Gidi thiéu Xiac Tac Hoan Hao
Thé logi: Lang man

Nguwoi dich: Nguyén Thu Anh

“Emda timg néi em yéu anh.

Gio con khong?”

“Em chua bao giov hét yéu anh.

Ngay ca khi emcd giing mdt cach tuyét vong dé quén anh,

em ciiing chéing thé am dugc diéu do.”

Brittanny la doi trudng doi ¢ vil ctia trurdng trung hoc. Giau c6, xinh dep va hoan hao, ¢6 nang dugc coi ¢6 gdi dang mo ude nhét’ truong. Alex lai
dén tir khu nha ngheo, 14 thinh vién mdt bang nhém xa hoi den, mdt ké du con ma i hoc sinh “tir t&” luon ¢b tranh xa néu khong muén gip phéi réc roi.

Hai ngurdi ho khong ngd “dugc” ¢b gido ghép chung thanh mdt ciip thire hanh & 16p Hoa ndm cudi trung hoc.

Bugc phai song hanh cting nhau, ho dan nhan ra aoi phuong khic han nhitng gi thé hién & vé bé ngoai. Pang sau ve hoan hao ca Brittanny | bao noi
niém mubn gidu kin vé mot t gia dinh khong ém 4m Pang sau thai d6 ngdng nghénh, du con clia Alex 1 mong uée vé mt cude sdng yén binh, khong bing
dang, khong bao hre; i gidc mo dwroc hoc 1én Pai hoc, duge song cho tir t& va cé mdt ngudi con gai dé yéu thurong. ..

Xiic téc hoan hio ki cubn sach danh cho teen rét duge yéu thich tai My béi 10i viét gin gfii va ndi dung ddy tinh nhén véin. Cudn séch da dua it tic gia
Simone Elkeles 1én hang tac gia ¢6 sach ban chay nhat theo New York Times va USA Today, dong thoi cling giip ba chién thang tai giai RITA 2010,
gidi thudng danh gia nhat danh cho tiéu thuyét lang man.

Tac gia

Simone Elkeles sinh ra va 16n Ién tai Chicago, Hoa Ky. Ba 13 tac gia ctia nhitng dAu sach cho teen ban chay nhét theo xép hang ctia New York Times va
USA Today.

Siome Elkeles cting cac tic phim hay nht ciia ba, Xtic tac hoan hao, da dwoc vinh danh & rétrnhiéq giai thurong sach vin hoc khac nhau va dang ké nhét
1a giai RITA 2010, gidi thurdng hang ndm danh gia danh cho tac pham van hoc lAng man xuat sac nhat nude My.
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Chuong 1

Brittany

Ai cha biét t6i hoan hio. Cudc song t6i hoan hdo. Quén o t6i hoan hao. Ngay c gia dinh t6i ciing hoan hdo. Déu cho nhitng diéu d6 chi toan  ddi tra,
song toi van phai co ging dén ba hoi tai dé gilt vimg vo boc hoan héo ciia minh. Néu sur that bi 1 ra, n6 s& pha hity toan bo hinh trong ctia t6i - mot
hi¢n than khong ti vet.

bumg trude guwong phong tamtrong tiéng nhac inh 6i vong ra tir loa, t6i lau di duong ké xiéu veo d v& t6i lin thr ba 1én mi dudi. Tay toi dang run, khi
that. Viéc bat dau nam cudi trung hoc va gip lai ban trai sau ca mot mia he 1€ ra khong nén céng thang thé nay, nhung toi da c6 mdt khoi dau thét tai
hoa. Dau tién, méy lamxoén toc bdng nhién boe khoi rdi do luon. Sau do I cic trén chiéc 4o toi ua thich bi durt bup. Con by gio, cdy bt ke mét lai
quyét dinh do chitng, Néu duge Iya chon iic nay, t6i chi muon ¢ yén trén chiée girrong tién nghi va nham nhap dong banh quy s6-c6-la ngot ngao suot
ca ngly.

“Brit, xudng thoil” tiéng me 61 lodng thoang vong Ién tir du6i sanh.

Ban néng d4u tién ciia t0i | k di, nhung diéu d6 ching bao gioy cho t6i loi 1oc gi ngoai nhitng cudc cdi vi dau dau va thém nhidu tiéng la hét khac.

“Con xudng ngay déy,” toi dap lai, hy vong van kip vach duoc mdt dudng but thét thing cho xong chuyén.
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Cudi cling thi dAu ciing vao dy, t6i quing chiéc bt vao hc, kiém tra t6i lui hinh anh chinh minh trong gwong, tit loa 16i voi vang lao xubng sanh.

Me t0i dang ding cho dudi cau thang, quét nit s0i by trang phuc cua toi. Toi udn théing nguroi lén. Toi b@ét, 61 biét ma. Toi da muoi tamtuél va khong
can phai quan tm xem me minh nghi gi. Nhung déy la khi ban khong song trong nha Ellis. Me t6i hay lo ling. Khong giong kiéu o &u c6 the dé dang
kiém soat chi bang vai vién thuéc nho mau xanh dau. Khi con xi-trét ctia ba nbi kén, bat cir ai song chung voi ba déu phai chiu dung. Chéc han do Ia ly
do tai sao bo t6i ludn di lam trurde khi ba thire ddy moi sang, ¢6 € lam the thi, o, dng s& khong phai d6i phd véi ba.

“Me khong ua chiéc quéan, nhung thich soi thét lung,” Me t6i n6i, Ay ngén trd chi vao timg mon mot. “Va thir tiéng dn ao con goi k nhac ay khién me
dau hét ca dau. On chia 1a n6 da ngirng.”

“Meg yéu, chic me budi sang tot Enh.” Toi vira n6i vira bude xudng cau thang va dét Ién mé ba mdt ny hon. Cang t6i gin, t0i cang bj nhire miii boi mii
nu6e hoa ndng ndc cuia ba. Trong ba nhu mot nit triéu phi trong bg vay tennis hiéu Ralph Lauren dong Blue Label. Khong ai ¢6 the chia ngon tay ma chi
trich bd trang phuc nay, chac chan.

“Me da mua banh muffin m con thich cho ngay dau dén truong day,” ba noi, Ay ra mot goi tir sau kg,

“Khéng, cam on me,” t6i n6i, nhin quanh quat tim chi gai. “Shelley dau a?”

“Trong bép.”

“Bao mau ctia chi éy da dén chua a?”

“Tén c6 ta i Baghda, va chura, Khoang mdt tiéng nita c6 ta moi dén.”

“Me da n6i voi ¢ ta len khién da chi Shelley bi kich tmg chira? Va chi dy hay birt toc nita?”” Chi toi luén phét ra nhiimg tin hiéu khong 11 mbi khi kho
chiu v1 bi len co vao da. Con burt toc 1a mit trd mdi va nd gy ra mdt vai tham hoa. Tham hoa trong nha t6i cling kha tan khoc nhur tai nan xe ¢d vdy, do
do, dieu quan trong I3 phai tranh xa ching.

“Roi. Pa néi. Me vira cho chi con mdt bai thuyét giang sang nay, Brittany. Néu n cir hanh dong nhur hién gio, ching ta s& lai phai tim mot nguoi khac
trong coind.”

Toi bude vao bép, khong mubn nghe me t6i nhai di nhai lai m6 ly thuyét ctia riéng ba v& viée tai sao Shelley thuong ndi gian. Shelley dang ngdi bén ban
trén chiéc xe an, ti mén an thir honhop duoc pha tron riéng cho minh, vi ngay ca khi da sang tudi hai muoi, chi van khong c6 kha ning nhai va nubt nhu
ngudi thuong, Nhu thudng 18, d6 an virong vai day cam, mbi va mé chi.

“Chao, Shel-cung,” ti n6i, nghiéng ngudi ding khiin an lau mit cho chi. “Hém nay | ngay dau em dén truong. Chiic em may n#in no.”

Shelley dira canh tay co gidt ra va tang toi mdt ny cudi méo mo. Toi yéu nu cudi dy.

“Chi mu6n 6m em khong?” T6i hoi lai, biét ring chi s& mudn. Cac bac si ludn ndi voi ching t6i ring cang dugc twong tac nhiéu, Shelley s& cang d& phuc
hdi hon.

Shelley gat dau. T6i cti ngudi vao vong tay chi, can than giir cho ching khong cham vao toc toi. Khi dimg thing nguoi lai, t6i nghe thay tiéng me hon hén
th' gp. Thir 4m thanh nghe ctr nhur tiéng coi ctia trong tai, im ngit quiing cudc sng ctia toi. “Brit, con khong thé dén trrdng nhur thé duogc.”

“Nhu thé nao a?”
Ba lic dau, budng ra ﬁéng tho dai 16 1 s tht vong. “Nhin 40 so mi ctia con ma xem.”

Liéc xubng, t6i thdy mot mang 4m udt 1on trén chiée 4o so mi tréng hiéu Calvin Klein ctia minh. O4i. Nudc dai ctia Shelley. Nhung chi cin nhin khuon
mat chdy dai cta chi 3 t61 hieu ngay nhitng gi chi khong dé noi thanh 16i. Shelley xin 161, Shelley khong c6 y dinh lam hong 4o clia em.

“Khong c6 gi to tat dau,” t6i ndi voi chi, miic di tan su trong tAm t6i biét né im hoen & vé bé ngoai “hoan my’” ciia minh.
Me t6i cau may, thAm w6t mot chiéc khiin gidy dudi voi trong bdn rira rdi chdm chém vio chd ban. Piéu nay km toi thdy minh nhur tré 1én hai vy.
“Lén u thay d6 ngay.”

“Me oi, d6 chi I chit nurée dao thoi,” t6i ndi, can than linh di dé tranh bién diéu nay thanh mot tran chién day tiéng la hét. Toi khong mudn chi Shelley
cam thiy budn.

“Nudc dao 4. Con khong mudn moi ngudi nghi con khong quan tim dén vé bé ngoai diy chir?”
“Puoc rdi ma.” Toi ude g ddy 1 mdt ngly yén knh ctia me, ngiy ma ba khong lm phién t6i vé& nhimg chuyén v van.

Toi hon nhe én dinh dAu Shelley dé chéic chéin chi khong nghi mrée miéng cia minh Bm t6i buc bi. “Em s& gip lai chi sau gidr hoc,” t0i n6i, 6 ging gt
cho budi sang vui vé. “D€ con choi ndt gidi dau ca-r6 cua ching ta chir.”



RO t6i chay nguoc 1én lau, nhdy hai bu6c mit. Neay khi t6i dugc phong ngu, t6i kiém tra dong hd. Oi, khong, P bay gio mudi phit. Sierra s& bam vim
toira mét néu t0i 61 don nd tré. Rut mot chiéc khiin miu xanh nhat ra khoi ti quan 4o, t6i cau nguyén thir niy s& hiéu qua. C6 1& s& khong ai nhan thiy
vét mrde dai nu t6i thit nd ding cach.

Khi ti quay xudng, me van dimg sin d6, lai quan sat t6i tir dau t6i chan. “Thich cai khin quang ddy.”

Phu.

Va khi t6i budc ngang qua, ba dii chiéc muffin vao tay ti. “An no trén duong di nhé.”

Toi cam Ky chiéc bénh, vira i bd ra xe vira lo dang can mjt miéng. Tiéc | né khong phai vi viét quét, loai t0i wa thich. N6 ¢6 vi chudi va hat oc cho,
chudi thi lai nurdng qua tay. N6 nhic t6i nhd dén ban than minh, dudng nhu hoan hdo bén ngoai, nhung bén trong thi nat bét.
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Chuong 2

Alex
¢ ‘Déy, AleX. 2

T6i cau ¢6 voi thing it va vii dau xudng gbi. Ké tir lic phai chia sé cin phong voi hai thing em murdi mot va murdi im tudi, toi chang con ti riéng tu nio
ngoai trir chut khong gian ¢ duoc tir cai goi ctia minh.

“Dé tao yén, Luis,” t6i lau bau dudi gbi. “Dimg ¢6 choc, dién déy.”

“Em khong thém vé van v6i anh,” théng bé cai. “Me noi goi anh ddy khong thi mudn hoc mit.”

Naim cudi cap. Toi c6 thé tur hao minh | nguoi dau tién trong gia dinh Fuentes t5t nghiép trung hoc. Nhung sau khi t6t nghiép, cude song thuc sur s& bt
dau. Truong cao dang chi A mt gide mo. Nam cubi ndy véi t6i ching khac ndo bira tiéc vé huru danh cho mot ong o sau muroi im tudi. Ban biét 1o
minh ¢6 thé Bm duroc nhiéu hon, nhung moi ngudi chi mong ban tir bo.

“Em dang miic toan do moi ddy,” giong n6i ddy tur hao ciia Luis vong qua chiée gdi. “Cac ¢b nang con lAu moi cudng lai dugce chang trai Latin nay!”
“Mirng cho may,” t6i lau bau.

“Me néi emnén d6 binh nurée ndy Ién ngurdi anh néu anh khong chiu day.”

Khong I& chut riéng tur ciing kho thé sao? Toi tém ly cai gdi ném manh sang bén kia phong, Mot ¢t dap trire tiép. Nude ving tung toe khiip ngudi thing

“Choi xAu!” Thing nhoc hét Ién. “Day i bd d6 méi duy nhét ctia em déy!”

MOt trang curoi rd Ién tir bén kia canh cira. Carlos, théng em thir hai ctia t6i dang cudi sac sua. Thé 1, Luis nhay b vao n6. Téi dimg nhin cudc chién
dan vuot ngoai tam kiém soat khi bon chiing bat dau dam da nhau.

Qué I nhitng chién binh thyc thy, t6i vira tir hao nghi vira xembon n6 choang nhau. Nhung I anh ca trong nha, t0i phai dep yén vu nay. Toi tom lay ¢b
4o Carlos, nhung lai vap phai chan Luis va ngdl lan quay ra san cting bon ching,

Mot 1an nurde lanh bubt d6 up xubng lung t6i trurde khi toi kip Ay lai thing bang, Quay | phat lai, t6i bt gip me trong bo ddng phuc di lam cing ¢di X6
dung dua trén tay. Ba lam thu ngén & mdt cira hang tap hoa, cach ddy hai day nha. Ch 4y tra lrong khong cao, nhung ching tdi ciing ching can gi
nhidu.

“Ddy maw,” b ra lénh, birng bimg thinh no.

“Khi that, me t6i,” Carlos noi, roi dimg lén.

Me nhiing nhirng ngén tay vao x6 nurée lanh budt, khum Ay chd nurde con lai rdi vay ching Ién it Carlos.

Luis cudi phé 1én va trude khi théng nhoc kip biét chuyén gi xay ra, né ciing bi dinh ude ludn. Bén khi no thi bon nd mdi hoc duroc bai hoc nay nhi?

“Théi d¢ gi ky cuc viy, ha Luis?” Ba hoi.
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“Khong, thura me,” Luis ndi, ding nghiém chinh nhur mdt nguoi linh,

“Con tir ndo bay ba thdt ra tir miéng con nita khong, Carlos?”” Ba nhiing tay vao nuréc nhu mot 10 canh céo.

“Khong, thura me,” tiéng d4p dong dac vang ra tir théng linh thir hai.

“Con con thi sao, Alejandro?”” Ba nheo mit tap trung sy chi y vao toi.

“Gi chir? Con di ¢b ging dé giai tan bon no,” t6i n6i bang vé ngdy tho vo t0i, giri t6i me nu cudi khong-thé-cudng-lai.

Ba vd mude vao mit toi. “Déy 1 vi con khong giai tan hai dira né sém hon. Gior thi thay do di, ca ba dira, dén in séng trude khi t6i truong.”
Rét nhidu thir ¢6 loi tir ny cudi khong-thé-cudng-lai d6. “Me biét ki me yéu bon con m,” t6i néi véi theo khi ba quay hung roi khoi phong.

Sau khi tim voi, t6i quay lai phong ngi vi chiée khiin quan ngang héng, Trong thiy Luis choang chiéc khén rin ctia toi, rudt gan toi xoén lai. Toi gidt Ay
nd. “Pung bao gio so tdi cai nay, Luis.”

“Tai sa0?”” N6 hoi, doi mit ndu sau thAm day vé ngdy tho.

Dbi v6i Luis, d6 chi a mdt chiée khan. Con dbi vai t6i, d6 I biéu tong cho nhitng i da va s& khong bao gio 6. Lam thé quéi ndo t6i c6 thé giai thich
dicu nay voi mot thang nhoc murdi mot tubi? N6 biet toi lam gl. Ai cling bict chiée khin mang miu ctia bang Latino Blood. An dén odn tra da tham sau
dén ndi gior t6i khong thoat ra durgc. Nhung toi tha chét chir khong dé cho mdt trong hai thing em minh bi cubn theo.

Toi vo chit chiéc khén lai thanh mot nii trong tay. “Luis, dimg c6 cham tay vao cai khi gi ctia tao. Déc biét a nhiing thir ciia bang Blood.”

“Em thich mau do va den.”

D6 14 diéu cubi cing t6i mubn nghe. “Néu tao bét gip miy ding n6 ln nita, niit miy s& dwoc diém thém vai chim den va xanh déy,” t6i n6i voi nd. “R3
chwra, nhoc con?”

Thing nhc nhin vai. “Rdi, 16 101.”
R&i nd nhin nhéy roi khoi phong, t6i tyr hoi iéuné c6 thuc sy hiéu 16 hay khong,

Thoi khong suy nghi qua nhiéu \{é viée do nita, t6i 161 cai 4o thun den tir ti d6 khoac Ién ngudi va méc vao chiéc quin jean da bac mau. Khi dang quan
khan ran quanh dau, t6i nghe thay tiéng me goi vong Ién tir nha bép.

“Alejandro, xubng in ngay kéo thirc an ngudi hét. Nhanh, mau lén!”

“Con xudng ngay ddy,” t6i dap lai. Cha hiéu sao thure phim lai i mot phén quan trong dén véy trong cude doi ba.
May thiing em t6i dang mai ngAu nghién bira sang khi t6i budc vao bép. Toi md ti lanh va liée qua.

“Ngdi xubng.”

“Me, con chi liy...”

“Khong c6 lay gi hét, Alejandro. Ngbi xudng ngay. Chiing ta d mdt gia dinh va chiing ta s& an nhur nhau.”

Toi tho dai, dong sap ctra tu lai va ngdi xubng canh Carlos. D6i khi 14 thinh vién trong mdt gia dinh than thiét ciing c6 nhuge diém ciia nd. Me dit trude
it toi cai dia chat day trimg va banh ngo.

“Tai sao me khong thé goi con 3 Alex?” T61 hdi, cti gém, nhin chiim chim dia thirc dn truwde mit.
“Néu me mudn goi con 1 Alex thi viéc gi phai dat tén con 1 Alejandro? Con khong thich tén minh sa0?”

Céc co bip clia t0i ciing cirmg, Toi duoc diit tén theo ngudi bb da khong con song trén doi, ngwdi da dé lai cho t6i trach nhigm B nguwdi chi gia dinh.
Alejandro, Alejandro Jr., Junior. .. voi t6i déu nhu nhau ca.

“Goi thé s& 6 van dé sa0?” Toi ndi nho lai trong lic cam Ién mot chiéc banh ngd rdi ngude nhin, ¢d ging dénh gia phan g ctia ba.
Me dang rira céc dia ban trong chiu rira, lung quay vé phia t6i. “Khong”

“Alex mudn gia vo minh 1 nguoi da tréing.” Carlos xen vao. “Anh c¢6 thé thay déi tén, anh trai, nhung khong ai c6 thé nhim IAn anh véi bat ky gidng
nguoi ndo khac, anh luon 1a ngurdi My goc Mexico.”

“Carlos, cAmmdm lai,” ti canh cao. T6i khong mudn minh i ngudi da tréng, Toi chi khdéng nudn durgc lién trdng véi cha.



“Lam on di, hai dira,” me cau xin ching t6i. “Da du cc trén cai va cho ca mdt ngay rdi ddy.”

“Mura[1],” Carlos ngam nha, tréu choc bing cach goi toi B mdt thuyén nhan[2].

[1] Tir trong ban gdc Mojado (tleng long): nghiia 12 “mura, nguroi u6t”, cling la mot bai hat cua ca si— nhac siRicardo Arjona nguoi Guatemala. Lot bai
hét xoay quanh chuyén nhp cur, ké lai cau chuyén ctia mot ngudi dan ng tir bé dét nude ctia minh dé dén mdt qudc gia khac tim kiém cude sdng tot
hon.

[2] Thuyén nhin: nguoi vurot bién bat hop phap sang nude khéc bang cach di thuyén.

Toi chiu dung hét ndi ci miéng ctia Carlos rdi, nd da di qua xa. Toi dtmg lén, diy ghé ra sau. Carlos lim theo, budc t6i trurde mit t6i, rit ngiin khoang
cach. N¢6 biét t6i 6 thé tan cho ndé mdt tran vi cai sy ngu ngdc ndy. Ra vé ta ddy s€ khién n6 c6 ngay gap rac roi khi choc sai nguoi.

“Carlos, ngéi )méng,” me ra Enh.

“Choi ban,” Carlos kéo dai giong ra. “Nita ndy, d6 du dang”

“Carlos!” me t6i rit 1én va lao t6i trude, nhung toi d3 xen vao gitta hai ngudi va tim ly ¢6 4o thing em

“Ding, bat cir ai ciing nghi thé vé tao,” t6i n6i voi nd. “Nhung néu may cir stia ra nhitng diéu rac rudi nhur thé, ho ciing s& nghi'y hét vé may thoi.”
“Anh trai, ho ciing s& nghi nhur vay vé em. Dit cho em c¢6 mudn hay khong,”

T6i budng n6 ra. “May sai rdi, Carlos. May c6 thé lam t6t hon song tt hon.”

“Hon ca anh?”

“Phai, tdt hon tao, va may biét didu d6.” Toi néi. “Gior thi xin 16i me ngay vi may da phun ra nhitng 101 d6 trude mit me.”

Nhin vio mit t5i, Carlos biét t6i khong hé dia. “Xin 16i me,” n6 n6i rdi ngdi xudng. Nhung t5i cling khong bé o céi trimg mit ctia n6, vi da khién ci toi
ctia nd bi ton thuong,

Me quay di mo ti lanh, ¢6 giAu nhing giot e mat. Chét tiét, ba o cho Carlos. N6 1 hoc sinh nam thir hai trung hoc,va hai néim t6i dy s& quyét dinh
no thanh ra thé nao.

Toi tom Ay o khoéc da méu den, can phéi ra khoi ddy. Toi hon nhe lén ma me thay 1o xin 16i vi da am hong bira séng roi cude bo ra ngoai, tw héi km
thé nao cd thé tiep tuc gitt Carlos va Luis khong dam Ién vét xe d6 ctia minh dé di trén con duong khac sang stia hon. Oi, me ki€p, thit mia mai lam sao.

Trén phd, miy thang d6i khin ran giéng nhau dang ra du hiéu bleu trung cho bang Latino Blood: dap hai An ban tay phai — v&i ngén ap ut gip lai— kén
canh tay trai. Toi thdy mau trong minh ndng 1én khi ra hiéu dép lai rdi leo 1én md t0. Ho can mot-thang-chiu-choi, va ho da ¢ toi. Khoac 1én minh bo mit
hoén toan khac khi budc ra thé giéi bén ngoai, doi e t6i ciing phéi ngac nhién vé chinh ban than minh.

“Alex, doi da”, mdt giong nit quen thudc goi theo.

Carmen Sanchez, hing xém va 12 bd cii clia t6i, chay t6i.

“Chao Carmen,” t6i im bAm

“Thé ndo, cho em di nhd t6i trurdng dugc khong?”

Chlec vay ngan mau den khoe ra céip chan tuyét dinh, 4o so'mi 6m chét am ndi lén b ngyre nho nhung day kiéu ngao ctia cd nang. Tung c6 thoi gian toi
san sang lam bét cir didu gi cho ¢6 nang ndy, nhung day I trrde khi t6i bt gip nang ta trén giwong mot thang khac vao mila hé ndm ngodi. Hay c6 & 1
trong xe hoi, ciing thé ca.

“Thoi ndo, Alex. Em hira s& khong cén. .. trir khi anh mudn.”

Carmen la thanh vién nix[3] cting trong bang Latino Blood vdi t61. Dt khong con la mot cap, ching t6i van cing hoi cing thuyén. D6 [ luat trong cude
song cuia chung t6i. “Lén di,” t6i noi.

[3] Homegirl: Mot ¢6 géi ma ban 6 thé mmoi diéu voi ¢d dy nhu: dua vé nha, quan h¢ tinh dyc, tro chuyén, trao d6i nhu nhimg cap vo chong khac
ma khong phai chiu trach nhi€m gi, n6 con ¢ nghia 1a mdt thanh vién nit ctia mdt bang dang thanh thi€u nién.

Carmen nhay phdc 1én sau xe va ¢ tinh it tay 1én dui t6i, 4p sat co thé vao lung t6i. N6 khong miy phat huy tac dung nhir ¢6 nang hy vong, Carmen
nghi t6i ¢6 thé quén di qua khir u? Khong doi nao. Qua khir chinh 1a thir d3 tao nén toi.

Ngay trudc {rﬁg 61 ¢ ging tap trung vao ndm hoc cubi cap sip bét dau tai Fairfield. Khon thit, qua kho, vi khong may I sau khi tSt nghiép, tuong lai
cua t6i c6 the cling s& mo mit hét nhu qua kh.
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Chuwong 3
Brittany

“Téc 6 cir rdi tung Ién khi & trong caixe ndy 4y, Sierra. Mdi khi Ién xudng xe i ca d4u t6 lai trong nhur wira trai qua mot con Ib¢ xody,” t6i n6i véi con
ban thin trong I 14i chiéc xe mui trin miu bac mGi codng trén duong Vine, théng huréng trrdng trung hoc Fairfield.

“Hinh thirc bén ngoai n6i kén tit ca.” B6 me da day t0i phrong cham ndy, phuong chm kiém soat cude doi toi. D6 1y do duy nhét khién t0i khong
binh ludin gi vé chiecc BMW khi bo tang n6 cho t6i nhu mon qua sinh nhét xa xi cach day hai tuan.

“Ching ta song cach thanh phd Windy nira gio;,” Sierra vira noi vira thé tay don gio. “Thoi tiét ¢ Chicago thuc ra dau ¢6 bao gio finh king. Thémnita,
cau trong nhu mdt nit than Hy Lap voi mai toc vang day hoang dai, Brit a. Cau chi lo lang vi sdp dugc gip lai Colin thoi.”

Anh miit 61 w6t trén birc hinh chup 6i va Colin droc cit hinh tréi tim dén trén bang diéu khién. “Mot mia hé xa cach ¢6 thé Bm ngudi ta thay d61.”

“Cang xa cang nh¢ d6,” Sierra dap lai. “Céu la d6i truong doi ¢b vii con anh 4y i doi trudng doi bong d4 Varsity. Hai nguoi dwong nhién phai cap voi
nhau, néu khong thi mét troi lech khéi quy dao mat.”

Ca mia hé Colin chi goi cho t6i vai lan tir nha nghi ciia gia dinh, anh & d6 choi voi ban be. Toi khong biét quan hé ciia ching t6i hién tai dang thé nio.
Anh ay chi vira mdi quay vé t0i qua.

“T6 yéu nhitng c4i quan jean nhur ndy,” Sierra néi, nhin cai quin bac théch kiéu Brazil ciia toi. “Td s& muon duogc ching trrde khi cau biét.”

“Me t& ghét ching,” t6i ni v6i nd, Vuot lai toc khi dimg dén do, cb ging lim gon mdi toc vang dang tan loan ctia minh. “Ba néi chiing tréng nhur duroc
lwom vé tir chd ban quan 4o cii vay.”

“Céu c6 ndi voi ba 1 phong cach vintage dang rat mdt khong?”
“C6 chir, nhung ba ¢6 bao gio thém nghe dau. Ba con ching chia y khi t6 hdi vé ¢6 bao méu moi.”

Khong ai hiéu chuyén gi dang dién ra trong nhé ti. May miin thay, 0i c6 Sierra. N6 ¢6 thé khong hiéu, nhung vén biét ing nghe va gitt kin cude song
gia dinh t6i trong vong bi mat. Ngoai Colin, Sierra la ngudi duy nhat da gap chi toi.

Sierra bat md hop dia CD. “Chuyén gi da xy ra voi cd bao mau trudc?”
“Shelley birt mdt ndm téc ciia cd ta.”
“Ui troi.”

Toi i vao bai diu xe ctia trurdng trong khi dau dc van virong vn nhing ¥ nghi vé chi gdi. Bdng bénh xe rit 1én, dimg lai dot ngdt, 101 gan nhur tong vao
mot cdp doi trén chic md 6. Toi cir tudng bai dau xe trong khdng,

“Coi chimg chir, d6 quy,” Carmen Sanchez dira con gai dang ngdi sau chiéc md t6 vira ndi vira gio' ngdn tay thdi vé phia toi.
Con bé d6 13 rang da bo 15 bai giang vé cam xtic trong 16p hoc Léi xe.
“Xin 11, t6i ndi to hét mirc ¢6 thé trong tiéng gim 1t ctia dong co md 6. “Tdi tudng khong ¢6 ai & day.”

Sau do, t0i nhn ra ngudi diéu khién chiéc xe ma minh suyt ddm vao. Han quay lai. D6i mit den ddy gin dir. Mau do va den trén chiéc khén ran. Toi kin
xudng ghé ngoi

“Oi, tiéu roi. PO 1 Alex Fuentes,” ti nhéin mt.
“Chua oi, Brit,” Sierra n6i, ha thip giong, “T¢ mudn song ti I tt nghiép. Chudn khoi day trrde khi thing d6 quyét dinh giét ca hai dtra minh.”
Alex vira nhin chdm chim vao i v6i d6i mét ma quy vira gat chan chdng xe xudng. Hén dinh de doa t6i?

Toi tim cach cai s6 Iui, dién cudng di chuyén can gat t6i ui. Oi, bd da mua cho t6i chiéc xe s nhung lai khong hé danh thoi gian day i cach Bm chi nd.
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Alex tién mjt bude vé phia xe toi. Ban ning mach béo ti bo xe lai va chay tron, nhur thé ti da bi miic ket trén dudng ray v6i mdt doan tu dang lao
thang vé minh. T61 liéc nhin Sierra, n6 dang sot sang luc tim cai gi d6 trong vi. N6 dang dua chac?

“Chét tiét, 16 khong thé i xe lai. TG can gitip d5. Cau dang tim c4i gl vay?” Toi hoi.

“O... khong ¢6 gi. T¢ dang ¢ tranh tiép xtc bing mét v6i bing Latino Blood. Cau di chuyén xe di, duoc chi?”” Sierra tré 11 qua ham ring nghién chit.
“Ma, t6 chi biét 14 xe s6 tur dong thoi”

Cubi cting ciing cai duoc s i, banh xe ctia toi rit 1én am 7, t6i i di va tim mot chd dau khac trong bii xe.

Sau khi du xe vao goc phia tdy, cach xa gi thanh vién bang dang c6 tiéng tam du khién ngay ca nhing thing cu thi vo lai nhat Fairfield cling phai so
mét mat, Sierra va t0i di bd Ién nhimg bac thém dan vao trudng. That khong may, Alex Fuentes va dong bon dang dimg day trude cong

“Di ngang qua ching,” Sierra n6i khé. “Dii c4u lim g, dirmg nhin vao niit ching,”

Noi thi d&, sao c6 thé lam thé khi mi Alex Fuentes da budc toi ngay trude mit va chéin ngang toi.

Néu biét minh sip chét, ban s& cau nguyén diéu gi?

“Léi xe thit t&,” chat giong mang 4m hudng Latin ctia Alex 10 vé khinh khinh, t6 & ap truong TOI-LA-KE-CO-QUYEN-O-DY.

K¢é ndy tuy trong gidng mdt ngudi mau ciia hding thoi trang Abercrombie vi co thé rén roi va khuon mit khong ti vét, nhung bire hinh chyp hén thi nhidu
kha nang s€ duoc gin trén Iénh truy na.

Nhing dira dén tir khu béc khong thure sur hop voi nhing dira dén tir khu nam. Khong phéi ching ti nghif minh t0t hon ho, chiing qua chi a khac nhau
ma thoi. Lén Ién trong cing mot thanh pho, nhung lai ¢ nhiimg mdi trudng hoan toan trai ngroc nhau. Ching t6i song trong nhing ngbi nha 1on bén ho
Michigan, con ho song ké bén duong ray xe lira. Cach ching t6i nhin nhn, n6i chuyén, hanh dong va ca dn mic ciing khac biét. Toi khong cho rang n6
tot hay xau; n6 chi 1a thyre t€ ¢ Fairfield. Va trung thyre ma n6i, hau hét bon con gai dén tir khu nam déu doi xir voi toi giong nhur Carmen Sanchez. . .
ching n6 ghét toi vi chinh con nguroi toi.

Hay, n6i ding hon, con ngudi ma chiing ngh 1a t61.

Anh miit clia Alex tir tir di chuyén tir trén xudng dudi, dao choi theo chidu dai co thé tdi trurée khi quay ngwoc tro lai. Pay khong phai in dau tién m)t
thang con trai soi moi t6i, nhung t6i chura bao gid thay mdt ké nhu Alex 1am di€u d6 ngang nhién dén the. .. & khodng cach gan dén vay. Toi cam thay
nit minh dang nong 1én.

“Lan sau, di dau thi nhé nhin k¥, héin n6i, giong lanh nhat va dy kiém soét.

Héin dang c6 ging bét nat ti. Han von gioi trd nay lim ma. Toi s& khong dé hin gianh chién théing trong trd choi con con ndy, ngay cé khi da day t6i
dang cudn tung Ién. T6i gilt thang vai va cudi mia, ny cudi toi van st dung d€ day moi nguoi dat ra. “Cam on i 1oi khuyén.”

“Néu cau cin mot ngudi dan ong thue thu day cach lai xe, t6i c6 thé chi cho cAu vai bai.”
Tiéng huyt sao va reo hod am 1 ctia dam ban hén khién t6i s6i méu.

“Néu cdu 1 ngudi dan 6ng thyc thy, cdu s& mo cbng cho t6i thay vi dimg can dudng,” t6i n6i, tur ngudng md sy dép tra ciia minh ngay ca khi dau gbi
dang mudn khuyu xudng,

Alex It lai, kéo cng md ra, va im dong tac cung kinh nhur thé quan gia ctia toi. Hin dang giéu cot t6i, hin biét didu d6, 16i ciing biét diéu do. Toi
thoang nhin Sierra, van dang tuyét vong tim kiem thir gi d6 khong c6 trong vi.

“Pi ma song cude song cuia cau di,” t6i ndi véi han,

“Giong cude song ctia cau sao? Khon that, d€ t61 ndi cho cau hay,” Alex gay git ndi, “‘cudc song ctia cau khong phai hién thire, né 1a gia. Hét nhur cau
Vay.”

“Con hon 1 séng nhur mot ké hong bét,” t6i dap tra, hy vong nhitng 1 n6i ctia minh ciing chAm chich ngang ngira v6i 101 hén. “Hét nhu cau vay.”
Toi tom Iy canh tay Sierra, kéo con bé vé phia canh cong mo. Tiéng huyt sao cting nhitng 1o xi xam dudi theo chiing t6i sudt durong vao truong,
Cubi cting ti ciing thd hit ra, quay sang Sierra.

Con ban than nhin t6i chiim cham, tron tron mit. “Chét tiét, Brit! Cau mu6n chét hay sao ma lam thé?”

“Alex Fuentes Ay quyén gi ma bt nat nguoi ta nhur vay?”

“Um, ¢6 I& thing d6 giu sting trong quan hodic do bo trang phyc mi nd miic sic mii bing nhém” Sierra mia mai nha ra timg tir mot.



“Han ching dai g ma mang sing dén trudng,” t6i suy luéin. *“Va t6 cling khong mudn minh bj bt nat, bi hin hay bt cir ai.” it nhét 1 tai truong, Truong
hoc I 10 61 ¢6 the duy tri vé bé ngoai “hoan hio” ctia minh, dira ndo ¢ trudng cling muon ¢ né bang duoc. DOt nhién syc nhé ra ddy da 1 ndm cudi
cung tai Fairfield, t6i lac vai Sierra. “Gi¢ tui minh [a nhitng hoc sinh niim cudi r6i day,” toi ndi véi sy hang hai nhur moi khi c6 vii cho d¢i bong da.

“Thi sao?”

“Thi, bét dau tir bay gio> moi thir s& duoc h-0-a-n-h-a-0.”

Chudng reo, mi chinh xéc n6 khong phéi i tiéng chudng, vi hoi hoc sinh nam ngoéi da binh bau dé thay thé tiéng chudng chuyén tiét bang nhimg ban
nhac. Hién gio ho dang choi ban “Summer Lovin” ctia nhom Grease. Sierra bat dau budc xudng sanh. “Té chiac chan ciu s€ cd mot Ie tang h-o0-a-n-h-a-
0. Vi hoa va tat ca moi tha.”

“Ai chét thé?” Mot giong noi cat lén tir phia sau.

