban siéu hinh co ma.
Phai la diéu gi d6 khong thay bang mat thuwong dugc.”
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“Thi d6,” Ben cai. “Dé chinh la diéu ma t6i thich d6— Lacey nhung khong
phai la Lacey nhin thdy dwgc bang mat thuwong.”

“Oi, mudn 6i qua,” Radar rén rdm, nhung Lacey thdo dai an toan, ruén
qua bép thi tham gi d6 vao tai Ben. Cu cau lap titc dé birng mat.

“Pugc 16i, t6i hita sé khong phdi la mot vién pho-mat dau,” Radar noi.
“T6i Phat Hién bang con mat bé nhé ctia minh, diéu ching ta déu dang cam
thay.”

Toi doan ngay, “Mét ra roi hoi stc?”

“Khong, nhung doan hay day.”

Lacey ndi, “Co phdi la cdm giac ki ki khi c6 quéa nhiéu ca-phé-in trong
ngwoi khong? Kiéu nhe tim dap chang thdm vao dau so vGi toan than dang
dap ay?”

“Khong. Ben doan sao?”

“Um, chiing ta déu mudn di té, hay 1a chi minh tui thay vay hé?”

“Nhu thuwong tinh, chi c6 6ng théi. Co ai doan nita khong?” Ching toi déu
yén lang. “Cau tra 10i ding la tui minh sé thdy vui hon sau khi cung hat bai
‘Sung phong duéi nang’ ma khong can nhac dém.”

Va qua diang vay. Du cé thé bi chitng diéc thanh diéu, t6i van hat vang
nhw may dira kia. Hat hét bai, t6i néi, “T6i Phat Hién bang con mat bé nho
ctia minh, c6 mot chuyén hay lam.”

Mot lidc khong ai néi gi. Chi c6 tiéng Con Quay lién tuc ngén mat duong
nhua khi d6 doc. Lat sau Ben noi,

“La chuyeén nay, phai khong?” Toi gat.

“U,” Radar néi. “Mién 1a bon minh khéng chét, diy ding 1a mot chuyén
troi long dat 16.”

Néu tim thdy cé dy thi mirng qud, t6i nghi, nhung khong noi gi. Cudi cung
Ben bat radio, tim mot kénh nhac rock v&i nhitng ban ballad ma chung t6i c6
thé hat theo.
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Gio thw hai muoi mot

Sau hon 1.100 dam trén dwong cao t6c lién bang, cudi cung da dén ldc ra
duwgc r6i. Hoan toan khong thé 1ai xe vdi toc do bay muoi bdy dam mot gio
trén quoc 10 hai lan va di ti€p vé hwéng bac, ngwoc day nidi Catskill. Nhung
chuing t6i sé on thoi. Radar, chién lvgc gia xuat sac, da tinh ba mwoi phit dw
trit ma khong cho bon t6i biét. Cho nay tuyét dep, anh mat trdi gan trwa do
xuong canh ring cd thu. Nhitng ngdi nha gach trong khu dan cu tiéu diéu
bén dwdi cling 1ap lanh trong thit nang nay khi ching t6i di qua.

Lacey va t6i néi véi Ben va Radar tat ca nhitng gi ching t6i c6 thé nhé ra
dwgc dé hai dita ay dé tim Margo hon. Ggi cho hai thang nhé dwgc Margo.
Goi cho chinh ching t6i nhé dwgc Margo. Chiéc xe Honda Civic mau bac
cta co dy. Mai toc nau nhat mau hat dé cia co dy, suén thang.

Sé& thich nhitng khu nha bi bé hoang ctia c6 ay.

“Margo cé cudn so6 bia den nita nhé,” toi noi.

Ben quay sang t6i. “DPuwgc roi, néu toi thay ban nit nao trong giong Margo
& Agloe, New York, t6i sé khong lam gi hét. Trit phi ban 4y c6 mot cudn s6.
b6 la dac diém nhan dang.”

T6i huych vai Ben. T6i chi muon nhé lai vé c6 ay. M6t lan cu6i, t6i muon
nhé duge Margo khi van dang hi vong gap lai co ay.
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Agloe

T6c do gidam dan tir nam muwoi lam xuéng bon muoi lam, ré6i ba muoi lam
dam mot gio. Qua vai doan dwong tau, ching t6i da dén Roscoe. Chiing toi
tw tw 1ai xe qua khu trung tam ngai ngu v6i mot quan ca phé, mot ctita hang
quan 4o, mot tiém ban do dong gia, va may gian hang cé mat tién toan la ctra
van xép.

T6i nhoai vé phia tredc, noi, “T6i co6 thé twdng twong duwgec Margo & trong
do.”

“U,” Ben dong tinh. “Trdi a, t6i khong muén dot nhap vao may toda nha
do ti nao. Chac t6i khong tru noéi nha tu New York dau.”

Nhung y twdng tham hiém nhitng can nha dé khong khién t6i dac biét sg
hai, vi toan bo noi nay nhu da bi bé khong. Khong c6 tiém nao ma ctra. Qua
khu trung tdm, c6 mét pho duy nhat cat qua dwong cao téc. Trén con pho dé
la khu dan cuw don c6i va treong tiéu hoc Roscoe. Nhitng ngoi nha khung go
khiém t6n nhw nhitng chu lun nip dwéi hang cay cao, tan ram rap.

Chtng t6i ré vao mot duong cao toc khac, tang toc chay nhanh nhu truéc,
nhung thyce ra Radar 1ai cling cham. Chwa di dwge mot dam, bon t6i thay
mot dwong dat & bén trai, khong cé bién bao hiéu nao ca.

“C6 thé 1a cho nay,” toi noi.

“La duong cho xe di thoi,” Ben néi, nhung Radar van ré vao. Thuc ra
trong ding la giong dudng cho xe di that, mot dai dwong chay trén nén dat
ran. O bén trai bon tdi, c6 dai moc cao dén banh xe; t6i khong thdy gi,
nhung hoi lo rang néu ai d6 mudn trén trong dong co6 nay thi cling chang
may kho khan. Chung t6i 1ai xe thém mdt doan nita thi dai duwong chay vao
mot ngdi nha nong thon kién tric thoi Victoria. Bon t6i vong ra sau, quay
dau trg lai dwong cao toc hai lan, di ti€p vé phia bac. Pwong cao toc ré vao
dwong Cat Hollow, ching t6i chay xe cho dén khi thdy mét dai dwong dat
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giong duwong dat e ndy, lan nay & bén phai, dan vao noi trong nhv mot nha
kho op ep bang go da bac mau. Hang kién cé kho hinh tru nam thanh hang
trén nhitng canh dong & ca hai bén ching t6i, cé trén dong da bat dau moc
trd lai. Radar 1ai chra dén nam dam mét gio. Chung t6i dang tim nhitng dau
hiéu bat thwong. Chit nit ran trén phong canh nén tho hoan héao nay.

“Moi nguoi c6 nghi do cé thé 1a Hiéu Tap Héa Agloe khong?”

“Nha kho ay 4?”

«(y.»

“Khong biét nita,” Radar dap. “Pa tirng cé hiéu tap hoa trong giong nha
kho sao?”

T6i nha mot hoi dai qua hai moéi méo xeo. “Biét chét lién.”

“Kla—troi oi, xe cua Margo!” Lacey hét len ngay canh toi. “Pung dung
ding diang diang diang xe ctia Margo xe cua Margo!”

Radar dirng xe trong khi t6i nhin theo hwéng Lacey chi qua canh dong,
phia sau nha kho. Mgt chép anh bac. Cui sat lai cho Lacey, t6i thady canh
cong & noc xe. C6 Chua mdi biét lam sao chiéc xe lai & do, vi khong c6
dwong nao dan ra huéng day.

Radar tim cho do, t6i nhay khoi minivan va chay vé phia xe cta co ay.
Trong khong. Khong khoa. T6i mé thung xe. Ciling khong c6 gi, tri mot va-
li d€ mé va trong khong. T6i nhin quanh, va di vé phia ma bay gio t6i tin la
nhitng gi con lai cia Hiéu Tap Hoa Agloe. Ben va Radar vugt toi khi toi
chay qua vat c6 da cat. Chung t6i khong vao nha kho qua ctva ra vao ma qua
mot trong may 16 trong hodc, noi twong go don gian la da sut ra.

Trong gian kho, mat trdi chiéu xudng nhitng mang san goé muc nat qua
nhiéu 16 thing trén mai. Trong khi tim ¢6 ay, t6i diém qua tirng thi: van san
am thap. Mui hanh nhan, gidéng c6 ay. M6t bon tam cé chan & goc. Bau dau
cling co man la 16 nén noi nay dong thdi ¢ trong va ¢ ngoai.

T6i cdm thdy ai d6 kéo manh 4o minh. T6i quay lai va thdy Ben, mat né
ban qua ban lai gifta t6i va mot géc phong. Phai nhin qua mot vung sang
trang tran tw tran xudng, nhung t6i cé thé thdy dugc goc dé. Hai tam nhya
citng dai cao ngang nguwe, cau ban va mo xam, dwa vao nhau lam thanh mot
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goc nhon, hai canh bén c6 twong go giit. Mot 6 lam viéc hinh tam giac, néu
co th twong ty nhu vay.

Va day la diéu dang lwu y vé ctta s6 mo: anh sang c6 thé lot qua dugc.
Nén t6i thay dwgc mot khung canh x6t xa, du da qua sac xam: Margo Roth
Spiegelman ng6i trén cai ghé van phong boc da den, khom nguwdi xuéng mat
ban, kiéu ban hoc tro, c6 dy dang viét. Toc Margo ngan di nhiéu—t6c mai lia
chia x0a xudng 16ng may va moi thit 1on x0n, nhw thé diém nhan la sy 1éch
tam-nhwng dé la co dy. Margo con song. Co dy da chuyén phong lam viéc tw
khu mua sam mini bi bé hoang & Florida dén mot nha kho bi bé hoang &
New York, va toi da tim thay c6 ay.