Toi quay lai. Do 1a Colin, v6i mii toc vang phai mau do nﬁng he ctng ny cuoi rong chiém gan hét ca khuon it U(')"c gl t6i ¢ guwong & ddy dé xem licu
16p trang diém ctia minh cé bi nhoe di khong. Nhung chic chin Colin van s&€ hen ho vdi t6i ngay ca khind c6 van de, phai khong? Toi chay téi 6m lay
anh.

Anh 6m chat Iy t6i, hon nhe 1én moi toi rdi 1 lai. “Ai chét thé?” Anh hoi lai lan nita.

“Khdng ai ca,” toi tra 1o1. “Quén chuyén d6 di. Quén tAt ca moi thir di trir viée & bénem”

“That qué d&, khi em trong qué nong bong thé nay.” Colin hon toi lan nita. “Xin 16i anh da khong goi dién. Méy viée thao d do dac nay no that khién
anh phat dién.”

T6i mim cudi v6i anh, sung suréng vi mia hé xa cach da khong lam thay d6i mdi quan hé ciia ching toi. Toan bd hé it troi vAn an toan, myit trdi van &
dung quy dao ctia no, it nhat Ia cho t6i gio.

Colin khoac tay qua vai toi diing lic canh cong truée mo ra. Alex cling Iii ban tia vao b at nhur thé bon ho téi ddy dé bit coc ca truong,

“Tai sao bon ching vﬁn dén truong nhi?”” Colin JAm bam ha giong xudng nén t6i | ngurdi duy nhét nghe thiy. “Chéiing phai kiéu gi thi mdt nira trong s6
chiing ciing s& bi dudi trudc khi két thiic nam hoc sao?”

Anh miit t6i va Alex thoang giao nhau, mdt con ring minh chay doc séng lung toi.

“Em suyt dung phai xe ctia Alex Fuentes sang nay,” t6i n6i v6i Colin khi Alex d4 ¢ ngoai tim nghe.
“Emnén dung ludn di.”’

“Colin,” t61 quo trach.

“It nhat thi viéc do ciing s& khién cho nguoi dau tién tré nén thi vi. Céi trudng ndy chén nhur con gian.”

Chén 4? T6i sut bj tai nan xe hoi, bi dé khoi chd diu xe boi mdt dira con géi dén tir khu nam, va bj quay rdi boi mdt thanh vién béng déng nguy hiém
ngay tr cong truong. Néu do 1a dau hiéu bao trude nhitng chuyén s€ xay ra trong sudt nim hoc cuodi, thi ngdi trudng nay khong hé € nhat ti ndo.
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Chuong 4

Alex

T6i biét thé ndo minh ciiing s& bi goi vao phong hiéu trurdng mdi vao ic ndo do6 trong nam, nhung khong nghi chuyén d6 lai xay ra ngay trong ngy hoc
dau tién.

Nghe noi Tién si Agulrre duoc thué vi tinh cach kha “tan’ tai mdt trrong trung hoc nao d6 ¢ Milwaukee. Aido da diém mit t6i a ké cAm dau, thé nén
61 moi phéi dén ngdi chét di & ddy thay vi mt thing ndo khéc trong bang Latino Blood.

Aguirre d2 10i tOi tir phong tap thé duc, dén cai noi ma dng ta c6 thé udn ngue va tudn ra nhimg 101 dong dai vé ndi quy cling nhing bién phip ky ludt
ctmg rin ctia nha trudng. Chée 6ng ta cam nhan duoc t6i dang lo dang, va ciing mudn thir xem t6i s& phan tmg thé ndo, ong ta cit Ioi him doa, “... va
ndm nay t6i da thué thém hai nhan vién bao vé co trang bi vii khi Iam viéc toan thoi gian, Alejandro.”


http://ebookfull.net

boi. mét Ong ta xody vao toi, cd gang doa dam O, thi doa. Toi ddm n6i ngay ring niic di Aguirre ¢6 thé i nguoi goc Latin, nhung Ong ta khong biét ti
g v& cai cach ma bon dudng phd ching t6i cur xir. Toi biét tiép theo ng ta s& ndi i minh ciing 16n kén trong nghéo khé gidng nhur t61. C6 diéu, héu nhur
chiic chéin 13 6ng ta chura timg 1i xe ngang qua khu ching t6i. C6 18 t6i nén dan 6ng ta di dao mdt chuyén.

Ong ta dimg trude miit toi. “Toi da hira voi ban lainh dao ciing nhur hdi dong nhi trurdng i ¢4 nhan 0 s& chiu trdch nhigm nh tan gbe thit bao e dang
lay lan trong ngdi trudng nay nhi€u naim Toi s€ khdng ngan ngai dinh chi hoc bat ¢t ai coi thudng ndi quy ctia nha trudng,”

To6i chi m6i vui diia mdt chit voi nang diva ctia doi ¢ dong ma ngai hiéu truong day da da dong t6i chuyén dudi hoc 1di. C6 18 dng ta da biét viée toi bi
dudi hoc nam ngoai. M6t sur ¢b nho da khién toi bi dudi hoc ba ngay. N6 hoan toan khong phai 10i ctia t6i. Thing Paco c6 Iy ludn rat dién 1o 1 nude
lanh s& giy tic dong khac nhau dén cai ctia quy ctia ddn da tréing so voi dan Latin. Toi dang tranh lun v6i n6 trong phong tim hoi sau khi nd tit may
nurée néng thi tui t6i bi bit.

Toi khong hé am g, nhung vAn phéi chiu trach nhigm. Paco ¢6 ging noi ra sy thét, nhung higu trudng ¢6 bo ngodi tai. C6 khi néu toi 0 cai thém chit
nita thi 6ng ta cling s€ phai nghe théi. Nhung chién dau vi mt vu v& van nhu the dé lam gi?

RS rang Ia tai Brittany Ellis ma t6i phai c6 mat ¢ day lic nay. Ban dé bao gi(‘)’thé’.y thiing ban trai ctia con nho d6 bi goi vao van phong Aguirre chura?
Khong doi nao dau. Thing d6 1a than turong bong da trong trudng. N6 ¢6 the ctp hoc va khoi mao cac trdn danh nhau, ngay ca khi d6 thi Aguirre van s&
bo dit n6. Colin Adans ludn ap birc t6i, vi nd biet minh c6 thé thoat toi. Moi khi toi quay lai tré diia 1a thang khon ay lai timra cach dé thoat khoi hodc
chay voi t6i phong gido vién. .. noi ma dam gido vién ludn churc chod dé xem toi gy chuyén.

Mot ngay nao do. ..

T6i ngude nhin Aguirre. “Em khong hé khai no vu du da ndo.” D vdy, t0i c6 thé 1 nguoi két thilc mdt trong s6 cac vu d.

“Vay thi tt,” Aguirre n6i. “Nhung ti nghe ndi hém nay em d quiy rdi mjt ban nir trong bi dd xe.”

Suyt nita bi tong boi con xe Beemer mdi toanh bong ludng cua Brittany Ellia la 16i ctia t6i sao? Ba ndm qua toi luon gitr minh trdnh xa dira con gai nha
giau Iam chuyén d6. Nam ngoai t6i nghe noi con nho d phai nhdn mdt diém C trén ban bao cdo két qua hoc tap, nhung chi can mdt cude goi cuia bd me
con nho t6i truong thi nd s€ duge d6i thanh dieém A.

Vi diém s6 s& anh huréng dén co hdi con nhé droe nhin vio mot trrdng tot.

V6 van khong chiu ndi. Néu t6i m b mt diém C, ‘e s& dép cho mot trén, bit t6i trong cdy chubi va la ming bt phai hoc hanh chiam chi gp déi. Toi

da phai cong ung ra ma hoc hong ¢6 duoc diém sé tt. Thé ma, 61 lai thurong xuyén bi goi lén dé hoi lam cach nao 61 ¢ duoc dap an. Cir nhur thé toi
gian 1an vay. DAy khong phai i viéc hoc tiép 1én cao. T6i mudn chimg to rang minh ¢6 kha nang dwoc nhan vao. .. néu thé gii ctia t6i khac di.

Nhing dra dén tir khu nam thuong bi coi | dan don hon nhitng dira dén tir khu bac, nhung viée d6 hoan toan nham nhi. Neuwoi ta nghi thé vi bon toi
khong phai li gidu cd, bi am anh bdi ctia cai vét chat hodc c6 muc tiéu hudng dén nhitng trurdng dai hoc dat do va danh tiéng nhat. Hau hét thoi gian bon
t61 con phai nai lung ra lam viéc va canh chirng nhiing ké quanh minh.

Cole phin kho khén r}hét trong cudc song cta Brittany Elkis chi la quyét dinh xem phai an ¢ nha hang ndo vao mdi tdi. Con nhd ndy thrdng st dung sur
quyen ril ctia co the dé thao tiing bat cir ai tiép xtc vdi minh.

“Emmudn ndi véi toi chuyén da xay ra & bi xe chir? Toi mudn dwoc nghe tir phia em” Aguirre noi.

Piéu do s& khong xdy ra. Toi da hoc duoc tir rat liu ring y kién tir phia t6i 14 thir khong quan trong, “Tét ca chi 1 hiéu Am,” ti n6i voi ong ta. Brittany
Ellis hiéu 1Am ring hai chiéc xe khong thé dau ciing mot chd.

Aguirre dmg 1én, nga ngudi qua cai ban bong lang khong chit i vét ctia minh. “Chiing ta hity ¢ ging khong lim cho sy hiéu Am tré thanh mot théi
quen, duoc khong?”

‘AAleX.’Q
“Hu?”

“Goi em i Alex,” t6i ndi. Nhimg gi n ong ta biét vé t6i chi quanh quén trong cudn hoc ba, mdt tip hd so nhidu i phé binh t6i mirc ¢6 khiné day tan
muroi phan.,

Aguirre git dau. “Puoc roi, Alex. Sap sang tiét sau roi. Nhé riang toi luén 6 tai mét trong truong ndy, va t6i s theo doi nhét ctr nhat dong ctia em. T6i
khong mudn thiy em quay lai vin phong nay dau.” Ngay khi t6i dimg Ién, ong ta dat tay lén vai t6i. “Em can biét rang, muyc tiéu cua t6i la gitip cho timg
hoc sinh trurdng déu dat dugc thanh cong. Timg hoc sinh mdt, Alex. Ké ca em, vi vy hily quéng tat ca thanh kién di vai t6i trong diu em di. Em c6 hiéu
khong?”

“Vang. Em hiu.” Toi n6i, ty hoi minh ¢6 thé tin ng ta duge bao nhiéu. Trong hanh lang, ¢a it hoc sinh d6 ra, x0 nhau di chuyén dén 16p hoc tiép theo.
Toi khong biét gior minh phai di dau, khi vin con mic quan 4o thé duc.

Sau khi t6i thay dd xong, mOt bai hat vang Ién trén loa cho théy godala tiét séu. To6i 16i lich hoc ra khoi tii sau. Tiét Hoa cia cd Peterson. Tuyét that, lai
mot gido vién “kho chot” nita can phai doi pho.
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Chuwong 5
Brittany

Toi m& dién thoai goi vé nha dé biét tinh hinh ctia chi Shelley trude khi vao tiét hoc Hoa. Baghda t6 ra khong vui vi chi t6i dd ndi dién 1én v& mii vi bita
an trra. Shelley @3 némbat sita chua ctia minh xudng san dé phan doi.

Lidu c6 qué dang khong khi t6i trong doi me minh tir bo mdt ngdy vui choi tai cau lac bo dong qué dé huéng din moi viée cho Baghda? M he da két
thuc, t61 thi khong thé & nha deé tiép tuc nhiing cong vi€c ma nhitng ngudi trong tré thudng bo lai.

Toi nén tap trung vao viée hoc. Buoe nhin vao truong Northwestern, truong cii cia bd, 1a myc tiéu chinh cia t6i, nhur thé t6i mdi duge hoc gan nha va &
gAn chi hon. Sau khi cho Baghda mdt s6 goi ¥, t6i hit sau, dan Ién mét mdt nu cudi rdi bude vao 1p.

“Pén day, cung. Anh da giit chd cho em niy.” Colin nhich vao chira cho t6i chd bén canh.

Lép hoc gdm nhiéu ddy ban cao dé timg nhom hai nguoi lam thi nghiém Piéu nay c¢6 nghia t6i s& ngdi canh Colin subt ca nam, va chiing t6i s& ctng nhau
lam nhitng bai tap Hoa hoc dang so. Cam thay hoi ngé ngan khi nghi vé nhitng chuyén chang may hay ho, t6i tréo Ién ghe dau, 161 cuon sach Hoa ning
trich ra.

“Nay, nhin kia, Fuentes hoc 16p minh!” mdt thing goi vi Ién tir phia cubi 1op. “Alex, & ddy nay!”

Toi cb ging khong nhin chiim chiim vao Alex khi ban bé chio d6n hdn voi nhimg ci v lung va bt tay qué mau me va phuc tap. Ca dam déu néi
“ese[1]” voi nhau, cha hi€u nghia 13 gl. Sy ¢d mat clia Alex thu hut moi anh myit trong 16p.

[1] Ese: tiéng long thudng dugc cac thanh nién dudng phd, céc thinh vién trong cling mdt bang dang sir dung, né 12 tiéng goi thAn mét nhur “dd khi”,
“thang khon”, “do cho”. .

“Anh nghe ndi thing d6 bi bt cudi tuan trude vi tang trix ‘d4””. Colin thi thio voi toi
“Khong thé ndo.”
Anh git dAu va nhuéng may Ién. “That d6.”

O, dusao thi thong tin d6 ciing chiing lim t6i ngac nhién. Toi nghe n6i hiu nhu cubi tuAn ndo Alex ciing ding ma tiy qua lidu, ngét 1én ngit xubng, hodc
tham gia vao mdt phi vy phi phap nao do.

Cb Peterson dong cira cai “rani”, moi anh mét dang tap trung xubng cudi 1op, noi Alex dang ngdi cling ban bé, ddng loat chuyén huréng vé phia trudc,
chd ¢6 Peterson dang dimg. Mai toc ndu sang ctia ¢6 duge bude chit & phia sau thanh kiéu dudi ngwa. C6 gido chic chira day ba muroi tudi, nhung cap
kinh ctng vé mit lanh Ring c6 hiru khién ¢6 trong gia hon. Nghe ndi c6 trd nén khé tinh nhur hién gidr boi nim dau tién ¢o day, bon hoc sinh da lim cho
¢6 phai khoc. Ching khong chiu t6n trong mdt gido vién tré chi xAp xi chi minh.

“Chao mimg cac em dén voi I6p Hoa nidm cudi ndy.” C6 twra vao canh ban, gié mot tip hd so ra. “Toi thiy I cac em da ty thu xp chd ngdi véi nhau,
nhung t6i s€ sap xEp lai mot chit. ... theo abe.”

T6i dong thanh rén ri ciing ca 10p, nhung ¢6 Peterson khong dé 1 mdt nhip ndo. C6 dimg trude ban du va ndi, “Colin Adans, em s& ngdi & ban dau
ndy va ban bt c@p véi em la Darlene Boel

Darlene Boehm véi t6i 1a dong doi trurong doi ¢6 vii ctia trurdng, Con bé hap hay miit nhin t6i vé c6 18 trong khi leo vao ghé canh ban trai toi.

Tiép tuc theo danh sach ciia ¢d Peterson, bon hoc sinh mién cudng di chuyén dén chd ngdi bi sip xép.

“Brittany Ellis,” c6 Peterson goi, chi vao ban ngay sau Colin. Toi ué oai ngdi vao chd duoc chi dinh.

“Alejandro Fuentes,” ¢ tiép tuc, chi vao cai ghé ngay canh toi

Oi Chiia 0i. ... Alex 1 ban chung nhém thi nghiém Hoa v6i t6i sao? Trong sudt ca nim cudi cp nay! Khong thé tin duoc, khong thé nao, CUC KY

khong 6n. Toi dura mit cau ctru Colin trong lic ¢6 ging thoat khoi con hoang loan. L& ra t6i nén & lai nha. O yén trén giwong, Dudi 1op chian. Quén di
mi de doa ndy.
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“Goiemla Alex.”

Co Peferson ngude 1én tir danh sach 16p va nhin Alex qua cdp kinh. Alex Fuentes,” ¢6 ndi trurde khi déi, tén hin trong danh sach. “C;@lu Fuentes, ct cai
khén ran di. Toi ¢6 chinh sach khong nhwong b trong Iop hoc ctia minh. Khong mbt vat nao lién quan dén bang nhom duoc phép xuat hién trong phong
nay. That khong may, Alex, tai tiéng clia cau da di trrde mdt bude. Tién si Aguirre hoan toan ting hd chinh sach ctmg rén nay ctia toi. . . toi da n6ird
quan diém ctia minh i ch?”

Alex nhin ¢6 trurée khi kéo chiéc khin ra khoi dau, dé 16 mai toc den tring voi miu mit.

“Céi d6 ding dé che dam chi thoi,” Colin thi thio ndi voi Darlene, nhung t6i van nghe thiy, Alex ciing vdy.

“Camngay, thing khon,” Alex n6i voi Colin bang tiéng Tay Ban Nha, doi mit danh lai va ruc lra. “Cammdm.”

“Sao ciing dugc, anh ban,” Colin ndi rdi quay Ién. “N6 tham chi con clﬁng noi duoc tiéng Anh.”

“Pardi, Colin. Alex, ngéi xuéng,” Co Peterson i m:ftt nhin d4m hoc sinh con lai. “Puoc 1di, cic em ciing vay. T6i khong thé quéan nhiing vi€c cac em
lam ngoai gio hoc, nhung trong gio ctia minh, t6i 13 s€p.”” C6 quay sang Alex. “Toi ndi the ¢ rd roi char?”

“Véng, thua c6,” Alex ndi, ¢6 tinh kéo dai giong ra.

Cb Peterson tiép tuc v6i danh sach ctia minh trong khi t6i im d moi cach dé tranh nhin thing vao mit ké dang ngdi canh. That € I t6i da dé quén vi
trong t1 guri d6, khong thi t6i da cé the vo tim kiem mot thir khong hé c6 giong nhur Sierra da lam sang nay.

“That v& van,” Alex Iim bam véi chinh minh. Giong hén trdm, khan. Han n6i vy ¢6 y gi?

Toi s& giai thich voi me chuyén phai hoc chung véi Alex Fuentes thé nao day? Oi, Chiia oi. Toi hy vong ba khéng trach méing t6i 1 lam sao lai dé xay ra
chuyén nay.

Toi liéc nhin ban trai minh dang say sua trd chuyén voi Darlene. That ganh ti qua. Tai sao ho cua t6i khong phai la Allis thay vi Ellis kia chir, néu thé t6i
da c6 theé ngdi canh anh ay roi.

Ude gi Chiia cho tat ca moi ngwoi mjt NGAY KHOI DAU LAL dé ban ¢6 thé sung suéng hét Ién “LAM LAI NAO!” va thé 1a ngy moi bét du nhur
chua timg c6 chuyén gi xdy ra. The ¢ phai tuyét khong!

L& ndo ¢b Peterson thurc sur nghi rang viée ghép doi trudong doi cb vil voi ké nguy hiém nhét trong trudng 1 hop Iy? Co bi hoang trdng roi.

C6 Hoang Tuong cudi cing ciing két thiic viéc gép xép chd ngdi. “Toi biét hau hét cac em ndm cudi déu nghil minh da ranh r& moi dié}L Nhung chi dén
khi cac em gilip chira lanh cac can bénh nguy hiém cho con nguoi hodc c6 nhiing dong gop gitip cai thién moi trrdng song trén trai dat, lic dy cac em
modi ¢6 the tur hao minh | nguoi thanh cong. Linh vire hoa hoc dong vai tro cot yéu trong nghién ctru phat trién cac loai thube, phurong phap xa tri cho
cac bénh nhén ung thu, nhitng (g dung ctia dau khi, tang ozone. ..”

Alex gio tay.

“Alex,” ¢6 hol. “Emco cauhoia?”

“Um, ¢6 Peterson, c6 phai ¢ dang ndi Tong thong Hoa Ky khong phéi ki mdt ngudi thanh cong?”

“Nhirng gi t6i dang n6i la. . . tién va vi thé khong quyét dinh moi thir. Hay sir dung bo nfio ciia cau dé lam cai gi d6 ¢6 ich cho nhén loai hay hanh tinh s
cau dang song, Nhur vAy cu s& nhan duoc s kinh trong ciia t6i, thir ma khong phai ai trén thé giéi nay ciing vinh hanh c6 duoc dau.”

“Em c6 nhimg diéu khéc dé cam thdy vinh hanh, ¢6 P,” Alex n6i, t6 ra vui thi.

Co Peterson gio mit tay 1én ngdn lai. “Lam on tha cho chiing t6i phai nghe nhitng thir rau ria, Alex.”

Toi lic dau. Néu Alex nghi ddi dich véi gido vién s& gitip nhdn duoc diém tot, thi lﬁnqdﬁ méc sai ]zkam‘nghiém trong, RS ranh ranh ring c6 Peterson khong
thich nhing hoc sinh ra vé ta ddy qua thong minh, ké ctng nhom vai toi da lot vao “s6 den” ctia ¢ 101

9 A

“Con bay g, ¢6 Hoang Tudng tiép tuc, “hdy nhin vio ngudi ban ngdi canh cac em.”

Khong phai chir! Nhung toi ching ¢6 sur Ira chon nao khac. Toi liéc 1én chd Colin lan nita, anh c6 vé rat hai long véi ddi tac duge phan cong, Néu nhur
khong biét Darlene da co ban trai roi thi thé ndo toi ciing nghi ngd 13 tai sao con bé clr nghiéng ngudi ap sat vao Colin, lai con lién tye lam diéu bo hét toc
ra phia sau nhur thé. Chéc 6i ciing bi bénh hoang turdng mét roi.

“Cac emkhong can phai thich ban ctng nhém véi minh,” ¢6 Peterson noi, “nhung cac ems& phai dinh v6i nhau trong subt muroi thang tiép theo. Cac em
¢6 ndm phit d€ lam quen, sau d6 moi ngurdi s& gioi thiéu vé nhitng gi ban minh da lam trong mia he qua, s thich ca ban dy la gi, bat ctr thir gima cac
em thay tha vi hodc di€u bi mit ma cac ban trong 16p c6 theé chua bict. Nao, nam phut bat daw.”

Toi giér quyén s6 ra, lat dén trang dau rdi day né vé phia Alex. “Tai sao cau khong tur viét cai gi d6 vé minh trong quyén s6 ny ctia t6i nhi? Toi cling s&



1am diéu twong tr trong quyén s6 ctia cau.” Thé s& tot hon viéc ¢b ging trd chuyén véi hin.

Alex dong y, méic dit hinh nhu khoe miéng hén hoi gidt giat khi dua téi’quyén s ctia minh. T6i chi twéng tuwong ra, hay 14 n6 da thyc sy xay ra? Hit mjt
hoi that sau, t6i x6a sach y nghi d6 ra khoi dau va chiam chi viét cho dén khi ¢6 Peterson ra hi¢u ching t6i ngung lai d€ ling nghe nhitng 101 gioi thiéu ctia
nhau.

“Pay | Darlene Boehm,” Colin 1 ngurdi dau tién phat biéu.

Nhung t6i khong nghe thiy nhitng 101 con lai ctia Colin niva. Thay vao do, t6i liéc xudng quyén sé ma Alex vira giri lai, ha héc mdm nhin chiim chidm vao
nhitng dong duge ghi trén do.
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Chuwong 6

Alex

Pugc rdi, phai thira nhan 14 t6i khong can gy roi v6i con nho ngay trong phin gi6i thiu ndy. Viét ra miy dong “Téi thir Bay. Cau va toi. Hoc ldixe va
lam chit chuyén yéu duong nong bong. .. ’ trong quyén sb tay cta con nho, c6 1€ khong phai mot nude co thong minh. Nhung 61 nong long mubn Bm
cho Quy c¢6 Hoan hio Bé bong so say trong phin gidi thiéu vé ti. Va Brittany so sdy that.

“Em Ellis?”

T6i thich thi quan sat Quy c¢6 Hoan héo ngude nhin ¢d Peterson. O, con nhod lam tdt ddy. Ban hoc ciia t6i rét biét cach che gidu cam xiic tht ctia minh,
t01 nhan ra dicu d6 boi toi cling thurong lam the.

“Véng?”” Brittany néi, nghiéng dau mim cudi i tin nhu mdt hoa hau.
Toi tyr hoi lidu ny cudi y ¢6 timg gitip con nho thoat khoi mot cai gidy phat vi li xe qué tde do ndo khong,
“Da dén lwot em, hay gioi thidu vé& Alex trude 1p.”

Toi chong khuyu tay én ban thi nghiém, chd doi mot ki gidi thiéu m con nho ty 6 v& thém tir nhitmg diéu it i tao lao con nhé biét vé toi. Brittany licc
nhin tur the thoai méi ctia t6i, va ttr anh niét hoang loan ay, t6i dam chac minh da choi durgc con nho mdt vo.

“Péy la Alejandro Fuentes,” con nho bt dau, giong co chit ngic ngir. Con gian trong toi bing 1én khi nghe nhéic t61 tén minh, nhung t0i gitr vé mit lanh
nhur tién mic cho con nho tiép tuc voi doan gi6i thiéu tuong tuong. “Mua he qua, khi khong lang thang trén pho quéy rdi ngudi dan vo o1, ban 4y da hm
mdt vong du lich quanh cac nha tii trong thanh phd, néu céc cau hiéu ¥ t6 ndi gi. Va ban iy c6 mdt wée mudn bi mat, chura ai timg doan ra.”

Ca 16p dot nhién im king. Thim chi ca ¢6 Peterson cting théng ngudi Ién cha y. Chét tiét, t6i ciing mudn nghe xem Brittany s& thét ra nhimg 101 di tra gi
tir cap mdi hong kia.

“Udc mudn bi mét cta ban éy,” con nhod tiép tuc, “la dugc hoc 1én cao va trd thanh gido vién Hoa, giéng nhu ¢0, cd Peterson.”

A, phai. Téi liéc nhin c6 ban Isa, ngudi dang t6 ra thich thi vi mdt con nhé da tring da khong ngai ngin gidng cho t6i mot don trude mit ca Iop.
Brittany nhe ring cudi véi ti, con nho nghi minh da théing vong nay. Poan lai di, c6 em da tring,

To6i dudi nguoi ra trén ghé trong khi ca Idp van im king,

“Péy I Brittany Ellis,” t6i noi, moi anh mit &6 don vao t6i. “Miia hé ndy ban 4y da di dén cac trung tim mua sdm dé lim phong phu thém ti dd ctia
minh, va tiéu tién ctia bo vao viéc phau thut tham my nham coi néi thém, e hém. ... cac tai san trén nguoi”

D6 khong han i nhing gi con nho da viét, nhung ciing gin sur that. Khong giong nhur 104 gidi thiéu ctia con nho vé t6i.

Dam ban t0i ngdi cudi Iop cuoi khing khuc, con Brittany stng ngwoi, nhur thé nhitng 6 t6i n6i da am ton thuong i toi ctia con nho viy. Von throng
duoc moi nguroi xun xoe vay quanh, Brittany can mdt 161 canh bao nho nho. Con nhd khong bict tdi van chura ket thiic phan giéi thiéu cua minh.

“Mong ude bi mét cua ban éy,” t01 thém vao, va nhan dugc ngay phan trng trong tu nhwr lic con nhé gidi thi¢u vé 161, “%a duoc hen hd voi mdt anh chang
g0c Mexico trude khi tot nghiép.”

Pung nhur dyr doan, nhirng 1i binh phdm cting nhing tiéng huyt sao x6n xao vong Ién tir phia cudi I6p.
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“T6i uon di, Fuentes,” thing ban Lucky ctia toi hét 1én.
“Anh s€ hen ho vdiem, c6 em,” mot théngklﬁc noi.

Toi lam cir chi dp tay voi Marcus — mot théing khéc trong biing Latino Blood ngdi ngay sau lung, va bit gip céi Fic dau ciia Isa nhu thé t6i da lam diéu
21 d6 sai. Gi chir? To6i chi muon tréu dua chut dinh voi con nho nha giau dén tir khu bac thdi ma.

Anh miit ctia Brittany di chuyén tir Colin sang toi. Toi nhin lai Colin, biéu 6 thach thirc cudc choi bit dau. Mzt Colin ip tirc d gay nh qua 6t. Toi chéic
chan da xdm pham lanh tho ctia n6. Tot.

“Trét ty ndo, ca Iop,” ¢ Peterson nghiém khiic noi. “Cam on vi nhitng 1i giéi thiéu rat sang tao va. . . khai sang. C6 Ellis va cau Fuentes, vui ong gip toi
sau gio hoc.”

skoksk

“Phan gi6i thiéu ctia hai em khong chi kinh khing ma con cho thy cac em thiéu ton trong t6i ciing nhur cac ban cung lop,” ¢6 Peterson noi voi ti va
Brittany, khi ching t6i dimg tru6e ban m viée ctia ¢6 sau gio hoc. “Céc emco thé Iwa chon.” C6 Iy ra hai méu phleu cam tiic mau xanh cting hai to
gidy x¢ tir cuon vo. “Cac emco thé chon bj cAm tiic, ¢ lai truong lm cong viéc don dep sau gidr hoc hom nay hodc viét tay mot bai luan nidm trim chir
vé chit d& “ton trong’ va ndp vao ngay mai. Thé nao?”

Toi dua tay chon Iy td phiéu cdm tic. Brittany chon td gidy xé tir cudn vo. Biét ngay ma.

“C6 emndo gip van d& vai cach t6i chi dinh ban ciing lim thi nghiém khong?”” C6 Peterson hoi.

Brittany dap “Cé a” cing ltic t6i ndi “Khong.”

C6 Peterson dit cap kinh xudng ban. “Nghe ndy, tot hon hai em hiy chéﬁ:n dirt tinh trang xung dot nay trude khi ndm hoc két thuc. Brittany, t0i s& khong
chi dinh cho emmdt ban hoc khic. Cac emda Ia nhing hoc sinh ndm cudi, cac em s phai doi pho voi rat nhiéu nguoi voi nhimg tinh cach khac nhau sau
khi t6t nghi€p. Neu cac em khong muon phai hoc lai trong hé vi thi trurot mbn 61, t61 d€ nghi cac emnén hop tac thay vi chong doi lan nhau. Nao, gio thi
nhanh chén I€n, dén 16p hoc tiép theo cua cdc emdi.” Nghe thay the, t6i va Brittany cling phong ngay ra khdi phong, lao xudng cau thang,

“Nging di theo t6i di,” con nhd dot ngdt dimg lai, liéc nhin qua vai dé kiém tra xem c6 bao nhiéu dira dang nhin ching t6i cing nhau di xubng hanh lang,
Ctr nhur thé t6i 1 hién than ctia quy dir vay.

“Miic 4o tay dai vao ti thir Béy nay nhd,” t0i noi v6i Brittany, biét 1o con nhé da cham dén ranh gi6i cudi cing ctia sy kim ché. Toi khong hay choc tirc
miy c6 nang da trang, nhung tréu con nhé ndy lai kha vui. Con nhé nay, ndi tiéng nhat va dang thém muon nhat, dang d€ ban tam. “Ngoi sau xe ctia toi
s& lanh ddy.”

“Nghe ndy, Alex,” Brittany noi, quay phit lai va hét i toc vang ruc 16 qua vai. Con nho d6i mit t61 bang anh it lanh king bang gid. “Toi khong hen ho
voi mit ké trong bang dang, va t6i cting khong choi thudce.”

“T6i ciing khong hen ho véi thing ndo trong bang,” ti n6i, bude lai gan con nhé hon. “Va t6i ciing khong choi thude.”
“O, phai. Toi ngac nhién khi thiy cu dang ¢ day ma khong phéi trong trai cai nghién hofic trai cai tao ddy.”
“Céu nghi cau biét t6i?”

“T6i biét dit,” con nhd khoanh tay trurée ngue, nhung sau khi nhan ra hanh dong ndy lai im ndi bat vong mdt clia minh thi con nhd ngimg lai, budng tay
Xuong.

Toi ¢b ging hét strc dé khong dan miit vao khu vire Ay khi tién 1én mdt bude. “Cau da t6 16i voi thiy Aguirre?”

Brittany i lai. “Néu t6i im thé thi sao?”

“Cung 3, cau so t61.” D6 khong phai mdt cau hoi. Toi chi mubn nghe tir mbi con nhd mdt Iy do.

“Hau nhur dira ndo trong truong ciing so ring néu ching nhin cu sai cach thdi thi cdu ciing s& bén chét ching.”

“Vay 1 t6i nén nd sting ngay bay gioy, phai khong? Tai sao cau khong bo chay luon di, thoat khoi modt thing mau lanh gbe Mexico, ha?”

“T61 ma ¢d mira co hoi thoi, t61 sé lam.”

Toi da nhay nhot quanh con nho nay di roi. DA dén lic tung ra don quyét dinh dé chic chin I t6i s& két thic voi wu thé thude vé minh. Toithuhep
khoang cach, thi tham vao tai con nhd, “Hay d6i mét voi sy that. Cude song clia cau qua hoan hdo. Céu cé I luon thao thirc hang dém, do tudng va thoi

phong Vé’thé 61 hoan my mi cau dang song.” Nhung chét tiét, toi chot ngiri thdy huong thom tir nude hoa hodc sita tim ma Britany str dung. N6 nhéic
t01 nhé dén huong vi banh quy. Téi thich banh quy, nén dieu nay khong tot chut ndo. “Pung dua voi ira, cung, néu khong cung sé bong day.”



“May ma cham vao Brit thi my s& phéi hdi hin, Fuentes,” giong Colin vang lén. Thing ndy trong giéng nhur mbt con hira, véi ham ring to tuwéng tring on
va doi tai tho ra tir méi toc ngan ctiin. “Tranh xa c6 ay ra.”

“Colin,” Brittany n6i. “Khong sao dau. Emc6 thé ty xir Iy chuyén nay.”

Thing Mt Lira mang quan tiép vién dén: ba thing tring tréo éo 14 khac, dimg sau lam chan dy bi. T61 sdm soi Mt Lira cing ban no, danh gia xem minh
¢d dich n6i bon ching khdng, “Bon ranh con, khi ndo tyi may ¢t manh dé choi mdt tran lon, thi tao s€ danh cho tui may vot ctrt ra khéi miéng,” t6i ndi.

May dira khac vay quanh bon 0, chira chd cho mot tran dénh chic chén xéy ra, rét nhanh, khoc figt, va ca d6 mau. Ching khong biét Mat Lira & mot
thang chét nhat. Du vy, lic ndy né c6 may dira tiép vién, nén chac né s€ ¢ lai ¢ chin dau bang ndm dam. Toi luén san sang danh nhau, s6 lin ma toi
tham gia khong thé dém hét trén dau ngdn tay, thdm chi ca ngdn chan. Toi cd nhitng vet seo minh chitg cho di€u do.

“Colin, héin khong dang,” Brittany noi.

Camon, cung. Chuyén véi cung tinh sau.

“‘May de doa tao ha, Fuentes?”” Colin gao In, 1o di ban gai ctia minh.

“Khéng, thing khdn,” t6i n6i, nhin n6 tir trén xudng, “May dira ¢ choe nhur may moi hay de doa.”

Brittany dimg chin trude Colin va dit tay Ién ngue ban trai. “Dimg nghe hén khich,” con nhé ni.

“Anh khong sg' n6. BS anh I luat swr,” Colin huénh hoang, sau d6 vong tay 6m Brittany. “Brit 14 ciia tao. Dirmg bao gio quén dicu d6.”

“Vay ldy day xich m xich ban gai may lai di,” t6i khuyén. “Néu khong con nho s& bj cam dd tim mdt chii nhan moi ddy.”

Paco ban t6i budc dén bén canh.

“On chir, Alex?”

“U, Paco,” t6i n6i véi théing ban, rdi thiy hai gido vién dang di xudng hénh lang cling hai gi trong trang phuc bao vé. PAy hén I nhing gi Colin mudn,
mot k& hoach hoan hao nham quét cai mong t6i ra khoi truong. Toi khong thé dé minh roi vao bay ctia nd r6i bi lot vao danh sach tong ¢6 cua Aguirre.
“U, moi thir déu on.” Toi quay sang Brittany. “Gap lai ciu sau, cung, Toi mong chd nhitng budi thie hinh mdn Héa ctia chiing ta lim day.”

Brittany héch chiéc miii cao 1én trdi nhur thé t6i i ciin ba ciia trai dat trude khi t6i bo di va thoat khoi viée bi dudi hoc thay vi chi bi mdt budi cam tiic.
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Chuwong 7

Brittany

Sau gio hoc, bon Morgan, Madison va Megan dén giip t6i & khu ti do. Sierra goi bon nd 1 nhém am trudng Fairfield.
Morgan 6m t6i. “Chiia oi, cau khong sao chir?”” Con bé hoi, rdi budng toi ra dé sam soi kiém tra.

“T6 nghe néi Colin da bao vé cau. Anh 4y tuyét that. Cau may niin ddy, Brit,” Madison Ién tiéng, nhig lon toc trir danh ciia n6 Fc hr theo timg 10i thét
ra.

“Chuyén nhé thoi ma,” t6i ndi, tur hoi sao nhing tin don lai hoan toan tréi nguoc v6i thire té dién ra nhu vay.

“Chinh xdc thi Alex da n6i gl véi cu?” Megan hoi. “Caitlin chup duge mot bire anh bang dién thoai lic Alex va Colin ¢ trong hinh lang, nhung t6 khong
thé ndo doén duoc chuyén gi dang diénra.”

“Céc cau dimg c6 dén tré gioy tap dy nhé,” Darlene hét Ién tir cudi hanh lang, 16i bién nit nhanh chong hét nhur e xuat hién.

Megan md tii dd ciia minh, ngay canh bén ti1 clia t6i, va kéo chim bong ¢ dong ra. “Té ghét cai cach Darlene ninh b ¢6 Small,” con bé im bam trong
miéng,

Toi dong ti1 do lai rdi cling ca bon di vé phia khu tap luyén. “Chéic Darlene dang ¢b ging tap trung vao nhitng bai nhay dé quén di chuyén Tylor quay vé
truong dai hoc.”
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Morgan dao tron mit. “Cha quan tdm. T¢ thdm chi con clfmg ¢6 ban trai nén nd chfmg nhén dugc ti cam thong nao tir t& dau.”
“T¢ ciing cha thdng cam dwge voi nd. Nghiém tic nhé, ¢6 khi nao con nhd nay khong hen ho véi ai 6 khdng?”” Madison hoi.
Khi ching t6i dén khu tap luyén, toan b doi hinh dang dgi c6 Small. Phu, bon t6i khong dén trd.

“Té van khong thé tin duroc 1 cau bi méc ket voi Alex Fuentes,” Darlene noi khé vai t6i khi ti tim dén chd trdng canh n.
“Mubn ddi khong?” Toi hoi, dit biét ring c6 Peterson s& khong bao gioy cho phép. C6 dy da noi rd diém ndy.

Darlene & hudi va thi tham, “Khong doi néo. Té khong bao gior ddy dua dén bon khu nam. Giao thigp vi bon ho toan mang lai réc rdi. Nhé néim ngodi
khong, khi Alyssa McDaniel hen ho véi mot thang. ... tén thang d6 1a gi ay nhi?”

“Jason Avila?” T6i ha giong héi lai.

Darlene kh& ring minh. “Chi trong mot tuan, Alyssa da tir mot ¢6 nang tuyét voi da tro thanh ke bi rudng bo. Bon con gi i dén tir khu nam ghét cau dyvi
da gianh mat mot trong nhitng thing con trai clia ching, va cau Ay thi ngimg qua lai voi ching ta. Caip doi bé nho dy hoang mang trong dc d4o ctia chinh
minh. Ta on Chuia 3 Alyssa da chia tay thing d6.”

C6 Small di vé phia ching t6i v6i ci ddu dia CD, than phién vé ngudi ndo d6 da ly n6 ra khoi vi tri quen thude nén khién co dén tré.

Khi c6 bao chiing toi kéo gidn co, Sierra huych Darlene ra dé né ¢6 thé ni chuyén voi toi.

“Céu gap réc i Ibn rdi, Brit,” Sierra noi.

“Tai sao ha?”

Sierra c6 tai mit thudc loai “siéu hang”, n6 biét bt ctr chuyén gi dang xay ra tai Fairfield.

Con ban than nhét ciia t6i n6i, “Cé tin don i Carmen Sanchez dang truy ling cau.”

O1, khong, Carmen 1 bd ctia Alex. Toi ¢6 gling khong phat hoang, khong nghi dén nhitng diéu té hai nhét, nhung Carmen rat kho choi, ttr by mong tay
son do chét dén doi bét den got nhon hodc ctia nd. N6 ghen tudng vi toi i ban ciing nhom Hoa véi Alex, hay né nghi rang toi da t6 ban trai né voi thay

hi€u trudng hdm nay?

Su thit Ia toi khong hé t0 Alex. Toi bj goi vao van phong thiy Aguirre béi 6 dira ndo d6 chimg kién vu & bi dd xe ciing cude cham tran ctia ching 0
trén bac thém sang nay, nén da bao cdo lai. That [a vé& van, vi da cd chuyén gi xay ra dau.

Thay Aguirre khong tin t6i. Thiy cho ring t6i qua so hdi nén khong ndi ra sy that. Liic do t6i co so' gi dau chr.
Nhung bay gio thi toi s.

Carmen Sanchez co thé cho 161 mdt trén vao bat ctr e ndo. Con nhod ¢ thé dung t6i vi khi, va vi khi tur v€ duy nhét toi biét str dung, chic, chila cac
chiim bong tua ding dé cd vii cia minh. T6i nghi ngd chuyén cac cuc bong ay c6 thé xua dudi duge mdt dira nlur Carmen.

C6 Ié trong mot trén dAu v mdm t6i c6 thé chiém duoc wu thé, nhung trong mot vu 4u da thi chiic chin khong, Pan dng danh nhau vi d6 1a mot dang
ban ning, gen bam sinh d4 tao ra ho nhur vay.

C6 18 Carmen mudn chimng minh diéu gi d6 v6i t6i, nhung nghiém tic ma néi thi didu nay khong can thiét. Toi khong phai mdi de doa, nhung t6i cho n6
biét didu d6 bang cach nao? Toi dén trude mit né va ndi, “Nay, Carmen, t6i s& khong dong cham gi t6i ban trai cau, t6i ciing khong t cau ta véi tién si
Aguirre” u? Hay ¢6 & toi nén. .

Hau hét moi ngudi déunghT ring ching gi c6 thé kl}ién 01 lo, nén t0i s& khong dé ho biét duoc co thir hm i lo ]éng,’ Miat mot thoi gian dai cyre khé t6i
moi tao dung duge vé bé ngoai ndy, t61 khong muon danh mat nhitng dicu d6 chi boi mot ké du déng cling ban gai hian muon thir kiém tra toi.

“T6 khong lo vé diéu d6,” t6i ndi véi Sierra.

Con ban than ic dau. “Té hiéu cau, Brit. Cu dang cing thing,” n6 n6i thim

Gios thi tuyén bd d6 con khién ti lo ling hon cai § twéng Carmen truy tim minh. Toi von ludn ¢6 giir khoang cach voi tat ca moi ngudi. .. dé ho khong
bict gi vé con ngudi thyre cta t6i hoac nhitng gi thure s dien ra trong gia dinh t6i. Nhung t6i da d€ Sierra biét vé minh nhicu hon nhirng nguoi khac. Toi
¢6 nén nghi choi voi con bé mdt thoi gian d€ chac chan gitt dugc khoang cach hay khong?

Chéic t6i hoang twong mét ri. Sierra | mdt ngudi ban thit sw; no da ¢ 6 khi tdi khoc vi con suy nhurge thén kinh ctia me nhung khong bao gios tét 19 1y
do. N6 cur d¢€ yén cho t6i khoc, ngay ca khi toi tir choi noi rd tai sao.

T6i khéng mudn sau nay bi giong nhur me. Déy L ndi so' hii Ion nhét trong doi toi.



C6 Small sdp xép ching t6i vao ddi hinh, sau d6 m bai nhac dung riéng cho nhom trong khi t6i diém danh. D6 1 bai nhac pha Ian giita hip-hop v rap,
mot pha trQn dic biét cl}o tict muc cfga chiing t6i. Co thé toi ggémnga theo diéu nhac b6 la djéu 101 yéu thich khi 1a mdt phan ctia ddi ¢6 vii. Chinh am
nhac da cuon t6i di, khien t6i quén hét nhitng chuyén ¢ nha. Am nhac nhir mét liéu ma tiry khién t6i té Lit.

“C6 Small, ching ta ¢6 the bat dAu lai bang tur thé tay gip trude nguc thay cho tu thé tay dang ngang nhur bon em lam trude day khong a?” Toi noL.
“Sau d6 ca doi ha tay xubng rdi gio tay 1én cao v6i Morgan, Isabel va Caitlin di chuyén vé phia trude. Em nghi nhu thé trong s& gon hon.”

C6 Small cudi, hai long v6i dé nghi cta toi. “Y twéng tbt, Brittany. Hay thir no. Ching ta s& bét dau tir tur thé gap khuyu tay trwée ngye. Trong qué trinh
chuyén vi tri t61 muon Morgan, Isabel va Caitlin & hang dau. Nho ha vai cac emxudng, Sierra, tha Iong co tay va dang rong cénh tay ra.”

“Vang, thua quy ba,” Sierra néi ngay canh toi.

C6 Small cho chay lai ban nhac: Nhip diéu, o1 bai hat, nhac cu... tAt c4 hoa quyén thAm vao huyét quan, vuc ddy tinh thin cla to, bat chép 01 cam théiy
t€ hai ¢d nao. Khi nhay cting miy dira ban, t6i quén di Carmen va Alex, quén ca me t6i lan moi thir khac trén doi.

Bai hat két thic qua nhanh. Khi ¢6 Small tit dAu dia, t6i van con mubn duoc di chuyén theo diéu nhac. Lan thir hai d t6t hon, nhung d6i ching t6i van
can luyén tap thém va mdt sO ban mdi con gap khé khén véi cac bude nhdy.

“Brittany, em day nhing bude nhay co'ban cho cac ban m6i nhé, sau d6 nhémnay s& thir lai Jan nita. Darlene, em hudng dan cac ban con lai diém lai
timg budc,” c6 Small huéng dan khi dua dau CD cho toi.

Isabel ndm trong nhém ctia t6i. Ban dy quy xudng udng chitt nurée trong chai. “Dimg lo Fing v& Carmen,” ban 4y néi. “Hau nhu n chi lim dir lén chir
chang gay hai gi dau.”

“Camon,” toi n6i. Isabel tréng c6 vé ciing rét khé choi véi chiée khin miu d6 ctia bang Latino Blood, ba chiéc khuyén x6 noi chén méy, tay luon
khoanh trude nguc khi khong nhdy. Nhung ban ay ¢6 d6i mit an can tir t€. Va mim cudi rat nhicu. Nu cudi ay lam mém di nhitng nét hoi dit trén khudn
miét, dinéu ban ay cai mot chicc no hong trén toc thay cho cai khin ran thi han trong s€ nit tinh hon. “Cau hoc cting 16p Hoa véi t ding khdng?”” t6i hoi.
Isabel gat dau.

“Va cfu biét Alex Fuentes?”

Ban 4y lai gat dau.

“Nhitng tin don vé cau ta | sur thét?” Toi can thén hoi, khong bict Isabel s& phén img thé ndo vé nhitng to md ctia t0i. Néu khong can thén, t0i s& kéo
dai thém danh sach nhiing dira muon loai bé minh.

Isabel lic Fic méi toc dai mau ndu trong khi néi, “Con phy thude vao viée cau néi dén tin don ndo.”

Nigay khi t6i sén sang liét ké ra danh sach cac tin d6n vé nhing lan st dung rma tlly hay bi bét b ctia Alex, Isabel dimg Ién. “Nghe nay, Brittany,” ban & ay
161 “Cau va t6, chiing ta s& khong bao gio la ban duoc. Nhung t& mudn n6i voi céu dleu ndy, dithom nay Alex xir t0i v6i cau thé nio, cu 4y ciing
khong t& nhu nhitng 16i don. Cau 4y tham chi ciing khong té nhur nhitng gi ban than cau dy tw danh gia.”

Trude khi t6i c6 thé dat cau hoi khac, Isabel da quay lai d6i hinh.

Mot tiéng rudi sau, khi ching toi da mét rii va tham chi ti ciing thiy da qué di, ching t6i dwoc cho nghi. Toi chi dong di bo vé phia Isabel dang dam
moO hoi va khen ban ay vé viéc da tap rat tot hom nay.

“That sa0?”” Ban 4y hoi lai, trong ¢6 vé ngac nhién.

“Cau hoc rét nhanh,” t6i néi. D6 [ sy that. B véi mdt co gai chura timg thir choi ¢ vil trong sudt ba nim ¢ truong, Isabel da thire sw ndm bét duoc
diéu nhay kha nhanh. “Thé nén bon t& moi dura céu 1én hang dau.”

Trong khi Isabel vin ha hdc miéng vi s, t6i tir hoi ban 4y c6 tin vao nhimg 16i ddn nghe diroc vé t6i khong. Pring, ching t6i s& khong bao i 1 ban.
Nhung ¢6 [ chiing t6i cling s& khong bao gio 1a ké thi

Sau budi tap, toira xe clng vdi Sierra, nd dang mai nhén tin cho cdu ban trai Doug qua dién thoai.

M6t mau gidy dugc gin dudi can gat nude xe hoi. Toi kéo né ra. T phiéu cim tiic méu xanh ciia Alex. Toi v n6 lai, nhét vao ti xéch.
“Cai gi vay?” Sierra hoi.

“Khong c6 gi,” t6i ndi, hy vong con ban hiéu ring t6i khong mudn ni vé nd.

“Céc cau cho da!” Darlene hét Ién, chay vé phia ching t6i. “Té nhin thiy Colin trong san bong. Anh 4y béo cho anh 4y.”

Toi nhin dong hd. P gan sau gid, t6i mubn vé nha gifp Baghda Bm bira tdi cho chi minh. “Té khong thé.”



“Doug vira nhén lai cho t6,” Sierra noi. “Anh 4y da dit banh pizza cho bon minh & nha anh 4y 161
“Té ¢6 thé dén,” Darlene noi. “Gior t6 dang budn thbi rudt ddy. Tyler da trd lai Purdue, phéi miy tudn nita t6 mdi duoc gip anh y mét.”
Sierra van dang nhén tin dién cudng. “T6 twéng cudi tuln t6i cau s& dén thim anh Ay chir?”

Darlene dimg chdng nanh. “A, nhung rdi anh 4 ay lai bao ca damhuynh d¢ phai nga lai nha chung, vi méy trd két nap dién rd gi d6 dau nam hoc. Mién la
céi ctia quy ctia Tyler van con nguyén ven sau tit ca nhitng chuyén d6, thi t& van vui.”

Neghe dé cap dén “ctia quy”, ti bén lyc tim chia khoa trong i xéch. Néu Darlene md mi¢ng ndi vé ctia quy va tinh duyc, hay tréanh xa, vi n6 s& khong bao
g0 ngimg n6i. Va vi t6i khong phai kiéu nguroi hay chia sé kinh nghiém tinh dyc cua minh (hogic viée thicu kinh nghiém vé n6), nén t6i s& lwon khoi day.
Mot thoi diem hoan hao dé thoat ra.

vit. Toi thim chi ¢6 thé md nhac 16n hét ¢ néu mudn.

D vy, niém vui tan huréng 4m nhac ciia t6i ching kéo dai duoc bao Jau, dién thoai ctia toi rung Ién. T6i 161 n6 ra khoi tii. C6 hai tin nhéin thoai va mot
tin nhan van ban. Tat ca déu tir Colin.

Toi goi lai cho anh. “Brit, em dang ¢ dau?”” Colin hoi.

“Trén duong vé nha.”

“Pén chd Doug di.”

“Chi gii em ¢ ngudi chim soc moi,” t6i giai thich. “Em phai gitip c6 dy.”

“Em van con gidn vi anh de doa théng ban du con hoc ciing nhém Héa véi em sao?”

“Emkhong tirc gidn. Chi khé chiu thoi. Em da néi em ¢ thé xir 1y chuyén d6 ma anh lai k di. Anh con gdy chuyén & hanh lang niva. Emdéu c6 chon hin
lam ban cung nhom!”

“Anh biét, Brit. Chi 1 anh ghét thing d6. Pimg gin.”
“Em khong gian,” t6i ndi. “Em chi khong thich anh kim am Ién ching vi cai gj ca.”
“Con anh thi ghét canh thing d6 thi thim vao tai em”

Toi thdy dau dau dir doi. Toi khong can Colin phal gy chuyén a am1ibat ctr khi ndo 6 mit tén con trai n6i chuyén voi t6i. Anh chira bao gios im diéu d6
trurde kia, nd khién t6i bit dau phai suy xét va don doan, diéu t6i khong bao gior mudn. “Hay quén nhitng chuyén do di”

“Puge thdi. Goi anh tdi nay nhé,” anh ndi. “Nhung néu em ¢6 thé chudn ra ngoai som thi dén chd Doug, anh s& & d6.”

Khi t6i vé nha, Baghda dang trong phong Shelley & tAng mdt. C6 ta dang ¢d ging thay quan 16t cho chi toi, nhung lai dat chi sai tr thé. Dﬁ?}u chindm &
chd thurong 1 10i d€ chén, trong khi mot chén lai dang budng thong khoi giwong. ... D6 1 mot thamhoa, Baghda dang the hon hén nhur thé do 1 nhiém
vu kho khan nhat 6 ta ting thir lam.

Me 6i c6 xem thur gidi thi¢u ctia c6 ta khong vay?

“Toi s& im,” t6i n6i v6i Baghda, ddy ¢ ta ra vi Jam tiép. Toi da thay dd 1ot cho chj minh tir khi ching t6i con bé ti. Chéing vui vé gi khi phai thay do cho
nguroi nang hon minh, nhung néu ban lam dung thi nd s&€ khong ton nhi€u thoi gian va ciing kha dé dang thoi.

Shelley cudi toe toét khi thiy toi. “Bwice!”

Chi &y khong thé ndi rd tir. “Bwiee” c6 nghia k “Brittany”, va t6i cudi dép lai, chinh lai chd néim cho chi. “Chio, chi yéu bé nho. Dén gio an ti roi, chi
ddi chua?”’ t61 hoi trong khi rat khan tir trong hdp va co khong nghi vé viéc minh dang lam

Khi tdi trong quin 6t mSi va quén sach thim mo hoi vao chén chi, Baghda ngdi nhin. Toi ¢ ging gii thich trong lic Fum, nhung chi can nhin 6t qua toi
ciing biet c6 ta khong chi tam nghe.

“Me c6 16i t6i c6 thé vé khi c6 di ¢ nha,” Baghda n6i.
“Puoc rdi,” t6i n6i trong khi rira tay, va trude khi t6i kip biét chuyén gi thi Baghda da bién mét nhur 4o thuat gia Houdini vay.

Toi day Shelley vao bép. Cin bép von kha don gian gir khong khac gi mot bi chién truong, Baghda van chura rira chén dia, chiing bi chit dong trong
bon rira. C6 ta ciing khong thém lau san sau khi Shelley gdy ra vu 1on xon trude do.



To6i chuan bj bita ti cho Shelley va lau don mG hdn don.

Shelley ngam nga tir “trudng hoc”, am thanh phét ra nghe nhur tir “trudng hoc”, nhung t6i biét ¥ chi mubn n6i i

“A, ving, hom nay | ngity dau tién em quay lai truong,” t0i noi khi tron d6 @n cho chi va it ching lén ban. BXit cho chj mbt mudng thic &n long, t0i tiép
tuc k. “Va gido vien Hoa moi ctia em, ¢ Peterson, ¢6 ay nghiém nhur trong trai linh vay. Em phai doc qua bai hoc mdt hrot. Tuan nao c6 ay ciing lén ke
hoach cho mdt bai kiém tra hay van dép. Namnay s€ khong d€ chia.”

Shelley nhin t61, cb giai mi nhitng gi t6i n6L. Ve tap trung cta chi thé hién chi hiéu va ung ho 61 ma khong noi duoc ra. Mbi tir n6i ra miéng chi 1 ca mot
sur ¢b ging, P6i khi t6i mudn noi thay chi, boi t6i cam thiy ndi thit vong ciia chi nhu ndi thit vong ctia chinh minh vay.

“Chi khong thich Baghda?”’ T6i Iing I& hoi.
Chi t6i Fic dAu va mim chit miéng, Chi khéng mubn néi vé didu d6.
“Hay kién nhin véi co 4y,” t6i n6i voi chi. “Dén lim ¢ mdt ngdi nha mdi ma khong biét phai lam thé ndo ciing khong dé dang gi.”

Khi Shelley an xong, t6i mang méy quyén tap chi t6i cho chi xem. Chi t6i thich tap chi. Trong khi chi ban ron lat cac trang bao, toi kep it pho mai vao
giita hai It banh mi ri ngdi vao ban, vira an tdi vira bit dau im bai tap vé nha.

Negay ltic t0i vira 101 gidy ra dé viét vé& chit dé “t6n trong”” theo yéu cau tir cd Peterson thi ¢6 tiéng mo cira ga-ra.

“Brit, con & dau?”” Me t6i goi tlr ngoai sanh.

“Trong bép a,” t6i n6i vong ra.

Me t6i dung dinh budc vao voi mdt tii d6 Neiman Marcus trong tay. “Ddy, cho con céi ndy.”

To61 161 ra tir trong i mdt cai 40 mau xanh sang hi¢u Geren Ford. “Cam on me,” t61 ndi, khong t6 ra méin ma vé n6 trude mit Shelley, chi khong nhan
duoc bat ctr thir gi tir me. Chi t6i cling chang ban tam vé viéc d6. Chi dang mai mé xem nhitng birc anh trang phuc dep nhat — xau nhat ctia may nguoi
ndi tiéng cting nhitng bd trang phuc Iap lanh ctia ho.

“N6 s& hop véi cai quin jean sdm mau me mua cho con tuén trurde,” ba vira noi vira Ky thit bo bit tét trong to lanh ra va ri dong ching bang 10 vi séng
“Thé... c6 chuyén gi xdy ra voi Baghda khi con vé nha khong?”

“Khong 6n im,” t61 ndi voi ba. “Me thire su can phai dao tao lai ¢ ta.” Toi khong ngac nhién khi ba khong tra 1o

M6t phit sau, bd i budc vao nha, phaln nan vé cong vige. Ong 50 hiru mbt cong ty chuyén san xuat chip may tinh va d4 canh bao ching t6i nim nay s&
13 mdt ndm am dam. Thé nhung me van ra ngoai mua sim va bd van cho t6i mot chiéc BMW trong ngy sinh nhat.

“Cé mon gi cho bita t6i vay?” B6 hoi trong khi n6i 1ong ca vat. Ong tréng mét moi i roi nhur thudng 16.

Me 6i liéc miét nhin 1 vi séng, “Bit tét.”

“T6i khong c6 tAm trang dé an nhitng mon qua nhiéu dam nhu vay,” ong n6i. “Chi chit gi d6 nhe nhang thoi.”

Me tit o vi song, vé tirc gian. “Trimg? Hay 1 spaghetti?”” ba n6i, dua ra danh sach, nhung chéing ai thém nghe.

BG t6i ra khoi nha bép. Ngay ca khi ong ¢ ddy, tam tri 6ng van dit vao cong viée. “Bét cir thir gi. Chi can nhe nhang thdi,” dng nhéc lai.

Nhitng Iuc thé nay toi cam ﬂ]ﬁy tiéc cho me minh. Ba khéng nhin dugc nhiéu sy chi ytur b toi. Ong lu6n ludn Iam viée, di cong tac, hoac tranh chuyén
tro voi ca nha. “Con s& lam mdn salad,” t61 ndi véi me khi lay rau diep ra khoi tu lanh,

Ba c6 vé biét on vi sur gitip d& ndy, néu thire sw nu cudi ciia ba c6 hamy do. Ching tdi lAm bita canh nhau trong im ing. T6i don ban khi me mang
salad, trimg bac va banh mi nuéng ra. Ba lambamphan nan v& viée khong dugc coi trong, nhung t6i doan ba chi muon i Jing nghe ma khong ban luan
bét ctr didu gi. Shelley van mii mé xem cac quyén tap chi, khong hay biét gi vé sur cang thing giita bd me t6i.

“Thir Sau ndy t0i s& di Trung Qudc, trong hai tuAn,” b 10i thong béo khi dng quay lai bép trong quan thé thao va 4o thun. Ong thé phich ngudi xubng
cho cua minh ¢ dau ban, mic trimg vao dia. “Nha cung cap da giao nhiing nguyén liéu bi 164, t61 phai tim cho ra nguyén nhan.”

“Con dam cudi ctia DeMaio vao cudi tuan thi thé nao? Ching ta da tra 10i s& dén du day?”
B4 t6i budng dia, nhin me. “A, vay Ia dam cudi nha DeMaio c6 vé quan trong hon viéc vuc ddy cong viéc lam an ctia t6i ding khong?”

“Bill, t61 khong am chi cong viéc lam an cua 6ng kém quan trong,” me ti néi, budng dia xudng dia. That thin ky i dia ¢ nha t6i khong bi sirt mé cai ndo.
“Chi I hity bo 101 hen vao phtt chot thi rat th 16.”

“Ba ¢6 thé tu minh di.”



“Va dé ngudi ta ddn doan chuyén ong khong di cing t6i? Khong, camon.”

Pay 14 cudc trd chuyén dién hinh trong bita t5i nha Ellis. BS t0i n6i vé cong viée am an kho khan, me t6i thi b ging duy tri bd mit gia dinh hanh phuc
vién mén, con ti va Shelley yén ling & ngoai cudc.

“O truong thé ndo?” me t6i cudi cing ciing hoi.
“Ona,” t6i dap, bo qua thuc té 14 t6i bi mic ket voi Alex trong nhém Héa. “Nhung c¢6 gido Hoa ctia con khé tinh m”

“Con I& ra khong nén hoc mén Héa,” bd t6i xen vao. “Néu con khong nhan duoc diém A mbn nay, (j'iém trung binh ctia con s& tudt xubng, Trudng
Northwestern thure su kho vao, va ho s& khong danh cho con mot cho chi bdi do 1a truong cii cuia b dan.”

“Con hiéu ma bd,” t61 ndi, hoan toan chan nan. Néu Alex khong nghiém tic vé céc bai tap nhom, thi sao t6i cd thé gianh dugc mot diémA day?

“Hom nay Shelley c6 bao méu moi,” me thong bao vai bb. “Nhd chir?”

Ong nhin vai vi Jin cudi mot nguoi bao mau bo di, dng da nhin manh Shelley nén sng trong mdt trung tam thay vi 6 nha. Toi chua bao gio Ia hét thét
thanh nhiéu nhu an d6, boi vi toi khong doi nao cho phép ho giri Shelley dén mt noi ma nguoi ta c6 the bo mic chi va khong hicu chi dy. Toi can phai
de mat dén chi. Thé nén viéc vao trurong Northwestern rat quan trong véi t6i. Néu toi hoe gan nha, t6i cé the song & day va bao dambo me khong tong
chi ay di.

Liic chin git, Megan goi dién than phién vé Darlene. Megan nghi Darlene da thay ddi sau miia hé va bay gio con bé qua ngao man vi dang hen hd véi
mot chang trai hoc dai hoc. Chin gio ba muroi, Darlene goi dén n6i rang Megan lic nao ciing ghen ti viéc n6 dang hen ho voi mot chang trai ¢ trudng dai
hoc. Chin gio bon muroi kim, Sierra goi dén bao rang n6 da ndi chuyén véi ca hai, Magan va Darlene, nd khong muon bi dat vao gitta nhitng thir d6. Toi
dong y, mac du tdi nghi ching t61 da ¢ gitta dong 1on xon d6 roi.

Pén mudi g bén muroi B, t6i cudi ciing ciing am xong bai tip vé “ton trong” va gitp me dua Shelley vao giwong, T6i mét moi kinh khing, dau c6
cam giac nhur sap ryng ra.

Chui vao girong sau khi thay bo pijama, t6i quay sb goi Colin.
“Chao cung,” anh n6i. “Emco chuyén gi a?”

“Khong c6 gi. Em dang trén girong, O chd Doug vui khong?”
“Vui lam sao duoc khi em khong ¢6 & day!”

“Khi nao thi anh vé?”

“Khoang mdt tiéng nita. Anh rat vui viem da goi.”

Toi kéo cai chin niu hdng 1én tan cam va viii dau vao gdi. “O, that sa0?” t6i ndi, cau kéo cho dirge mdt 1i khen va néi voi giong tan tinh ctia minh. “Tai
sao?”

Colin da khong n6i yéu toi trong mot thdi gian dai. Toi biét anh Ay khong phai 1 nguoi tinh cam nhét thé gioi. B t6i ciing vay. Nhung t6i cin dugc nghe
diéu do tir anh. T6i muon nghe anh n6i yéu toi. Toi muon nghe anh néi nhé t61. Toi muon nghe anh ndi t6i 1 ¢d gai trong mo' cuia minh.

Colin héng giong. “Chiing ta chua bao o quan hé tinh duc qua dién thoai nhi?””

Puoc r6i, ddy khong phai nhfrpg 101 to1 dang mong doi. Toi khong nén t6 ra thit vong hay ngac nhién. Bon con trai Itic 130 cling ch,ém clﬁmnglﬁ dén tinh
dyc cung chuyén vui choi. Chi€u nay t0i da phai day di cam gidc kho chiu dang 1én trong da day khi doc nhing 101 Alex viet trén gidy cta t0i ve tinh duc
ndng bong. Han khong hé biét ti van con trinh.

Cp]in va toi chura ttng quan hé, chAm hét. Tinh duc qua dién thoai ]zin tinh dyc thire syr. Ching t61 da ¢ riéng cting nhau hoi thang Tu nim ngoai tai bai
tam ngay sau nha Sierra, nhung t6i da hén nhat bo chay. Toi chura san sang,

“Tinh dyc qua dién thoai?”

“U. Em cham vao minh, Brit. Va ndi cho anh biét nhitng gi em im. N6 s& hoan toan khudy dong anh.”

“Trong khi em cham vao minh, anh s€ Iam gi?”” Toi hoi.

“Tyr sudng phan anh. Chir em nghi anh s& im gi, im bai tap vé nha 42"

Toi cudi, chi yéu cudi vi lo Bing. Chiing t6i khong gip nhau da vai thang, ciing chiing tro chuyén gi nhiéu, viy ma gio anh mudn t6i di tir chd “Chao, vui

vi gip lai em sau mia he xa cach’” dén “tur cham vao em trong khi anh ti sudng” chi trong mot ngdy. Toi cam thiy minh nhu nhén vat trong mdt bai hat
ngau himg ctia Pat McCurdy|1] vay.



[1] Pat McCurdy: mdt ca si— nhac si ndi tiéng véi nhitng ban nhac mang phong cach ngiu himg,

“Thdi ndo, Brit,” Colin ndi. “Hay xemnd nhu I3 sy thire hanh trurde khi ching ta lam diéu d6 thue sw. C6i 4o emra va cham vao minh di.”
“Colin....” T6i noi.

“Sao?”

“Xin 161, nhung em khong lim duoc. Tt nhét, khong phai ic nay.”

“Em chic chi?”

“Chéc. Anh gidn 4?”

“Khong,” anh n6i. “Anh chi nghi thém chit gia vi vao mdi quan hé ctia chiing ta thi s& vui hon.”

“Chiing ta dang tré nén nham chan u?”

“Truong hoc. .. nhing tréin ddu bong. ... di choi. C6 1§ sau mbt mia he xa nha, anh da phét 6m voi nhimg viéc nham chén cii k kp lai mbi ngay. Sudt he
anh da choi trurot murde, Iwrot van va 1ai xe dia hinh. Nhitng trd d6 khién méu anh chdy ran rét va tim anh dép manh, em hiéu chir? Kich thich lam.”

“Co vé tuyét that.”

“Diing ddy. Brit nay?”

“Vang”

“Anh da sin sang dé duoc kich thich. ... cing véiem”

Ban dang doc truyén Xuic Tdac Hoan Hao dugc tai mién phi tai wWWw.EbookFull.Net.
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Chuong 8

Alex

Toi day thing do Vao chiéc Camaro den bong, thir ¢6 gi4 hin con cao hon sb tién me i kiém dugc trong mot ndm. “Nghe day, Blake,” t61 noi. “Hay tra
tien ngay lap tirc, néu khong tao s& dap vor cai gi d6 cua may. Khong phai mjt mon do hay cai xe chét tiét ciia may dau. .. s& la phan ndo d6 trén nguoi,
thir vinh vién gan voi may. Hiéu ch?”

Blake, gy con hon ca mdt cy cdt dién thoai va nhot nhat nhu hon rma, nhin t6i nhur thé t0i vira dwa cho n6 én tix hinh. N6 nén nghi vé didu do trude khi
lay Big 8[1] r6i chuon thang ma khong tra tién.

[1] Big 8: 1/8 ky crack (hoic crack cocaine): mdt loai thudc phién ché tir cocaine — loai ma tiy ban tong hop.

Lamnhu Hector s€ bo qua chuyén do.

Lam nhur 61 s€ bo qua chuyén do.

Khi Hector cir toi dén dé lAy lai tién, t6i lam viéc phai Bm. Téi ¢6 thé khong thich, nhung toi vn lim. Ong ta biét t6i khong mua ban ma tiy hodc dot
nhap vao nha dan hay cac cong ty dé cudm thir khi gi d6. Nhung t6i lai. . . doi no rat tot. Déi khi 1 bat nguoi, nhung d6 1 nhitng vu rac roi, nhat 1 vi toi
biet chuyén gi s€ xay dén véi bon nd mdt khi toi 161 bon nd dén gap Chuy & nha kho. Khong ai nuon doi niit voi Chuy. N6 con t¢ hon phai doi mét voi
to1. Blake nén cam thay may méin vi nguoi duoc giao dén gip n6 1a toi.

Bao réng 61 khong sdng cudc song sach s& thi cting khong ding. Toi cb ging khong lin qué sdu vao cong viéc ban thiu dang 3m cho bang Blood. Va toi
gioi dicu nay. Viée ctia t6i la doa nat moi nguoi dé ho phai tra cho ching t6i s6 tién von thude ve ching t4i. VE can ban, tay t6i hoan toan chang dinh gi
den thudc. Dau tién mua ban thudc dén tay t6i kha thirong xuyén, nhung t6i lai chuyén ching dén Hector. T6i khong ding chiing, t6i chi doi ching ve.
Viée nz‘iywbién 61 thanh mot con tdt, t6i biét. Toi khong quan tam, chimg ndo gia dinh t6i con dugc an toan. Bén canh d6, toi cling gioi danh nhau. Ban
khong the tuong trong duge bao nhiéu ngudi da tré nén hoang loan khi bi de doa dap vor so dau. Blake cling khong khac miy — n6 dang c6 gitt binh
tinh, nhung hai canh tay khang khiu thi run lay bay.
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“Tao khong c6 tién,” Blake budt mi¢ng,

“Thaing kia, cAu tré i néry khong xong du.” Paco tir bén ngodi n6i xen vao. N6 thich di cing ti. N6 nghi minh dang choi trd théing xoa — théing dép,
nhung thire ra chiing t6i dang choi tro ca hai thang cting dap con manh hon.

“May mubn tao bé céi tay ndo trur6e?” ti hoi. “Tao s& tir t& va cho miy chon.”

“Chi can ban mdt phat vio mdng no thdi Alex, cho xong chuyén,” Paco ué oai.

“Khong!” Blake la Ién. “Tao s& c6 tién. Ngiy mai. Tao hira.”

Toi ddy né vao xe, canh tay toi 4n vao hong né vira du dé doa. “Lamnhu tao tin may dy. May nghi bon tao [ i ngu ha? Tao can vat thé chip.”
Blake khong tra 10i.

T6i nhin xe ctia nd.

“Dimg ly chiéc xe, Alex. Limon.”

Toi rit sung ra. Toi s& khong bao gidr bin nd. Di hién tai 1 ai, twong lai trd thanh nguoi thé ndo, t6i ciing s& khong bao gidr giét bt cir ai. Hodc ban bat
cur ai. Nhung, Blake khong can phai biét diéu nay.

Liéc nhin khdu Glock ctia t6i, Blake dura ngay chia khéa ra. “Oi, Chuia oi. Lam on, dimg.”

Toi gidt Iy cai chia tir tay nd. “Ngay mai, Blake. Bay gio, sau méy con hém cil trén dudng Forth and Vine. Gidr thi bién di,” t6i ndi, quo quo khéu sting
trong khong khi khi thang kia bo chay.

“Tao luén mudn s& hiru mot chiéc Camaro,” Paco ndi sau khi Blake bién khoi tim nhin.

Toi thay chia khoa cho né. “Né I ctia miy — cho dén mai.”

“May thire sy nghii n6 s& kiémra bon ci[2] chi trong mdt ngiy?”

[2] Nguyén van: “four G’s” tirc “four Grand” (4000 USD).

“Phai,” t61 néi véi n, hoan toan tyr tin. “Vi gid tri ctia chiéc xe hon thé gap nhiéu lan.”

Quay lai nha kho, bon t6i béo tinh hinh cho Hector. Ong ta to ra khong vui vi chira doi duoc tién, nhung 6ng ta biét réi moi chuyén s& duoc giai quyét.
T6i luén hoan thanh nhiém vu.

Budi t6i ¢ trong phong, t6i khong thé ngi dwoc vi thing Luis ngiy am i N6 nga rt ngon knh, nhu thé ching quan tim thé gioi ra sao. Miic du t6i khong
ngai viéc de doa nhirng ké budn ban ma iy kém coi nhur Blake, song t6i chi wdc gi minh dugce danh nhau vi nhiing thir dang dé gianh giat hon.

ko
MOt tudn sau, t6i ngdi trén bai ¢6 trong san trudng an bita trua dudi gbc cay. Hau hét hoc sinh trudng Fairfield an trua ngoai troi cho dén tan cubdi thang
Muroi, khi niia ddng ving Illinois budc ching t6i phai ngdi trong nha an tur phuc vyu. Thoi gian ndy, ching t6i dang tn hurdng tirg phut anh nang va khong
khi trong Inh khi thoi tiét van con twoi nt.