Chting t6i di vé phia Margo, ca bon, nhuwng hinh nhw ¢6 dy khong nhan ra.
Margo cit viét. Cudi cung, ai d6—Radar, hinh nhw thé-lén tiéng, “Margo.
Margo ha?”

Co ay dirng day va kiéng lén, ban tay ti vao mép twong cai van phong da
chién nay. Néu c6 ngac nhién khi thdy ching t6i, d6i mat co ay ciing khong
biéu hién ra chit nao. Bay la Margo Roth Spiegelman, cach t6i chirng mot
mét rwdi, bo moi khoé mit, khong trang diém, dat bAm & moéng tay, doi mat
lang 1é. To6i chwa tirng thdy mat Margo chét nhw vay, nhung réi mot lan nita,
c6 1€ toi chwa tirng nhin doi mat c¢6 ay. Margo cham cham nhin t6i. T6i cam
thay chac chan rang c6 dy dang nhin t6i chit khong phdi Lacey hay Ben hay
Radar. T6i chwa ti'ng cdm thdy 4nh mat gat gao nhu vay ké tiv khi d6i mat
chét ctia Robert Joyner nhin t6i trong Cong vién Jefferson.

Margo ditng yén lang nhu thé mot Idc 1au, té6i sg anh mat c6 dy dén mirc
khong tién gan lai nita. “Ta va bi an nay d6i bén cung & day,” Whitman da
viét nhu vay.

Rut cuc, Margo no6i, “Cho t¢ nam phuit,” r6i ng6i xuéng va lai viét.

T6i nhin c6 ay viét. Trir mot chit 1am lem, trong c6 dy van nhw triedc.
Khoéng biét tai sao, nhung t6i da ludn nghi rang c6 ay trong khac. Gia dan
hon. Bén mitc t6i sé hau nhw khong nhan ra Margo khi rit cuc dwoc gap lai
c6 dy. Nhung c6 ay day, t6i dang nhin c6 dy qua tdm nhya md, c6 dy trong
giong Margo Roth Spiegelman, c6 ban t6i da biét tir khi 1én hai—co gai da la
mot y niém ma toi dem long yéu.
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Va chi ldc nay, khi c6 dy gap so lai, bo vao trong cai ba-16 bén canh va
ding day di vé phia ching t6i, toi mdi nhan ra rang y niém dé khong chi sai
ma con nguy hiém nita. Tin rang mot con nguwdi 16n lao hon chinh ho 1a mét
do twdng bat trac biét bao.

“E,” Margo néi véi Lacey, mim cudi. Co dy 6m Lacey dau tién, roi bét
tay Ben va Radar. C6 ay nhuén 16ng may, néi, “Chao Q,” r6i 6m t6i, thoang
qua va khong chat. T6i mudn ghi chat. T6i mudn mdt ddu an. Téi mubn cam
thay c6 ay thon thitc trong long minh, nwéc mat hoen tir go ma lem nhem
bui thdm vao 4o t6i. Nhung Margo chi 6m t6i chéng vanh va ngéi xudng
san. Toi ngoi xudng tredc mat c6 ay. Ben, Radar va Lacey ciing ngo6i xuong
canh t6i thanh mot hang, dé tat ca ching t6i cung doi dién Margo.

“Thay cau la mirng r6i,” 14t sau toi ndi, cdm thay nhi minh dang pha mot
10i cau nguyén yén lang.

Margo gat toc mai sang bén. Hinh nhw c6 ay dang quyét dinh chinh xac sé
néi gi trude khi 1én tiéng. “T§, . U. T& khong may khi bi can kiét tir ngf,
nhi? Gan day khéng néi chuyén véi ai mdy. Um. C6 khi cac cau néi trudce
di, mdy cdu dang lam céi quai gi ¢ day?”

“Margo oi,” Lacey néi. “Cé Chuia chitng giam, bon t6 lo 1am.”

“Lo lang lam gi,” Margo vui vé dap. “T¢ 6n ma.” Co6 ay gio hai ngon cai
lén. “T¢ o6n loai A luon.”

“Lé ra cau nén goi dién bao cho bon t¢ mat tiéng,” Ben ndi, giong thoang
nham nhang cau. “Dé ca i do phai lan 16i.”

“Theo kinh nghiém cua t&, Ben Bi Bua a, khi roi khéi noi nao doé, tot nhat
ct thé ra di thoi. Ma sao cau mac vay thé nay?”

Ben do mat. “DPtng goi cau ay thé,” Lacey cao giong.

Margo quay sang nhin Lacey. “Oi trdi oi, cau dang c¢dp cau ta ha?” Lacey
khong néi gi. “Cau khong thuc sy’ cap cau ta roi,” Margo néi tiép.

“Thuce s la c6 ddy,” Lacey néi. “Thyc si cau ay rat tot. Thue sy cau maéi
la d6 bwa. Va thuc sy, té di day. Rat vui da gap cau, Margo a. Cam on da
lam t& ta hoa, lam t& cdm thay minh la d6 t6i trong gan hét thang cudi cting
cia nam cudi cdp, va cam on da la mot & can bra khi bon té di bao xa dén
day dé xem cau thé nao. Rat han hanh duwgc quen biét cau.”
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“Cau thi hon gi. Khong c6 cau, sao t& c6 thé biét rang t& béo dén mitc
nao?” Lacey ditng day ham ham di, méi buwdc chan lam rung ca san nha op
ep. Ben di theo. T6i nhin sang, Radar ciing ditng day.

“T6& khong hé biét cau cho dén khi té dan biét vé cau qua nhitng manh
moi cau dé lai,” Radar n6i. “T¢ thay thich nhitng manh méi ay hon la thich
cau.”

“Cau ta dang lam nham cai quai gi vay?” Margo hoi t6i. Radar khong dap,
no chi di khéi.

Toi cling nén di, tat nhién roi. Chung t6i la ban—than hon Margo, chac
chan vay. Nhung t6i c6 nhitng cau hoi. Vi Margo ditng day va bat dau quay
lai g6c lam viéc, t6i hoi mot cau ranh ranh. “Sao ciu cw x* chang ra sao nhw
vay?”

Margo quay ngoat lai, tim ldy nguc 4o tdi va quat vao mat téi, “Sao
khong dung cac cau kéo ca li dén day ma khong bao trudc gi ca?!”

“Lam sao t& bao duwogc cho cdu khi cau hoan toan bién mat khoi bé mat
hanh tinh nay?!” T6i thady Margo nham mat lai 1au, va t6i biét c6 dy khong
tra 10i dwgc, thé la t6i cit bung lén. T6i cau Margo. Vi... vi, to6i khong biét
nita. Khong phai Margo t6i da mong doi. Khong phai Margo t6i nghi cudi
cung toi da twéng twong dugc dung. “Té da nghi chac chan c6é mot li do
chinh dang tai sao cau khong lién lac v6i ai sau dem hom do. Va... day la li
do chinh dang ctia ciu sao? Hoba ra cau cé thé lang thang song vo gia cu thé
nay a?”

Margo tha tay va day t6i ra. “Gid ai vo gia cw chit? Té ra di theo cach duy
nhat nguwoi ta c6 thé ra di. Boc tudt cude doi minh ra ngay mot lic—nhw bang
cttu thwong dy. Roi cau trd thanh cau, Lacey trd thanh Lacey, ai d6 tré thanh
ai do va td trd thanh t6.”

“Ngoai triv t& da khong la t&, Margo a, vi t6 twdng cau da chét. Trong
khoang thoi gian lau nhat. Nén t¢ da phai lam tat ca nhitng chuyén toi té hai
ma 1€ ra td khong bao gio lam.”

Margo hét 1én, sat lai gan dé c6 thé nhin thang vao t6i. “Dirng ndi nham.
Cau khong dén day dé dam béo rang t¢ binh an v6 sw. Cau dén vi cau muon
cttu Margo bé bong t6i nghiép khéi cai toi bé béng rac réi cta co ta, dé réi t6
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sé 6i-qua-cam-dong trudc chang hiép si oai phong lam liét ma ty 16t sach
x0ng 4o roi cau xin cau hay hay hoai tdm than té chi gi.”

“No6i vé van gi vay!” toi quat, gan nhw vay. “Cau chi choi bon t& thoi
ding khong? Cau chi muén dam béo rang du da ra di va co tro vui mdi,
nhing cau sé van la cai truc dé bon t6 xoay mong mong xung quanh.”

Margo hét trd, to hon t6i nghi c6 dy cé thé hét duge. “Cau tham chi con
chang thém noi cau véi td, Q! Cau chi cau vi nhitng twéng twgng vé t¢ ma
cau gitr rit trong dau tir hoi bé thoi!”

Co ay cd gang chay khoi toi, nhung t6i gitt 1dy hai vai Margo, xoay c6 ay
ditng tredc mat minh va noi, “Pa bao gio cau nghi sy ra di cua cau co tac
dong thé nao chwa? Bén Ruthie? Pén Lacey hodc t& hodc bat ctt ai khac
quan tam dén cau? Cau khong nghi gi ca. Tat nhién la cdu khong nghi gi roi.
Béi cau ma khong bi sao titc la chang c6 gi dang ban tam ca. Phai thé
khong, Margo? Phai khong?”