Théllgban Lucky, v6i cai 40 so mi qua khd mau do va quan Jeanden, dap vao lung t6i khi ha mong xudng bén canh, khay d0 an cam trén tay. “Sac!n sang
cho tiét sau chura, Alex? Bri'gtany ghét cay ghét dang may nhur thé may la mbt bénh dich vy, theé udn. That budn cuoi khi nhin con nhé dich cai ghé cta
n6 cach my cang xa cang tot.”

“Lucky,” t6i n6i. “Con nhd d6 c6 thé | mot kidu nit, nhung im sao sanh duoc v6i thing dan 6ng nay.” Toi chi vao minh.

“N6i voi me may,” Leuky n6i, cudi am Ién, “Hodc Colin Adans 4y.”

Toi tyra vio cdy, khoanh tay trude ngire. “Tao da hoc chung véi Adams mon Thé dyc niim ngodi. Tin tao di, théng d6 ching c6 gi dé m khoe khoang

ca.
“May van con tirc vind pha t dd ctia may hoi nim nhét, sau khi miy danh bai né trong cude chay dua tiép sirc trude toan trrdng a?”

Khi thét, diing, t6i van con dién tiét. Vu d6 da khién toi phai ton ca dong tién dé mua lai sach moi. “Tin cii rdi,” ti ndi voi Lucky, gitt vé it lanh bang
nhu thuong I§.
“Tin cii’ d6 dang ngdi bén c6 ban gai ndng bong ctia nd ngay diing kia kia.” Liéc mét nhin Quy c6 Hoan héo Bé bong, cac tuyén phong thi ctia toi tur

dong dung lén. Brittany nghi t6i i mot con nghién. Ngiy ndo t6i ciing khiép hai chuyén phai d6i phé voi con nhé trong 1op Héa. “Con nhé d6 dau 6c
kinh lAm,”” t5i néi.



“Thiy bao con nh6 do si nhuc may véi lii ban be,” mot théng tén Pedro néi liic d6 va miy thing khac bung khay d6 an dén, ngdi xudng nhap hoi.

Toi lc dAu, ti hoi Brittany da ni nhitng gl va t6i s& phai lim thé ndo dé kiém soét thiét hai. “C6 I8 ¢6 nang mudn tao va khong biét cach ndo khién tao
chay.”

Lucky pha ra cudi sic sua, toi mirc tAt ca bon hoc sinh trong vong méy mét déu nhin ching t6i chim cham “Khong doi nao Brittany Ells tur nguyén dén
gan may trong pham vi hai bude chéin dau, d6 ngbe, chir dumg n6i t6i chuyén hen ho,” n6 noi. “Brittany rt gidu c6, chiéc khin con nho 4y quan quanh
¢ tuan true dat gip nhidu lin bat i cai ndo & qué minh ddy.”

Cai khin d6. Nhu thé qyﬁn Jean va ao hang hiéu con chira du hop thoi, con nhd d6 quang thém cai khan dé pho bay sur giau c6 cao sang thi phai. Hin
con nhé da nhudomno dé né ti€p mau chinh xac véi mau mat xanh bi€c cia minh.

“Nay, tao ¢4 v6i may ca chiéc RX-7 1 miy khong thé nao md duoc t6i quan 16t ctia con nho trude 18 Ta on.” Lucky thach, it ngang dong suy nghii bat
thurong trong dau toi.

“Thing ndo mi mudn mod t6i quan 16t ctia con nhd d6 chir?” t6i dap. Chiing hén ciing 1 hang hidu, véi tén viét tit ctia con nho théu & mit trude.
“Bit ky thing doc than no trong trurdng nay.”

T6i ¢6 can phai n6i rd khong déy? “Con nho do trang boc.” Toi khong ddy vao con gii da tring, hodc nhirng d{ra hur hong, hoac méy cd ning xem viéc
d6i miu son méng tay mdi ngaty cho phi hop v6i bd dd hang hiéu ctia minh nhur thir lao dong néng né nht.

T6i 161 mdt diéu thude tir ti ra, chédm kira hit, k di ndi quy cAm hit thudc clia truong Fairfield. Gan day 6i hit rét nhidu. Paco da noi vé viée nay toi qua
khi di cling toi.

“Gi thé, da tring thi sa0? Thoi ndo, Alex. Pimg c6 ngde thé. Nhin con bé xem.”

Toi liéc nhin. Cong nhin [ Brittany trong ciing dwgce. Mai toc dai séng béng, miii d,(_)C dura, cénp tay hoi rim na'mg voi chitt co bép‘khién ban tir hoi iéu
n6 ¢6 phai do van dong khong, d6i moi cang mong khi mim cudi khién ban nghii the gidi vinh vien hoa binh néu tat ca moi ngurdi déu coé duge ny cudi cla
con nhd.

Toi xua di nhirg y nghii trong tAm tri. Con nhé d6 ndng bong thi sao chir? Do 1 dira ling lo nhét hang, “Qua gly,” toi thit lén.

“May mudn Brittany,” Lucky noi, nga g trén bi c6. “Chi & may biét, giong nhur phan I6n nhitng théing My gdc Mexico dén tir khu nam tyi minh, may
khong thé c6 dugc con nhd.”

Mot cai gi d6 trong toi nhay Ién. Nhur 1 co ché tr vé. Nhu 13 long ty phy. Trude khi kip xua tan no, t6i da noi, “Trong hai thang Ia tao cé dugc con
ngbe d6. Néu miy mudn c4 con RX-7, tao tham gia.”

“May dién roi.” Khi toi khong dap, Lucky cau my. “May nghiém tiic chir, Alex?”
Thing ndy mudn rit lui, n6 yéu chiéc xe con hon ca me n6. “Chéc chén.”
“Néu may thua, tao s& iy chiéc Julio,” Lucky noi, miéng mim cudi nham hiém

Julio 14 tai san dang gia nhét ctia t6i, mdt chiéc Honda Nighthawk 750 cii. Toi clru n ra tir mdt bii rac thai va bién né thanh mdt con xe ngau. Hoi sinh
cho né mat rat nhicu thoi gian. Do 1a dieu duy nhat ti lam tot thay vi pha hiy thir gi do.

Lucky khong rit hui. Gir thi dén ot ti, thdi hui hodic toi luon. Van dé I t6i khong bao gioy chim budc. .. chua timg trong doi.

Dra con ghi da tring ndi tiéng nhit truong chitc nhur bap 1 s& hoc dwoc rét nhidu khi hen hd Vi toi. Quy c6 Hoan hao Bé bong d6 da noi s& khong bao
gi6 hen ho voi mot thanh vién bang dang, nhurng t6i curge khong dira ndo trong bang Latino Blood tirng ¢6 gang mo vao trong chiéc quan hang hiéu cua
cd nang,

D@ dang nhur mdt trén dénh nhau giira Folks va People — hai bang nhom ciru thi vao mot t6i thir Bay.

Toi c4 k ¢6 nang Brittany chi cin dwoc tan tinh mdt chiit. Ban biét d6, trd ddi dép qua lai lam ban hiéu & hon v& ngwoi khic gioi. Toi ¢6 thé mdt cong
doi viéc: dap lai thang Mt Lira bang cach cudp di ban gaino va trd thu Brittany Ellis vi da khién t6i bi moi vao phong hi€u trudng r6i xtic pham toi trudc
mat ban be.

Tham chi t6i c6 thé duoc vui vé nita.

Rf)i ca truong s€ dugc chiing kiéq canh dira con gai da tréng ngdy tho chay nude dai vi thing My gbc Mexico mé ¢b nang timg tuyén bd ghét cay ghét
dang, Toi tu hoi Brittany s€ sup d6 theé nao sau khi t6i xong viéc vdi ¢d nang,

To6i chia tay ra. “Giao keo.”



“May phai c6 bang chimg diy.”
T6i rit mot hoi thude. “Lucky, may mudn tao kim gi? Nhd mdt cong 1ong trén vimg kin quy quai ctia con nhd 427

“Lam sao tao biét d6 I clia con nho?” Lucky dép tra. “C6 thé con nh bam sinh khong phai téc vang thi sao? Bén canh d6, con nho 6 thé tiy 1ong kiéu
Brazil. May biét d6, khi ma moi thir. ..”

“Chyp hinh lai,” Perdo goi y. “Hoac quay phim Tao c4 1 ching ta s& kiém duoc bon tién cho vu ndy. Ching ta c6 thé dit twa 1a Brittany dén Bo Nam.”
Chinh nhitng cude chuyén trd rac rudi thé nay khién ching ti mang tiéng xéu. Bon nha gidu ciing ni vé nhitng thir réc rudi nhur thé, nhung khi 1 ban
cua t01 ndi, thi moi thir la khong-gidi-han. That ra, t61 nghi chiing chi dua cot v& nguoi khac cho vui théi. Nhung khi bon n6 chuyén sang n6i vé t0i, toi
khong thay mira diém hai hude.

“Bon may dang ni V& cai gi vay?” Paco hdi, tham gia ctiing bon t61 véi mot dia thirc an tir nha an tu chon.

“Tao c& cuoc voi Alex, céi xe hoi ctia tao d6i ly cai xe gin méy ciia n6, ring né khong thé mo duoc vao quin con nho Brittany Ellis trude 1& Ta on.”

“‘May dién a, Alex?”” Paco néi. “Dit cuge nhur thé I tu sat.”

“Tranh ra di, Paco,” t6i canh cao. N6 khong phai 1 tir sat. Ngu ngde thi ¢6 thé, nhung khong phai tur sat. Néu toi ¢6 thé xir Iy Carmen Sanchez nong
bong, 61 c6 thé xur ly Brittany Ellis ngot ngao.

“Brittany khong thudc gii ctia miy, thang ban. May c6 thé 1 mdt thang dién trai, nhung may trdm phan tram 1 ngudi My gde Mexico, con ¢d nang thi
trang nhu banh my sira.”

Mot ¢6 nang it tudi hon tén Leticia Gonzalez di vé phia ching toi. “Chao anh, Alex,” ¢6 ning ndi, giri cho t0i mdt nu cuoi trude khi ngdi xudng vi ban
minh. Trong khi may thang khac nho dai quanh Leticia va tan chuyén v&i ban ¢d nang, Paco va t6i con lai mit minh bén goc cay.

Paco huych t6i, “Day moi | mot ¢ gai My gbe Mexico xinh dep, va chiic chéin s& ndim trong gidi ctia may.”

Nhung toi khong dé miit dén Leticia, ma k dén Brittany. Gio, khi trd choi da bit dau, t6i tap trung vao chién loi phm clia minh. a dén liic bét du tan
tinh, nhung nhitng cach nham nhi thong thirdng s€ khong hiéu qua voi con nho nay. C6 I8 Brittany da qua quen voi may 101 o tir ban trai minh cung
nhitng thang khon khac.

Toi quyf?::t dinh mot chiét} thuét khac, thir ma con nho s& khong ngo. Toi s& choc tirc con nho cho dén khi toi la pét ca nhitng gi con nho nghi dén. Va t6i
s€ bat dau ngay trong tiet toi khi con nho budc phai ngodi canh t6i. Man dao dau nho nho trong Iop Hoa dé khudy dong moi thir 16n— do s€ 1a sy khac
biét.

Me kiép!”” Paco n6i, vt toet bita trura xudng. “Ho nghii ho ¢4 thé mua mdt Ip vo hinh chir U, chat moi thir vao d6 va goi n6 1 taco[3] sao? Thir ndy &n
do nhu phan ay, Alex.”

[3] Taco: Mén an truyén thdng ctia ngurdi Mexico, gdm mdt I6p banh mi hay banh ngd bao bén ngoai, bén trong ki nhidu loai nhan khac nhau: thit bo, ga,
hai san, rau, pho mat. ..

“Thang khi, may khién tao buon nén qua,” t6i n6i voi nd.

T6i nhin chiim chiim khé chiu vao hop thirc an mang di tir nha. Nho Paco ma moi thir iy déu trong nhur réc rudi. Ghé tomy, t6i virt nhing gi con lai clia
bita trua vao ti gidy mau nau.

“Mudn an mdt chit khong?”” Paco ndi voi ny cudi nham nhé trong lic dua miéng taco vé phia toi.

“Mang chiing lai gin tao mdt phén thoi 1 méy s& phai xin 161 ddy,” t6i de doa.

“Tao s vaira day.”

Paco fic Fic c4i taco nat bét tréu tirc t6i. N6 nén biét nghiém tic thi tot hon,

“Néu mdt miu banh d6 ma ving vao ngudi tao...”

“May s& lim g, da dit tao 4?”” Paco ngin nga mia mai, van Fic cai taco. C6 I& t6i nén dim vao mit nd, ha guc nd néu khong mudn phién phirc ic nay.

Vira nghi thé, t6i dd cam thdy cai gi d6 ban vao quan minh. Téi nhin xudng. Ping, mjt dém udt Ién, nhdy nhua nhén taco dap ngay vao diing quin jean
bac mau cua toi.

“Khbn thit,” Paco ndi, khudn mit né chuyén tir vui vé tréu dia sang sbe. “May mudn tao lau sach n6 chir?”

“Néu ngdn tay nio ciia may dén gin ctia quy ciia tao, tao s& dich than bin vao bi miy ddy,” toi gdm gir rit qua k& ring



Toi bung miéng thit ra khoi diing quan. Mot mang dau én van con hru lai. Toi quay sang Paco. “May ¢6 muroi phit dé kiém cho tao mdt cai quan moi.”
“Lam thé quai ndo tao Bmkip diéu d6?”

“Séng tao di.”

“LAy cta tao di.” Paco dimg Ién va dua tay dén heng quin, cdi ciic ngay giita san trudng

“C6 I8 tao noi chura di 1, 101 n6i v6i 16, twr héi sao ti ¢6 thé di vao I6p Hoa nhu mot anh ching ngon lanh trong khi trong nhur vira té ra quan thé ndy.
“Y tao Ia, Ky cho tao mdt cai quan moi, vira v6i tao, thang ngu. May qua lim, t6i mirc ¢6 the thir xin dong vai mot trong nhirng tro thi ti hon ctia ong gia
Noel day.”

“Vi tinh anh em, tao s€ bo qua viéc may xuc phamtao.”

“Chin phtt ba muoi gidy.”

Nghe i d6, Paco vdi co cang chay vé phia bai dau xe.

Téi thye sy khong quan tim chuyén km thé ndo minh c6 dugc cai quan; chi can toi c6 nd trude khi vao tiét tiép theo. Con véi diing quan thé nay, sao toi
gy an tugng dugc voi Brittany rang t6i I mot anh chang tré trai, manh mg chir!

Toi dua cay ch doi trong khi miy dira khéc an hét bita trura rdi quay vao 1op. Trude khi toi kip chii , nhac da vang én trén loa va Paco thi van chira
thay dau. Tuyét that. Gio thi toi co nam phut dé dén Iop Hoa ctia co Peterson. Nghien rang, t6i di vao 16p voi cudn sach che trude ding quan, van con
hai phut. Toi truot vao ghe va ngoi sat lai ban thi nghiém dé che giau vét ban.

Brittany budc vao phong, mdi toc rire 16 budng trude ngyc, nhiing lon toc nhd hoan hao bay nhe theo mbi bude di. Téi ching bi kich thich trude sw
hoan hao ay, ma chi muon lam ching r6i tung Ién.

T6i nhy mt v6i Brittany khi con nhé nhin t6i. Con nhé tho ham hire, kéo ghé ra cang xa toi cang tot.

Ghi nhé quy tic khong-khoan-nhurong ctia ¢ Peterson, t6i bo khiin réin ra khoi dau, dat xubng long ngay chd vét ban. Sau d6, i nhich lai gin ¢ nang
¢ vill. “C6 lic cau s& phai noi chuyén véi toi thoi.”

“y3 dé cho ban gai cua cdu co cd danh t6i? Khong, camon, Alex. Toi mubn it cho mat minh dugc nhu hién tai.”

“T6i khong c6 ban gai. Cau c6 mudn img tuyén vao vi tri nayy khong?” Toi soi con nho tir trén xuéng dudi, chii y vao nhitng phan khién con nho tir niin.
Brittany cong d6i mdi miu hong phdt 1én va trimg mit v6i ti. “Bimg c6 mo.”

“Cung 4, cau s& khong biét phai im gi véi mé héc mdn sinh dyc dan 6ng nay néu né trdi ddy dau.”

N6 do, Alex. Tréu choc dé khién con nhd muén miy di. Kiéu gl con nho ciing méic bay.

Brittany quay di. “Cau thit dang tom.”

“Néu t6i n6i ching ta s& 1 mdt cap tuyét voi thi sao?”

“Toi s& n6i cau a mot ké dan don.”
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Negay sau khi t6i goi Alex i ké dn don, c6 Peterson kéu ca 1op chit . “Mdi nhom s& bde thiam modt dé tai tir chiéc mil nay,” ¢6 tuyén bb. “Tat ca ching
déu kho nhur nhau va doi hdi cac em phai trao do6i voi ban minh ca ¢ ngoai gio hoc.”

“Thé con bong d4 a?” Colin xen vao. “Em khong thé ndo bé cac budi tip duge.”

“Hay c6 vil nita,” Darlene kéu Ién trude khi toi ¢6 thé noi ra didu trong tir.
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“Vige hoc dit 1én hing dau. Cac em ctr thoai méi tim khoang thoi gian chung cho ¢ hai,”” ¢6 Peterson ndi khi dimg trurde ban ching toi, gio chiéc mi ra.

“Oi, ¢6 P... day c6 phai la mot cach dé chita chimg da xo ctmg khong a?”” Alex hoi vi vé tur méin khién than kinh t6i cang 1én day canh giac. “Boi vi
chiic em ché c6 dir thoi gian trong nim hoc ndy dé hoan thanh dé tai do dau.”

Toi ¢6 thé thiy mot diém D 16n chinh inh trong bang diém ciia minh ngay lic ndy. Nguoi tur vAn tuyen sinh cta truong Northwestern doi nio quan tim
dén viéc ké ctng nhém mbn Hoa véi t6i muon bién d8 tai cta ching t6i thanh tro hé. Alex con ching quan tim gi dén cude sdng cia chinh minh, tai sao
hén phai quan tAm dén mbn Hoa day? Nghi vé& chuyén Alex kiém soét diém sé mdn nay khién t6i choang vang, Vi bd me 61, diém s6 1a thir phan anh
gia tri ctia ban. Khong can phai néi, diém C hay D nghia 13 ban ching c6 gia tri gi.

Toi tho tay vao trong mii va [y ra mdt manh gidy nho. Toi vira md no ra tir tir, vira cdn mdi chd doi. Mau gidy trong tay t6i chita dong chit in dam: U
TAY.

“U tay a?” Toi hoi lai.
Alex nghiéng qua doc t& gidy v6i vé bbi rdi thdy 16, “U tay 1 cai chét me gi vay?”

Cb Peterson ban ngay cho Alex mdt cai nhin canh céo. “Néu emmuén & lai sau gidr hoc, t6i c6 mot phiéu cm tiic nira trén ban voi tén em ghi sin trén
do day. Bay gio, hoac 1a emhoi lai, khong str dung thir ngdn ngir thé tuc kia, hodc la gap t6i sau gio hoc.”

“O canh ¢6 ciing vui ma, ¢6 P, nhung em mudn danh thoi gian hoc v6i ban cling nhom ctia minh hon,” Alex dap tra, sau do lai con ca gan nhéy niit voi
Colin. “Em s€ hdi lai vay. Chinh xac thi u tay Ia cai gi a?”

“Nhiét hoa hoc, cdu Fuentes. Ching ta str dung chiing dé lam 4m doi tay ctia minh.”
Alex quay sang toi, toét miéng cudi day tur niin. “Toi chéic rang chiing ta con nhidu thir khéc dé lam Am im d4y.”

“To6i ghét cau,” t6i n6i di 16n cho Colin va ca 16p nghe. Néu t6i cir ngdi ddy va dé hén ta 1n hrdt, t6i s& bi me nhdi nhét dy du vé viée danh tiéng 1 thir
cue ky, cue ky quan trong,

Toi biét ca 16p dang theo doi chuyén giira ching tOi, kéca Isabel, nguoi nghi rang Alex khong phai k¢ xAu nhur moi ngurdi van nghi. Ban Ay khong thiy
con ngudi thit ctia hén, hay ban 4y bj md mt boi khuon mit dién trai ciing sy ndi danh ctia héin trong gii ban bé ho?

Alex ni thAm, “Ranh gioi giita yéu va ghét rat mong manh. C6 thé cau dang bdi rdi véi nhirg cam xic ctia minh day.”
Toiné ra. “Toi s& khong dat cugc vao viee do dau.”

“Toi thi nguoc lai ddy.”

Anh mit ctia Alex nhin ra phia cira I6p. Qua cira s6, ban héin dang ngodc tay goi. Hai ké d6 dang chuén bi trdn tiét.
Alex Iy sach va dumng Ién.

C6 Peterson quay lai. “Alex, ngdi xubng.”

“Emphai dite.”

C6 giao cau may, hai tay chong 1én hong, “Xem lai cach an ndi ctia emdi. Va theo nhur t6i biét, em khong can phai mang theo sach vao nha vé sinh. Pat
chiing lai trén ban thi nghiém.”

Alex mim mbi, nhung hén ciing dt sach lai trén ban.

“T6i da n6i cau khong duoc mang mon dd ndo lién quan dén bang dang vio gior ctia 16i co ma?” Co Peterson hoi, nhin chiim chim vao céi khin rin Alex
dang cam chan trude nguol. Co chia tay ra. “Pua day.”

Hién liéc v& phia cira, sau d6 quay lai d6i mit voi ¢o gido. “Néu em tir chdi?”

“Alex, dirng thach toi. Toi khong khoan nhwrong dau. Em mudn bi dinh chi 42 C6 ngoéc tay, ra ddu dwa khiin ngay ap tirc.
Cau co, hén tir tir dura chiéc khin vao tay co.

Cb Peterson hit sau khi giat Iy cai khan tir tay hin.

Toi kéu 1én “Oi Chia oil” khi thdy mdt vét ban Ion dinh trén diing quén hén ta.

Pamhoc sinh, tirng dira mdt, bét dAu cudi b ©n.

Colin cudi Ion nhét. “Dumg lo, Fuentes. Ba ngoai vi dai ciia tao ciing gip van dé tuong tir. Dong bim vao 13 xong thoi ma.”



T6i chot cau méy. Nghe nhéic dén vin d& bim t nguoi I6n, t6i ngay lp tirc nghi &n chi minh. LAy ngui Ion m trd diia khi ho khong thé tir im moi
viéc khong hai hude chit ndo, vi Shelley ciing 1a mdt ngurdi nhur vay.

Alex cudi nhéin nhé va vénh véo véi Colin. “Ban géi mity khong thé git tay trénh xa quén tao. Con bé da cho tao théty mdt dinh nghiia hodn toan moi vé
tay day, ban hien a.”

Lan ndy hén da di qua xa. Toi dimg bat 1én, chiéc ghé rit trén san.
“Cumo a!” t6i noi.

Alex dinh quay sang n6i gi d6 voi ti thi 6 Peterson hét Ién, “Alex!” Co hing giong. “Téi phong y t& va. .. chinh trang lai minh di. Cim theo sach ctia em,
bdi vi sau d6 emsé gap Tién si Aguirre. T6i s€ gip em trong van phong clia thiy cting véi cac ban ctia em, Colin va Brittany.”

Alex gom hét sach vo trén ban va ra khoi 16p con t6i tha minh xubng ghé. Trong khi ¢6 Peterson c6 ging 6n dinh lai 10p thi t6i nghi v& thanh cng ngin
ngli cuia minh trong viéc né tranh Carmen Sanchez.

Néu con bé Ay nghi t6i 1 mdi de doa dén quan hé giita n6 va Alex, thi nhing tin don chéc chéin lan ra trong hém nay s& I bang chimg chi mang,
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Alex

O, that I hay ho. Trong vin phong thay Aguirre, ¢6 Peterson va thdy mdt bén, Quy ¢6 Hoan hao Bé bong va thing ban trai ngu ngde ¢ bén kia. .
61 dimg mdt minh. Khong ai dimg vé phia t6i ca, chéic chén roi

Thiy Aguirre héing giong. “Alex, day 1 1an thir hai trong vong hai tun, em xuat hién trong van phong toi.”

Vang, diing 14 thé rdi. Thiy qua 1a thién tai.

“Thua thay,” t0i n6i, bt dau trd choi, boi toi phét 5m lén vai viee Quy 6 Hoan hao Bé bong va thang ban trai kia kiém soét toan bo cai truong chét tigt
ndy roi. “Cé mdt tai nan nho trong bita trua lin quan dén dau md va quén ctia em Thay vi bo tiét hoc, em da nhd modt ban mang cho em quan khac dé
thay.” T6i chi vao quan jean dang mic ma Paco da xoay X0 chop dugc tir nha to1. “C6 Peterson,” t6i noi, quay sang giao vién Hoa ctia minh, “‘em s&
khong vi chiit vét ban nho ma bo 1 nhitng bai giang kiét xudt ctia cd.”

“Dimg dd ngot t0i, Alex,” 0 Peterson khit mii. “Toi da lanh d nhing tro hé ciia emrdi,” ¢ n6i, tay khua trén dau rdi trimg it nhin Brittany va Colin,
“Va dung c6 nghi hai em thi tot lanh gi hon.”

Brittany c¢6 vé simg st vi ciing bi méng. O, nhung ¢6 nang da hoan toan méin nguyén khi xem ¢d P trach ming t6i con gi.
“Em khong thé & ctng nhém véi ban dy.” Quy ¢6 Hoan hio Bé bong budt miéng,
Colin budc t6i trude, “Ban 4y c¢6 thé chung nhém vdi em va Darlene.”

T6i gan nhu mim cudi khi 1ong may ¢6 P nhurdng én cao viit, nhur thé ching sdp stra chay thing Ién trén c6. “Diéu gi khién hai em nghil minh dc biét dén
murc duge phép thay doi cau truc 16p t6i?”

Té1 ludn cd Peterson!

“Nadine, toi s& giai quyét tir ddy,” thdy Aguirre ndi véi ¢d P, sau dé chi vao mdt birc anh chyp trudng ching toi duoc déng khung trén trdng, “Phurong
cham cta ‘chl'mg 101 tai truong trung hoc Fairfield 1a Sy da dang tao ra Tri thirc, cac ema. Néu cac emco 16 quén, nd dugc khac trén cdt da trurde 161
vao, nén lan sau cac em di ngang qua, hily danh mot phut dé nghi vé y nghia ctia nhitng chir d6. La hi¢u trudng moi & day, toi dambao s¢ lap day bat ky
khoang cach van hda nao trong treong phi nhin phirong chim do.”

Puoc roi, Sy da dang tao ra Tri thirc. Nhung toi ciing thy n6 sinh ra hén thit va ngu mudi. Toi khong mudn Fim hong vién cénh mau hong ciia thiy
Aguirre bang phirong cham ctia chiing 61, boi to1 bat dau thay thay thurc sy tin tirong vao nhitng chuyén tao lao ma thay dang lam nham

“Tién s Aguirre va 0i 6 chung quan diém Dya trén. ..” 6 Peterson bén cho t6i céi nhin dir d¢i — céi nhin rt c6 strc thuyét phuc, ¢6 1& ¢0 da luyén tap
16 nhiéu lan truée grong. “Alex, ngimg tréu tirc Brittany di.” C6 ciing nhin hai dira dang dimg ¢ gbc phong nhur theé. “Brittany, ngimg viéc hanh dong
nhu thé minh I3 nit danh ca di. Va Colin. .. thdm chi t6i cling khong bi€t em c6 lién quan gi toi chuyén nay?”
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“Em 14 ban trai ctia ban dy.”

“To6i s& danh gi cao néu em giit cho mbi quan hé ctia minh ndm ngoai gid hoc ctia to1.”
“Nhung. . .” Colin mé miéng,

Cb Peterson khodc tay cat ngang, “Pii rdi. Chiing ta két thic ¢ ddy.”

Colin ndm tay nit danh ca va hai dira nbi dudi nhau ra khoi phong,

Sau khi t6i rdi khoi phong thdy Aguirre, ¢6 Peterson dit tay 1én khuyu tay toi. “Alex?”
Toi dirg lai nhin c6. D6 mét c6 tran day thong cam. N6 khién long t6i ban loan. “Da?”
“Toi nhin thiu em, em biét ma.”

T6i can phai x6a di vé mit thong cam ctia cd. Lan cubi mdt giao vién nhin t0i nhur vay 1 nam l6p mdt, ngay sau khi cha t6i bi ban. “Pay moi i tudn thir
hai, Nadine[1]. Mot hai thang nita c6 hily dua ra tuyén bo nhur the.”

[1] Nadine: tiéng I6ng, 4m chi ngudi phu nit xinh dep, thong minh, luén mudn mang lai hy vong, diéu tt cho ngudi khac.

C6 cudi khiic khich va noi, “Toi day chura liu, nhung d thay nhimg Alex Fuentes trong 16p minh con nhiéu hon rat nhiéu gido vién khac thay trong sudt
cudc doiho.”

“Em ctr nghi minh i duy nhit co ddy.” Toi dit tay Ién tim. “C6 m em ton thwong, Nadine.”
“Emmudn lim cho bén than tré thanh doc nhit w, Alex? Hoc cho xong va t6t nghiép, dimg bo hoc.”

“K¢é hoach ciia em 1 thé,” t6i néi v6i ¢o, méc du toi chura bao gidy thira nhan diéu d6 v6i bét ctr ai. Toi biét me mudn t6i tt nghiép, nhung ching t6i chra
bao gio thdo ludn vé chuyén d6. Thanh that ma ndi, t61 khdng biet ba cé thurc su trong chd dieu do khong,

“Liic d4u ai ciing n6i v6i toi nhur thé.” Co md 1 va 16i ra chiée khin rin cta toi. “Dimg dé cude sdng bén ngoai truong chi phdi tuong lai ciia em,” o
ndi, bong nhién trd nén vo cung nghiém tiic.

Toi nhét chiéc khén vao tii quan sau. Co ching biét cude song ngoai truong xen vao cudc song trong truong cua toi nhiéu dén c& ndo. Mot ngdi truong
gach do khong thé bao vé t6i khoi thé gii bén ngoai. Toi khong thé trdn tranh & trong ndy, ngay ca khi ti mudn. “Em biét ¢6 s& n6i tiép didu gi. .. néu
em can mdt ngudi ban, Alex, t6i & ddy.”

“Sai roi. Toi khong phai ban em Néu t6i 14 ban em, em s& khong phai mot thanh vién bang dang. Nhung t6i da thy diém kiém tra ctia em. Em 2 mot
cau bé thong minh, em cé thé thanh cong néu nghi€m tic hoc ha

Thanh cong. Thanh cong. Tét ca ching hién gio chi | trong d01, phai khong? “Em c6 thé vé 1op chira a?” Toi hoi, boi khong biét dap lai co thé ndo. Toi
von da clnp nhén ¢6 va thay hiéu trrdng 6 thé khong dmg vé phia t6i. .. nhung gidr t6i ciing khong chiic ho ¢ & phe dbi nghich khong, Nhitng chuyén
kiéu nay khién t6i phai nghi lai vé quan diém ctia minh.

“U, vé Iop di, Alex.”

Toi van dang suy nghi vé nhing gi c6 vira n6i thi chot nghe ¢ goi gidt, “Va néu con goi toi B Nadine mot lin nita, em s& ¢6 vinh hanh nhin mdt t cAm
tic khac va viét mot bai ludn ve su ton trong day. Hay nhé rang, t6i khong phai ban em”

Khi bude ra hinh lang, t6i mim cudi mot minh. Ngudi phu nit d6 chiic chén thudng ding ddng phiéu cim tic va nhimg 16i ham doa viét bai ludn nhu mot
thir vii khi
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Chi con nira tiéng cho tiét Thé dyc. Vira thay dd, t6i vira nghi vé nhitng gi m6i xay ra trong phong thdy Aguirre. C6 Peterson két t6i toi ching kém gi két
t01 Alex.


http://ebookfull.net

Alex Fuentes da lam hong nam cubi cép cua t01, ma ndmhoc thim chi chi mbi bét dau.

Lic t6i kéo chiéc quan thé duc Ién, tiéng gidy 1p cOp vang trén san xi ming ctmg cho thiy khong chi c6 minh t6i trong phong thay do. Toi gitt chiéc 40
tap noinguc, vira lic Carmen Sanchez hién ra.

Oi, khong,

“Pay han i ngdy may mén ctia tao,” nd n6i, nhin chdm chim vio t6i tir trén xudng dudi, trong hét nhu mdt con béo dang trong tur thé sin sang tan cong,
Mic du loai bao khong c6 mai toc ndu, dai thang, .. nhung chiing chac chéan c6 mong vuot. Va mong vuot ctia Carmen dugc son mau dé tuoi.

N6 budc lai gan.
Toi mudn 1 lai. Thire té thi t6i mudn bo chay. Nhung t6i khong Bim vay, chi yéu vi Carmen chéc chiin s& dubi theo.

“May biét d6,” N6 n6i, miéng curoi hiém éc. “Tao uon tir hoi Brittany Ellis méic o ngwe méu gi. Hong 42 Hop ghé co. N6 ciiing dt ngang ngira tién
nhudm tdc nhi?”’

“Ban khong mudn ndi vé 4o ngue hay viée nhudm toc, Carmen.” Toi ndi trong khi trong chiée 4o qua dau, 16i kho nhoc nudt nurde miéng trurde khi tiép
tuc, “Ban muon gay chuyén thoi.”

“Khi mbt con nhiim nhe dong t6i ngudi dan ong cla tao, tao phéi danh ddu lnh thd chir.”

“T6i khong mudn ngudi dan 6ng ciia ban, Carmen. Toi ¢ anh chang ctia t6i r6i.”

“0, lam on di. Nhimng dira nhu may mudn tat ca bon con trai phai thich minh, chi dé may 6 thé c6 ho bat cir lic nao miy mudn.” Cang noi, Carmen
cang ndi dién. Toi gip ric rdi 161 “Tao da nghe may ndi nhiing thir rc rudi vé tao. May nghil may la ai? Nir hoang gi 1am chéc? Pé xem may s& ra sao
V6i cp mbi rach va mit con it sung bam? Chimg d6 may ¢6 trim ti rac 1én du dé di hoc khong? Hay méy sé tron trong céi nha to diing ctia minh va
khong bao gio 16 mat ra?”

T6i nhin Carmen khi né di v& phia t6i. Nhin thing vao no. Trong thim tdm n6 biét tong t6i mudn gitt gin hinh twong minh dyng 1én ra sao, trong khi nd
ching quan tim viéc bi dinh chi. . . hay tham chi bj dudi hoc.

“Tra 10 tao!” N6 hét Ién rdi day manh vai toi. Vai t6i dap ngay vao ti1 d6 phia sau.

Toi khong biét phai tra 1oi didu gi. Hau qua ciia viée vé nha v6i khubn mét bam tim vi danh nhau sé rat kinh khing. Me s& gidn dieén kén va d6 tat ca 16i
cho t6i vi dé chuyén d6 xay ra. Cau troi ba dimg noi dén viéc giri Shelley di Jan nita. Mi Kkhi cang thang vi nhitng chuyén v& Van xay ra, bd me t6i lai n6i
vé viéc giri Shelley di. Ct nhur thé tit ca nhitng vin dé ctia nha Ellis déu s& duoc giai quyét mot cach than ky khi Shelley bién mt.

“Ban khong nghi huAn luyén vién Bautisa s& dén ddy tim t6i sao? Ban mudn bi dinh chi ha?” Toi biét, cau hoi that ngd ngin. Nhung t6i dang c6 tri hodn
thoi gian.

Carmen cudi khing khuc. “May nghi tao dém xia dén viéc bi dinh chi sa0?”

Thue sy thi khong, nhung ciing phai hdi thir xem chi.

Thay vi rim lai bén ti1 d6 ctia minh, t6i dtmg théing Ién. Carmen c6 déy vai t6i 1n nita, nhung lin ny t6i gat duoc tay 16 ra.

Toi sap budc vao trin dénh nhau dau tién ctia doi minh. Mot trén dénh nhau ma t6i chic chéin s& thua. Tim t0i nhu mubn bt ra khoi 1ong ngye. Tir trude
01 gior t0i ludn tranh nhitng tinh huong the nay, gitt cho minh binh yenvo su, nhung lan nay t6i khong c6 su Iya chon nao khac. S€ thé nao néu toi lam
nhur trong phim, kéo chudng bao chay dé chuon le nhi? Nhurng hién nhién, ching cé cai hdp nho mau dé nao & quanh day ca.

“Carmen, dé ban 4y yén.”

Ca hai chiing t6i cing quay vé phia giong n6i. D6 1 Isabel. Mot ngudi khong hén I ban, nhung c6 thé ciru cho khubn mit ti khong bi dap.

“Isa, dirng nhing miii vo viéc cia tao,” Carmen gim gir.

Isabel di v& phia ching t6i, mai toc ndu sdm duoc cot thanh dudi ngira e Fc theo mdi bude di. “Khong diroc im bay vai Brittany, Carmen.”