Bay gid c6 dy khong khang cy nita. Margo chi so vai quay di, tré lai goc
lam viéc. C6 ay da do ca hai tam nhya citng dung lam twong, ching va manh
vao ban va ghé roi trugt xudng san. “IM DI IM DI O TOL.”

“Puwgc,” t6i nbi. Diéu gi do trong con bot phat hoan toan mat kiém soat
cadm xuc cta Margo da khién t6i ghim dugc béan than lai. T6i cd gang noi
nhw me t6i. “T¢ sé im lang. Ca hai dita minh déu khong vui. Con rat nhiéu,
I, voeéng mac chwa g& duoc tw phia t6.”

Margo ngoi xuéng chiéc ghé xoay, ban chan dat trén cai tirng la twong
ngan goc lam viéc. Co ay nhin mét géc nha kho. Ching t6i cach nhau it nhat
ba mét. “Thé quai nao cac cau tim dwoc té vay?”

“Té twdng cau muodn bon té di tim,” t6i dap, néi rat nho nhung ngac nhién
la Margo van nghe thdy. Co dy xoay ghé lai va cham chu nhin toi.

“Chac chan la té dau c6 muon nhw vay.”

““Tw khac,”” t6i néi. “Guthrie dan t6 dén Whitman. Whitman dan té dén
canh ctra. Canh ctta dan t¢ dén khu mua sam mini. Bon t& phat hién ra cach
doc hang chit graffiti da bi son de 1én. Té khong hiéu ‘nhitng thanh phd
gidy’ nghia la gi; cling c6 thé la nhitng tiéu khu khong bao gid duwgc xay
xong, thé 1a t& nghi rang cau da dén mot khu nhw vay va sé khong bao gio
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quay lai. Té twéng cau da chét & mdt trong nhitng noi nhv thé, rang cau da
tw van va vi li do nao d6 mu6n té tim thay cau. TG da dén ca dong noi nhw
vay, tim cau. Nhung r6i t& khép duwgce tdm ban doé trong ctra hang lwu niém
vOi nhitng 16 ghim trén twong. Té bat dau doc bai tho ki hon, hiéu ra rang ¢
1€ cdu khong chay tron ma chi dang lanh & dau do, lap nén cac ké hoach.
Viét vao cudn s6 dé. TG tim ra Agloe trén ban do, doc duwgc binh luan cta
cdu trén phu trang thao ludn trong Toan Thu Pa Thit, t& bé du 1€ t6t nghiép
va lai xe thang dén day.”

Margo cao cao téc xudng, nhwng mai téc khong con da dai dé che kin
guwong mat co6 ay nita. “Ghét kiéu téc nay qua,” Margo néi. “Té chi mudn
trong khac di, nhung— hoéa ra ngé qua.”

“T¢ thich kiéu nay,” toi néi. “T'éc 6m lay mat cau trong rat hgp.”

“T¢ xin 16i vi da lam nhdng lén chang ra sao ca,” c6 ay noéi. “Cau phai
hiéu la—khong dung cac cau mo vao day, lam té so citng luén-"

“Lé ra cau chi can no6i la, ‘Nay, cac b6 lam t6i sg ctirng lai lubén roi day’
thoi.” toi noi.

Margo cuoi nhat. “U, phai roi, vi d6 1a Margo Roth Spiegelman ma ai
cling biét va yéu mén ma.” C6 ay im ldng mot lic, roi noi tiép, “Td biét
minh khong nén noi nhu vay trong Toan Thu Pu Thit. T¢ chi nghi sau nay
c6 ai doc dwoc thi vui phdi biét. T¢ nghi c6 thé canh sat sé lan theo manh
moi dé, nhung khéng duwgc sém stia cho lam. Cé hang ti trang trong Toan
Thu Bu Thit co ma. TG chwa bao gio nghi...”

“Gl cg?”

“T6¢ da nghi nhiéu dén cau, tra 10i cho cau hoéi ctia cau day. Va nghi dén
Ruthie. Va boé me t6. Tat nhién, nhi? Cé 1é t¢ la dita doc ton tram trong nhat
trong lich st nhan loai. Nhung Chuda o0i, cau c6 nghi t& sé lam thé néu td
khong cdn lam thé khéng?” Margo lac dau. Gid, cudi cung, c6 ay quay han
vé phia t6i, khuyu tay chong trén dau goi, va chung téi néi chuyén. Con cach
xa, nhung van la dang néi chuyén véi nhau. “T¢ khong tim dwgc cach nao
khac dé ra di ma khong bi 16i tré lai.”

“Té mung vi cau khong chét,” t6i ndi véi Margo.
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“U, t& cling vay,” co dy dap, khé nhéch mép. P6 1a 1an dau tién toi thdy
nét cwdi ma t6i da mat qua nhiéu thoi gian nhung nhd. “B6 1a 1i do tai sao t&@
phai di. Cudc doi thé tham dén dau thi van ludn c6 lwa chon khac ma.” Bién
thoai cua toi do6 chuéng. La Ben. T6i nhac may.

“Lacey mudén noéi chuyén véi Margo,” Ben noi vdi t6i.

Toi di t6i bén Margo, dwa cd ay cai dién thoai, va con nan na ding canh
trong khi c6 ay ng6i nho vai vé phia trwdc, tdi lang nghe. T6i nghe thay
nhitng tiéng dong vong tir dién thoai ra, roi t6i nghe thdy Margo cat 16i va
noi, “Nghe nay, t¢ thwe sw xin 16i. TG s¢ qua day thoi.” Va roi im lang. Cudi
cung Lacey noi trd lai, va Margo cudi thanh tiéng, néi gi dé dap lai. Nghi la
ca hai can chat gi dé riéng tw, t6i bat dau loanh quanh kham pha. Dya vao
cung btrc twong nhw goc lam viéc, nhung & goc doéi dién cua nha kho, Margo
da sap dat cai co thé goi la giwvong ngu-bon tam giat dwdi mot dém khong
khi mau da cam. Chong quan 4o nhd, gap gon gang ctia Margo & canh
giwong, cling trén mot tdm giat. Coé ban chai va thudc danh rang, véi mot cai
coc nhya to tir cira hang Subway. Nhitng do dung do6 & trén hai cu6n sach:
Lo Chuéng cta Sylvia Plath va Lo sdt sinh s6 ndm ctia Kurt Vonnegut. Toi
khong thé tin dugc rang Margo da song nhu thé nay, sy pha trén khong thé
dung hoa dugc nay gitra nét ngoai 6 ngan nap dang mén va vé suy tan tiéu
tuy ron rgn. Nhung roi mot 1an nita, t6i khong thé tin dwgc rang minh da mat
bao nhiéu thoi gian nghi c6 ay dang song rat khac.

“MAy cau ay dang & mot nha nghi trong khu cong vién. Lace bédo t& noi
v6i cu rang cac cau ay sé di trong ngay hom nay, bat ké cau c6 di cung hay
khong,” Margo 1én tiéng sau lung t6i. Chinh khi c¢6 4y no6i cdu ma khong
phai chting ta, do 1a lan dau tién t6i nghi dén nhitng gi xdy ra ti€p sau day.

“Té gan nhw tw cung ty cdp,” Margo néi, gio dang ditng canh toi. “Co
mot nha vé sinh & ngoai kia, nhung khéng duwgc khang trang lam, nén t6
thwong dén nha vé sinh & tram ditng xe tai phia bic Roscoe. O d6 ciing c6
phong tam, va phong tam nit rat sach vi khong c6 nhiéu nit tai xé xe tai. MGi
cd & do6 co Internet. Kiéu nhw noi nay la nha té, con tram dirng xe tai la khu
an duwdng bén ba bién.” T6i bat cuoi.
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Margo di ngang qua t6i va qui xudng, nhin vao trong nhitng tam giat ké
thanh giwong. Co ay 16i ra cai dén pin va vat gi hinh vuéng bang nhya. “Trw
xang va thic an, ca thang t¢ chi mua co hai thit nay. T6¢ mdi tiéu khoang ba
tram do-la.” T6i don vat hinh vuong tir tay c6 dy, rit cuc nhan ra dé 1a mot
mdy nghe nhac chay pin. “T¢ mang may album nhac theo,” Margo néi.
“Nhung vao thanh pho tG sé kiém thém.”

“Thanh pho u?”

“U. Hom nay t& s& dén thanh phé New York. Thé nén méi c6 dong binh
luan trén Toan Thw Bu Thit. Té sé thuce sw bat dau hanh trinh. Ban dau, hom
nay la ngay t& dv kién rgi Orlando—t& sé dén 1€ tot nghiép, sé lam du tro tréu
choc da lén ké hoach bai ban trong dém t6t nghiép vdi cau, roi té sé ra di
vao sang hom sau. Nhung té khong thé chiu lau hon dwoc nita. TG thyce sy
khong thé chiu thém mot gio dong hé nao nita. Va khi biét chuyén vé Jase—
t¢ da nghi, ‘minh c6 ké hoach hét ro6i; chi can thay doi ngay thang thoi.’
Nhung xin 16i vi t¢ da lam cau sg. T da co gang khong lam cau hoang so,
nhung phan cudi cung hoi bi voi. Khong phai tdc pham dep nhét cua t6.”

Khi nhitng ké hoach chay tron dwgc phac voi v6i nhiéu dau moéi am chi sy
ra di, toi da nghi thé la rdt dn twgng. Nhung tdi gan nhuw ngac nhién rang
trong ban ké hoach géc ¢6 dy cling muon t6i tham gia vao. “Co 1€ cdu sé ké
cho t& biét chi,” t6i néi, c6 mim cwdi. “Cau biét day, t& da thac mac nhiéu.
biéu gi c6 trong ké hoach va diéu gi khong? Cai gi mang y nghia gi? Tai sao
cac manh moi lai hwéng vao t6, tai sao cau ra di, dai khai thé.”

“U, duwoc. Puoc r6i. V6i cau chuyén dé, ching ta phai bat dau bing mot
cau chuyén khac.” Margo ding day, toi theo sau trong khi Margo budc di
uyén chuyén, tranh nhitng méang san op ep. Quay trd lai géc lam viéc, co ay
tim trong ba-16 va 1ay ra cu6n sé bia da den. Margo ng6i xu6ng san, bat chéo
chan va vo xudng san go ngay canh c6 dy. To6i ngoi xuéng. Margo mé cudn
sO ra. “Chuyén nay,” co dy néi, “vay la chuyén nay bat dau tr 1au r6i. Hoi dy
khodng 16p bon, t& bat dau viét vao day. Mot kiéu truyén trinh tham.”

T6i nghi néu bay gid giat 1ay cudn soé tir Margo, t6i co6 thé dung n6 dé dat
diéu kién. T6i c6 thé lgi dung n6 dé khién c6 dy phai vé Orlando, va Margo
sé di lam thém vao mua he, & trong mot can ho cho dén khi nam hoc &
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treong dai hoc bat dau, va it nhat hai diva sé c6 mot mua he. Nhung toi chi
lang nghe.

“Té khong mudn huénh hoang tw man dau, nhwng day thye su 1a mot tac
pham hay hiém c6 ddy. Bugc roi, dua théi ma. Chi la difa-t6-mudi-tudi viét
ra mot mé nhitng loang ngoang lan man day phép thuat va wéc ao hao huyén
rat tré con thoi. Bat dau tt co bé nay, tén la Margo Spiegelman, giong t6 hoi
t¢ muoi tudi & moi diém, trir chuyén bo me con bé t6t bung, giau su va mua
cho né du thit n6 thich. Margo thich cau bé tén la Quentin, giong cau ¢ moi
diém, tr* ban linh anh hung khong biét run sg, nguyén hi sinh dé bao vé tg¢
va nhitng thit khac. Con cé nhan vat Myrna Mountweazel, giong con Myrna
Mountweazel & moi diém, trit nang lwc phap thuat siéu pham. Vi du, trong
truyén, bat ctt ai khi ning Myrna Mountweazel cting khong thé néi déi dwoc
trong vong mudi phit. Méi cd, né biét n6i. Tat nhién la né biét noi réi. Liéu
c6 dita muoi tudi nao viét truyén vé ché ma con ché dy lai khong biét néi
khong?”

T6i cuoi thanh tiéng, van con mai nghi dén Margo-mudi-tudi thich dita-
toi-muoi-tudi.

“Thé 1a trong cau chuyén,” Margo ké tiép, “Quentin, Margo va con Myrna
Mountweazel cung diéu tra cai chét cia Robert Joyner, nhan vat da chét gan
giong nhu Robert Joyner chét ngoai doi thue, triv chi tiét ai dé da ban thang
vao mat bac ay chit khong phai tw bac dy ro rang da ban vao mat minh. Va
cot truyén xoay quanh qua trinh diéu tra tén t0i pham.”

“Vay ai da ban?”

Margo cuoi thanh tiéng. “Cau muon té ké trde toan bo tinh tiét sao?”

“Thoi,” toi dap, “t¢d mudn ty doc hon.” Margo md& sach ra va chi cho toi
mot trang. Chit viét rat kho doc, khéng phai vi Margo viét xau, ma vi @ trén
nhitng dong ngang, chit cling chay thang xuong cudi trang. “T¢ viét dan vao
nhau thé day,” Margo gidi thich. “Nhitng doc gia phiMargo khé ma gidi ma
dugc. Bugc t0i, té sé bat mi tinh tiét cho cau, nhung cau phai hita khong cau
dién lén da.”

“Hira,” toi dap.
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“Hoa ra ké thu ac la anh trai cua nguwoi chi cua ba vg cii bi nghién ruegu
cta Robert Joyner. Thu pham bi dién vi han ta bi am béi linh hon doc ac caa
mot con méo nha Ai Cap co dai. T¢ da bao r6i day, chuyén nay vao loai
thwong dang ma. Nhung du sao, cau, t6 va con Myrna Mountweazel da 1én
dwong va doi mat vdi tha pham. Han ta tim cach ban t@, nhung cdu da nhay
1én hitng dan, r6i cau hi sinh day bi trang trong vong tay td.”

Toi cwoi rii. “Tuyét. Thoat dau nghe day hiva hen véi c6 bé xinh dep xiéu
long thich t@, du thi¢ bi an mwu toan, r6i t& chét hy 1a hét chuyén.”

“U, thé day.” Margo cudi. “Nhung t& phai dé cau bi chét, vi két thic kha
di duy nhét khac la ching ta lam chuyén d6, ma t& chwa da san sang vé tinh
cam dé viét nhw vay khi muoi tudi.”

“Puwgc roi, cling hgp li,” t6i noéi. “Nhung khi nao viét lai, t6¢ mudn co
thém chat hanh dong.”

“Sau khi cau bi nhan vat phan dién ban ha, c6 1€ thé. Mot nu hon trudc
phut tat thg.”

“Cau ti té qua day.” Toi c6 thé ditng day, dén sat bén va hon cb ay. Toi c6
thé. Nhung van con qua nhiéu diéu sé bi pha hong.

“Du sao, nam 16p nam t& da hoan thanh cau chuyén. Vai nam sau, tG
quyét dinh sé bo di Mississippi. T¢ da viét tat ca cac ké hoach cho chuyén di
dong troi dy vao cudn so nay, phia trén cau chuyén cii, ro6i cudi cung té thuc
hién ké hoach—lay xe ctia me, di cd ngan dam va dé lai manh méi trong sup.
T tham chi con khong thich hanh trinh bam duwong bo, thuc sy—c6 don kinh
khting—nhung t& thich hoan thanh viéc do, phai khong? Thé la t& viét thém
nhiéu ké hoach chen vao day—nhitng tro tréu choc, ghép ban nit nay vgi ban
nam kia, chién dinh phu gidy vé sinh rat hoanh trang, thém nhiéu hanh trinh
bam duwong bi mat, va bat ct diéu gi khac nita. Bén dau nam 16p mudi, cuon
sO da kin phan ntra, do la khi t& quyét dinh sé lam thém mot vy, mot vu chan
dong, r6i ra di.”

Margo chuan bi néi tiép, nhwng téi phai ngan ¢6 ay. “T'¢ dang nghi do la
tai khong gian hay tai con nguwgi? Néu nhitng nguwdi xung quanh cau la
nhitng nguoi khac thi chuyén sé ra sao?”
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“Sao cau c6 thé phan tach hai mat dé6 dugc chit? Nguwoi la dat va dat la
nguwoi. Du sao, t6 khong nghi cé thé danh ban véi ai khac. T¢ nghi moi
nguoi hodc la sg sét nhu cau, hodc la vo tam nhw Lacey. Va—”

“T& khong sg sét nhu cau nghi dau,” téi néi. Bung nhu vay. Toi chi nhan
ra diéu do6 ding sau khi da tuyén bo. Nhung van ding nhw vay.

“TG chdn hét,” Margo noéi, giong gan nhv rit 1én. “R6i hoi t¢ hoc 16p
muoi, Gus da dua t¢ dén Osprey—" toi nghiéng dau khong hiéu. “Khu mua
sam mini ay. Roi té bat dau ty dén d6 m6t minh, chi choi vé van va viét cac
ké hoach. Bén cu6i nam ngodi, moi ké hoach déu nham dén lan chay tron
cudi cung nay. Khong biét cé phai tai t¢ vira viét vira doc lai truyén ngay
xwra khong, nhung té da sém dwa cau vao ké hoach mdéi nay. Y twong chu
dao la chung ta sé lam tit cd nhitng viéc nay cung nhau-nhw 1én vao
SeaWorld, diéu d6 & trong ké hoach goc-t& sé day cau dén cho trd thanh
mot ga cliing ran c6 mau mat. Pém cudi s€, cha, gidi phéng cau. Ro6i t& bién
mat, va cau sé luén nhé dén t6 vi diéu do.

“Cuoi cung ké hoach nay dai bay chuc trang lan, chuan bi xdy ra, cac
bwdc rat tron tru. Nhung roi t& biét chuyén Jase, va té& quyét dinh di luon.
Ngay lap titc. T¢ khong can t6t nghiép. Tot nghiép dé lam gi? Nhung t&¢ phai
that not nhitng cho con 1éng da. Thé la ca ngay hom day & truong t6 da lay
sO ra, cO0 xoay x@ nhw dién dé ké hoach rap vao véi Becca, Jase va Lacey, va
bat cit ai khong phai la ban véi t¢ nhue t¢ da coi ho la ban. Té tim thém
nhitng y twdng dé moi nguwdi biét rang t& ngdy thé nao trwdc khi giti ho di
mai mai.

“Nhung t6 mudn cung thuc hién véi cau; té van gilt y tuwdng co thé tao
dung trong cau it nhat 1a hinh béng ngwdi anh hung day ban linh trong cau
chuyén tré con cua to.