“Tai sao khong?”” Carmen hoi lai. “May nghi méy 1 ban than thiét véi con toc vang nay vi ching may déu choi céi trd vay vay miy cuc bong ngu ngde kia
a7

Isa chbng hai tay 1én hong. “May phat dién vi Alex, Carmen. Nén miy hanh dong nhu mdt con hu hong”
Neghe nhéic dén Alex, Carmen ctmg nguoi. “Imdi, Isa. May cha biét gj ca.”

RAi Carmen trit con gian Ién Isabel, hét Ién bang tiéng Tay Ban Nha. Isabel khong hé chim budc, ban 4y dimg viing vang va ném tra tiéng Tay Ban Nha



vao mat Carmen. Is’abel v’("')n nh6 con, ¢ 1& con nhe hon t6i, vi vay i bi sdc khi ban Ay ddi nit voi con nho kia. Nhung ban 4y khong hé nao ning,
Nhiing 101 ciia ban ay khién Carmen i budc.

Bdng huén luyén vién Bautista xudt hién phia sau Carmen. “Ba ngudi cac em c6 tiéc mi khong moi ban ndo trong 1p sao?”
“Chiing em chi trd chuyén chit thoi,” Carmen than nhién dap lai, nhu thé ching t6i chi d miy ngudi ban dang tu tap.

“A, thé thi, t6i d& nghi cc em trd chuyén sau gios hoc thay vi trong 16p. C6 Ellis va ¢ Avila, tham gia cing cac ban ndo. Con ¢d Sanchez, di v& noi m
em I& ra nén c6 mat di.”

Carmen chia ngén tay son do vé phia toi. “Doi ddy,” n6 néi rdi roi khoi phong thay do, trude ddy con khién Isabel phai nhurdng duong cho né.
“Camon,” t61 noi khé voi Isabel.

Cb ban gat dau dép lai.
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Chuong 12

Alex

“Emstra sép xong chiéc Honda chua? Pén gio d6ng cira 161, anh ho Enrique hoi toi. Toi im viée tai cira hang sira chira xe ctia anh Ay mbi ngy sau gior
hoc dé giip kiem thém cho gia dinh, dé thoat khoi bang Latino Blood mdt vai gio, va bdi vi toi stra xe hoi bi gioi.

Minh dinh dy du nhdt vi sira chiée Civic, i chui ra tir dudi gim xe. “Mot gidy nita thoi a.”
“T6t. Thang cha d6 ctr thiic giuc anh sira né sudt ba ngay nay roi.”

Téi siét chiéc dinh d¢ cudi cling va bude vé phia Enrique trong lic anh Ay lau doi tay ban vao chiéc khin cia cira hang. “Em c6 thé hoi anh didu nay
khong?”

“Noéidi”

“Tuén sau em nghi mdt ngdy duoc khong? Em c6 mot dé tai mon Hoa & truomg,” t0i gidi thich, nghi vé& dé tai nhom t6i durge giao hom nay, “va ching em
can phai gap...”

“Lép ciia ¢d Peterson. O, anh nhé nhitng ngay d6. C6 Ay 1 mt gido vién thue sy rén.” Anh ho t6i ring minh.

“Anh da hoc 16p ¢6 Ay 42" Toi hoi, cam thiy thich thi. Khong biét cha me c6 4y c6 phai ki nhén vién quan ché khong nhi? Ngudi phu nit nay rt thich
nhitng lut €.

“Sao anh quén duoc chir? Chi khi timrardu(_yc phuong thire diéu trj mbi cho mdt cn bénh hodc ctru duge trai dit, cdc emmdi duge coi B mot nglro1
thanh cong,” Enrique ndi, dong gid kha t6t vé nghiém tic ctia ¢d P. “Em s€ khong quén duoc con &c mong mang tén Peterson dau. Nhung anh chic khi
¢0 Brittany FEllis 1a ban cting nhém. ..”

“Sao anh biét?”

“Moi ngudi déu biét, nhoc a. Tham chi nhitng thing tudi anh cling noi vé Brittany v6i cp chén dai va b nguc d6. .. Enrique khum Iong ban tay trong
Kkhong khi, gia v& dang cam nhén bd nguc cua Brittany. “Um hir, em biet ma.”

Viéng, t0i biét.

T6i don trong hrong tir chan nay sang chan kia. “Thé em nghi ngay thir Nam, nhé?”

“Khong van dé gi.” Enrique hing giong. “A, Hector da kiém em ngiy hom qua ddy.”

Hector. Hector Martinez, nhan vét bi 4n dimg sau bang Latino Blood. “D6i khi em ghét. .. anh biét ddy.”

“Em bi mic ket trong bang Blood,” Enrique noi. “Gibng nhur tit ca bon anh. Pimg bao gi @& Hector nghe thiy em hoai nghi V% cam ké't, cta minh dbi
v6i bang Blood. Néu dng ta nghi ngd em phan bdi, em s& trd thanh ké thii nhanh t6i chdng mat. Em 1a dira thong minh, Alex. Can than day.”
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Enrique 1a mot OG - mit tay xa hoi den chinh gdc - boi anh 4y di chimg to vi tri ctia minh trong bang Latmo Blood su6t mot thoi gian dai. P4 tra hét no,
gio anh ¢6 thé yén 6n ma song trong khi cac thanh vién L}atinoBlood moi tré hon phai xong pha 1én tuyén dau. Theo anh, t6i mdi chi la mot ké chan wdt
chin rdo va con lau nira t6i va dam ban bé mdi dat téi dang cap OG.

“Thong minh u? Em da dat cuoc chiée xe ctia minh ring s& dua duoc Brittany Ellis én giwdng ddy,” t6i ndi voi anh.

“Thé thi cho anh rit lai i.” Enrique chi vao t0i v6i ny cudi tu méin trén mit. “Em ding I ngde. Va chéing mily choc em s& tré thanh mot théing ngde
khong c6 xe. Bon con gai nhur the khong thém ngo t6i i ching ta dau.”

Toi bt dau nghi anh dy diing. Lam thé qudi néo ma t6i lai nghi minh ¢6 thé quyén rfl Brittany Ellis - 6 nang xinh dep rang ngoi, giu sy va trang nhur tuyét
- bude vao cudc song ngheo rét, dam chat Mexico va vo cting den t0i ctia toi nhi?

Diego Vasquez, mt thing trong trudng duoc sinh ra & phia bic Fairfield. PAm ban t6i xem no 1 thanh nién da tring cho dit da ctia nd con den hon t6i.
Mike Burns, mot thing da tring sdng & khu namy, thi duoc coi i mdt ngudi Mexico cho diiné khong cé chit mau Mexico hay méu Latin no trong co
thé. O Fairfield, noi ban sinh ra x4c dinh ban 13 ai.

C6 tiéng bam coi am7 vang lén trrdc ga-ra.

Enrique nhén nit dé ning cira 16n ctia ga-ra Ién.

Chiée xe ctia Javier Moreno rit én, lao vao trong, “Péng cira lai, anh Enrique!” Javier thé hn hén. “Bon com dang kiém tui em.”

Anh ho t6i giang ndm d4m vao cai nit Jin nita roi tit hét dén trong cira hang, “Tui bay da lm c4i quai gi vay?”

Carmen ngdi & ghé sau, mit vin Ién nhimg tia mau vi phé thudc hay phé rurou ching biét. Va c6 nang 1o rang da vui vé véi ai do, vi t6i biét rit 1o
Carmen trong ra sao khino vui vé.

“Raul da ¢b “hun khoi’ mot dira trong bang Satin Hood,” Carmen ko khao, thd dau ra ngoai cira xe. “Nhung thing ny ngim do t&.”
Raul quay xubng va hét 1én v6i Carmen tir ghé trude, “Dd ché, may thir bin mdt muc tiéu dang di chuyén trong khi Javier l4i xe xem?”

Toi ddo mét khi Javier bude ra khoi xe. “May ing ma tai 14i xe cta tao ha, Raul?” N6 n6i. “Thé thi tao c6 niim dim & ddy va sin sang nén vao miit miy
déy.”

Raul budc ra khoi xe. “May mudn am gi tao, thang khon?”
T6i bude In treée Raul va gitt n lai.
“Khbn thit, tui bay. Bon cém dang & ngay bén ngoai kia.” Liic ndy Sam, thing hin 1 nguoi da & v6i Carmen t6i nay, moi lén tiéng.

Ca It trong ga-ra hup xubng trén khi canh sat chiéu dén pin qua cra s6. T6i cti minh 4n sau mdt hoc Ion dyung do nghe nin thd. Toi khong can c6 thém
61 danh giét ngudi vao trong Iy lich ctia minh. T6i d tranh duoc viée bi bat mdt cach ky diéu, nhung ché ai may mén dugc nii,

Mot thanh vién bang dang hiém khi né duoc canh sat. Hodc nha ti.

Mat Enrique cho thay anh dang nghil gi. Anh méi moi tan tién dit dé mo cira hang ndy, vay ma gio bbn dira hoc sinh trung hoc v6 dung co thé phé hong
gidc mo clia anh néu bat ky dira ndo gy ra tiéng dong, Com s& bit anh ho t6i, v6i hinh xam LB[ 1] ngdy trude ndm sau ¢d, ciing mdt chd véi dam bon
tO1.

[1] Latino Blood.

Va chi sau mdt tun, viéc lAm an ciia anh s tiéu ting

Canh ctra ctia ctra hang bi Iic nhe. Toi rut lai va cdu nguyén réng no6 da khoa.

Tir bo céi cira, miy tay com quét dén pin vao trong ga-ra lin niva. Toi tir hi ai dd béo cho ho biét - khong ai & khu ndy dimg ra t6 ca. Luat ngdm vé su
im Iing va doan ket s€ gilt cho céc gia dinh duoc an toan.

Sau khoang thoi gian tuéng nhu kéo dai méi méi, miy tay com rdi ciing 1i xe bo di.
“Chét tiét, suyt nita bi chdp,” Javier ndi.

“Suyt chét,” Enrique dong y. “Chd mudi phut nira roi hily ra khoi day.”

Carmen lao dao bude ra khoi xe. “Chao Alex, t6i nay emnh6 anh.”

Anh mit t61 huéng 1én Sam. “O, 61 thiy em nh6 t6i bao nhiéu roi.”



“Sam4? O, em khong han thich anh dy dau,” Carmen ngot ngio tién lai gan. Toi ¢6 thé ngiri thdy mili can sa tda ra tir ¢d nang. “Em dang chd anh quay
lai véiem”

“Khdng bao gio' c6 chuyén d6 dau.”

“D6 14 vi con nhd chung nhém Hoéa ngu ngde ciia anh phai khong?” Carmen tim By cim t6i, budce t6i phai nhin thing, Nhiing mong tay dai dam vao da
01,

Toi néim Ky hai c0 tay ¢6 nang va gat chiing sang mdt bén, Iudn tur héi Eim thé nao ma ¢ bo cii rén-nhu-danh ctia minh lai bién thanh mbt & dang diém
thé nay. “Brittany chang lién quan gi dén em va t6i. T6i da nghe ké em ndi nhitng 161 ling ma nd.”

“Isa n6i voi anh?” Carmen hoi, méit nheo lai.
“Dep di,” t6i ndi, 1o di cau hoi d6, “néu khong em s& c6 nhiéu thir khac phai ddi pho thay vi chi mot thing ban trai cii dau kho déy.”
“Anh c6 dau khd khong, Alex? Boi vi anh khong hanh dong nhur thé anh dau khd. Anh hanh dong nhur thé anh khong thém dém xia g1.”

Carmen dung. Sau khi bat gap ¢ nang lang cha, phai mét mot thi gian toi moi virot qua duroc chuyén do. Toi tur hoi nhitng théng khac mang dén cho
Carmen thtr gi ma t61 khong the.

“Toi da timg dé ¥,” 161 n6i. “Gior thi khong.”

Carmen tat t6i. “Anh 1 d0 i, Alex.”

“Cudc ci va clia nhitng ngurdi yéu nhau ha?” Javier dai giong tir mui xe.
“Cammiéng,” Carmen va t6i dong thanh.

Carmen quay ngodt lai, nghénh ngang quay vé xe va lach vao ngdi & ghé sau. T6i nhin khi né kéo diu Sam vé phia minh. Am thanh ctia ny hon kich liét
va nhitng tiéng rén ri vang vong khap cira hang,

Javier goi am Ién. “Enrique, mo ctra. Bon ndy phai roi khoi day.”

Raul, théing ira di tiéu trong nha tam, héi toi, “Alex, miy di chit? Bon tao can miy, ban hién. Paco va théng trong béng Satin Hood ndy sép dénh nhau
tai cong vién Gilson t6i nay. Bon Hood cha bao gid choi dung luat, may biet do.”

Paco da khong cho t6i biét v& cudc chién, ¢6 & vi 6 biét tdi s& ¢d ging khuyén nd tir bo chuyén ny. Doi khi théing ban thén nhét ctia t6i roi vao nhitng
tinh huong ma né khong thé thoat ra dugc.

Va d6i lic n6 diit ti vao nhitng tinh hubng t6i khong thé khong lao vao.
“Tao di,” toi ndi va nhay vao ghé trurdc, dé Raul nic ket & phia sau véi hai ké si tinh.

Khi con cach cong vién mt day nha, ching t6i di cham lai. Sw cing thing day déic trong khong khi, t6i ¢6 thé cam thdy no tir trong xwong Paco ¢ dau?
Phai chang n6 da bi danh cho nhir tir sau mdt con hémnao d6?

Troi t6i den nhur mure. Nhitng cai bong chuyén dong 1am t6i dung toc gay. Ngay ca nhitng ngon cdy lay dong trong gi6 trong ciing nhu dang him doa.
Vao ban ngay, cong vién Gilson trong chéng khac gi nhitng cong vién khac ¢ ngoai 6. ... trir cac hinh v& ctia nhém LB trén nhitng toa nha bao quanh
khuon vién. Py 1a dia ban cua bon t6i. Bon t6i da danh dau no.

DG 1a mot cude chién duong pho, nhiing bang nhom & cac ving ngoai 6 khéc dung o véi bon t6i dé gianh dia ban. Ba daly toan bigt th va nhing can
nha tri gid ca triéu do-la. Nhiing nguoi trong cac ngdi nha d6 tham chi khong nhan ra mdt tran danh nhau dang sap bat dau, chi cach san sau ctia ho chua
toinira dam

“Kia kia,” t6i n6i, chi vao hai cai bong dimg céch miy chiéc xich du trong cong vién vai bude. Dén trong cong vién da tit, nhung t6i c6 thé n6i ngay
thing nao 1a Paco vi than hinh Iin tit va thé dirmg dac trung ctia nd, giong nhur d6 vat sap bat dau tran dau.

Mot cai bong day ci bong kia, 101 bén nhay khoi xe dit xe vén dang chay. Bdi vi con c6 niim thiing Hood nita dang tién t6i trén con pho. S&n sang dénh
nhau bén thang ban than, t6i day lui y nghil cude d6i dau nay c6 the khién tat ca ching t6i chon than trong nha xac. Néu toi bude vao tran danh voi sy licu
finh hét minh, bd qua nhiing y nghi vé hau qua, t6i s& thang, Con néu nghi nhiu qua vé no, toi s& tiéu doi.

Toi lao vé phia Paco va thing trong bang Stin Hood tru6e khi ban bé thing do t6i. Paco dang danh kha t6t, nhung thing kia gidng nhur giun, luén quiy
ra duoc khoi tay ctia Paco. Toi tom ludn c6 4o thang d6 nhac Ién, roi ding nam dam gidi quyét phén con lai.

Trude khiné c6 thé dimg 1én déi nit vi t6i, t6i lueom Paco.

“Tao c6 thé xir Iy n, Alex,” Paco ndi trong lic Ky tay chii mau trén moi.



“0, nhung con bon kia thi sa0?” t6i ndi, tap trung vao nam thing Hood ngay sau nd.

Gio thi t0i c6 thé nhin k§ hon. Tat ca bon n déu  nhing thanh vién msi, non chogt, khong ¢ gi déng ké. Toi 6 thé ddi phé. Nhung nhirng dira méi
md lai hing méu, thi rt nguy hiém.

Javier, Carmen, Sam va Raul dl'rqg ké toi. Toi phai thira nhan bon t6i 1a mdt [ dang s, thAm chi ca Carmen. C6 nang c6 thé tu lo cho minh trong mdt
tran danh nhau, va ¢ mdng tay rat loi hai.

Théng bi t6i tim ¢6 i ndly dtmg Ién, chi vao t6i. “May tiéu roi.”

“Nghe ndy, thing ltn,” t6i noi. Nhimg théng nho con rat ghét khi ban choc t6i chiéu cao ctia ching, va t6i khong cudng ndi niém vui swdng khi im thé.
“Quay vé dia ban cta bon may di, d€ yén cho nay cho bon tao.”

Théng fin chi vao Paco. “Thing ndy an cip vo Bing xe ctia tao.”

Toi nhin qua Paco, biét n6 thich choc vao bang Satin Hood bang cach an cép thir ngu ngde gi d6. Khi t6i liéc nhin lai Thing kin, nd dang cm mbt con
dao bam trong tay. Va dang nham thang vao ti.

Oi, khong, sau khi giai quyét xong bon Hood nay, t6i s& giét théng ban than nhit ctia minh nt.
Ban dang doc truyén Xzic Tdc Hoan Hao dugc tai mién phi tai wWw.EbookFull. Net.
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Chuwong 13
Brittany

K& tir khi chiing t6i nhan dé tai mén Hoa, t6i ching thiy gi ban cing nhom dau. Mot tudn sau, cubi ciing hin ciing thong dong bude vao 16p. Viée d6
1am t6i kho chiu, boi cho dit cude song gia dinh t6i t& dén thé ndo, toi van dén truong.

“Cau xuat hién thit tot nhi,” 61 noi.
“Cau dé y ciiing tt nhi,” hin néi trong lic kéo c4i khin rin ra.

€0 Peterson budc vao 1op. Thiy Alex, hinh nhur ¢ ¢6 vé nhe nhdm Gilt théng vai, c6 n6i, “Toi dinh homnay cho céc em lim mit bai kiém tra dot xut.
Nhung thay vao do, t6i s€ dé cac em lam viéc nhdm véi nhau trong thur vién. Ban phac thao cta d¢ tai phai dugc hoan tat trong hai tuan.”

Colin va t6i tay trong tay cing dén thur vién. Alex thi & dau d6 ngay phia sau, dang ndi chuyén v6i ban minh bang tiéng Ty Ban Nha.

Colin xiét tay t6i. “Mudn gip nhau sau budi tap khong?”

“Em khong thé. Tap cb vii xong em phéi vé nha r6i.”

Baghda d3 nghi viéc hom thir Bay va me t6i ¢t rdi tinh ca 1én. Cho dén khi ba kiém duoc ai khac thi t6i phai tan tay chiim chi nhiéu hon.
Anh dimg lai, rit tay ra khoi toi. “Chét tiét, Brit. Em s& danh thoi gian cho anh, hay cho cai gi?”

“Anh c6 thé dén nha emma,” t6i d& nghi.

“Dé ngdi nhin em chiam chi minh 4? Khong, cam on. Anh khong dinh lim khé em, nhung anh mudn ¢6 thi gian ¢ riéng. .. chi ¢6 em va anh.”
“Embiét, em ciing thé na.”

“Thir Sau thi sao?”

T6i nén & v6i Shelley, nhing mdi quan hé cta toi v6i Colin dang rét khé khén, va toi khong thé dé anh nghi t6i khéng mudn & bén anh. “Thir Sau durgc
day.”

Trude khi hai dira t0i dong déu ké hoach ctia minh bing mot ny hon, Alex héng giong trure mit tui t0i. “Khong thé hign tinh cam noi cdng cong. Quy
dinh ctia trrong, Hon nita, Brittany I3 ban hoc cting nhdm véi tao, dau dat a. Khong phai ctia may.”

“Im ngay, Fuentes,” Colin lau bau, sau d6 budc vé phia Darlene.
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Toi chong hai tay Ién hong va nhin trimg trimg Alex. “Cau quan tim dén quy dinh ciia trudng tir khi ndo vay?”

“Tir lic cAu tré thanh ban ciing nhom véi toi. Nigoai gis Hoa, cau i cta thing d6. Trong gior Hoa, cau thude vé to1.”

“Cau dinh tim cy chity ri ndm toc t6i 101 vao thur vién 42

“Toi khong phai giéng ngurdi moi ro. Ban trai cAu mdi giéng khi, khong phai toi.”

“Vay dimg hanh dong nhur thé minh a ké moi rg.” Tat ca céc ban trong thur vign déu da kin, ching ti bude phai tim mot goc trong khu wre séch phi ticu
thuyet va ngdi kén tham. Pat nhirng cubn sach xubng, t6i chot nhn ra Alex dang nhin minh chém chdm, nhu thé néu nhin du lau, han ¢6 thé nhin ra con
nguoi that clia t6i. Khong c6 co hdi dau, t61 da giau ki con ngudi d6 trude bat cir ai roi.

TQi nhin chdm chim ]al, vica haicd thé cung choi tro né}y ma. Mt hén kin bung, ngoai trtr mdt vét seo trén trdn bén trdi nbi Ién sy that. .. thi hin cling
giong ngurdi thudng, Ao so mi ciia hin 6m sat cac co bap, thir co bap chi cd dugce tir viée lao dong chin tay hodc tap luyén thuong xuyén.

Khi ching t0i ngdi ddy, nhin nhau khong chop mit, thoi gian nhur dimg lai. DOi mit héin xuyén thau mit 03, va t0i ¢6 the the tai thoi diém d6 hin da nhin
thau con nguoi that cua to6i. Mot con nguoi khong con mang nhitng dang bd hay vé bé ngoai. Chi 1a Brittany.

“Phai lam sao dé cau di choi vdi t6i nhi?”” hin hoi.
“Cau dia 3.
“Toi trong nhur dang dia ha?”’

C6 Peterson budc lai gin, ciru t6i khoi viée phéi tré 104, “Toi dang trong chimg hai em ddy nhé. Alex, tuin trrde em khong dén 1op. Chuyén gi da xiy ra
Vay?”

“Pai khai em da ngd vao mot con dao.”
C6 Fic dau khong tin rdi bo di hoi han nhitng nhom khéc.
To6i nhin Alex, mét m to. “Mot con dao? Cau dia ha?”

“Khong. T6i dang thai mdt qua ca chua thi cha hiéu sao con dao vang 1én rdi ¢t vao vai toi. Bac sidd bang n6 lai rdi. Mudn xem khong?” Han vira hoi
vira bat dau xan tay 4o Ién.

Toi oy mot tay che mit. “Alex, dimg khién t6i ghé tom. Toi khong tin mdt chut ndo chuyén con dao tudt khoi tay cau ddu. Cau da ding dao d4nh nhau.”
“Cau chura tra 161 cu hoi ctia 61, Hin n6i, khong thira nhan hay phii nhin gia thuyét cia t6i vé vét thirong kia. “Phai lim sao dé cau di choi voi t6i?”
“Cha lam sao ca. T6i khong mudn di choi voi cau.”

“T6i ca a néu ching ta du yémmot ti thi cau s& thay ddi suy nghi day.”

“N6i ctr nhur that vay.”

“Cau s& thiét thoi” Alex dudi dai chan ra trurde mit, cudn sach Hoa dit trén dau géi Hén nhin t6i béng cap it mau s6-cd-la, anh nhin dit doi t6i mirc
61 thé ching c6 thé thdi mién ai do. “Sén sang chira?”” Hén hoi.

Trong mdt phin ty gidy, khi nhin sau vio doi nit sam dy, tol tur hoi & thé ndo néu hon Alex Anh it t6i chuyén xuong d6i moi hdn. Va chua day mot
phin ty gidy, t61 gAn nhur ¢6 thé cam thdy n6 dang tién lai gAn. Mi hiin s& tho rap hay mém mai trén moi t6i nhi? Hén 1 ngudi thich hon tir tn, hay khat
thém von va nhur ban tinh?

“Cho cai gi?”” Toi ndi khé trong lic nghiéng nguoi lai gn.

“Bai tap nhom,” hén noi. “U tay. Lop ¢b Peterson. Mon Hoa y.”

Toi lic manh dAu, giti sach nhing suy nghi 16 bich tir tim Iy tudi mdi In dang hoat dong qué tich cuc ctia minh. Hén [ t6i da thiéu ngo. “Phai, 1 tay.” Toi
md sach Hoa ctia minh ra.

“Brittany?”
“Gi?” t61 n6i, nhin d&m dam mot cach vo thirc vao nhitg con chit trén trang sach. Toi khong biét minh dang doc cai gi, vi t6i quéa bdi rdi dé tap trung
“Cau vira nhin t6i nhur thé cau mudn hon t6i viy.”

Toi budt mot tiéng cudi. “A, phai,” tdi néi vé mia mai.



“Néu cau mudn, thi hién tai chang ai nhin dau, cau c6 thé thir. Néi khong phai khoe chir, t6i ciing kha sanh soi day.”

Hén cuoi véi ti, nu cudi biéng nhéc, kiéu cudi im tan chay tréi tim cac ¢ gii trén toan thé gioi.

“Alex, c4u khong phai mau ngudi t6i thich.” Toi can phai n6i diéu gi d6 dé ngiin héin nhin t6i nhu thé hén dinh Bm c4i viée ma t6i mdi chi nghe ndi vé.
“Cau chi thich mily théing da triing 4?”

“Dung ¢ day,” t6i rit qua k& rang,

“Gi c0?” héin n6i, bdng nhién trd nén nghiém tic. “D6 [ s that, ding khong?”’

C5 Peterson xuét hién trudc it ching ti. “Dé cuong thé ndo rdi?” ¢ hoi.

Toi n nu cudi gid tao. “On ¢ a.” Sau d6, t6i 10i ra phin minh da chudn b trude ¢ nha va bit tay vao viée dudi anh nhin ctia 0. “Fm da am vai nghién
ctru vé u tay t6i qua. Chiing em can hoa tan 60g Natri axetat voi 100ml mréc nong 70 d6.”

“Sai,” Alex noi.

Téi nhin 1én va nhin ra ¢ Peterson da bién mét. “Gi co?”

Alex khoanh tay truée ngue. “Cau sai roi.”

“Toi khong nghi vay.”

“Cau nghi tir trude toi gio' cau chura tirng sai sao?”

Hén n6i nhur thé t6i 2 mdt con nho toc vang hoe ngé ngin vay. T6i s6i mau lén. “Tat nhién ti tumng sai,” t0i n6i bang giong cao vitt, hon hén, nhur mdt con
bé mién Nam mdi lon. “Chéing han, mdi cudi tudn trude t6i mua cdy son hiéu Bobbi Brown mau hong be, khi ma mau dé san hé mdi hop véi nude da toi
Khong can phai n6i, d6 i mot tham hoa toan tap,” t6i dai giong, Han chd nghe nhirng thir nhur thé tudn ra tir miéng t6i m. Liéu hén c6 tin khong nhi,
hodc tir giong nbi ctia t6i ma nhan ra sy mia mai khong nhi?

“Nghe hay diy,” Alex noi.

“Thé cau chura bao gior sai im sao?” T6i hoi hin.

“C6 chir,” hin néi. “Cubi tuan trude, khi cudp ngén hing canh cong ty Walgreens, t6i da bao nhén vién tai qudy giao ra tat ca nhitng to ménh gid nim
muroi d6 la ma ga c6 trong hoc. L& ra t6i nén doi nhitng to ménh gid hai muroi, thé mdi duoc nhiéu to hon.”

Buoc rdi, hin da nhén ra t0i dang dién trd va choi lai ti mdt v6 voi vi céi kich ban 16 bich ctia chinh han. Thyc déng lo vi diéu d6 ciing ¢6 nghia ching
t61 giong nhau & mdt vai diém. Toi dat tay Ién ngue va vo ha hoc, tham gia cude choi. “That la mdt thim hoa.”

“Viy ca hai ching ta déu c6 thé sai nhi?”

Toi hat cam Ién va budng binh qua quyét, “O, mén Hoa thi t6i khong sai. Toi hoc nghiém tic mdn nay, khong gidng cau dau.”
“Ching ta cuoc di. Néu toi ding, cau s& hon t6i nhé,” hin noi.

“Con néu toi ding?”

“Gi ciing duoc.”

Noé giéng nhur cudp keo ctia tré con vay. Quy ngai Nam nhi dai trurgng phu véi cai t6i to turdng s& bi ha bé, va toi rat vui sudng khi dugc m diéu do.
“Néu t6i théng, cau s& im céc bai tip nhém mdt cach nghiém tiic,” t6i ndi voi hin. “Khong tréu choc i, khong dura ra nhitng binh lun v6 van.”

“Choi ludn. N6i cho cau biét trrde I t61 nhé rat dai ddy nhé.”

“Alex, n6i cho cau biét 13 t6i da chép thing cac thong tin tir sach ra ddy nhé.” Toi nhin vao phan nghién ctru minh d3 hoan tit va 1t ra trang sach c6
thong tin trong tmg, “Khong dugc nhin sach, n6 phai duge lam lanh ¢ nhiét d§ bao nhi€u?” t6i hoi.

Alex 12 mjt ké thich thach thitc. Nhung lin ndy ké kh6 choi sap bai trén roi. Han gdp quyén sach lai va nhin t6i chém chim, ham banh ra. “20 d9. Va 6
can duoc hoa tan & diem 100 d9, khong phai 70,” han tra 101 tu tin.

Toi hrdt qua trang sach, xemsang cac ghi chi ctia minh. R&i xem lai sach an nira. Toi khong thé Am Trang ma t6i.... “Oi, trm. 100 d6.” T6i ngudc nhin
han, hoan toan bi sdc. “Céu ndi dung,”

“Cau s& hon t6i bay gio, hay dé sau?”



“Ngay bay gio,” t6i ni, diéu d6 han da lam han giat minh vi tay han do luon. O nha, doi t6i bi chi phdi béi bd me, nhung & trudng thi khéc. Toi can Bm
chii n6, vi néu khong kiém soat diroc moi khia canh trong cude sdng ctia minh, i ¢6 1§ ciing chi B mdt con ma-no-canh.

“That sa0?” Han hoi.

“Um” T6i cAm mdt tay Alex. Toi s& khong bao gio bao dan thé nay néu €06 ai d6 dang chimg kién, va Jay am biét on vi sur riéng tur tir cac ké sach xung
quanh. Hoi tho Alex chdm lai khi t6i ngdi nhom ddy, quy 61 v nghiéng v& phia héin. T6i 1 di thirc té nhimg ngon tay ctia hén dai va th rap, t6i chura
bao gi thue sy cham vao hin trude ddy. Toi cang thang, Khong, t6i khong nén thé. Lan nay toi ki ngudi kiém soat co m.

Toi ¢6 thé cam thdy ngudi Alex cang lén. Hin dang dé cho t6i chit dong, d6 1 diéu tot. Toi s didu gi trai ndy s& im néu hén tha 1ong va m theo y
minh,

Toi dat tay hin 1én ma t6i, dé nd khum Ky mét t6i. Alex rén lén. Toi mudn mim cudi, vi phan g ctia héin chimg to t6i dang ndm quyén hrc.
Hin bat dong khi mét ching t6i gip nhau.

Thoi gian ngimg lai

R t6i ciii xudng va hon vao 1ong ban tay hin.

“Rdi d6, t6i da hon cau nhé,” toi ndi, tra ban tay lai cho hén va chdm dit tro choi.

Quy ngai ngudi My Latin voi ¢4 t6i to dimg da bi danh bai boi mdt con nho toc vang hoe ngd ngin.
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Chuong 14

Alex

“Cau goi d6 13 mot ny hdn?”

U déy ”

Thoi duge 1di, t6i dang bi séc boi Brittany vira dit tay t6i én doi mé min méng ciia con nho. Chét tiét, ding 1 t6i da lang lang ngly ngét.

Mot phit trude, con nhd da khién t6i hoan toan bj khong ché béi bia mé thude 1. Mu phis thity xinh dep Ay da thay di hoan toan trd choi cia ti, trd
thanh nguoi chiém thé thurong phong. Con nhé lam t6i bi bat ngo. Toi cuoi to, €6 tinh dé ngudi ta chiy dén ching t6i, vi toi bict d6 chinh xac a diéu con
nho khong mudn.

“Suyt,” Brittany néi, dap vao vai toi bat toi im miéng, Khi tdi cudi In, con nhd cam quyén sach Hoa néng trich danh manh vao vai toi.

Cénh tay xdu s ctia toi

To6i nhan nhé. “Uil” Vét thurong trén canh tay khién t6i c6 cam gidc nhur dang bi ¢ triéu con ong dbt manh vao. Khén that, canh tay toi!

Brittany cn mdi dudi chit dén ndi im trdi ca Iop son hiéu Bobbi Brown mau hong be, ma theo chil quan ctia t6i trong né rét 6n trén mdi con nho. Dit
t01 cling khong ngai chuyén dugc nhin con nhé t6 son mau do san ho.

“T61 Jam cau dau a?”” con nhé hoi

“Phai,” toi rit qua k& ring trong lic tAp trung vao méu son 4y thay vi vét thiong,

“Tot.”

Toi vén tay a0 én de kiém tra vét thurong, ma hién gioy, nhd on ban hoc mon Héa ciia t6i, méu lai chay ra tir mot trong nhimg chd dugc béc sikep lai[1]
tai phong mach mién phi, sau tran d4nh nhau tai cong vién vi bang Satin Hood. Ct giang tuyét dep ciia Brittany dang 1§ phai thude v& mot ngudi ning
hon 90kg mai phai!

[1] V6i nhimg vét throng khong sdu va rong Eim, béc si c6 thé ding mdt dung cu méc hai dau nhimg miéng kim loai nho (giong ghim giéy) vao hai b vét
thurong rdi siét chit lai, gitp hai bos vét thurong khit lai voi nhau,
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Con nho hit sdu mdt hoi va i ra. “Oi Chiia oi! T6i khong ¢b y im dau cau, Alex. That ddy. Khi cau doa cho toi xem vét seo, cdu di vén 6ng tay 4o bén
trai lén ma.”

“Toi khong dinh dé 16 cho cau thy,” toi noi. “Toi dta cau thoi. Ma thoi, s& dn ma.” Chia oi, con nhé nay chura bao gios thdy mau. C6 nang dang so xanh
mat.

“Khong, né khong én,”” con nhé khing dinh khi Bic dau. “Vét khiu dang chay mau kia.”

“Ching chi duoc kep lai thoi,” toi stra lai, ¢b 1am khong khi nhe nhdm hon. Con nhé nay tham chi con tring nhéch hon moi khi, lai con dang thé ning né,
gAn nhur hon hén. Néu Brittany bat tinh, t6i thé t6i s& thua vu danh cude v6i Lucky ngay tirc khiic. Néu Brittany khong 1 thé chiu n01 chiit xfu miu cua toi,
thi sao con nho binh tinh durgc khi quan hé voi t6i? Trtr phi ching t6i khong khoa than, vi nhur thé con nho s& khong thiy VO sO vét seo khac cua toL
Hoac trir phi troi 61, vi con nho6 ¢o thé gia vo t01 la mbt g3 da tring gidu 6 nao do. Me kiép, t6i mubn bat dén. .. Toi mudn cam nhén tit ca phan ng
ctia Brittany d6i voi minh, muon con nho bit d6 1 t6i chir khong phai thang khon nao khac.

“Alex, ciu én chir?” Brittany héi, trong lo ]éng cuc do.

T6i c6 nén ndi rang toi dang lo déng vi mai nghi tdi chuyén may mura giita ching t6i khong?

C0 P bude vao 1i di véi anh nhin nghiém khéc. “Hai ban, day | mt thur vién. Xin giir trit tyr gitm.” Nhung rdi ¢6 nhén ra dong méu nhd dang chy
xuong va tham vao tay 4o toi. “Brittany, giip cdu ta dén phong y t€. Alex, bang bo vét thurong clia em lai roi hdly quay lai truong,”

“Emkhong c6 dugc chit thong cam nio sao, ¢d P? Em dang chay mau t6i chét day nay.”

“Hay ]é]mdiéu gido g1up ich cho nhén loai hay cho hanh tinh ndy, Alex, khi d6 céu s€ nhan duoc sy thong cam ctia t6i. Nguoi lao vao nhitng tran danh
nhau bang dao chi khién t6i ghé tdm Gio thi di nira sach n6 di.”

Brittany nhic miy cudn sach khoi nguoi ti va run réy néi, “Di thoi.”
“T6i ¢6 thé tur cAm ching,” t6i ndi khi vira budc theo con nhé roi khéi thur vién, vira gitr chét tay 4o quanh vét thurong, hy vong né ngimg chay méu.

Brittany di phia trurdc t6i. Néu t6i n6i t6i can ai d6 do minh di vi cam thiy choéng, liéu con nhd ¢4 tin va dén gitp t6i khong? C6 & t6i nén loang choang
ching... dubi€t 16 con nhd s& chang quan tam chit nao.

Negay trude khi t6i phong y té, Brittany quay lai, tay run rdy. “Toi rat xin 101, Alex. Toi da. .. toi khong. .. ¢d tinh...”

Con nho trong rat hoang hét. Néu con nho khoc, i s& khong biét phai lim gi. Toi khong the déi phé véi mot ¢6 nang dang khoc. Carmen ching khoc
Jan ndo trong sudt thoi gian ching toi qua lai v6i nhau. Toi con khong chic Carmen c6 tuyén nurdc it nira. Viée do khién t6i cam thiy kich thich, boi vi
nurée mét con gai khién t6i so' i,

“Um... cau 6n dy chir?” t6i hoi.

“Néu viee nay lanra, t(”)insé khong thé chiu ndi. Oi, Chta 0i, néu c6 Peterson goi cho bd me t6i, t6i chét mat. Hodc it nhit t0i s& wdc g minh da chét.”
Con nhd ctr n6i va run ray nhu thé minh [a mdt chiéc xe véi bd nhun € hai va khdng phanh.

“Brittany?”
“... va me s& d6 moi 161 lim cho t6i. D6 1a 161 ctia 61, t6i biét. Nhung ba s& lai nhai ndi cho dén khi t6i giai thich va hy vong ba...”

Trude khi con nho tiép tyc tudn ra nhimg diéu khac, t6i hét én, “Brittany!” Brittany ngudc nhin t6i, bdi r6i dén ndi toi khong biét minh nén thiy cam
thuong cho con nho hay Ia choang vang vi con nho ctr Iai nhai méi khong dung lai. “Céu dang phéat hoang lén day,” ti chi ra sy that.

D6i mit Brittany thurong rang rd va trong sang; nhung giy ching dai di va trong rong cir nhur thé con nhé dang lac dén noi nio.

Con nho nhin xudng, 4nh miit bang quo khiip noi, khong hé nhin thing vao ti. “Khéng, t6i khong sao. Toi on mé.”

“On céi con khi. Nhin t6i xem ndo.”

Brittany ngap ngimg, “Toi dn ma,” con nho néi, gior thi tp trung chil ¥ vio mdt tir dung d trén hang lang, “Quén hét moi thir t6i vira n6i di.”
“Néu cau khong nhin t6i, t6i sap chay mAu ra diy san va s& can truyén dich d6. Quy thét, nhin t6i ndy.”

Hoi thé con nhd vén ning nhoc khi tap trung chi ¥ vao t6i. “Gi? Cau dinh ni cude song ctia ti dang vrot ra khoi tam kiém soat ha? Toi nhén thitc
duoc no roL”

“To6i biét cau khong ¢b y lam dau t61,” t61 noi voi Brittany. “Ngay ca néu céu cb 'y, thi toi ciing ximg dang bi thé ma.” Toi hy vong vure ddy tam trang cua
connho, dé con nho khong sup xubng ngay trong hanh lang ndy. “Cau biét d6, pham mdt sai im d4u phai 14 t6i 4c. Danh tiéng c6 ich loi gi néu thinh
thoang cau khong thé pha hong n6?”



“Pmg cb ging an i ti, Alex. Toi ghét cau.”

“Toi ciing ghét cau. Nao, gidy thi tranh duong dé bac bao vé khong phai mét ca ngiy dé lau chii nhimg vét mau cia t6i. Bac 4y i ho hang cua t6i, cau
biét ddy.”

Brittany Fc dau, khong tin ti ndo viéc trudng ban bao vé trwong Fairfield ai B mdt nguoi thén ciia 0. Pugc rdi, ong dy khong héin I ngudi thin. Nhung
ong ay c6 gia dinh & Atencingo, mot thi tran nhd thudc Mexico, cling noi anh em ho ctia e t6i dang song.

Thay vi tranh ra, ban cting nhém Hoa md ctra phong y té& cho t6i bang d6i tay van con run rdy.
“Ban éy bi chdy mau a,” con nhd goi ¢ Koto, y ta ctia truong,
C6 Koto dé t6i ngdi xudng mdt trong nhitng ban kiém tra. “Chuyén gi d3 xay ra v6i em thé?”

Toi quay qua nhin Brittany. V€ lo ling hién 13 trén khu6n mit, nhu thé con nho so t6i ¢ thé chét ngay tai ddy. Toi hy vong Thién than Béo tir ciing nhin
t01 nhur the trurde khi t6i ngoéo. Toi rat san long xudng dia nguc néu cd mot gwong niit nhur cuia Brittany chao don toi.

“Chd kep vét thurong ctia em bi bung,” ti n6i. “Khong tram trong lim déu a.”

“Sao 16 bung duge?” C6 Koto vira hoi vira thim udt mot miéng gac trang va chimnhe 1én tay toi. Toi nin th; chdr doi con dau nhoi. Toi khong mubn
mach 1éo ban cung nhdm Hoa cuia minh, déc biét 1a khi toi dang co quyén rii con nho.

“Em dé4nh ban 4y,” Brittany bat ngd ni.
Co6 Koto quay lai, choang vang. “Em danh cau ta?”

“Tai nan thoi,” ti xen vao, khong 15 tai sao minh lai mudn bao vé con nhd ndy, ngudi ghét cay ddng toi va ¢6 18 s& chép nhan tha 6t mén Hoa ctia 6 P
con hon 14 Iam ban hoc chung véi t6i.

K¢é hoach ciia t6i v6i Brittany s& khong thanh. Ddi véi t6i con nhd chi ¢6 Iong cam ghét. Nhung cir nghi dén canh thing Lucky ngdi chém ché trén chiéc
md t6 yéu du 1 t6i con dau hon céi ciia ng sat tring c6 Koto dang cha trén vét thurong ciia toi.

Toi phai c6 dugc Brittany, néu mudn giit lai thé dién va chiéc Honda. Viée con nhd dot nhién bbi rdi hoang loan ¢6 phai ki con nho khong hin ghét toi
khong nhi? T6i chua bao gio thiy Brittany lam diéu gi mi khong theo kich ban sén c¢6 hodc ca trim phén trim dinh truée. Con nho B mdt con ro-bot.
Hoic t6i nghii thé. Con nho uén ¢6 bd dang va cach cur xir hét nhur mot ¢6 cong chia trén truyén hinh bét ctr lic ndo t6i thiy. Nao ai biét duogc canh tay
mau me cua t6i da pha v v boc ctia c6 nang,

Toi nhin qua Brittany. Con nh6 dang nhin chdm cham vao canh tay t6i va s chimsc ctia ¢6 Koto. Ubc gi ching t6i quay lai thu vién nhi. Toi ¢6 thé thé
con nhd da nghi vé viéc gan giii toi.

Toi dang cimg Ién ngay tai déy, trude mit c6 Koto, khi chi moi nghi vé viéc d6. Ta on Chiia ¢6 Ay da budc dén chd tia thude. Quyén sach Hoa to ding
nam & dau khi ti can n vay troi?

“Gép nhau sau gio hoc hom thir Nam di. Pé ciing im dé cuong, cau biét ddy,” t6i ndi voi Brittany boi hai Iy do. Déu tién, t6i can dimg ngay nhiing y
nghi v viéc tran truong cung Brittany & trudc mit c6 Koto lai. Thir hai, t6i nmon duge 6 riéng véi con nho.

“Thir Nam t6i ban,” con nho dap.
C6 18 hen v6i thang Mt Lira. RS ring con nho tha ¢ canh mdt thing ngbe con hon 1 ¢ voi toi.

“Thi thir Sdu vay,” t6i ndi, thir kiémtra du c6 [ toi khong nén lam vay. Thir mdt c6 nang nhur Brittany giéng nhu ty tat mdt gdo nurde lanh 1én céi toi cua
minh, mic du t6i da tom duge thoi diém con nho de bi ton thirong nhat va van con dang run ray. Phai thira nhan t6i la mdt thang khon quy quyét.

Brittany céin moi dudi. “Thir Séu ciing vy, ban rdi.” Himg thi ciia t0i xep xubng nhu tréi bong xi hoi. “Hay séng thir Béy nhé?” con nhé noi. “Chiing ta
c6 thé gap nhau tai thu vién truong,”

“Cau c chic I cdu co thé nhét i vao cai lich ban ron cta minh khong?”

“Immigng di. Toi s€ gap cau lic 10 gio.”

“Do 1a mdt cude hen ho nhé,” t6i ndi trong khi cd Koto vira bang bo céanh tay t6i vira dong tai nghe trdom

Brittany gom nhitng cu6n séch ctia minh. “Con lau mdi a hen ho, Alex,” con nhé ndi r6i bo di.

Toi chop iy cubn sach va voi vang lao theo ra hanh lang, Con nho dang di bd mdt minh. Loa chwa phat nhac, céc 16p van dang hoc.

“Po di nhién khong phai cudc hen ho, nhung cdu van C(‘)q no t61 mot nu hon. Toi uén doi ng déy.” Anh mét con nho clng nhdm Hoa ciia t6i dang thin
tho bong l6e 1én dién cudng va gian dir. Cha cha, nguy hiém day. Toi nhay mat véi con nho. “Va dirng ban tdm vé viéc chon mau son vao thir Bay nhé.



Céu chi can dzm lai sau khi ching ta 4u yém xong thoi.”
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Chuong 15
Brittany
Toi s& khong doi ndo 4u yém Alex Fuentes.

Rit may 1 ¢6 Peterson da cho ching t61 ban ron lam thi nghiém ca tudn, ching t6i khong co thoi gian nao dé mo miéng trir viée ai s& dbt dén Bunsen[1].
Du vy, mbi khi quay qua nhin canh tay bang b6 ciia Alex, t6i lai nhé lic minh dap manh vao tay hén.

[1] Bén Bunsen: i mdt loai dén duoc str dung trong cac phong thi nghiém vai cong dung dbt, khir tring,

Toi ¢b ging khong nghi vé& hén khi t6 son cho cude hen véi Colin. Do 1 t6i thir Sau, ching t6i s& di an va xem phim.

Sau khi nhin lai minh hai ba lan trong gwong va deo vao chiéc vong tay hiéu Tiffany anh 4y tang t0i ndm ngodi nhin ngiy ky niém cta hai dira, t0i gh¢ qua
san sau, noi chi t6i dang tp vt Iy trj lidu trong hd boi ciia gia dinh. Me t6i dang khodc chiéc 40 nhung méu hdng, ngdi trén ghé doc vai tap chi vé trang tri
nha ctra.

Thét yén tinh, ngoai trir giong ndi ciia bac si vét Iy trj liéu dang hudng dan Shelley.

Me diit cudn tap chi xudng, mét nghiém nghi. “Brit, dimg di qua mudi rudi nhé.”

“Me, chiing con xem phim suit tam gid. Bon con s& vé nha ngay sau d6 ma.”

“Con nghe rdi d6. Phai vé trude mudi rudi. Néu con 6 thé roi khoi rap phim sém dé vé nha ding gio, thi nén imnhur thé. BS me ciia Colin s& khong
coi trong mdt ¢4 gai khong tudn thi ludt gidi nghiém.”

Chudng ctra vang lén. “C6 & 14 anh dy,” t6i noi.

“Con nén ra mo ctra nhanh én. Mot thiing bé nhur nd chéing bao gior cho doi mai dau.”

Toi chay voi ra cira trude khi me 1én tiéng day d6 va bién ca hai thanh trd hé. Colin dang dtmg dudi mai hién voi mdt bo hong trong tay.
“Cho em,” anh néi, khién t6i ngac nhién.

O! Toéi that ngdc nghéch khi da nghii nhiu dén Alex subt tuin qua. Toi 6m Colin va ting cho anh mdt nu hon, mdt nu hon that sur 1én moi.
“Pé em cim hoa da,” t6i n6i i quay vao trong,

Toi ngAn nga hanh phic e di vao bép, hit h hrong thom ngot ngio ciia bo hong. DO nude vao binh, i tw hoi Alex da bao gity mang hoa cho ban gii
chua. C6 B han s€ dua cho ban gai con dao d¢€ lam qua, phong khi a ta can dén trong lic hen ho voi hian. Bi véi Colin thit 1a. ..

Chan ngit?

Khong Ching toi khong hé chan. Ching t6i an toan. Thoai méi. D& thuong,

Sau khi cit gdc hoa hong va cim vao lo, t6i tim thay Colin dang trd chuyén véi me t6i trong san, diéu ma t6i thire sw khong mudn anh iy Bm
“Bi chir?”” t6i hoi.

Colin né ny cudi triéu-do siéu tréng ctia minh. “Pi.”

“Dura con bé vé trudc murdi rudi nhé,” me t0i goi vong ra. Nhur thé tur céch clia mdt ¢ gii dugc ndng Ién bang Iénh gidi nghiém vay. Thét 16 bich, nhung
t6i nhin Shelley va danh nudt xuong y dinh céi lai.

“Chéic chén rdi, bac Ellis,” Colin dép.

Khi ching ti vao trong chiéc Mercedes ctia anh dy, t6i hoi, “Chiing ta di xem phim gi viy?”
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“Thay d6i ké hoach nhé. Cong ty bd anh c¢6 vé xem tran béng chiy. O chd dep, ngay déng sau vi tri dich dén dé ghi ban. Cung, ching ta s& di xem ddu
bong chay nhé.”

“Tuyét thit. Ching ta s& vé lic murdi rudi chir?”” Boi t6i biét, tram phan trdm me s& doi t6i tai cira.
“Néu ho khong choi thém hiép phu. Liéu me c6 nghi em s& bién thanh mot qua bi ngd hay cai gi d6 dai loai viy khong?”
Toi nédm Ky tay anh. “Khéng, Chi i, &, em khong mudn m me phién.”

“Khong c6 ¥ im méch 1ong em dau, nhung me em c6 vé ky quic. Ba a mdt phu nit ndng bong, dén anh con phai thém, nhung lai hoan toan khac
thuong,”

Toi ryt tay lai. “Nayyy! Colin, anh vira goi me em B mdt phu nit nong bong ma dén anh ciing phai thém day! Tom qua!”
“Lam on di, Brit.”” Anh nhin t6i. “Me em trong nhu chi em sinh d6i v6i em dy. Ba thit nong bong.”

Me tap luyén rét nhidu, t6i thira nhan than hinh ba trong nhu moi ba muoi thay vi bon kim tubi. Nhung nghi réing ban trai bj kich thich boi me minh thi rd
1a kinh.

0 sén choi, Colin dua i dén day danh cho cong ty ctia bd minh & Wrigley Field. Khu ndy toan nhimg ngudi dén tir céc cong ty udt ciia trung tam thanh
phd. B6 me Colin chao dén chiing t6i. Me anh 6m i va giri cho t6i mdt nu hon gié trude khi lai 1An vao dam dong.

T6i nhin Colin n6i chuyén voi nhirg nguoi trong day. Anh tur nhién nhu thé day 1 nha; nhw ¢4 gap nude vy. Anh bt tay, mim cudi hét ¢& va cudi vang
trude 101 ndi dua ctia moi ngudi, cho du chiing c6 hai hude hay khong,

“Chiing ta s& ngdi xem trin d4u & déng kia nhé?” anh n6i, dan t6i dén day ghé thirong hang sau khi hai dira mua xtic xich va nurée ubng tir quay ban do
an.

“Anh hy vong s& dugc nhin mot suit tap hudn & chd Harris, Lundstrom va Wallace hé t6i,” Colin n6i khé, “vi vy anh can gip duoc miy ngudi nay.”

Khi 6ng Lundstrom xuét hién ké bén ching t6i, Colin bét tay ngay vao thire hién ké hoach ndi trén. T6i ngudng md nhin khi anh Ay ndi chuyén v6i éng
Lundstrom nhur thé ho 14 nhitng nguoi ban cil. Ban trai ti hin 12 ¢6 s truong ctia mot “ong tani”.

“Ta nghe n6i cau mudn tiép budc cha minh?”” ong Lundstrom hoi.

“Vang, thura 6ng,” Colin d4p. Rdi ho bt dau ndi vé& bong d4, ¢b phiéu va nhidu thir khéc, bat cir chit dé gi Colin dura ra dé khién ng Lundstrom tiép tuc
chuyén tro.

Megan goi dién cho i, t0i ké cho con bé nhitng nét chinh ciia triin dAu va tan giu voi n6 trong e chos doi Colin. Megan ndi réng minh dang rét vui tai
cau lac bd khi€u vii cé tén 12 Noi Huyén Bi, ho cho phép thanh thi€u nién dudi hai mot tudi lui téi. N6 khang dinh Sierra va t6i s€ thich cho nay.

o] hiép thir bay, Colin va toi dﬁng 1én hat bai “Take Me Out to the Ball Game.” Chung t6i hat sai nhac hét ca, nhu'ng khong quan trong bdi cd vé r}hu
hang ngan nguoi hAmmd Cubs déu hat sai nhu ching t6i. That dé chiu khi duoc ¢ canh Colin va vui vé thé nay. Han Ia t6i da nghiém trong hda mdi quan
hé cuia hai dira.

Chin gior bén muroi Eim, t6i quay sang Colin ndi réng chiing toi cAn phai vé nha dil tran d4u chua két thic.

Anh Ay ndm tay toi. Toi nghi anh s& cao 161 vi khong thé tiép tuc cude trd chuyén véi ong Lundstrom, nhung 6ng Lundstrom lai goi véi qua cho 6ng
Wallace.

Ting phit troi qua, t6i ngdy cang lo Eing. Pa ¢6 du cang thing trong nha rdi, t6i khéng mudn gay thém nita. “Colin. ..” Toi goi, siét tay anh.

Anh 4y vong mit tay quanh ngudi t6i thay 1i dép.

Sang d4u hiép thir chin, khi d6 da qua mudi gid, t6i n6i, “Xin cao 16 cing hai ng, Colin phai 14 xe dura t6i vé nha bay gio.”

Ong Wallace va 6ng Lundstrom bt tay Colin, rdi t6i kéo anh ra cira.

“Brit, em c6 biét kho khéin thé ndo mdi ¢ durge mdt sudt tap hudn tai HL & W khong?”

“Téi luc nay, em khong quan tim. Colin, em cAn ¢4 mit tai nha Wc mudi rudi.”

“Vay em s& v& nha lic muoi mdt gio. N6i voi me Ja ching ta bi ket xe di.”” Colin khong hé biét chuyén gi s& xdy ra khi me t0i noi cu. Rat may toi luon
tranh dua anh dén nha thudng xuyén va néu c6 dén cling chi 1a ghé qua chirng vai phut.

Xe di vao dudng ki xe nha 101 khong phéi lic murdi mdt gio ma gan murdi mdt rudi. Colin vén con ki nhai vé khé néing tap hudn tai HL & W khi king
nghe phan tdm tat lai tran dau trén dai WGN.



“Em phai di,”” t6i ndi v6i anh, nghiéng ngudi cho mdt ny hon nhanh,

“O lai thém vai phit nita,” anh ndi bén moi toi. “Da lu rdi ching minh khong vui vé voi nhau, cir nhur hang thé ky 4y. Anh nhd im.”
“Em ciing vAy. Nhung da mudn rdi.” T6i nhin anh t6 y xin 6. “Chiing ta con nhiéu t6i khéc di cing nhau m.”

“Hy vong I cang som cang t6t.”

Toi di bd vao nha, chun bi dé nghe la ming. Chic chin roi, me dang dtmg khoanh tay chd sn ngoai sanh. “Con vé mudn.”
“Con biét. Con xin I6i.”

“Con nghi gi vay, ring me dua ra lut cho ¢6 thdi sao?”

“Khonga.”

Ba tho dai.

“Me, con thyre sur xin 16i. Ching con di dén xemmdt tran bong cua ddi Cubs thay vi di xem phim, va gap ket xe.”

“Tran bong ctia d6i Cubs? Sang tan bén kia thanh phd sao? Con da c6 thé bi cudp!”

“Chiing con da onma, me.”

“Con nghi minh biét hét moi thir, Brit, nhung con cha biét gi. Con ¢6 thé ndm chét & mdt x6 xinh ndo dé trong thanh phd ma me thi van dinh ninh 1 con
dang xem phim. Kiém tra lai vi cia con di, xem li¢u tién hay giay t& c¢6 bi thi€u cai ndo khong.”

T6i mo vi va kiém tra lai tat ca dd trong d6, chi dé xoa diu ba. T6i cAm chimg minh thur ctia minh va tién én. “Déy a.”
“Xem nhur An ndy con gip may.”

“Con Iudn cin than khi di vao thanh phd. Véi lai, Colin da & cing v6i con sudt mi.”

“Me khong can 101 bao chira, Brit. Sao con khdng goi bdo cho me biét vé thay doi trong ké hoach va viée con vé tré?”

DX rdi ba s8 la méng t6i qua dién thoai, va lai ca cam thém lan ni¥a khi toi vé dén nha 4? Khong doi néo. Nhung toi khong thé noi ra nhur thé. “Con da
khong nghi dén chuyén d6,” day 1a tat ca nhitng gi t6i noi.

“Con d4 bao gio nghi dén gia dinh ndy chua? Khong phai tit ca déu xoay quanh con, Brittany.”
“Con hiéu diéu d6, me. Con htra in sau s& goi bao. Con mét roi. Con c6 thé di ngii by gios chua?”
Me phiy tay dudi toi di.

* % %

Sang thir Bay, t6i bung tinh boi tiéng thét thét thanh ctia me. Virt voi cai chin qua mdt bén, t6i voi va nhay ra khoi girong va chay xudng cau thang dé
xem c6 chan dong gi.

Shelley dang ngdi trong xe kin canh ban bép. D an ddy trén miéng va roi vai khéip 40 quan chi. Chi trong nhur dira tré thay vi c6 gai hai muroi tudi.
“Shelley, néu con con 1am thé 1an nita thi con s& dugc dua vé phong da‘iy!” Me hét 1én, rdi dt mot bat thirc dn nghfén 1én ban trirdc niit chi.
Shelley hat vang nd xuéng san. Me thé hén hén, mit nheo lai nhin chi.

“Dé d6 cho con,” t6i ndi, chay ngay dén bén Shelley.

Me chura tirmg d4nh chi t6i. Nhung con gin dit ctia ba dang soi suc, mot diéu giy dau don khong thua kém.

“Pimg dé y dén tro tré con ctia nd, Brittany,” me n6i. “Néu nd khong mudn an, nd s& phéi an bang dng. Con mudn thé chir, Shelley?”

Toi ghét khi me im thé nay. Ba & n6i vé kich ban t6i t¢ nhat mi khong hé tim cach im moi thir 4o hon. Khi Shelley nhin toi, t0i thiy sur thét vong tuong
tu trong mit chi.

Me chi tay vao Shelley roi chi xubng dong thirc &n vung vai dudi san. “Thé nén hang bao nhiéu thang nay me ching bao gid dwa con dén nha hang” ba
noi.

“Me, thoi di,” t61 noi. “Me khong cin phai lam moi vi€e trd nén cang théng, Chi éiy 3 At budn rdi. Tai sao lai khién chuyén tré nén t0i t& hon?”



“Vay con e thi sao?”

Ciing théing bét diu dng lén, khoi dau tir trong mach miu ctia t6i va lan rong dén timg dau ngdn tay, ngén chén. N6 sbi suc va dot nhién bing nd bang
mot stre manh khién t6i khong thé kim gitr 1au hon nira. “Pay khong phai la vé me! Tai sao moi chuyén luon luén quay vé viéc ching anh hurong dén me
nhur thé nao?” Toi hét lén. “Me, me khong thay chi dy bi ton throng sao. .. thay vi la mang chi y, sao me khong danh thoi gian dé nghi minh da lam sai
dicu gi?”

Khong can suy nghi, t6i nhit Iy cai khin va quy xudng canh Shelley, bat du lau sach nhitng vét ban trén quan chi

“Brittany, dung!” Me la lén.

Toi khong thém nghe. L& ra t6i nén nghe, vi trude khi ti ¢6 thé di chuyén ra xa, Shelley da udn tay vao toc t6i va bit dau kéo manh. Sau chin dong vira
101, t61 quén mat s& thich mdi ctia chi t6i 1a kéo toc.

“Oil” Toi n6i. “Shelley, dimg lai di ma!” Toi thir vong tay qua va gb tirmg khop ngdn tay chi nhur bac sThuéng dan, nhung vo ich. Toi da & sai vi tri, ngudi
cui gip dudi chan Shelley. Me khong ngirng churi ria, do an bay tung toe, va da dau t6i thi rat budt.

Shelley khong ndi Iong ndm tay, cho dit me dang cd rit tay chi ra khoi toc toi.

“Go khop ngon tay, me!” Toi la Ién, nhéic ba mtheo cach ma bac sy Meir goi y. Quy that, chi dy da but mét bao nhiéu cong toc roi? Toi ¢ cam gide
nhur toan bo da dau minh d3 troc 1oc.

Sau i nhic nhé ciia t6i, me chic da g duge cac khdp ngon tay ciia Shelley vi toc toi da duge budng ra. Hodc ¢6 1§, Shelley da budng tc toira dé
chdp lay bat cur thir gi chi ¢6 thé chdp duroc.

Ngi xudng san nha, t6i lap tirc dua tay ra sau dau.

Shelley dang mim curoi

Me 61 thi cau co.

Va murde mit dang day mit toi.

“Meg s& dua 16 6 chd bic sTMeir, ngay by gid,” me ni, e dau nhin toi, vi vy toi biét ba dang d6 10i cho t0i v tish huong virot khoi tim kiém sodt
nay. “Diéundy I qua du ri. Brittany, ldi xe ctia bd con va di t61 O"Hare don 6ng ay. Chuyeén bay cta 6ng dy s& ha canh lic mudi mt gio. Do 1a dieu toi
thi€u con ¢6 the lam day.”
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Chuwong 16

Alex

Toi da cho trong thur vién ca tiéng dong ho. Pugc rdi, 1 mdt tiéng rudi. Trude mudi gio, 10i ngdi ngoai ghé dé. Sau murdi gio, t0i bude vao trong va
dung lai trude ke trung bay, vo nhu quan tam t6i nhing sur kién sap t6i trong thu vién. Toi khong mu6n 0 ra qua hdo hirc duoc gip Brittany. Lic murdi
g0 bon muroi lam, t6i ngdi trén ghe banh trong khu vire danh cho gidi tre, doc quyen sach Hoa ctia minh. Db mat ¢l w6t déu déu qua timg trang, nhung
chang c6 tr nao chui vao dau ca.

Gio la muroi mot gio. Connhé & dau?

L& ra t0i c6 thé di choi vai Iii ban. Quy quéi, t6i nén di choi voi bon nd. Nhung t6i mudn biét, mdt cach ngu ngde, 13 tai sao Brittany khong thém dém xia
g1 t6i t61. Toi ty nhi d6 [a van d¢ cai t6i thdi, nhung tan sau trong tam kham t6i dang lo ling cho con nho.

Brittany da dé 10 trong ltic bén loan trude phong y € 1 me minh khong phai mot (mg cir vién cho giai thuong Ba Me Ciia Nam. L& ndo con nho khong
nhin ra minh gio d8 muroi tam tudi va c6 theé bo nha di néu muon? Néu nd qua thit t¢ nhur vay, tai sao con & lai?

Bai vi bd me con nho 1 nhitng ngudi gidu co.

Néu t61 bo di, cude song mai ctia toi s& chang cd may khac biét so voi trude. Song véi mdt co gai khu Bac, cude song thicu di nhimg cai khin hang hi¢u
va nguoi giip viéc theo sau ¢ 1€ con t6i t& hon ca cai chét.
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Toi da dmg day chd Brittany d 1u roi. Toi s& dén nha va d6i mit v6i con nho, yéu cau giai thich cho ra 18 vi sao cho t6i leo cay. Khi y nghi d6 vut qua,
t01 nhan ra minh da ngoi trén mo t6 va thang tien dén khu Bac. Toi biét con nho song ¢ dau. . . trong mot ngdi nha d6 s¢ mau trang véi nhitng cot tru phia
trude.

Toi db xe vao duong xe chay va bam chuong, héng giong vi khong mudn ngc ngtr khi noi. Khi that, toi s& phai noi gi véi con nhd day? Va tai sao t6i lai
¢6 cam gidc bat an, nhur thé t6i cAn gy 4n twong v6i Brittany vi con nho s& danh gié t6i thé nay?

Khong co ai tra 1oi, t6i nhin chudng lan nira.

Nguoi hu hay quén gia chuyén mo cira & ci x6 no khi ban can vay? iing lic t6i dinh tir bo va tét cho minh mdt céi thit manh vi vige v& van nay thi
canh ctra mo ra. Pung trude 61 Ia mdt phién ban gia hon cua Brittany. RS rang Ia me con nho. Khi nhin thay t6i, ba ta dé 10 ra anh mat that vong rd rang,

“T6i ¢6 thé gitp gi cho cau?” Ba ta hoi mot cach khong thoai mai. Chic ba ta nghi t6i ld mOt trong hai loai: thanh vién ctia d6i chdm séc vuron hogic ke
chuyén di g0 ctra tirng nha quay roi. “Ching t6i c6 chinh sach “khong xin déu’ quanh khu vc ndy.”

‘iCMl:l, um, khong dén day d8 xin déu cai gl. Tén chau Ia Alex. Chau chi mu6n biét lidu Brittany c6, trm, ¢ nha khong?” 0, tuyét that. Gio thi t6i dang
lam bam nggc ngtr lién tuc.

“Khong.” Cau tra 101 danh thép ximg véi céi nhin trimg trirg lanh Ring ctia ba ta.
“Bac biét ban dy di dau khong?”’

Ba Ellis khép ho ctra, ¢6 & dang hy vong t6i khong nhin thay vét gi gia tri bén trong va ndi dng tham an cép ching. “Toi khong ¢ nghia vu phai bao cho
cu biét con minh dang & du, i thi thir 187 nhé,” ba ta néi rdi dong sap cira trurde nit toi.

T6i bi bo lai ngoai cira nhur mit ké hoan toan ngu ngbe. Trdm phén tram Brittany d4 dtmg sau cira bao me dudi toi di. Toi s& khong dé con nho choi tro
d6 voi minh.

Toi ghét nhitng trd choi ma minh khong thé chién théng
Quay lai bén chiéc md 6 nhur con ché cup dudi, t6i tir hdi ban thdn nén cam thiy minh B con ché bi da hay con ché gian di.
Ban dang doc truyén Xiic Tdc Hoan Hao dugc tai mién phi tai wWw.EbookFull. Net.
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Chuong 17

Brittany

“Alex Ia ai?”

Péy Ia cau dau tién me hoi toi ngay khi t6i tir san bay vé nha cing bo.

“Céau fiy 12 ban ctng nhom mon Hoa ctia con,” t6i cham i trd 16i. Cho chit. “Sao me biét Alex?”
“N6 dén ddy sau khi con ra san bay. Me dudi n6 dirdi.”

Nao cua t6i dang cb két ndi, va thuc té 4o t6i.

Oi, khong!

T6i quén mit da hen gip Alex sang nay.

Cam gidc 0 161 kéo dén khi t6i nghi héin da chor minh & thr vién. Chinh t6i | ngwoi khong tin hén s& dén, vy ma i lai o ngudi thit hira. Hén hén phéi
tirc gian lam. Oi, t6i muon phat Om roi day.

“Me khong mubn n6 lang vang gan nha,” me n6i. “Hang x6m s& ndi ra ndi vao vé con.” Ciing giéng nhur ho n6i vé chi con vy, t6i biét me dang nghi gl
Mot ngaty ndo do, t6i mong s& durge song & mdt noi ni minh khong phai ban tim vé nhimg ké hing xom rdi hoi. “Burge rdi.” Toi n6i voi ba.
“Con khong thé dbi ban cing nhdm sao?”

“Khonga.”
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“Con da thir chura?”
“Rdi a. Con thir rdi. C6 Peterson khong cho dbi nguoi.”
“C6 I8 con chua quyét liét. Thir Hai me s& goi dién dén truong va béo ho...”

Toi chuyén huréng cha y sang me, 1 di con dau nhirc nhbi sau dau, chd bi chi giat mat mdt lon toc. “Me, con s& giai quyét. Con khong can me goi dién
61 trudng va am nhur thé con i dira tré én hai.”

“C6 phai thing Alex d6 day con cach ni chuyén voi me thiéu t6n trong nhur vay khong? Bdng nhién con lai ddm mé miéng ra voi me chi vi con  ban
ctng nhdm véi thang d6?”

“‘Me...”

Toi ude gibd ¢ day dé can thi¢p, nhung 6ng da di ngay vao phong lim viée dé duyét email sau khi vé t6i nha. Udc i ong hanh dong nhur mot trong tai
thay vi chi ng6i trén ghé du bi.

“Boi vi néu con bat dau giao du véi thir rac rurdi nhur the, moi ngurdi s€ coi con nhur rac. D6 khong phai cach bo me gido duc con.”

Oi, khong, Mot trang rao giang dén nita rdi. Toi tha An ca sdng, an luén ca vay, con hon phai nghe nhitng didu ny vao lic nay. Toi biét an ¥ sau 101 néi
cua ba. Shelley da khong hoan hao, vay t6i phai [a nguoi thay the.

Toi hit mdt hoi that sau, ¢ ging gitt binh tinh. “Me, con hiéu rdi. Con xin 1bi.”

“Me chicd géng bao vé con,” ba ndi, “ma con lai ném tra nhirng 161 d6 vao mét me.”

“Con biét. Con xin I6i. Bac siMeir d noi gi vé Shelley?”

“Ong 4y mudn con bé duogc dua dén d6 dé kiém tra hai in mot tuin. Me s& cn con gitp dura né di.”

Toi khong ndi voi me vé chinh sach ctia ¢6 Small néu bo 16 cac bai tap ¢b vil, vi didu d6 ching tic dung gi trong viée gidi quyét cang thing giita ching
t61. Hon nita, t6i cling muon biet tai sao Shelley lai cau gidn dén cd do.

May thay, chudng dién thoai reo va me quay sang nghe. Toi voi vao phong Shelley trude khi me ¢6 thé goi toi quay lai dé tiép tuc ban cii. Shelley dang
ngdi canh chiéc may tinh duge cai dit cho riéng chi trong phong, va dang b ban phim

“Chao chi,” t61 noi.
Shelley ngude €n. Chi khong cuoi.

Toi mudn chj biét t6i khong kho chiu voi chi, bi toi biét chi khong cd y i ton thurong t6i. Shelley thdm chi con khong hiéu dong co khién chi am diéu
d6. “Muon choi co ca-16 khong?”

Chi lic dau.

“Xem ti vi nhé?”

Lai lic.

“Bm mudn chi biét emkhong gian chi.” Toi lai gén, cAn than khong dé téc minh trong tAm véi, va xoa hung chi. “Em yéu chi, chi biét ma.”
Khong tra 10, khong gat dAu, khong biéu 16 nao khac. Khong gi ca.

T6i ngdi xudng mép girdng, xem chi choi voi cai méy tinh ctia minh. Thinh thoang t6i dura ra nhitng Ioi nhan xét, dé chi biét t6i & day. Chi c6 thé khong
can dén t6i vao lic nay, nhung toi wde chi s€ can. Bict dau s& dén e chi can toi ma t6i lai khong the ¢é mat. Picu d6 khién t6i sg hai

Mot 14t sau, t6i chio chi dé quay vé& phong, Gior cudn danh ba hoc sinh truong Fairfield, t6i tim s6 dién thoai ctia Alex.
Toi mo di dong, bdm sb ctia hén.

“Chao?”” Tiéng mdt thing bé tra 1oi.

To1 hit mot hoi that sau. “Xin chao,” t61 ndi. “Alex cd déy khong?”

“Anh dy di ri.”

“Ai thé con?”” Toi nghe vong lai tiéng me Alex hoi.



“Chi I ai?” Thing nhoc hoi toi

T61 nhdn ra minh dang gim mong tay trong khi néi. “Brittany Ellis. Chi, trm, 1a ban cua Alex tai truong,”
“La Brittany Ellis, ban ctia Alex & trrong a,” thing nhéc 16i lai véi me minh.

“Bao chi 4y dé lai 101 nhéin,” t6i nghe tiéng bac dy noi.

“Chi 1 ban gai m6i ctia anh 4y 42" Thing bé hoi.

Toi nghe nhur ¢6 tiéng thui, mdt tiéng “Oil” rdi thing bé néi, “Chi ¢ nhéin g khong a?”

“N6i v6i cau 4y, Brittany da goi. Pay 14 s6 ctia chi...”
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Alex
T6i dang dimg trong nha kho, noi bang Latino Blood van ty tdp hang dém, vira hit hét diéu thudc thir hai hay thir ba gi d6 - t6i ching dém nira.

“Lam chit bia rdi bd cai bd mit tham hai nay di,” Paco ném cho t6i mdt lon Corona. Toi da ké voi nd viée Brittany khong them démxia t6i minh sang
nay. N6 chi lic dau nhin t6i nhur the t61 € ra phai du khon dé khong di lén khu bac.

Toi bét iy lon bia bang mdt tay, rdi lip tirc ném tra. “Khong, cam on.”

“Chuyén gi thé, thiing khi? Ci ndy khong dit 46 cho may hé?” La Javier, théing dén nhit béng Latino Blood. Théing ngu ndy hiém khi kiém soét duoc
lrong rugu nd uong hay hrgng ma tiy né ding,

Toi quic mit lén thach thirc no.

“Chi dva thoi ma may,” Javier Ié nhé dap.

Chang ai mu6n giy chuyén voi t6i. Ngay ndm dau tién m6i gia nhdp Latino Blood, trong mdt tran dung do véi mot bang dbi thu, t6i da chimg minh duoc
gid tri cuia minh.