“Va roi cau lam té ngac nhién”, Margo van néi. “Sudt nhitng nam dé6 doi
véi t@ cau la mot anh chang gidy—hai chiéu nhu m6t nhan vat trén mat giay,
va hai chiéu, nhung van phang, nhv mét con ngudi. Nhwng dém doé cau trd
nén rat that. Va chuyén két thic la la, vui vui, do 40 dén mitc sang hom ay té
vé phong va chi thdy nhé cau. Té muon chay sang, choi va néi chuyén linh
tinh, nhung t&é da quyét dinh ra di, nén t& phai ra di. Gidy cudi cung, t¢ nay
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ra y twéng chi cho cau duwong dén Osprey. D€ lai né cho cau dé ciu cang tién
b trong linh virc khong-sam-vai-con-meéo-nhat.

“U, thé ddy. Té xoay x& that nhanh. Déan 4p phich Woody 1én mit sau rém
ctra, khoanh tén bai hat trén dia nhac, danh dau hai cau trong bai “Tw khic”
bang mau khac so véi mau t¢ da danh dau truwde dé, khi té thue su tw doc.
R6i sau khi ciu dén truwong, té tréo qua ctra s6 phong cau, nhét mau gidy 1én
cho ctra ra vao. Sang hom Ay t& da dén Osprey, phan vi t& chwa thay san
sang, phan vi t¢ muon don dep noi d6 cho cau. That long t& kh6ng muén cau
lo lang. Thé nén t& da son pha 1én chir graffiti, t6¢ khong biét cau lai doc
dugc. Té xé nhitng to lich ban t¢ da dung di, va g& ban do xuong. TG da treo
no6 1én ké tir lic phat hién ra c6 Agloe & dé6. Ro6i vi t¢ mét va chang cé noi
nao dé di, t6 da nga & do. TG & lai khoang hai dém, thyc ra cling muén x6c
lai tinh than va 1y can dam cho ban than, chac thé. Té ciing nghi, khong
biét nita, c6 thé cau sé rat nhanh tim ra noi nay. Thé la t&¢ di. Mat hai ngay dé
dén day. Tw do té ¢ day thoi.”

Hinh nhw Margo da ké hét, nhung t6i con mot cau hoi nita. “Tai sao lai la
noi nay?”

“Mot thanh pho gidy cho mot c6 gai gidy,” Margo dap. “T¢ da doc vé
Agloe trong cudn sach ‘nhitng sw that dang ngac nhién’ hoi t6¢ muwoi, muoi
mot tudi gi d6. TG ct nghi mai vé no. Sy that 1a bat cit Iic nao ding twr trén
cao toa nha SunTrust—tinh ca lan cudi cung vGi cau-t¢ khong thyc sy nhin
xuong va nghi moi thit déu dugc lam bang gidy nhw thé nao. T nhin xudng
va nghi té dugc lam bang gidy nhw thé nao. TG la cai con ngwdi méng manh
dé gdp dé vo lai ay, khong gi khac. Va van dé la & day. Moi ngudi déu thich
y niém vé mot co gai gidy. Ho luén nhw vay. Va diéu té nhat la t& ciing thich
nhw vay. TG da nudi y niém 4y, cau biét chi?

“Vi cling vui. La mot y niém ma ai cting thich. Nhwng t¢ khong thé nao la
mot ¥y niém vGi chinh minh, khong thé ca doi 1a mot y niém dugc. Agloe la
noi mot san pham trén gidy da trd thanh c6 that. Mot chdm trén ban do trd
thanh mot noi cé that, that hon ca nhitng nguwdi da tao ra cai chdm dé co thé
twéng twong dugce. TG da nghi co 16 miéng cat giay hinh co6 gai cé thé bat
dau trd thanh c6 that tir noi nay. Va co 1é doé la cach dé noéi véi co gai gidy
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luén muon duwgec mén mo, ludn quan tdm dén do quan va du thit khac ay: ‘Sé
dén nhitng thanh phd gidy. Va sé khong bao gio tré lai.””

“Dong graffiti d6,” t6i néi. “Troi oi, Margo, t¢ da dén rat nhiéu tiéu khu
bi bé hoang nhu vay dé tim xac cau. TG thuc sy da nghi-té thuc sy twong
cau da chét r6i.”

Margo ditng day, tim trong ba-16 mot lat r6i vGi ra 1ay cudén Lo chudéng, va
doc to cho t6i nghe. ““Nhung dén gio phut quyét dinh ay, da trén co tay t6i
sao ma trang va khong chit khang cy dén thé, t6i chang thé nao lam dugc
nita. Hinh nhv nhitng gi t6i mudn giét chét khong phai trong lan da ay, hay
mach mau xanh manh dap dwdi ngoén tay toi, ma ¢ dau do khac, sau hon, bi

%

mat hon, va v6 cung khé cham dén hon.”” Margo ng6i lai xuéng bén toi,
gan, quay mat nhin t6i, vai quan jeans cta ching t6i cham nhau nhung hai
dau goi khong hé cham. Margo néi, “T¢ hiéu ba &y muoén noi gi. Cai dau do
khac sau hon va bi mat hon dy. N6 giong nhuw nhitng vét nitt bén trong cau.
Giong nhu ¢6 nhitng duong bi 16i noi moi thit khong khép vao nhau dwgc.”

“T¢ thay hay day,” toi n6i. “Hodc nhw nhitng vét nit trén vo tau.”

“Phai, phai.”

“Kiéu gi cling sé kéo cau chim xudng.”

“Chinh xac,” Margo thot 1én. Ching t6i néi qua no6i lai kha nhanh.

“Khong thé tin dwoc 1a cau khong muon t6 di tim cau.”

“Xin 16i ma. Néu néi ra ma c6 chut tac dung thi t& hoi bi an twgng day.
Ma c6 cau & day vui that. Cau la mot ban déong hanh tuyét voi.”

“P6 la mot 101 moi phai khong?” t6i héi.

“Chac thé.” Co ay cuoi.

Con tim t6i nhdy nhét lién hoi trong 16ng nguc vi trang thai say nay nhw
c kéo dai mai—nhwng chi gan nhu thoi. “Margo oi, néu mua hé nay cau dén
nha t¢ &-bd me t& da no6i rang cau co thé ¢ v6i ca nha td, hodc cau co6 thé
kiém viéc lam va thué mot can ho trong mua he, roi hoc ki dai hoc sé bat
dau, va cau sé khong bao gio phai song vdi bo me cau nira.”

“Khong phai chi ho. Té thay odi tir bén trong,” Margo dap, “va té chua
bao gi¢ thoat ra. Khong phai chi la nhitng chuyén tam phao, tiéc tung va tat
ca nhitng thit nhat nhéo nham nhi khac, ma la toan bd anh hao quang cta
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mot cudc doi duwgce song ding—dai hoc, viéc lam, chong, con, va tat ca cac
thé loai hdo huyén ay.”

Van dé la t6i co tin vao dai hoc, viéc lam, va c6 thé mét ngay nao do la
con cai. T6i tin & twong lai. C6 1€ d6 la mot khiém khuyét trong tinh cach,
nhung vai toi diéu d6 1a bam sinh. “Nhung di hoc dai hoc cau sé c6 nhiéu co
hdi hon,” cudi cung t6i no6i, “Pai hoc khong lam gidm cac kha nang dau.”

Margo cwoi nita miéng. “Cam on Chuyén Gia Tw Van Dai Hoc
Jacobsen,” c6 ay ndi, r6i thay déi chua dé. “T¢ thwong nghi dén cau khi &
trong Osprey. Du cau cé quen véi n6 hay khong chang nita. Birng lo lang vé
bon chudt.”

“T@ quen day,” toi dap. “T¢ bat dau thich cho day. Thuc ra ca dém da tiéc
tot nghiép t¢ da ¢ dé.”

Co dy cuwoi. “Tuyét. Té tirng hinh dung roi cau sé thich ché dé cho coi.
Chua bao gid thay chan khi & Osprey, nhung do6 la do sém muon gi té cling
phai vé nha. Khi ¢ day, t6 cting chan lam. Chang c6 gi dé lam, t& da doc rat
nhiéu tir khi dén day. Cang & t& cling cang thay cang thang, chang quen biét
ai ca. Té ¢ o cho cho sy co6 don va cang thang d6 dwa té vé nha. Nhung
diéu dé khong xdy ra. Cé mot diéu té khong thé lam duoc, Q a.”

Toi gat dau. T6i hiéu diéu do. Toi twdng twgng duge khé co thé quay trd
lai mot khi da cam thdy nhitng luc dia trong long ban tay. Nhuwng t6i van co
thém chut nita. “Thé qua mua he thi sao? Con treong dai hoc? Con phan con
lai ctia cudc doi cau nira?”

Margo nhtin vai. “Nhitng diéu do thi sao?”

“Cau khong lo lang vé, gi nhi, mdi mdi sao?”

“Mai mai la hgp am cua nhitng hién tai,” Margo dap. T6i khong biét noi
gi, chi c6 gang nudt troi khi Margo noi, “Emily Dickinson day. TG béao ré6i
ma, t& da doc rat nhiéu.”

Toi nghi twong lai xitng dang c6 dugc niém tin cta ching ta. Nhung khé
c6 thé tranh luan dugc véi Emily Dickinson. Margo ditng day, khoac ba-16
lén vai va chia tay xuong cho t6i. “Minh di dao di.” Ra dén bén ngoai,
Margo héi muon dién thoai cua t6i. Co ay bam s6, t6i chuc di dé co ay néi
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chuyén cho ty nhién, nhung Margo da kéo tay gitt t6i lai. Thé nén t6i di b
cung Margo ra canh dong trong khi co ay noi chuyén véi bé me.