Khi con bé, t6i timg nghi minh 6 thé ctru ca thé gii. .. hodc it nhit i ctru gia dinh minh. Minh s& khong bao gt gia nhip bang dang, t6i tur nhi khi da da
lon d¢ gia nhap mot bang nao do. Minh s& bao vé gia dinh minh voi hai ban tay nay. O Kkhu nam Fairfield, hoéic ban gia nhip bang dang, hoac ban phai
chong lai ching. Toi da ¢6 nhiéu giac mo vé turong lai sau nay; nhimg gidc mo' tyr lira doi rang t6i ¢6 the tranh xa khoi bang dang ma van bao vé dugc gia
dinh. Nhung nhiing giac mo d6 da chét cling véi tuong lai cuia t6i trong cai d&m bo t6i bi ban, ngay trude mit mdt thing nhoc sau tudi Ia t6i day, chi cach
cho t6i dimg c6 hai muroi bude chan.

Khi dirmg nhin xudng co thé ctia ong, ti chi trong thdy mdt mau do loang rong ra trén nguc 4o so'mi cua 6ng. Diéu nay khién t6i nhdr dén cai hong tam,
nhung céi hong tdm ndy ctr ngay cang loang rong. Chuyén tiép theo ma t6i biet, Ia ong thd hat ra mdt hoi, roira di.

B0 toi da chét.

Toi khong 6m dng hay cham vao 6ng mdt lin ndo. Toi qua so' hiti. Nhimg ngdy sau d6, t0i khong thé n6i dit chi mdt tir. K& ca khi cénh sat hoi, ti cling
khong thé tra 1oi. Ho nbi to1 bi soc, va bo ndo t6i khong biét phai lam thé nao dé xir ly chuyén da xay ra. Ho da dung. T6i thdm chi khong nhé ndi thang
ban 6ng trong thé ndo. Toi khong bao gio tra thit duoc cho cai chét ctia b minh, dui réng hang dém nhitng hinh anh d6 nhur cudn phim quay chim van
lrét qua trong dav, va t6i co lap ghép chiing lai véi nhau. Neéu ti ¢d thé nhd du chi mot chitt, bon khon nan d6 sé phai tra gia.

Vay ma ky trc vé hom nay lai rét rd rang. Bj Brittany cho leo cdy, me con nho quéc niit nhin t6i. .. nhimg thir ti mu6n quén thi bay gio lai dinh chit vao
tam tri.

Paco ndc ndt nira lon bia con lai chi bang mot hoi, bia trao ra hai bén mép, chay xudng cé 4o 6. Trong khi Javier n6i chuyén voi méy thing khéc, Paco
ndi véi 161, “Carmen khién may hong bét rdi, thay chura.”
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“Sao lai thé?”
“Gid mayy cha tin d4m con gai nita. Chiing han nhur Brittany Ells. ..”

Toi riia thim. “Paco, may quiing lon Corona qua day.” Sau khi chup duroc lon bia, t6i néc can va bop nat cai vo rdng, rdi quing nd vao tudng,

“May 6 thé khong mubn nghe, Alex, nhung mity phai nghe tao n6i, cho dit my c6 say xin hay khong ciing viy. C6 ban gi cii Carmen mdm mi¢ng bat
mang, yéu duong bao liét da dam sau lung may. The 1a may dinh quay ngoat 180 d6 dé di ddm sau lung Brittany.”

Toi vira mién cudng nghe Paco ni vira chdp mot lon bia khac. “May nghi thé sa0?”
“Phai, nhung né sép phan tc dung trAm trong 101, ban hién a, vi may thue sy thich con nho d6. Thira nhin di.”
Toi khong mudn thira nhin. “Tao chi mudn con nhd vi vu ¢4 cuge thoi.”

Paco cuoi sac sua t01 mirc loang choang va ngéi bét mf)ng san nha kho. N6 chi vao t61 VO‘l lon bia vAn cAm trong tay. “May, ban tao, may gioi tu kra déi
bén than téi mirc bat dau tin vao nhitng chuyén nham nhi phat ra tir chinh miéng minh roi day. Hai dira 6 hoan toan trai nguroc nhau, ban a.”

T6i vO Ay mdt lon bia khéc. Vira md nip, toi vira nghi v& sur khéc bi¢t gilta Carmen va Brittany. Carmen ¢6 doi mét goi cam, den tdi va bi dn. DOi nit
ctia Brittany duong nhur lai ngdy tho, méu xanh nhat mong manh dén mirc ¢6 thé nhin xuyén qua. Chiing s& van nhur thé khi t6i lam tinh v6i con nhd chir?

Chét tiét. Lam tinh? Cai quai gi da 4m anh khién t6i nghii vé& Brittany va chuyén yéu dwong chi trong cling mit cau thé nay? Toi thue sy mét kiém soat roi.
Nira tiéng tiép theo t6i nd¢ bia tmg we. Toi khong mudn phai suy nghi. .. v& bt ctr diéu gi.
Mot giong nit quen thudc cat ngang trang thai t& liét ctia t6i. “Mudn tic ting & bai Danwood khong?”” C6 nang hoi.

T6i nhin chiim chiim vao d6i mét méu s6-co-la. Miic di tim tri dang md mit va quay cudng, t0i vn du tinh tao dé biét ring s6-co-la ddi choi voi xanh
dwong, To6i khong muon mau xanh duong, Xanh duong khién t6i xao trdn va boi roi qua nhicu. S6-co-1a thi don gian va dé doi phd hon.

C6 gi d6 khong ding & ddy, nhung t0i khong thé xéc dinh dugc. Va khi doi mdi ctia S6-co-la cham vao i, t0i khong con quan tim dén bt cir diéu g
ngoai trir vi€e x6a sach Xanh duong khoi tm tri minh. Ngay ca khi t6i nh¢ 10 rang S6-c6-1la ¢é vi dang,

“Um,” t6i n6i khi mdi minh rdi khoi ¢d nang, “Tiée ting thdi. Tan hudng nio!”

Mt tiéng sau, t6i da dimg trong nuréc ngdp dén that lung. Nhu mot tén cudp bién ¢6 don giita dai duong. Di nhién trong tam tri mo h6,t6i biét minh
dang nhin h6 Michigan chir chéng phai mjt dai dwong nao, nhung hién gio dau 6c 61 dang my mi, va cudp bién ¢6 vé 1a mot lya chon t6t chan. Khong
gia dinh, khong lo au, khong c¢d con nho toc vang mat xanh nao nhin toi trirng trirng,

“Trd thanh mdt tén cudp bién.” T6i thi thAm véi con bach tudc vira méi 201 t6i Ia anh yéu.

Mot giac mit ctia con bach tude dang hon hung t6i va di chuyén dan vé phia mit. Thay vi so hii, t6i thdy hay hay. Toi biét con bach tudce nay, biét nhimg
xUc tundy.

“Anh i cudp bién, thi em & 12 tién c4. Anh c6 thé giai ctru em.”

Thé nhung t6i nghi minh mdGi 1 nguoi can duge ciru nguy, vi hinh nhu ¢6 nang dang dim chét ti bang nhimg ny hén. “Carmen,” t6i néi véi con bach tude
mét ndu dang bién thanh nang tién c4 hap dan, dot ngdt nhan ra minh dang say, tran truéng, va dimg trong hd Michigan véi nuréc ngap t6i that eng,

“Suyt, tan hudng clng emndo.”

Carmen hiéu t6i ¢ 15 dé khién t6i quén‘nﬁt doi thyre va gilp 6i tp trung vao cdime. Ban tay cling co thé 6 nang quin quanh t6i. A dudng nhu Vo
trong luong dudi lan nude. Ban tay t6i lan t6i nhitng noi da timg den trude kia, co the t6i tim lai vimg lnh dia quen thudc, nhung khodi cam khong dén.
Va khi t6i ngoai nhin vao ba, nhirng 4m thanh 6n a0 cta dam ban nhac t6i nhé rang ching t6i dang c6 khan gia. Nang bach tudc hay nang tién c ctia toi
yéu thich viéc c6 khan gia.

Toi thi khong,

Chop lay tay nang tién ca, t6i 16i vao bd.

Phot lo nhirng 161 a 6 ttr dam ban, t6i bao nang tién ca cta minh nic quéan 4o 1di ciing trdng quan jean vao ngudi. Xong xudi, ti nim Ay tay ¢6 nang
chen qua ddm dong cho dén khi tim thay mdt cho trong d€ ngdi xuong.

Toi dua vao mit tang da lon, dudi chin ra. C6 bd cii nim trong long t6i, nhur thé chiing t6i chura timg chia tay va ¢6 nang chira bao gios ra dbi toi. Toi
cam thay nhu dang bi mic ket, ghim gitr.



Carmen Jy ra thir gi @6 manh hon mdt diéu thudc 14 va chuyén né cho toi. Toi nhin cai mau nhé, dugc se tron dy.

“Khong phai & “hang’ ddy chtr?” Toi hoi. Toi dang rét kiét qué, nhung t0i chura cin dén thir ma tly tong hop tic dong t6i hé thin kinh trung wong clia
minh, duge trdn lan véi can sa va bia. Toi muon trd nén té Liét, chir khong phai 1a chét.

Carmen dat né Ién mbi t6i. “Day chi 1a Acapulco vang[1] thdi, anh yéu,”

[1] Mt loai cay than co, thanh phén chinh ché tao nén cz:?m sa, c6 ngudn gdc tir cac khu vire xung quanh Acapulco, Mexico, Acapulco vang c6 tac dung
lam gidm cac triéu chirng cang thang, lo au, tram cam, mat ngd va dau mén tinh.

Co € no s€ gitp t6i x6a sach ky trc ctia minh, lam t6i quén di vu nd sting, vu co bo cii va ca vu ca cugce vé cudc miy mura ndong bong voi mot con nhod
nghi t6i 13 hang ngudi xau xa cén ba.

Toi By thir d6, va hit mot hoi.

Nang tién c4 lan tay trén ngye t6i. “Emc6 thé 1am anh hanh phtic, Alex,” ¢6 nang thi tham, lai gin dén mirc t6i ¢ thé ngiri thiy mii rurou va cén sa trong
hoi tho. Hoac d6 1a nii tir t64, t6i khong chéc. “Hay cho em thém mét co hoi.”

Con say va phé thudc khién toi b6i rdi. Roi khi hinh anh Brittany va Colin tay trong tay tai trrong hién Ién trong dau, t6i kéo co thé Carmen lai gan.
T6i khong can mdt con nho nhur Brittany.

T6i can Carmen néng bong va ndng nin ndy, nang tién ca bé bong ddi tra ciia toi.
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Brittany

Toi da thuyét phyc Sierra, Doug, Colin, Shane va Darlene cing dén cau lac bo Noi Huyén Bi tbi nay, cau lac bo ma Megan da ké. N6 nim tai Highland
Grove, bén,bbr ho. Colir} khong thich nhay, Vl the rot cudc t6i nhdy vai Il ban trong nhdm, ca mdt cau tén Troy - mdt vil cong tuyét voi. Toi da hoc duoe
thémmot s6 dong tac dé gioi thiéu véi ddi co vil.

Gid ching t6i dang & nha Sierra, sau nha n6 ¢6 mot bai tim riéng, Me t6i biét tdi nay t6i ngi tai nha day, nén t6i chéing can lo Fing viéc bj kiém tra. Trong
khi Sierra va toi trai tam chén 1én cat, Darlene I lai phia sau véi bon con trai, nhitng ngudi dang do mo bia ruou tir sau xe cua Colin.

“Doug va t& da quan hé cudi tudn trurde,” Sierra budt miéng,
“Thata?”

‘U, t6 biét la‘lrt('r mf)n chor doi cho dén khi ca hai cling vao cao déng, nhung viéc d6 ctr thé xay ra. Cha me céu ﬁy 101 khoi thi trin, t& ghé sang choi, moi
chuyén ctr the ti€p dien, va cudi ciing bon t& toi udn.”

“0. Vay chuyén d6 thé nao?”

“Té khong biét. Thrc long thi nd kha ky cuc. Nhung sau d6 Doug rt ngot ngao, hoi hét 1in ndy toi lin khac ring t& co on khong, Dén t6i cau dy ghé nha
va mua cho t¢ ba ta hong nhung, T phai ndi doi bo me 1a hdm dé ky niém tron mdt nam bon t& quen nhau. Té dau thé md miéng néi nhitng bong hoa d6
1a d€ ky niém vi€c cdu ay lay di cai ngan vang cua td. Cau va Colin thi sao?”

“Colin ciing mudn quan hé,” ti n6i véi con bé.

“Thing con trai ndo qua tubi mudi bbn ciing mudn quan hé ca.” N6 noi. “Chuyén tat nhién ma.”

“T6 chi.... khong mudn. It nhit khong phéi lic nay.”

“Vay cau chi can néi khong,” Sierra n6i, nhur thé diéu iy d& dang Fim. Con bé khong con trong tring nira, nd da n6i ddng y. Tai sao véi ti viée ni dong
y lai kho dén vay?

“Lamsao t6 biét 1a dén lic thich hop?”
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“Cau chic chén s& khong phai hoi t6 vé viéc d6. Khi da hoan toan sin sang, cau s& mubn Bm chuyén dé mi khong can thu xép trurde hodc dat cau hoi.
Bon con trai muon tinh dyc. Cé d€ nd xay ra hay khong la tiy vao cau. Nghe nay, lan dau tién khong hé vui vé hay dé dang, N6 rat vung ve, va hau hét
thoi gian d6 t& cam thay minh thit ngd ngan. Sy ling ting va yéu duodi ctia cdu 1a diéu khien lan dau tré nén dep va dac biét voi nguoi ma cau yéu.”

Phai ching day 1a Iy do t6i khong mu6n km diéu d6 voi Colin? C6 I8 trong thm tam t6i khong yéu anh nhiéu nhu 61 trdng, Ma t6i ¢6 kha néng yéu
thuong mdt ai d6 dén mirc tré nén mong manh yéu dudi khong nhi? Téi thue khong biet.

“Tyler vira chia tay Darlene hom nay d4y,” Sierra thi tham véi ti. “Anh ta bat dau hen hd v6i mot c6 gai chung ky tic xa.”

Gios t0i chot cam théy t9i nghiép cho Darlene. Nhat I khi n6 ludn thich 16i cudn sur cha ¥ tir bon con trai. Diéu d6 kich thich long ty ton ctia no. Thio ndo
nd ctr quan lay Shane ca toi.

May dtra con trai va Darlene dang trai tm chéin xudng béi cat. Darlene vo ly c4i 40 so'mi ciia Shane va kéo cu ta sang bén. “u yémmdt chit ndo,” né
ndi voi cau ta. Shane, cau chang voi mai toc ndu xoan, qua san sang dap ung yéu cau ctia no.

Kéo Darlene ra khoi ciu ta, ti ghé sat va n6i nho vira di cho né nghe thiy, “Dumg ling phi thoi gian v6i Shane.”
“Sao khong?”
“Boi vi cdu khong thich cau ta nhur cau tudng, Pung loi dung céu ta. Hodc dé cauta loi dung cau.”

Darlene déy ti ra. “Cau thuc sy ¢6 céi nhin dién rd trong vén dé nay déy, Brit. Hay cdu mudn chi ra khuyét diém ciia nguoi khac dé cau giir nguyén
duoc cuong vi Nir hoang Hoan hao ha?”

That khong cong béng, Toi khong nuén»vach ra sai sot ctia Darlene, nhung chéing 1§ thiy né di theo con dudng twr hily hoai ban than s t6i, voi vai trd
mot nguoi ban, lai ching hanh dong gi dé ngan no lai?

C6 I& khong. Ching t6i 1 ban bé, nhung chiing phéi ban than. Chi c6 mdt dira duy nhit mé t6i thdy gin giii 3 Sierra. Sao t6i dam dwa cho Darlene 1oi
khuyén chir?

Sierra, Doug, Colin va ti ctng ngdi trén tm chéin, n6i vé tran bong gan day nhét trude déng lira nhom bing cti va nhing méanh gd bo.

Ching t6i cudi, nhé lai nhitng pha bong bi bo 16 va bat chudc hanh dong ciia hudn luyén vién khi méng cac cau tho tir ngoai duong bién. Mat thiy do
gay, nudc miéng thi vang ra tan loan khi thay buc bdi va la hét 6m toi. Doug con bt churde lai diéu bd gidu cot cia thay.

Thét vui khi duoc ngdi ddy v6i ban bé minh va Colin. Trong mdt liic, t6i quén khudy ké cting nhém Hoa voi minh, ngudi gan ddy da chiém chd trong suy
nghi ctia toi.

Mot lat sau, Sierra va Doug dimg Ién di dao, con t6i dang twra vao Colin trude dbng lira, 4nh sang tir do toa viao vimg cat xung quanh ryc 1. Darlene va
Shane da ciing qua dém bat chap 161 khuyén ctia t6i. Ho van chua quay lai.

Toi giat ]ay chai ruou Chardonnay mi dam con trai mang t6i. Ho uong bia trong khi Iii con gai thi udng rurou, vi Sierra ghét mii bia. Toi dura chai Ién
miéng ubng hét. Hoi nén nao, nhung 6 18 t6i can phéi mdt minh udng ca chai moi cam thiy “phiéu’” hoan toan.

“Hbi hé anh ¢6 nhd em khong?” Toi hoi, dua vao Colin e anh vudt toc t6i. N6 hin da rdi boi. Gia ma t6i dii say dé khong chi y dén né.
Colin cAm tay t6i dira xudng d4y quan minh, miéng rén ri trong hoi tho.
“C6,” anh ndi ltic viti dau bén ¢o toi. “Rat nhidu.”

Khi t6i 1t tay v&, tay anh ludn t6i ngwe t6i. Anh van vo nhu thé ching i nhimg qua bong mém. Toi chua bao gio thiy phién v6i nhitng dung cham ctia
Colin trude day, nhung gio thi t6i buc minh va so hii muon thoat ra khoi doi tay ay. Toi gat bo cai Gmxict cua anh.

“Cé gi sai sao, Brit?”

“Emkhong biét.” Toi thue sy khong biét. Chuyén véi Colin dudng nhur tré nén cang théng tir e néim hoc bt dau. Va nhig ¥ nghii vé Alex van lon von
trong dAu t6i, gy phién nhidu hon bt cir dleu g khac. Toi viron nguoi v6i iy mot lon bia. “Cam gide ép bude qué,” toi ndi véi anh trong khi khui lon bia
va ubng mot ngum. “Chiing ta khong thé ngdi day ma khong lam nhitng viée kiéu d6 sao?”

Colin nhich ra, thé mdt hoi that dai. “Brit, anh mudn Bm chuyén d6.”

Toi cé ging nfSc hét toan b chd bia trong lon chi v6i mdt ngum, nhung cubi cing lai phun ra mot it. <Y anh B biy gid?” Noi ma dam ban chiing t6i ¢6
thé bat gap néu quay lai?

“Sao khong? Ching ta chds doi thé i du roi.”

“Emkhong biét, Colin,” t6i ndi, thuc su so hi cudc trd chuyén nay, duda biét n6 s8 dén. “Emdoan. .. em nghi minh mubn nd xay dén ty nhién.”



“Con gi ¢6 thé tyr nhién hon khi lam diéu d6 & ngoai troi, trén bo cat?”’
“Bao cao su thi sao?”
“Anh s€ rit ra.”

Nighe chang 6 ti gi ling man ca. Toi s& phat hoang tir dau t6i cudi va lo ing vé chuyén c6 thé mang thai. Toi muon kin dau tién cta minh khéc co. “Lam
tinh ¢6 y nghia rat nhicu véiem”

“V6i anh ciing thé. Vay hiy lam lubn di.”

“Em cam thdy mia h¢ vira rdi da im anh thay d61.”

“C6 I8 thé,” Colin chéng ché. “C6 I& anh d4 nhén ra quan hé cta ching minh can phai tién xa hon. Hirmy, Brit. Khong c6 tlﬁqg hoc ndm cubi ndo ma con
gin ca phai khong? Ai cling nghi ching ta dé lam chuyén do 161, véy tai sao ching ta khong lam? Khi thit, em thm chi con dé€ cho thang Fuentes nghi
rang nd cé thé mod duoc vao quan em.”

Tréi tim t6i bj bop nghen trong long ngure. *“Anh nghif em mudn ngi véi Alex hon véi anh?” Toi hoi, miit ngin nude. Toi khong biét do ruu tic dong lén
camxuc cua minh, hay do 101 n6i ctia Colin ¢a nham tring dich. Toi dang nghi dén Alex. Toi ghét ban than minh da c6 nhitng y nghi d6, va ghét Colin da
vach tran nd ngay lic nay.

“Vay Darlene thi sa0?” Toi phan bac lai i nhin quanh, dam bao Darlene khong c6 trong tam nghe. “Hai ngudi trong giéng mot cap doi ndng 4m trong
16p Hoa vay.”

“Thoi i, Brit. U, c6 mt ¢ gii chi ¥ dén anh trong gits Hoa ddy. Hién nhién | khong phai em, vi em dang mii mé tranh cai vi Fuentes ma. Ai cling bict
@6 chi Ia man dao dau.”

“Diéu d6 khong cong bang, Colin.”

“Chuyén gi thé?” Sierra hoi, cling Doug burde lai tir sau mdt tang d4 Ion.

“Khong ¢6 g, t61 n6i voi nd rdi dimg Ién, x6 xang dan vao chan. “T6 vé nha day.”
Sierra tom Ry vi ctia n6. “T s& di voi cau.”

“Khong,” Cudi cimg, t6i cling cam thy dau 6¢ bay bay. N6 gidng nhur hon t6i dang fia khoi xdc va toi mudn trai nghiém diéu d6 mdt minh. “To khong
muon hodc can ai ca. To sé dibo.”

“Brit say roi,” Doug n6i, nhan thiy nhitng chai ruou va vo bia rdng canh toi.

“Té khong say.” Toi n6i v6i ho, giat iy mot lon bia khac va khui né trong lic di bo xudi bai cat. Pon doc. Mot minh. L ra nén thé nay.

Sierra goi theo, “T6 khong muén cau di mot minh.”

“Té chi mudn duoc yén than e nay. TG can phai nghi ky vai thir.”

“Brit, quay lai ddy,” Colin n6i, nhung khong hé dimg day.

To6i mac ké anh.

“Dimg di qua bén tau thir tur,” Sierra canh bao. “Khong an toan dau.”

An toan lam céi quai gi. C6 chuyén gi xay ra véi toi thi sao n30? Colin ching quan tim. BS me t6i ciing thé.

Khép miit lai, 10 chon chén trong cét, hit vao huong thom trong Enh, mét lanh tix ho Michigan, n gi6 nhe von qua khudn miit. Toi udng thém chilt bia.
Quén di tat ca, toi tiép tuc bude di, thi thoang ding lai chi dé nhin quanh lan nurde t6i den nhu murc cing &nh trang loang loadng nhur thé chia dong nurde
lam hai.

Toi da vurgt qua hai cau tau. C6 I& 1 ba cling nén. Di sao, chua day mdt dim nita k vé dén nha. Khi dén I6i vao bai cat ké tiép, toi & i bo Ién phd va
di thang vé nha. Dau phai t6i chua tirng 1am the.

Nhung cat mang lai cam giég that plyét dudi f:lﬁn 101, nhu‘ mit cai géi chira nhiing hat dau mém udt ma ban ddm chim vao. Lai con ¢6 tiéng nhac & phia
trude. Toi yéu am nhac. Nham mit lai, co the t61 hudng ve phia bai hat xa la.

Toi khong nhdn ra minh da di - va nhay nhot - xa dén mitc ndo cho dén khi nhing tiéng curdi v giong noi Tay Ban Nha Bim t6i khyng lai. Nhimg ké cot
khan ran mau do den hién ra trude miét t6i cho biét toi da di qua bén tau th tu.



“Nhin kia moi ngudi, n6 1 Brittany Ellis, con bé goi cam nhét doi ¢6 vii trudng Fairfield day,” mot thang Ién tidng, “Dén dy nio, ¢6 em. Nhay voi a

Toi quét gﬁt qua d4m dong mot cach tuyét vong, tim kiém ai d6 quen thude hodic mdt gwong miit than thién. Alex. Han & ddy. Ngdi trong long, quay mit
v¢ phia han Ia Carmen Sanchez

Canh d6 khién t6i bimg tinh.

Théing yéu cu toi nhdy tién vé phia toi. “C6 em khong biét |2 bai ndy chi danh cho nguoi gdc Mexico thoi a2 Théng d6 ndi, di chuyen lai gan. “Hay co
emdén d€ danh hoi tim kiém chut thit den nhi? C6 em bi€t ngudi ta ndi gi r6i day - thit den la ngon ngot nhat.”

“Hay dé t6i yén.” Giong t6i i lai.

“May nghil may ngon lim ha?”” Thing d6 tién vé phia t6i, anh mit day ttrc gian. Tiéng nhac ding lai.
Toi lao dao bude . T6i khong say dén mirc khong biét minh gip nguy hiém

“Javier, dimg lai ngay.” Giong Alex tram xu6ng - d6 13 mt ménh lénh.

Alex dang vudt ve vai Carmen, mdi héin chi cach b vai d6 chimg chuc phén. Téi o dao. DAy B mdt con dc mdng, toi can phai roi khoi day, cang nhanh
cang tot.

Toi bat dAu chay, tiéng cudi ctia nhing ké du con ving ving bén tai. T6i chay nhanh hét mirc ¢6 thé va cam thiy minh nhur dang trong mot con mo, chan
thi gudng chay nhung co thé lai khong hé di chuyén.

“Brittany, chd da!” Mot giong n6i goi voi theo sau.

Toi quay lai, dbi mit voi ngudi con trai da 4m anh nhimg gidc mo ctia minh. . . nhitng gidc mo ca ngy 1An dém
Alex.

Nguoi ma toi ghét.

Neudi ma t6i khong thé gat bo ra khoi tam tri minh, ngay ca khi dang say.

“Miic ké Javier di,” Alex n6i. “Doi khind cur xir nhu mdt thang déu dy.” Toi choang vang khi han lai gin v lau di nhitng giot nurde mit trén mé toi.
“Prng khéc. Toi khdng dé nd 1am ton thuong céu dau.”

Tbi ¢6 nén néi véi hin réng t61 khong so bi t6n thurong khong? Toi chi s¢ moi chuyén vurgt tAm kiém soat.

Meic du toi chura chay dwoc xa, nhung van du xa dé thoat khoi dam ban ctia Alex. Ho khong thé thy hay nghe gi tir t6i nita.
“Tai sao cu thich Carmen?” T6i hoi trong lic thé gidi nhur chao nghiéng va t6i thi lao dao trén cat. “N6 that xAu tinh.”

Alex dura tay ra gip t6i, nhung t6i tranh di, nén hin lai nhét tay vao tii. “Cau quan tim lam quai gi? Cau da that hen v6i toi.”
“T6i c6 chuyén dot xuat phai im.”

“Nhur stra sang lai toc hoac di lam mong a?”

Hodc toc toi bi riit ra boi chi minh va me thi luén mdm la nng, Toi choc ngdn tay vao ngue han. “Cau ki mot tén khon.”

“Con cau | mdt dira con gai khong ra gi,”” hén n6i. “Mot dira khong ra gi voi doi mit va ny cudi tuyét dep khién thing con trai ndo ciing mé nhur diéu
d6.” Han nhin njt, nhu thé nhing ttr ngit d4 ty thoat ra, va gio han muon thu hoi lai ching,

Toi da chd hin n6i nhidu thir, nhung khong phai nhing 11 nay. Béc biét khong phéi thé nay. Toi nhan ra méit hin dang do ngiu. “Cau dang phé, Alex.”
“Phai, trong cdu ciing khong tinh tao gi dau. C6 & gior 1a e thich hop dé t61 doi lai nu hén ma cau con ng nhi.”

“Khong doinao.”

“Tai sao khong? Cau e minh s& thich né dén mirc quén ludn thing ban trai sa0?”

Hon Alex? Khong bao gio. Vay ma t6i da luon nghi dén né. Rt nhidu. Nhiéu hon t6i twéng, Doi moi hén day dan va hép dan. Oi, Chiia oi, hin ding. Toi
say 10i. Toi khong con cam thiy ding dn nira. T6i nhur chim vao con mé sang, boi dang nghi vé nhitng diéu khong hrdng trrde. Nhu B mbi hin s& mang

lai cam giac thé ndo trén moi toi.

“Puge. Hon t6i di, Alex,” t6i n6i, bude t61 ké sat hin. “Va chiing ta s€ hoa nhau.”



Tay han dan vao tay t6i. Dén roi ddy. Toi s& hon Alex va khém phé ra cam giac 1a nhur thé ndo. Han nguy hiém, hay giéu cot t6i. Nhung héin cling goi
cam, bi an va tuyét dep. Cam gidc gan glii voi han khien co thé t6i run rdy phan khich, dau 6c quay cuong. Toi vong tay dm ky that lung hén d€ gitr minh
dung vitng, Ching t6i nhur dang dimg trén mot chiéc du quay trong 1€ hdi camival

“Cau trong nhu mudn non Ay, Alex néi véi toi.

“Khong Toi... dang rt thich chuyén di nay.”

“Ching ta cé dang di xe dau.”

“0,” t6i noi, hoan toan bdi roi. Toi budng Alex ra va tap trung vao doi chn minh. Ching giong nhu dang bay 1én khoi mit dat, trdi noi trén cat. “Toi hoi
chong mit, chi thé thoi. Toi 6n.”

“On cai con khi.”
“Néu cau ngimg di chuyén, t6i s& cam thy tot hon rat nhicu.”
“T6i khong di chuyén. Va toi ghét phai thong bao tin xAu nay, nhung cau trong nhur sip non ra 4y.”

Hén ni ding, Da day t6i khong ngimg nhon nhao. Hén gitr Iy t6i bang mdt tay, tay kia vén tc t6i, giir cho ching khong xda xudng mt khi ti cti gap
xuong.

Da day t6i lién tuc cudn 1én. T61 thd manh mot hoi, 101 non thée ndn théo. Tiéng ndn ge va §c ra tir miéng t6i thit gdbm ghiéc, nhung t61 da qua say nén
chang thict gi nita.

“Nhin kia,” t6i n6i giira nhitng con 6i mira. “Toan b¢ bira tdi ctia toi da ndm ca trén gidy cu roi.”
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Alex
T6i nhin xudng ddng hdn don trén gy minh. “Toi timg kinh nhitng thir con té hon thé nay nita.”

Brittany dimg thang day, toi budng toc con nho ra. Toi ching thé gitp gi ngoai viée giit cho toc khong phil xudng mét con nhé trong lic ndn, va ¢b khong
nghi dén cam gidc nhitng lon tdc len qua ngdn tay minh, 6ng murot nhu to la.

Y ngtii bién thanh mdt tén cudp bién va cudm con nhd mang kén tau vyt hién trong dau t01. Du vély, 161 khong phai cuop bién, va con nho cting ching phai
nang cong chiia bi tdi bat duoc. Chung t6i chi 1a hai dira hoc sinh chd va gi nhau. Puoc 164, i thira nhin minh cling khong ghét con nhd lam.

Toi Ay manh khéin rin ra khoi ddu va dua cho Brittany. “Pay, lau nit di.”

Con nho nhan Iy n6 va thdm nhe khoe miéng minh nhur thé d6 I cai khén an tir mdt nh hang cao cép, trong lic ti rira sach doi gidy trong lan nurde hd
Michigan lanh [o.

Toi khong biét phai ndi hay laim gi. Noi day chi ¢6 toi. .. v6i Brittany Ellis dang say khuét. Toi khong quen ¢ mdt minh v6i mdt con nho da tring say rii
ruroi, nhat i con nho ¢6 kha néng kich thich toi. Toi c6 thé loi dung tinh canh ndy va chién thing vu c4 cuoc, d6 s& I mot chién thing dé dang, hodc 1. ..

“Dé t6i goi ai d6 1ai xe dura cau v&,” t6i n6i trude khi bd 6¢ dé tién ctia minh nghi ra ¢4 triéu cach dé gidy vo ¢6 nang dém nay. Toi da ubng kha nhiéu
ruou, lai dang phé thuoe nita. Khi miy mira voi con nhd ndy, t6i muon minh ¢ trang thai tot nhat.

Brittany mim mbi, hon ddi nhu mot dira tré. “Khéng, t6i khong mudn vé nha. Bi dau ciing duoc, nhung khong vé nha.”
Troi dét oi.
Toi gap ric rdi roi. Réc r6i to oi 1 to.

Brittany ngwéc nhin t6i. Mét con nho dudi dnh tréing séing I6ng lnh nhu mdt vién dé quy dét tién. “Colin nghi t0i mudn cau, cau biét khong. Anh &y n6i
chuyén ching ta cai nhau chi 1a man dao dan.”
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“Vay c6 dung khong?”” Toi hoi lai, nin thé' chéy nghe 161 d4p tir con nho. Lam on, im on cho t6i con nhé dugc cau tra 101 vao budi sang,
Con nho dat mdt ngon tay 1én mdi va ndi, “Hay giir lai nhitng y nghii d6.”

Sau d6 Brittany kai quy xudng dét va non. Non xong, con nhé yéu dén ndi khong thé bude di, gidng nhur mdt con bp bé vii tai budi ban do cil. Toi bé
con nhd dén choé dam ban minh, ching n6 da dung lén mdt dong hira 16n, va khong biét phai lam gi nita.

Khi Brittany vong tay quanh‘cé 01, t6i camnhn duoc con nho can ai d6 m chd dua trong cude sdng. Colin chaflc chin khong phai la ngudi do. Toi co
€ ciling khong phai, ca hai déu khong. T6i nghe ndi hdi nam nhat, trudc Colin, Brittany da tirng hen hod véi mdt thang sinh vién. Con nhd han phai kha dan
day kinh nghiém.

Lam thé ndo ma lic nay con nho lai trong ngdy tho dén vay? Quyén rii nhur quy, ma van rét ngy tho?

Moi con mét cta damban déu dd don vao t6i khi t6i dén gan. Chiing thy mdt con nhé nha gidu da tring dang 14 di trong tay toi, va Bp tirc nghi dén
diéu € hai nhat. T6i quén khong ndi rang trén dudng di, cd ban hoc mdn Hoa da quyét dinh ngti udn trong vong tay toi.

“‘May da lam gi con nh6?”” Paco hoi.

Lucky dumg ddy, hoan toan tirc ti. “Khi thit, Alex. Ching I& tao d& mt chiéc

RX-7 ctia minh r6i?”

“Khong, d6 ngu. Tao khong choi nhitng ¢6 nang bét tinh.”

Tir khoe mt, t6i thdy Carmen dang gian s6i. Khon that. Toi da ngu ngde xodn By ¢b nng ca dém, t6i xing dang véi con thinh nd y.
Toi ra hiéu n6i chuyén voi Isabel. “Isa, t& can cau.”

Isa liéc nhin Brittany. “Cau mudn & Am gi v6i ban 4y?”

“Gitip minh dua Brittany ra khoi ddy. Minh phé rdi, khong 14i xe dugc.”

Isa lic dau. “CAu phai biét |a ban dy c6 ban trai rdi. Va ban dy gidu 6. Da tring. Méc nhitng b d6 hang higu ma cau s& chiing bao gios 6 dii khd nang
chucap.”

Vang, t6i biét diéu do. Va t6i ciing rat mét moi mdi khi bi nhéc nhé diéu d6 roi. “Té can cau gip, Isa. Khong can mdt bai thuyét gido. Paco da thuyét
giao xong cho t§ 101.”

Isa gio tay Ién. “T¢6 chi ndira sur thét thoi. Cau la mbt anh chang thong minh, Alex. Ty nght Jy di. Cau mudn co Brittany dén & ndo ciing vdy, ban dy
khong thudc vé cau. Mot hinh tam giac khdng thé nao khit vao voi mdt hinh vudng, Gio t& s€ im ling ngay day.”

“Cam on.” Toi khong chi ra ring néu hinh vudng d6 du lon, thi hinh tam gide nho kia c6 thé 10ng vao trong mdt cch hoan hao. Ban chi can diéu chinh vai
cho trong phép tinh. T6i dang qua say va phé thudc dé gidi thich dieu d6 vao luc nay.

“Minh dang dd xe bén kia dudng,” Isa néi. Ban 4y thd dai mot tiéng day gian dir. “Bi theo minh.”

Toi theo Isabel ra xe, hy vong chiing t6i c6 thé budc di trong im king. Khong may nin dén thé.

“T6 cling hoc chung voi Brittany nam ngodi,” Isa noi.

“Abh4.”

Isa nhin vai. “Mot ¢ gai tir té. Trang diém qua dam.”

“Hau hét bon con gAi du ghét Brittany.”

“Hau hét bon nd déu mudn trong nhur ban dy. Ching ciing mubn ca tién 1an ban trai ctia ban dy.”

Toi dirng lai va nhin Isa vé ghé tom. “Thang Mt Lira 4?”

“0i, limon di, Alex. Colin Adam thre d& thwong, cau 4y 1 doi truong doi bong va ngudi hing cua Fairfield. Cau thi nhur thé Danny Zuko[ 1] trong
Grease dy. Cau hit thude, 1 mot ké du déng, va cu hen hd v6i moi ¢d nang nong bong xau xa xung quanh. Brittany thi nhur Sandy{2]. .. mbt Sandy

khong bao gt dén truong trong b 4c khoac da miu den ciing diéu thude phi phéo trén mbi ca. Tinh mdng di.”