“Da, con Margo day a... Con dang & Agloe, New York, véi Quentin... O...
da, khong me a, con muon trd 16i me that thanh thyc... Me, théi ma... Con
khong biét me a... Con quyét dinh chuyén dén mot cho khéng c6 that.
Chuyén dién ra nhu vay... Vang, a, nhung du sao con khong nghi con lai bi
coi 1a dita nhu vdy... Con néi chuyén véi Ruthie dwgc khong a?... A, cung
ddy a... U, @, chi thwong cung nhat... U, chi xin 16i ma. Thé 1a 16i roi ma.
Chi c? twdng— chi khong biét minh da twéng gi nita, Ruthie a, nhung chi biét
do6 1a 16i cna chi roi, tir gio chi sé goi dién. Chac chi khong goi cho me dau,
nhwng nhat dinh sé goi cho cung... Cac ngay thit Tw nhé?... Cung ban thit
Tuw roi a? Um, dwoc roi. Thé ngay ndo thi dwoc?... Thi Ba la... ... vay th
Ba hang tuan nhé... U, tinh ca th Ba tuan nay luén.” Margo nhidm chit mit,
rang hoi nghién lai. “Pugc r6i, Ruthie ngoan, bay gid dwa dién thoai lai cho
me nhé?... Con yéu me a. Con sé 6n cd, con thé a... Vang, dugc roi me cling
thé a. Con chao me.”

Margo dirng lai, ngat cudc goi nhwng van giit dién thoai trong tay khoang
mot phit. To6i thdy may dau ngon tay co ay hong 1én vi nam chat, r6i c6 dy
danh roi dién thoai xuong dat. Tiéng thét cia Margo ngan nhung chdi tai,
sau do6 lan dau tién to6i nhan ra sy tinh lang bién biét cia Agloe. “Me nghi
viéc cua t¢ la phai lam hai l1ong me thi phai, va do phai la nguyén vong 16n
nhat cda té, va khi khong lam me hai long nita thi t& bi tong di. Me da thay
hét khoa roi. D6 la diéu dau tién me néi véi té. Lay Chida.”

“T¢ rat tiéc,” t6i nbi, vén thit cé nita vang nira xanh cao dén dau goi ra dé
nhdt dién thoai 1én. “Nhung ndi chuyén véi Ruthie thi vui ch?”

“U, con bé ngoan va dang yéu ldm. T¢ thady minh rat té vi—cau biét day—
da khong néi gi vGi nd.”

“Pugc ro6i ma,” toi n6i. Margo danh dua toi.

“Lé ra cau phai lam t& thady vui hon chit khong phai té di!” Margo ndi.
“P6 1a tat ca biét tai cua cau co ma!”

“T6i khong biét hoa ra viéc cua toi 1a phai lam hai long c6 day, thwa co
Spiegelman.”
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Margo cudi thanh tiéng. “O6i, so sdnh véi cdc ba me. Vinh du toat cA mo
hoi. Nhung cling c6 phan ding day. Thé cau dao nay thé nao? Néu Ben dang
dap diu véi Lacey, chac chan cau cling trdi qua hang dém néng bong vdi ca
chuc c6 nang trong dd6i c6 vii r6i.”

Chung t6i tir tr di trén mat dit map mo cua canh dong nay. Thoat nhin
canh dong khong 16n, nhung c6 di toi méi nhan ra chang cé vé gi nhu chiing
toi dang lai gan hang cay & phia xa ca. Toi ké cho Margo nghe vé man danh
thao khadi Ié tot nghiép, nhitng vong xoay ngoan muc ctia Con Quay. Toi ké
v6i c6 ay vé da tiéc, Lacey da chién dau vGi Becca, va dém toi & Osprey.
“D6 la dém té thye sy biét rang chac chan cau da ¢ do,” téi néi véi Margo.
“Tam chan van con mui giong cau.”

Khi t6i néi dén ddy, ban tay Margo khé cham vao t6i, va t6i nam ngay lay
ban tay ay, vi c6 cdm gidc nhw ldc nay con it diéu dé bi pha héng hon.
Margo nhin t6i. “T¢ da phai ra di. Té khong can phdi lam cau sg va nhu thé
ngoc that. Lé ra t¢ phai ra di gon ghé hon, nhung ding la té phdi ra di. Cau
hiéu ch?”

“U,” t6i dap, “nhung t& nghi bay gid cu ciing c6 thé trg vé. Ping 1a t&
nghi nhu vay.”

“Khong dau, cau khong nghi nhuw vay dau,” Margo dap, va c6 ay noi
diung. Co6 dy c6 thé thay dugc diéu do trén mdt toi—gid toi hiéu rdng minh
khong thé la c6 ay va c6 ay khong thé la t6i. C6 18 Whitman c6 mot cai tai
ma t6i khéng cé. Doi véi tdi: T6i phai hoi ngwdi mang vét thiwong xem anh
ta bi dau ¢ dau, vi to6i khong thé trd thanh nguwoi mang vét thwong. Nguoi
mang vét thwong duy nhat ma t6i cé thé & trong, chinh la toi.

T6i dam rap mat trang c6 va ngoi xuéng. Margo nam xudng canh t6i, goi
dau 1én ba-16. T6i cling nam xu6ng. Margo ldy mdy cuén sach trong ba-10 ra,
dwa cho t6i goi dau. Tuyén tdp tho Emily Dickinson va Nhitng cdnh cé. “T6
c6 hai cu6n,” Margo n6i, mim cuoi.

“Mot ang tho tuyét dep,” t6i ndi vGi Margo. “Cau khong thé chon chinh
xac hon duoc.”

“Thuc ra chi 1a quyét dinh bot phat sang hom ay thoi. T¢ nhG cé cau vé
nhitng canh ctra va thdy rat hgp. Nhung roi khi dén day t6 da doc lai. Té da
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khong doc lai ké tir hoi hoc Quéc ngit 16p mudi. U, t& rat thich bai tho ay.
T& b doc rat nhiéu tho. Té c6 hiéu xem—tr, dém do diéu gi da khién t& ngac
nhién vé cau dén thé? Mot thoi gian dai t¢ da nghi c6 1€ 1a khi cau doc T.S.
Eliot.”

“Nhung khong phai,” t6i noi. “Cau sttng s6t vi bap tay con chudt va man
phi than qua ctra s6 day quyén rii cta t¢ chir gi?”

Margo cwoi nhéch miéng. “Trat tw va dé t& khen cau day, do 1am chuyén.
Khoéng phéi tho hay co con chudt. Biéu lam t&¢ ngac nhién la du phai chiu
cang thang va da thit khac, cau dd giong nhu Quentin trong cau chuyén cua
t@. TG viét chen vao cho trong nhitng trang s6 ay hang nam trdi, moi lan viét
t&¢ lai doc lai cau chuyén, lan nao ciing phi cwoi, kiéu nhw—cau dirng méch
long nhé—Troi, khéng tin ndi rang minh tirng nghi Quentin Jacobsen la
nguoi bao vé cong li siéu nong bong, siéu tan tuy nhw vay chit.” Nhwng roi—
cau biét ddy—cau cling hoi hoi nhuv vay.”

Toi c6 thé quay nghiéng, co dy cling c6 thé quay nghiéng, va r6i ching t6i
c6 thé hon nhau. Nhung rit cuc hon c6 ay bay gio dé lam gi? Sé khong di
dén dau ca. Chung t6i déu cung nhin 1én bau troi trong vat. “Chang c6 gi xay
ra giong nhuw ta twéng twong ca,” co ay noi.

Bau troi lic nay nhw mot tac pham hoi hoa dwong dai don sac, hut 1ay toi
bing 4o anh vé chiéu sau ctia no, kéo toi 1én mai. “U, diing vay,” toi noi.
Nhung roi nghi moét gidy, toi thém vao, “Nhuwng néu khong twdng tugng,
chang diéu gi c6 thé xdy ra cd.” Twdng tuwgng khéng hoan hdo. Ta khong thé
twong twong dwgc moi mat bén trong mot ngwoi khac. Toi chwa ting twdng
twgng duwge Margo lai cé thé noi gian nhu c6 ay vira boc 16 ra, ciing nhw cau
chuyén c6 dy da viét. Nhung twdng twong minh la nguwdi khac, hodc tuwdng
twgng thé gidi nay khac di, la cach duy nhat dé vao trong dugc. D6 la co
may diét dugc phat-xit.

Margo quay sang va gobi dau lén vai t6i, va ching t6i nam do, nhuw cach
day lau lau to6i tng twdng twgng hai diva t6i nam trén thdm co trong
SeaWorld. Phdi mat hang ngan dam duwong va nhiéu ngay troi, nhung gio
ching t6i dang & day: mai dau co dy goi 1én vai t6i, hoi thé ctia co dy trén cd
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t0i, con mét moéi gidam sau trong long hai divra. Ching t6i bay gid giong nhw
khi ay t0i da tirng ao wéc.

Khi t6i tinh ddy, anh ngay dang tat dan khién moi thit trong that dac biét,
tir bau trdi vang 6ng t6i nhitng than cé trén dau t6i, dap diu dung dwa nhw niv
hoang sac dep. T6i nam nghiéng, thady Margo Roth Spiegelman dang qui
trén dat cach t6i may mét, quan jeans bé lay chan. Mat mét lic tdéi md&i nhan
ra Margo dang dao. Toi bo vé phia d6 va bat dau dao canh c6 ay, dat duéi
16p c6 kho nhw bui trong nhitng ngon tay t6i. Margo nhin t6i mim cuwoi. Tim
toi dap loan nhw van toc cia am thanh.

“Minh dang dao cai gi vay?” toi hoi co ay.

“Po khong phai cau hoi thich hgp,” Margo dap. “Cau hoi phai la, ta dang
dao dat cho ai?”

“U, dugc 16i, ta dang dao dat cho ai thé?”

“Ta dang dao mQ cho nhoc Margo, nhoc Quentin, cun Myrna
Mountweazel va bac Robert Joyner t6i nghiép da qua c6,” Margo dap.

“Chac t¢ dubi vdi nhitng dam tang nay qud,” t6i ndi. Bat 16n nhon va kho,
doc ngang duong di ctia con trung trong long dat, trong nhu mot trang trai
kién bi bé hoang. Bon t6i dao bang tay tran vao dat, moi nam dat di kem mot
dam may bui nho nho. Hai dita dao mot céi hd sau va rong. Ngbi md nay
thich hgp phai biét. Chang may choc t6i dao sau dén khuyu tay. Tay 4o toi
lem bui khi t6i quyét mo héi trén ma. Hai ma c6 ay hong 1én. T6i ngtii thay
mui cia Margo, c6 ay thom giong nhuw dém hém &y, ngay trudc khi ching
toi nhay xuéng hao nwdc & SeaWorld.

“Té chwa bao gio thuc s nghi rang bac ay 1a mot ngwdi cé that,” co ay
noi.

Trong khi Margo ndi, toi tan dung thoi gian nghi mdét lat va ngoi bét
xuong. “Ai co, Robert Joyner a?”

Margo van dao tiép. “U. Bac 4y nhw mot diéu gi d6 xay ra vdi t&, cau hiéu
chi¥? Nhung tride khi bac ay 1a nhan vat bé nho nay trong vé kich ctia cude
doi td, bac dy da la—cau biét day, nhan vat chinh trong vé kich ctia cudc doi
bac ay.”
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Toi cling chua tirng nghi dén bac dy nhw mot con nguwdi. Mot ngwdi cling
bay tro nghich dat nhw t6i. Mot ngudi cling biét yéu nhw t6i. M6t ngudi céd
nhitng day noéi da dit hét, khong cam thay goc ré nhanh c6 cua minh an vao
long dat, mot ngudi da bi mit ra. Nhu t6i. “U,” lic sau toi néi va quay lai
dao tiép. “Dai vai t6 bac ay ludn chi 1a mot cai xac théi.”

“T6¢ wdc sao tui minh da lam duwgc chuyén gi dé ra hon,” co ay bao. “Td
wdc sao tui minh da té ra dugce la tui minh anh hung ¢& nao.”

“Ua,” toi dap 1i. “Gid ma ta néi duoc véi bac dy ring, du chuyén gi c6
xdy ra thi do6 cling khong nhat thiét phéi la ngay tan thé.”

“U, du cudi cling c6 cdi gi dé da giét duwoc cau.”

T6i nhin vai. “U, t& biét. TG khong néi rdng moi thit déu séng mai duoc.
Chi 1a, moi th trir thit cudi cung ra.” Toi lai suc tay dao tiép, dat & day den
hon & nha nhiéu. T6i thém mdt voc day vao dong dat sau lung, va ngoi
xuong. Toi cdm thdy nhu dang mon men gan mot suy nghi, va tdi co gang di
vao sau trong no. To6i chrra titng mot mach no6i nhiéu nhv thé nay véi Margo,
xét trong moi quan hé dai va dugc viét thanh truyén gitra chiing t6i. Nhung
né day roi, tro choi cudi cung cua tdi danh cho co ay.

“Khi nghi dén viéc bac dy da chét—phai ndi that la khong nhiéu—t& ludn
nghi kiéu nhw cau da néi, rang cac day néi bén trong bac ta da dit hét ca roi.
Nhung cé cad ngan cach dé nhin nhan: cé thé la day néi bi dit, co thé 1a tau
chim, hodc c6 thé ching ta la c6-bo ré ctia ching ta dan cai vao nhau mat
thiét dén mitc mién 1a ngwdi ndo dé con song thi sé khong c6 ai chét ca. Y t&
la ching ta khong thiéu cac an du. Nhwng ta phai can than véi nhitng an du
minh chon dung, vi diéu do6 rat hé trong. Néu chon nhitng sgi day ndi, cau
dang twdng twgng ra mot thé gidgi noi cau co thé bi dit lia khong gi ctru van
dwgc. Néu chon co, cau dang mudn noi rang tat ca chiing ta déu dugc gan
két v&i nhau khong han dinh, rang ta c6 thé tan dung bo ré ay dé khong chi
hiéu dwoc ngwdi khac ma con tré thanh mot ngwdi khac. An du mang nhiéu
tang nghia ham ngon ma. Cau hiéu y t& ch?” C6 ay gat dau.

“T¢ thich nhitng sgi day n6i. Té ludn thich. Vi do la cach dé cdm nhdn.
Nhung nhitng day noi khién noi dau c6 vé dé dan dén cai chét hon thuec té,
t@ nghi vay. Ta khong méng manh dé ditt nhw nhitng sgi day khién ta tin nhw
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vay. Va t@ cling thich cé. Co6 dwa t& dén vdi cau, gidp té hinh dung ra cau la
mot con ngwoi that. Nhung bon minh khong phai la nhitng nhanh khac nhau
trén cung mot cay. Té khong thé 1a cadu. Cau khong thé 1a t6. Ta co thé tuwdng
twong rat ding vé nguoi khac—nhwng khéng bao gio twong doi hoan hao ca,
cau hiéu chit?

“Co l¢é giong nhiéu hon vdi diéu cau tirng noi, tat ca ching ta déu bi nit
md&. Nhu thé ban dau moi chiing ta déu la mot vé tau kin, nuwdc khong lot
vao dugc. Va nhitng chuyén nhu vay xdy ra—nhitng nguwoi nhuw vay roi bo ta,
hodc khéng yéu ta, hodc khong hiéu ta, hodc ta khong hiéu ho, ching ta mat
mat, that bai va lam dau long 1an nhau. Ro6i vo tau bat dau nitt ra ¢ dau do.
Va day, mot khi vé da nit va, thi két cuc 1a khong thé tranh dwgc. Mot khi
mua bat dau roi duge vao Osprey, sé khong bao gio c6 stta chita tu bo.
Nhuwng van con khoang thoi gian nay & giita, khi nhitng mi#t ran méi chi bat
dau cho t6i khi ta hoan toan tan ra. Va chi c6 trong thdi gian nay ta méi cé
thé nhin duwgc vao nhau, vi ta thady dwgc chinh minh qua nhitng nitt ran cta
ta va nhin nguwoi khac qua nhitng nitt ran cua hg. Khi nao chung ta da nhin
thang dwoc vao nhau, mat doi mat? Chi dén khi cau nhin vao qua nhitng it
ran cua té va té nhin vao qua nhitng ni¢t ran cta cau. Con truéc do, chung ta
chi thdy nhitng y niém vé nhau, giong nhw cdu nhin qua 6 ctta s6 nhung
khong bao gio thdy dugc bén trong. Nhung mot khi nhitng vét nit da ran
m&, anh sang c6 thé lot vao trong. Anh sang cé thé hit ra ngoai.”

Margo dat nhitng ngon tay lén moi, trong nhv dang tap trung, hodc nhw
dang giau khong cho t6i nhin thdy moéi c6 4y, hodc nhw dang cdm nhan
nhitng tir ng* ma c6 &y mudn ndi. “Cau thye sy la mot céi gi dé,” cudi cung
Margo noéi. Co dy cham chu nhin t6i, mat t6i va mat c6 dy va khong gi giita
ching. T6i chang dat dwgc gi néu hén co dy. Nhung t6i khong con di tim
nhitng diéu dé dat duwgc nita. “Co viéc nay td can phai lam,” t6i noi, c6 ay
gat dau rat khé, nhw thé da biét, va t6i hon co ay.

Chung t6i roi nhau mot ldc 1au r6i Margo méi néi, “Cau c6 thé dén New
York. S€é vui lam. Giong nhut hon nhau vay.”

Va t6i no6i, “Hon thye sy la mot cai gi do.”

Va c0 dy ndi, “Cau dang tir choi.”

https://thuviensach.vn



Toi bao, “Margo oi, t& c6 ca cudc doi minh ¢ day, t¢ khong phai cau, va
t6—" Nhuwng toi khong thé néi thém gi vi Margo lai hon t6i, va chinh khoanh
khac co dy dat moi 1én toi, t6i da biét ma khong can dat cau hdi nao, rang
ching t6i ré nhitng nga khac nhau. Co6 ay ditng day di vé cho chiing toi vira
nam ngu, lay ba-16. Margo 1ay cuén s6 bia da mau den, quay trd lai huyét
mo, dat cudn s6 vao long dat.

“T& sé nhé cau,” Margo thi tham. To6i khéng biét c6 ay dang ndi véi toi
hay v@i cudn so6. To6i cling khong biét minh néi véi ai khi thot 1én, “Té cling
vay.”

“Hay binh an nhé, bac Robert Joyner,” t6i néi, tha mét nam dat 1én cuén
sO.

“Hay binh an nhé, cau Quentin Jacobsen ngay tho va qua cam,” Margo
noi, tha nam dat lic ndy c6 ay da dao 1én.

Mot nam day nita, téi no6i, “Hay binh an nhé, c6 Margo Roth Spiegelman
ngwoi Orlando, khéng bao gio biét chun buwdc.”

Va mo6t nam nita, Margo no6i, “Hay binh an nhé, siéu cun Myrna
Mountweazel.” Ching t6i gat hét dat 1én cudn so, dan bang mat dat bi bgi
len. Co sé s6m moc lai thoi. V&i chung toi co sé la lan toc mo chi budng
khong buon cat.

Chtng t6i nam tay nhau lem dat di vé Hiéu Tap Hoa Agloe. T6i gitp
Margo bé hanh li-m0t 6m quan 4o, d6 vé sinh cd nhan, va cai ghé van
phong-ra xe cta cd ay. Sw qui gia ctia khodnh khac thwong khién nguoi ta
dé noi vdi nhau, nhung bay gio chi khé mé 1oi hon.

Chung t6i ditng ngoai trdi trong badi do xe ciia mot nha tro mot tang, khi
khong thé tranh nhitng 101 tam biét dwgc nita. “T¢ sé mua dién thoai di dong,
va sé goi cho cau,” Margo noi. “Ca e-mail nita. Va dang nhitng 10i binh luan
bi an 1én phan thao luan bai viét vé Nhitng Thanh Pho Giay trong Toan Thw
bu Th.”

T6i mim cuoi. “Té sé giti e-mail cho cau khi bon t& vé dén nha,” t6i noi,
“va td sé dgi hoi am day.”

“T@ bao dam. Va tG sé gdp lai cau. Chung ta chira xong man gap gd nhau
0 day dau.”
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“Cudi mua he, c6 khi thé, t& c6 thé gap cau & dau do trude khi nhap hoc,”
t0i noi.

“U,” Margo dap. “Y kién hay ddy.” Téi cudi va gt dau. Co ay quay di,
toi dang tu hoi khong biét Margo cé thue sy nghi vay khong, thi thay bo vai
cd ay so lai. Margo dang khéc.

“Té& sé gap lai cau. Trong khi do td sé viét cho cau,” t6i noi.

“U, thé nhé,” cd ay néi ma khong quay lai, giong tram xuéng. “T& cling
sé viét cho cau.”

Chinh néi ra nhitng diéu nay da giit ching t6i khoi bi vo tan. Va c6 1€ khi
twéng twong ra nhitng twong lai ay, chung téi c6 thé khién ching thanh sy
thuye. Cling c6 thé la khong. Nhung trong ca hai treong hgp ching toi van
phai twéng twgng ra chiing. Anh sang trao ra va tran vao.

T6i ditng ¢ bai do xe nay, nhan ra rang toi chwa titng & xa nha dén thé, va
day la c6 gai toi dem long yéu va khong thé di theo duwgce. T6i hi vong day la
chuyén vat cia nguwdi anh hung, vi khong di theo co ay la diéu kho khan
nhat t6i tirng lam.

T6i ¢t nghi Margo sé vao trong xe, nhung khong, cudi cung Margo quay
lai, va toi thdy d6i mat co dy, ang ang long lanh. Khodng cach thuc té gitra
ching t6i bién mat. Ching t6i choi nhitng sgi day da dit trén cung dan cta
minh mot 1an nita.

T6i cdm thdy ban tay Margo trén lung minh. Troi da do toi khi t6i hon c6
ay, nhung t6i m@ mat va Margo ciling vay. Co ay & du gan dé toi co6 thé thay
dugc c6 ay, vi gio c6 mot thit anh sang v6 hinh tir bén trong, du vao budi téi
trén bai do xe nay ¢ ngoai 6 Agloe. Nu hon ditt, ching t6i ap tran lai va nhin
vao nhau. Pung vay, t0i c6 thé thady dwgc c6 dy gan nhw hoan hao trong
béng t6i nit ran nay.
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1.O1I TAC GIA
8

T6i biét vé nhitng thanh pho gidy vi da di qua mét noi nhw vay trén mot
hanh trinh bam dwong bo hoi la sinh vién dai hoc. Ban dong hanh va t6i c&
lai xe qua lai m6t khoang trong trén dwong cao t6c & Nam Dakota, tim mot
thanh ph6 ma ban d6 xac nhan la c6 ton tai—-theo nhu t6i nhg, thanh pho ay
la Holen. Cu6i cung, chiing t6i ditng xe tredc mot nha dan, go ctra hoi tham.
Ngudi phu nit dé mén trong nha cho hay da tirng tra 16i cau hoi nay nhiéu
roi. Co ay giai thich rang thanh pho chiing t6i dang tim chi c6 trén ban dé
ma thoi.

Cau chuyén vé Agloe, New York—nhw dwgc phac l1én trong cuén sach
nay—gan nhuv la that. Ban dau Agloe la mé6t thanh phd gidy, dugc ché ra dé
bdo vé nha lam ban do khoi bi vi pham ban quyén. Nhung r6i nhitng nguoi
dung cac ban do cii ctia cong ti Esso van tiép tuc di tim thanh pho ay, va ai
d6 da dung mot cita hang, khién Agloe tré thanh cé that. Céng tac lam ban
do da thay do6i nhiéu tir khi Otto G. Lindberg va Ernest Alpers phat minh ra
Agloe. Nhung nhiéu nha lam ban d6 van thém cac thanh pho gidy vao ban
do6 cta minh, tao ra nhitng cai bay ban quyén, nhu trai nghiém roi ren cta t6i
¢ Nam Dakota da kiém ching.

Ctra hang ting la Agloe gid khong con nita. Nhung t6i tin rang néu chiing
ta duwa no trd lai ban do, cudi cung cling sé c6 ngudoi xay dung lai thoi.
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1.OI CAM ON
8

T6i muodn g 161 cam on:

— B6 me t6i, Sydney va Mike Green. Con chwa bao gid nghi minh sé néi
diéu nay, nhung: cdm on boé me da nudi con 16n 1én & Florida.

— Em trai va cong su an y cua toi, Hank Green.

— Nguoi di trede va hudng dan t6i, Ilene Cooper.

— Tat cd moi ngwoi ¢ Dutton, nhung dac biét l1a bién tap vién xuat sac cta
toi, Julie Strauss-Gabel, Lisa Yoskowitz, Sarah Shumway, Stephanie Owens
Lurie, Christian Fiinfhausen, Rosanne Lauer, Irene Vandervoort, va Steve
Meltzer.

— Dai dién bén bi va vui tinh cua t6i, Jodi Reamer.

— Cac ban Nerdfighters, nhitng ngudi da day t6i rat nhiéu vé y nghia cta
tuyeét diéu.

— Cac ban viét cta td6i Emily Jenkins, Scott Westerfeld, Justine
Larbalestier, va Maureen Johnson.

— Hai cud6n sach dac biét hitu ich vé sy mat tich, toi da doc trong qua trinh
to chitc tw liéu cho Nhitng thanh phé gidy: cudon Vua nha nguc cta William
Dear va Tim trong hoang dd cua cua Jon Krakauer. Toi cling biét on Cecil
Adams, bd 6c 16n dang sau trang mang “The Straight Dope”, bai bao cta chi
vé cac bay ban quyén la-theo hiéu biét ctia tdi—nguon dinh nghia duy nhat
vé chu dé nay.

— Ong ba t6i: Henry va Billie Grace Goodrich, cting William va Jo Green.

— Emily Johnson, nhitng lan c6 dy doc cudn sach nay déu hét sic gia tri;
Joellen Hosler, nha tri liéu to6t nhat ma mot nguwdi viét c6 thé mong doi; cac
anh chi em ho thong gia Blake va Phyllis Johnson; Brian Lipson va Lis
Rowinski & Endeavor; Katie Else; Emily Blejwas, nguwdi dong hanh véi toi
trén chuyén di tGi thanh phd gidy do; Levin O’Connor, ngudi day toi phan
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16n nhitng diéu t6i biét vé hai huwdc; Tobin Anderson va Sean, nhitng nguoi
da dwa toi di tham hiém thanh phé & Detroit; c6 thu thw nha trudng Susan
Hunt va tat ca nhitng nguoi da ding tredc nguy co mat viéc lam khi 1én
tiéng phan doi kiém duyét; Shannon James; Markus Zusak; John Mauldin va
bd me v tuyét voi cta toi, Connie va Marshall Urist.

— Sarah Urist Green, doc gia dau tién, bién tap vién dau tién, ngudi ban tot
nhat va dong doi an y cta toi.
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* Chu thich -

4 Pija danh trong phim hai gia twéng cung tén, cong chiéu nam 1998, cta
dao dién Gary Ross. (Cac chu thich trong sach la cta ngwoi dich.)

2 Khu dan cu Jefferson Park quanh Cong vién Jefferson.

B “Hiney” trong tiéng Anh 16ng nghia la “cai méng”.

4 Trong tiéng Tay Ban Nha, “casa” nghia la “ng6i nha”.

B Trong tiéng La-tinh, “carpe diem” nghia la “hdy nam lay co hoi cua
ngay”, “carpe noctem” nghia la “hdy nam lay co hoi ctia dém.”

& Chi tiét nay goi dén mot truyén ké cho thiéu nhi kha pho bién & Mi: mot
cau bé trén dwong dén trwong thdy c6 mot 10 ro trén than dé, tw d6 nudc
dang ri ra. Cau biét c6 thé bi mudn hoc, nhung da quyét dinh dit ngén tay
minh vao 16 ro dé nwdc khong ri ra nita. Sau d6 nguwoi 16n da phat hién ra,
t@i giup cau bé va va dwgc 16 ro.

' Mot loai “gidy phép” cac treong hoc & Mi c¢6 thé cap cho hoc sinh, trén
d6 ghi r6 hoc sinh nay dwogc ra khéi 16p trong gio hoc dé di dau, lam gi,
trong bao lau.

EBNCSN la “noi chuyén sau nhé,” ND la “ngoai doi.”

B Nguwoi goc Tay Ban Nha hodc cac nwde noi tiéng Tay Ban Nha, dac biét
0 khu vire M1 La-tinh.

L Mot loai thuéc cam kha pho bién, c6 thé mua truc tiép ma khong can
don cta bac si, ngoai diéu tri cdm lanh con c6 tac dung gidm cang thang
than kinh.
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