[1] Nhén vat nam chinh trong bd phim ca nhac ndi tiéng thé gidi Grease san xuat nam 1978, viét vé mdt cau chuyén tinh yéu ling man trong truong trung
hoc M§ nhitng nam 1950.



[2] Nhan vat nit chinh trong bd phim Grease.

Toi dat gidc mOng ctia minh vao bang ghé sau xe Isa va ngdi bén canh. Brittany nhich lai gAn, gdi dAu Ién t6i, nhitng lon toc xoan vang budng xda xudng
T61 nham mat lai trong gidy Iat, ¢ loai bo hinh anh d6 ra khoi dau. Va t6i khong bict phai lam gi véi d6i tay minh. Tay phai toi dét trén nam cira. Tay trai
thi dang dao dong phia trén Brittany.

T6i do du. Minh dau phai trai tan? T6i 1a mt i trai murdi tam tudi, c6 thé dbi pho vai viéc cd mdt ¢d nang ndng bong & canh bén. Tai sao t6i lai s dat
tay vao noi thoai mai, ngay trén ngudi con nho ay?

Toi nin tho khi dat tay lén Brittany. Con nh6 nhich lai gan hon. T6i cam thiy ky la va chodng vang, Mai toc dai quén quanh dui t61. Khong nghi ngoi gj, t61
Iudn tay vao méi toc Ay va nhin nhitng lon toc Iya 1 tir tir trurot qua k& tay minh. Toi dot ngdt du’ng lai. C6 mdt mang troc on xAu xi & phia sau dau con
nh6. Nhur thé con nho da phai lim xét nghiém g d6 ma nguoi ta phai giat ra mot méng toc dé iy mau.

Khi Isa Iui xe, Paco chén Isa lai va nhay vao ¢hé trudc. T6i nhanh chéng che chd cao troc cua Brittany, khong mudn ai thiy khiém khuyét ctia con nho.
Toi khong muon phan tich dong co ctia minh khi lim viée do, vi thé s& phai suy nghi qua nhiéu. Suy nghil nhi€u trong hoan canh cta t6i hién tai s& cuc ky
kho so.

“Chao cac cau. Td di cing chic khong sao nhi,”” Paco noi.

N6 quay lai thi thiy canh tay t6i trén ngudi Brittany, bén tic ludi va Fc dau.

“Imngay,” toi n6i voi no.

“Tao co ndi gi dau.”

C6 tiéng chudng dién thoai reo. Toi cam thiy né rung Ién trong tiii quan Brittany.

“Pién thoai ctia Brittany,” t6i noi.

“Tra 101 di,” Isa bao.

Toi cam théty nhur thé minh vira bit coc con nho nay. By gid toi phai tré ki di¢n thoai cho con nhé thé ndo day? Khi that. Hoi kin Brittany ra mdt chi,
t61 cam thay c6 chd phong 1én noi tli quan sau.

“Tra 10i i, Isa thi thao I6n hon, n ndy bang tiéng Tay Ban Nha.

“Té dang tim,” t6i rit 1én, nhiing ngdn tay vung v& mo mam céi dién thoai.
“Tao ly cho,” Paco ndi, tréo qua ghé va chdm vé phia mbng Brittany.
T6i dap manh tay né ra. “Pung c6 dong vao Brittany.”

“Chtia 0i, tao chi mudn gitip thoi ma.”

Toi liéc nit gian dir dép lai, rdi trurot nhimg ngén tay vao tii quan sau cua Brittany, b khong nghi vé cam  gidc s& c6 khi khong con cai quan jean ngin
cach. Toi kéo chiéc dién thoai ra timg chit mot trong khi nd van rung, Khi da Ay héin n ra, t6i nhin vio s6 goi t6i.

“Po 1a Sierra, ban con nho.”

“Tra loi di,” Paco giuc.

“‘May dién 101 sa0? Tao khdng néi chuyén voi bon ho.”

“Pa thé sao may con Ky 16 ra khoi tii con bé?”

D6 1a mdt cau hoi hay. Mot cau ma t6i khong biét phai tra 1 thé nao.

Isa Fic du. “Péy I thir cau nhin duoc khi két hop v6i mdt hinh vudng ddy.”

“Chiing ta nén dura con bé vé nha,” Paco n6i. “May khong thé giit con bé.”

Toi biét diéu do. Nhung toi chua sn sang dé budng Brittany ra dii chi mot chit. “Isa, dua Brittany t6i nha cau.”
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Chuong 21
Brittany

T6i dang mo thdy con 4c mng ring c6 ca ngan ngudi Oompa Loompa[ 1] ti hon dang & trong dau va Ay biia bd vao so toi. M miit ra dudi anh séng
ruc 13, t6i nhiu may. Nhitng nguwoi Oompa Loompa van con & do.

[1] Oompa Loompa: Ching nguoi ti hon trong truyén Charlie and the Chocolate Factory cua tac gia Roald Dahl.

“Cau bi nhirc dau sau khi say ruou,” mt cO gai noi voi tol.

Nheo it lai, t6i thiy d¢ Ia Isabel dang dimg canh minh. Chiing t6i dang ¢ mjt noi gidng nhur mot phong ngl nho, vdi nhing bire twong son mau vang
nhat, hop v6i rém cira sb méu vang dang bay bay trong 6. DAy khong thé 1 nha t6i, ching t6i chéing bao gid md ctra s6. Ching t6i luén bat didu hoa
hodc 10 suoi

To6i nheo miét nhin ban dy. “T6 dang & dau?”

“Nha t6. Néu i cu, t& s& nim yén. Cuco thé s& ndn nita, va bd me tG s& phéat hoang néu cau lam bin tham cta ho,” Isabel noi. “May min cho ching
ta 1a ho dang ra khoi thanh pho, dén t6i mdi ve.”

“Sao t6 lai dén day?” Didu cubi cing t6i nhé 1 minh dang di bo vé nha. ..

“Céau ng'élt xiu tai bo hd. Alex va t& dua ciu vé day.”

Nghe nhic dén Alex, mét t6i mo Ion hét ¢&. T6i mo hd nhé minh dang ung bia, rdi di bo trén cét va thiy Alex dang ¢ bén Carmen. ROi Alex va toi. .
To6i da hon hin u? Toi biét minh da ghé lai gan, nhumg, ..

T6i da ndn. Toi nho rd rang 1 minh d4 non. Hinh anh cha hoan hao ti ndo. Tai tir tir ngdi ddy, hy vong dau minh s& sém ngimg quay mdng mong, “Té co
lam di€u gi ngu ngdc khong?”” T6i hoi

Isa nhin vai. “Té khong chic. Alex da khong dé cho bét ctr ai duoc phép lai gin cau. Cau da ngit di trong vong tay cau dy na.”
Toi guc dau vao tay minh. “Oi, khong, Isabel, im on dirng n6i vi ai trong doi nhé.”
Ban 4y mim cudi. “Dumg lo. T s& khdng ndi véi ai ring Brittany Ellis trong thue t& ciing B mdt con ngwoi dau.”

“Tai sao cau lai tdt voi t6? Y 6 13, khi Carmen mudn dap vio mit t6, ciu da che chd cho 6. Cau lai con cho 6 ngi nhdy & ddy subt dém. Cau da ndi rd
ching ta khong phai ban bé ma?”

“Ching ta khong phai 1 ban bé. Carmen va t& ganh nhau tir Ju roi. To s& Bm bét ctr chuyén gi co thé dé choc tire nd. N6 khong chiu dugc viée Alex
khong con Ia ban trai ctia n6 nita.”

“Tai sao bon ho chia tay?”

“Céu tir di mi hoi Alex. Cau chang dang ngu trén di vang ngoai phong khach a 4y. Thiép di ngay sau khi mang cau vao déy.” Oi, khong, Alex & day 4?
Trong nha ciia Isabel? “Cau dy thich cau, cau biét ma,” Isabel ndi, ngim nghia mong tay minh thay vi nhin vio toi.

Mot cam gidc nhon nhao dang Ién trong bung t6i. “Cau ta khong thich d4u,” t6i dap, di rat mudn hoi dé biét thém chi tiét.
Isabel tron xoe mét, “O, m on di. Cu biét diéu d6 ngay ca khi cau khong mudn thira nhan né.”

“V6i mdt ngudi da i s& khong bao gidr im ban véi t6, cdu da chia sé kha nhiéu diéu sang nay day.”

“Phai thira nhan t6 wéc gi cau B db dé tién nhu mot sb dira con gai da goi,” ban Ay noi.

“Taisao?”

“Nguoi ta d& ghét bo mdt nguoi ¢6 tt ca moi thir m.”

Mot tiéng cudi ngiin ddy hoai nghi thoat ra khoi miéng t6i. Toi khong mudn néi véi Isabel sur thit - ring cude doi toi dang vun v dudi chén nhur nhimg
hat cat lin dém qua. “T6 phai vé nha day. Dién thoai ctia t& dau r6i?” T6i hoi, vo nhe tii quan sau. “Ca vi nita?”

“Alex giit ching, t6 nghi thé.”



Do vay, én bo di ma khong n6i chuyén véi han a diéu khong thé. Toi cd giit nhitng ngudi Oompa Loompa & yén trong dau liic o dao bude ra khoi
phong ngu tim Alex.

Khong khé dé tim thAy héin, ngdi nha con nhé hon hd boi ctia nha Sierra. Alex dang nam trén chiéc ghé s6 pha cil, miic ddc cai qun jean. Mt hin dang
mo, nhung ching d6 ngau va do dAn vi con ngai ngi.

“Chao,” hén nbi mot cach than thién trong lic vuron vai.

Oi, Chua oi. Toi gp phéi réc r6i 16n 10, vi t0i dang tron it lén ma nhin. Mét t6i ctr dén chéit vao nhiing mii co sén chéc trén minh héin. Cam gidc nhon
nhao tang Ién gap muroi 1an khi anh mét lang thang cua t6i gip phai 4nh mét hin dang nhin cham cham

“Chao,” t6i nubt xudng, ndi mdt cach kho khin. “Toi, trm, t6i dodn 1 minh nén cam on vi cdu di dura t6i dén day thay vi bo miéic t6i bat tinh trén bai

cat.

Cai nhin ctia héin khong hé yéu di. “Pémqua, t0ida nhinra diéu g do. Céu va 01, ching ta khong qua khac biét. Cau song ciing mdt cach gidng nhur toi.
Cau sir dung vé bé ngoai, co the va tri 6c minh dé ddm bao cau ludn trong tam kiém soét.”

“T6i dau dau Fim, Alex. Toi thdm chi khong thé suy nghi sang subt va cu thi lai gio tro triét 1y.”
“Thay chura, gioy c4u lai dang dién kich kia. Hay thanh thyc véi chinh minh. T6i thach cau m dugc diy.”

Hén duia 4? Thanh thuc w? Toi khong thé. Boi néu thé thi t6i s& bat dau khoc va c6 18 hoang loan dén ndi budt miéng ndi ra sy that - ring ti da ¢d tao
ra mot hinh anh hoan hao dé c6 thé giau minh dang sau nd. “To6i nén vé nha thi hon.”

“Trude khi ve, ¢ & cau nén vao phong tam” han noi

Chura kip hoi lai tai sao, t6i chot thoang thiy hinh anh minh trong tAm gurong treo trén tuong, “Oi, khi that!” t6i hét Ién. Mascara den von thanh cyc dudi
mat va chay thanh nhitng vét dai trén ma toi.

Toi trong nhur mt xéc chét. Voiva vuot qua Alex, toi tim thdy 161 vao phong tim va nhin chiim chim vao minh trong grrong. Toc t6i rdi mit nhu mot t6
chim. Néu phan mascara nhoe trén mé van chua du € hai, thi day, méat mili t6i trong nhot nhat hét nhu ba di Dolores ctia t6i khi khong trang diem
Toém lai, khéng dugce dé coi cho im Trong tiéu chuén ctia bt cir ai.

Toi ly gidy uét cha dudi mit va trén ma cho dén khi x6a hét nhimg vét ban. Puoc r6i, i s& phai can dén dung dich tiy trang cho mét moi c6 thé yic
hén né di. Va me timg canh bao t6i rang néu cha xat dudi mit nhicu qua s€ lam cang ving da nay va t6i s€ som c6 nhiing nép nhén. Nhung ting thé thi
danh phai thé ndy thoi. Sau cting, nhitng vét mascara cting mo dan, t6i vo nhe chit nude lanh Ién bong mat.

Tiép theo, t6i Iy ngon tay am hroc, khong hiéu qua Eimy, rdi cot tim téc 1én theo kiéu phdng tré, hy vong kiéu toc ndy s& kha hon mai dau rbi nhur t6
qua.

Téi stic miéng danh ring, hy vong tay hét duoc hau qua t¢ hai ir trdn 6i nmira, gidc ngli va con say dém qua khi vé t6i nha.
Gia ma t6i ¢6 thé diém chit son bong lén. ..

Nhung, than 6i, t6i khong co. Vuon vai va giit ddu nging cao, t6i md cira quay lai phong khach, dé thy Isabel dang di vé phong con Alex van dang
dung do.

“Dién thoai cta t61 dau?” Toi hoi. “Va lam on miic 4o vao.”

Hin cti Xuéng chdp l?iy dién thoai cua t01 trén san. “Tai sao?”

“T6i can dién thoai ctia minh,” t6i n6i khi nhan Iy 16 tir tay hin, “& dé goi mot chiée taxi, con Iy do t6i mudn cau mic 40 vao I, o thi, vi, trm...”
“Cau chura bao gi thiy thing con trai ndo cdi trdn a?”

“Ha. Hai hurée ddy. Tin toi di, cau khong c6 bt ctr thir gi ma t6i chura timg thiy dau.”

“Dém ca khong?” Han n6i, rdi cham tay dén chd ctc quan jean va mo bung nd ra.

Isabel budc t6i ding lic. “Thoi di, Alex. Lam on giit yén cai quan ciu ndo.”

Khi c6 ban quay qua, ti gio tay Ién thanh minh. “Dumg nhin t&. T6 chi dang dinh goi mbt chiéc taxi thi cau ta. ..”

Isabel lic dau trong lic Alex cai ctic quan lai. C6 ban cim By vi va nhit chim chia khoa Ién. “Quén xe taxi di. TG s& dura cau vé nha.”

“Té s& dua Brittany vé,” Alex cit ngang,



Isabel c6 vé kiét sirc khi phai ddi ph6 véi ching toi, y nhu vé mit cd Peterson trong lop Hoa. “Cau muén minh dira vé hay Alex?” Ban dy hoi.

Toi c6 mdt ngudi ban trai. Thoi dugc rdi, t6i thira nhan mdi khi bét gip Alex nhin minh, co thé i lai bimg 1én 4m &p. Nhung d6 | binh thudng. Ching
t01 [a hai dira tudi teen, voi stre hiit gidi tinh hién nhién. Mién 14 t61 khong bao gior xudi theo no, tat ca moi thir s€ 6n. Nhung néu toi xudi theo nd, hdu qua
s€ 1a thdm hoa. T61 s€ mat Colin. Toi s&€ mét ban be, mét nhitng gi con lai trong tinh yéu me danh cho t6i. T6i s€ mat sy kiém soat ma minh cé trong cudc
song,

“Isabel, dua t& vé di,” t6i ndi, sau d6 nhin Alex.

Hin khé Fic dau, chop lay 4o so mi va chia khoa ctia minh rdi ding ding bo di ra cira khong noi mdt 1oi. Toi nghe tiéng rit ctia chiéc md t6 khi hin li xe
di.

Toi am thim budc theo Isabel lai chd xe ban 4y.

“Cu thich Alex nhiéu hon mdt nguoi ban, phai khong?” Toi hoi.

“Gidng nhur anh trai 4y. Ching t& da biét nhau tir khi con I nhing dtra tré.”

Toi chi dwong cho Isabel téi nha minh. Diéu ban 4y ni véi toi ¢ phai l su that? “Cau khong nghil cau ta néng bong sao?”’

“T6 biét Alex tir khi cau Ay con khoc nheé khi danh roi kem trén ph, lic d6 bon t6 méi bon tudi. T dd ¢ d6 khi, o. .. ndi chung 1 bon t& da trai qua
nhiéu viéc cling nhau.”

“Nhiéu viéc u? N6i rd hon di?”

“Khdng phai véi cau.”

T6i duong nhur ¢6 thé nhin thiy bre trdng vo hinh dang dung 1én giita ching ti. “VAy tinh ban ctia ching ta két thic ¢ day 42
Isabel quay sang nhin t6i. “Tinh ban ctia ching ta chi méi bt du, Brittany. Dimg voi va.”

Sép vé t¢i nha t6i roi. “Cin thir ba, mé bén phai nhé,” t6i noi.

“T¢ biét.” Isabel dimg xe ngay trude nha 0, khong budn ki vao dudng d6 xe. Toi nhin ban y. Ban dy nhin toi. Ban dy chd ti moi vao nha sao? Toi
thdm chi chura ttrng dua nhitng ngudi ban tot vao trong nha minh.

“Um, camon cdu da cho dinho,” t6i noi. “Va ca viéc cho to ta tic dém qua nira.”
Isabel cudi guong voi t6i. “Khong b gi.”

Toi bam vao tay nim cira. “T¢ s& khong dé cho bat cir chuyén gi xay ra giira t6 va Alex. Puoc chir?” Ngay ca khi co diéu gl d6 dang ngAm ngim dién
ra.

“Tbt. Boinéu c6 bat cir chuyén gi, nd s& chi gy hai cho cau thoi.”
Nhitng ngudi Oompa Loompa lai bt dau duc g5, vay nén toi chang thé nghii k§ hon vé diéu Isabel canh bao.

Trong nha, bd me t6i dang ngdi & ban bép. N6 that yén tinh. Qué yén tinh. Vai td gidy & trude mit ho. Nhitng to quéng co hodc g d6. Ho nhanh chéng
ngOi thing day, nhur nhitng dira tré bi bat qua tang khi lam dicu gi d6 sai.

“M. .. me twdng con van dang. . . & chd Sierra,” me t6i n6i. CAc gidc quan clia t6i nhan ra. Me chura bao gior noi le“'lp. Ba ciing khong soi moi toi vé dién
mao nhurr moi khi. Day khong phai 4 dicu tot.

“Con da & d6, nhung con nhirc dau mubn chét,” t6i n6i, bude t6i va tip trung vao nhing t& quang cao kha nghi i bb me t6i dang rit quan tim
Nha Sunny Acres[2] cho Nhitng nguroi Dac biét

[2] Sunny Acres Home: Mot trung tim diéu dudng va phuc hdi chire néing, chuyén chim séc nhiing ngudi ¢6 hoan canh dic biét.

“Pay | nhitng g b me dang am?”

“Thao luén vé nhitng chon lya ctia ching ta,” b noi.

“Nhitng chon Ira? Chéing phéi chiing ta déu nhét tri ring cho chi Shelley di 14 y kién rat t& sao?”

Me quay qua toi. “Khong. Chi c6 con quyét dinh ring viée giri con bé di i mdt y kién t&. BS me thi vin dang ban vé diéu do.”

“Sang ndm con s& vio hoc & Northwestern, con ¢6 thé sdng ¢ nha va gitp da.”



“Brittany, nghe nay, nm t6i con s& phai tp trung vao viée hoc, khong phéi vao chi con,” bd toi n6i rdi dimg ddy. “Bb me phai xem xét lyra chon nay.
Sau chuyén con bé da lam véi con hdmqua. ..”

tR)

“Con khong mudn nghe diéu 6, 101 ndi, ngiit ngang 1di ong, “PAy tuyét dbi khong phii a giai phép, con khong bao gi dong y dé bd me giri chi dy di
Toi giat & quang cao ra khoi ban. Shelley can song cing gia dinh minh, khong phai trong mdt noi toan nguoi xa la. Toi x¢ t& quang cao lam hai, thay
ching vao sot rac, sau dd lao vé phong.

“Mo cira ra, Brit,” mdt phiit sau me lc nhe tay ndm cira phong t6i.

Toi ngdi noi mép girong mmh, tam tri quay cudng hinh anh Shelley bi giri di. Khong, chuyen d6 khong thé xéy ra. Suy nghi 6 khién t6i phat bénh. “Me
tham chi chéing budn chi d4n cho Baghda. Ngay tir du me da mudn giri Shelley di roi.”

“Pumg ngé ngn thé,” giong me 1 vong qua canh cira. “Piy 3 mdt trung tim diéu tri moi duge xdy dung & Colorado. Néu con mo cira ra, ching ta ¢6
thé binh tinh thao luin vé nd.”

Toi s& khong bao g dé chuyén d6 xay ra. Téi s& lam moi chuyén trong kha ning dé gii chi minh & nha.

“Con khong mudn mdt cude théo luan binh tinh ndo vé nd ca. B6 me mudn gl chi dén mot trung tdm ma khong cho con biét. PAu con nhu mudn voy tung
ra day. b€ con yén, duoc chir?”’

Cai g d6 dang thd ra khoi i ciia t6i. Khan ran clia Alex. Isabel chura phai mdt ngudi ban, nhung ban 4y da gitip t6i. Va Alex, mit g trai quan tim dén
t61 dém qua con hon ca ban trai t6i, 3 hanh dong nhur thé mdt nguoi hing va con khuyén t6i phai thanh thure. Phai thanh thue the nao day?

T6i ndim chit chiéc khin rin trude ngyc.
Va cho phép minh duge khéc.
Ban dang doc truyén Xiic Tdc Hoan Héo dugc tai mién phi tai wWw.EbookFull. Net.
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Alex

Brittany da goi cho t6i. Néu khong phai thang nhéc Luis da nguéch ngoac ghi lai ddy du ca tén va so dién thoai, thi ti ching bao gid tin con nho thue s
da goi dén. C6 dem nuéng Luis én cling chiang ich gi, n6 ¢6 tri nhd cuc kém, thim chi chéing nhé ndi viée da nghe may. Thong tin duy nhét toi nhan
dugc Ia con nhd muon t6i goi lai.

Péy 14 trera hom qua, trude khi con nho non the ndn théo 1én gidy t6i va ngit di trong vong tay toi.

Khi béo Brittany phéi thanh thyc, t0i c6 thé thiy ndi so hai trong doi mit xanh y. Toi tw hoi diéu gi khién con nhd phai s héii. Go bo tim ngyy trang
“hoan hao” ctia con nho 1 myc tiéu ctia to1. To1 biet Brittany khong chi c6 nhing lon téc vang va than hinh boc kira chét ngudi. Phai c6 nhitng bi mit con
1h6 mubn mang theo xudng mo, va nhirng bi mat con nho khao khat chia s¢. Chia oi. Brittany giong nhu mdt bi an, va tdi phai lim sang t6 cac manh mbi
ay.

Khi n6i hai dra t6i g10ng nhau, t6i khong hé n6i nham. MJi lién két nay gitra ching t6i khéng phai thoang qua, nd ngy cang manh mé hon. Cang & bén
Brittany, t6i lai cang nuon dugc gan giii thém

Toi rat mudn goi cho Brittany chi dé nghe giong ctia con nho, ngay ca khi nd day chdm choc. M dién thoai va ngdi xudng ghé s6 pha trong phong
khach, t6i nhan dong s0, uu vao bd nhd.

“Goi ai thé?” Paco hoi, xong vio nhi ma chiing budn nhin chudng hay gb cira. Isa vao theo ngay sau.
Toi tit dién thoai. “Chéng ai hét.”
“Vay thi nhic mong khoi ghé va di choi bong thoi.”

Choi bong t6t hon nhiéu viéc ngdi day nghi vé Brittany cling nhimg bi mét ctia con nho, di t0i van thiy hoi lng ling vi vu tiée ting t6i qua. Ching t6i di
V€ phia cong vién, noi mdt nhdm con trai dang khéi dong,
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Mario, mdt thing trong 16p t6i, ¢6 anh trai da chét trong mdt cudc dua xe ndm ngodi, vo hrng toi. “Mudn choi vi tri thi mén khong, Alex?””
“Khong” Téi ¢6 nhitng td chit ctia mdt ké tin cong. Trong bong d4, n trong cudc sdng,
“Paco, may thi thé nao?”

Paco dong y v vao vj tri cita minh, ngdi chom hdm ngay trrée vach khung thinh. Nhur thurdng 1, thing ban hudi biéng ctia t0i clr ngdi thé cho dén khi
trai bong lan vé phia no.

Hau hét nhing thang cing choi | hing xom ctia t0i. Ching toi lon én bén nhau.... cing choi trén san ndy ngay tir khi con bé ti, thdm chi con gia nhap
bang Latino Blood gan nhur cing mt lc. Trude khi tham gia vao d, 61 nhé Lucky ting ké, mbt bang dang cling giong nhur gia dinh thir hai.... ho s& 6
d6 vi ban trong khi chinh gia dinh ban thi khong thé. Ho s& bao v& ban va cho ban sy an toan. N6 nghe ¢ vé hoan hao voi mdt thang nhoc da mat cha.

Theo‘ nam thang, t6i hog duoc céch tang 10 nhitng thir t€ hai. Nhiing trdn danh dap, nhiing giao dich ma tiy bén thiu, nhitng cudc 51() stng. Toi biét mdt
s0 thang thir thoat ra, roi chi con thy xac hodc bi danh ddp tan t&€ boi chinh bon cling bang, t¢i mirc han ching wdc gi minh da chét.

Thanh thit ma ndi, t6i tang b i t6i sg' chét khiép. L& ra t6i phai kién cudng dé khong quan tim nira, nhung khong, t0i ¢6 quan tam.

Ching t6i vao vi trf ctia minh trén san. T6i trong twong qua bong chira bén trong mdt giai doc dic. Néu t6i gitt nd khong roi vao tay ké khéc va sit
duoc vao khung thanh, t6i s& bién thanh mdt anh chang gidu ¢6, quyén hre, di dé mang gia dinh minh (ciing Paco) rdi xa khu phd dia nguc nay.

Hai di déu c6 nhiéu ciu thi gioi. Doi bén kia c6 loi thé hon vi Paco - thit mbn ctia chiing t6i - dang gii nglra & phia cudi san.

“Nay, Paco. Thoi nghich cai cua quy cta may di!” Mario la lén.

Paco tra 161 bang cach tim diing quin va ndy “bi” clia n trong tay. Thing Chris lién sit ngay bng qua miit nd, thé 1 ghi ban.

Mario nhét béng trong khung thinh, ném vao Paco. “Néu may chii tim vao trin d4u ngang v6i miy hon bi ctia mily, bon nd da khong thé ghi ban.”
“N6 ctr ngira thé nay thi tao lim gi duoc ddy. Téi qua ban gai miy hin da Ay ran cho tao rdi”

Mario cudi, khong tin ti ti ndo viéc ban gai s& lira déi 16. Paco tung bong cho Mario, Mario d4 qua cho Lucky. Lucky dan bong vao khu vire tin cong
10i d4 qua cho t6i, vAy 1 t6i c6 co hoi. Toi lira bong xubng khu vire dé ngo, dimg lai mot chit dé danh gia khoang céch can di chuyén trude khi sit vao
khung thanh.

Lira bong sang trai, t6i chuyén cho Mario. N6 chuyén lai. Bang mdt cti ¢4 nhanh, bong bay vot sang phai. Ching t6i ghi ban.

“Vaooooo!” Ca ddi gao Ién, Mario dp tay voi toi.

Du vy, cudc vui ctia ching ti chi dién ra ngin nggi. Mot chiée Escalade mau xanh kha nghi dang luon trén pho.

“Nhan ra khong?” Mario hoi, t ra cang thing

Trd choi dirng lai khi ca bon nhan thiy c6 diéu gi d6 khong 6n Eim. “Chéic 13 tim ngudi tra thiy,” toi noi.

Mit t6i khong roi khoi cira s chiée xe. Khind dimg lai, tat ca ching toi chdr doi trong thdy mdt ai d6 hodc mdt didu gi do. C6 chuyén gi xay ra 1 ching
t6i déu da sin sang,

Nhung t6i khong ngd. Budc ra tir chiée xe hila thang Carlos nha t6i ctng mit thang tén Wil. Me ctia Wil von & trong bang Blood, nguoi phu trach tuyén
chon nhimg thinh vién moi. Thang emt6i tot hon hét khong phai mjt trong s0 cc tan binh. Toi d4 phai nai hrng ra m dé dam bao 16 biét t6i & trong
bang Blood 11, n6 khong cn phai lam gi nita ca. Neu‘ 6 mOt nguoi trong gia dinh ¢ trong bang, nhirg thanh vién con ai s& dugc bao vé. Toi da gia
nhap. Carlos va Luis thi khong, va toi s€ lambat cir dieu gi d€ chac chan bon nd & yén nhur hién gio.

Trung ra bd mit lanh tanh, t6i bude vé phia Wil, hoan toan bo quén tran bong, “Xe méi ha?” Toi héi nb, quan sét banh xe.

“Clia me em ddy.”

“Tuyét.” Toi quay qua thing em “May di d4u ma theo bon n vay?”

Carlos dya hung vao chiéc xe, nhur thé viéc n6 di theo Wil chd phai to tit gi. Wil moi tham gia gin ddy, gitr n6 nghi n6 xin lim. O trung tAm thuong mai
mdi cd mdt clra hang ban dan ghi-ta trong kha ngon. Ong Hector da gap bonem ¢ do va...”

Toi ¢ nghe diing khong vay? “Hector?” T6i khong doi nio mudn thing em minh kéng phéng quanh Hector.

Wi trong chlec so mi rong thimg thinh phii bén ngoai quén, thyi manh vao vai Carlos dé bao 16 ngim miéng lai Thing em 161 lap tirc imngay, nhu thé
¢6 con rudi sip bay vao miéng nd. Toi thé s& d4 vao mdng nd, cho né bay thing v& Mexico néu n6 ¢6 bat ctr y nghii ndo vé viéc gia nhip bing Blood.

“Fuentes, may c6 choi nita khong?”” Pira nao d6 hét Ién tir trong san.



Kim lai con gidn, t6i quay qua thing em cling thing ban dang mudn 16i kéo n6 vao viing Ay. “Mudn choi khong?”’
“Khong. Bon em s& vé nha em choi,” Wil noi.
T6i nhin vai v t6 ra hr himg,

Toi tr6 lai san, i dang rét mudn tom Ky tai Carlos va kéo 1€ n6 vé nha. Nhung toi khong thé Bm thé, vi viée d6 ¢6 thé dugc béo lai véi Hector, o s&
bat dau nghi ngd vé long trung thanh ctia toi.

Po6i1 khi t61 cam thfiy cudc séng ctia minh & mt sy déi tra Ion.

Carlos di ciing voi Wil. Diu ndy, ciing vdi thye t€ khong the dy duoc Brittany ra khoi tim trf, khién dau t6i roi nhur to vo. Trong san, khi trdn dau tiép
tuc, t6i van rat bat an. Bt nhién, nhiing thing ¢ doi bén kia duong nhu khong con Ia nhitng thang t6i bict, ma 1a nhiing ké thi chan trude thir t6i mudn.
To6i lao t6i bong,

“L5i!” Emho ctia mdt thé.ng ban la Ién, khi t6i d4m sim vao no.

Toi dua tay Ién. “D6 khong phéi 1 pham 16i.”

“Anh da ddy em”

“Dlmg c6 mi nhu thing chét nhat thé,” t6i n6i, biét minh dang thdi phong moi chuyén lén.

T6i dang mudn danh nhau. Toi dang khiéu khich. Thing kia biét diéu do. N6 cao va ning ngang t6i. Méau nong dang chéay rn ran trong nguoi toi.

“Anh mudn xin ti huyét ctia ti ddy 4, dd ngdc?”” Thing nhii n6i, dang tay ra nhur con chim dang bay.

Pe doa cha c6 tac dung gi voi toi ca. “Ngon thi téi day.”

Paco chay t6i chen vao gitta chiing t6i. “Alex, ha nhit nao, théng ban.”

“Dénh thi d4nh di, con khong thi choi tiép!” Thing ndo do hét lén.

“N6 bao tao pham 161, t6i n6i véi Paco, mach mu cang lén.

Paco nhiin vai. “Thi diing ma.”

Thoi duoe rdi, gios thi thang ban théin nhat ciing khong vé phe toi. Toi biét minh da mét binh finh. Liéc mdt vong, toi thiy ca Iii déu dang chd xem toi s
lam gi. Mau nong trong ngudi toi van chdy ran rt. Toi c6 muon danh nhau khong? Co, néu d6 la cach dé t6i giai phong nhiing nang h{ong du thira trong
nguoiL Va dé quén, du chi mdt phit, rang s6 dién thoai ctia con nho cting nhom Hoa dang ném gon trong dién thoai. Hay ca chuyén thang em t6i dang
trong tam ngam tuyén chon ctia bang Blood.

Paco x0 t6i tranh xa thing nhoc dang ddi dau va day toi khoi san. N6 goi vong lai bao ai do vao choi thay cho ching toi.

“May lam cai tro gi vay ha?” Toi hoi.

“Gitip may kim ché, théing ban. Alex, niy mat binh tinh roi. Hoan toan.”

“Tao c6 thé xir Iy thang nay.”

Paco nhin thing vao t6i va ndi, “May dang hanh dong nhur thé mot théng ngde.”

Toi gat tay né ra khoi 4o minh rdi bo di. Trong vai tun qua, ti chot nhan ra cude ddi minh da thit bai thé tham. Toi cin phai sira chiva né lai. T6i nay toi
s€ noi chuyén véi Carlos khi nd v€ téi nha. N6 s€ phai linh mdt tran quo trach tir t6i. Con Brittany. . .

Con nho khong mudn t6i dura v& tir nha Isa vi khong mudn bi bit gip di ciing véi toi. Quy tha ma bt. Carlos dau phai 1 dtra duy nhét d4ng nhan con
thinh nd cuia toi.

Toi mo may va bam b cia Brittany.

“Xin chao?”

“Alex déy,” t6i ndi, nzic dir hin con nho da biét qua 16 1 toi. “Gap t0i tai thu vién. Ngay bay gio.”
“Toi khong thé.”

Péy khong phai 1 budi trinh dién ctia ngbi sao Brittany Ellis. N6 1a ciia Fuentes Alex ndy. “Nghe déy, c6 gai,” toi ndi trong lic v& t6i nha va ngdi Ién



chiéc m t6 ctia minh. “Cau s& 6 mit ¢ thr vién trong vong murdi lim phit nira, hodc t6i s& mang nim thing ban dén va cim trai trén bi c6 trudc nha
céu démnay day.”

“Sao cau dam...,” con nho bit dAu n6i, nhung ti cp méy trude khi con nhé kip néi hét cau.

Khi tiéng rt ciia dong co ngiin lai nhitng suy nghi vé dém qua lic Brittany riic vao 1ong t6i, ti chot nhn ra minh ché ¢6 ké hoach ndo cho trd choi nay
ca.

Toi tir hoi man dién ctia Alex Fuentes ot cudc s& 1 hai kich hay bi kich. Du thé ndo dinita, n6 s& ki mot man dién thue té khong nén bo 16
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Toi gian dién 1én trong lic 1i xe vao bai dd cta thur vién va dd & cubi bii, bén phia rimg cdy. Déu toi hién gios chéing c6 chd ndo cho bai tip nhommbn
Hoa.

Alex dang dya vao chiéc md t6 chor t6i. Sau khi rit chia khoa ra khéi 6, t6i lao nhur con 16¢ dén bén hin. “Sao cau damra énh cho t6i ha!” Toi hét lén.
Ca cudc doi t6i da co qua nhicu nguoi co gang kiem soat roi. Me toi. .. Colin. Gid [a Alex. i imr6i. “Néu cdu nghi cdu co thé de doa toi...”

Khong n6i mdt 1oi, Alex giat chiéc chia khoa ctia t6i va ngdi vao ghé 1ai trong chiéc Beemer.

“Alex, cu nghi cau dang lam gi ddy?”

“Vao di.”

Pong co i lén. Hén sip stra li chiée xe di, bo miic t6i khong biét phai lim gi trong bai giri xe ctia thur vién.
Siét chat ndm tay lai, t61 him him bude vao ghé canh bén. Khi toi vio rdi, Alex nd may.

“Birc anh Colin ciia t6i d4u?” Toi hoi, nhin vao bang diéu khién. Birc anh van con & d6 vai phit trudc.
“Dimg lo Eing, cau s& dugc tra lai n6. Toi khong c6 bung da ndo nhin nd trong lic i xe.”

“Cau tham chi c6 biét str dung can gat khong ha?” Toi gian di.

C}}afmg budn chdp miét hay nhin xubng, hin gat can, vao sb mdt, chiéc xe lao ra khoi bii. Chiéc Beerer cta t6i thuan phuc sy diéu khién cta Alex nhur
thé ca hai da hoa lam mot.

“Pay | cudp xe ddy.” Im king. “Va bit coc,” t6i thém vao.

Ching t6i ngimg lai & mdt chdt dén. Toi nhin vio miy chiéc xe xung quanh, tham vui mimg vi khong ai c6 thé thiy ching toi.

“Thura ngudi dep, ngudi dep tur nguyén budc vao xe ma,” hin noi.

“Déy | xe ciia t6i. L c6 ai d6 thiy ching ta thi sao?”’

Loi n6i ciia t6i thure sur khién Alex gian, vi 1p xe rit én dy phén nd ngay khi dén tin hiéu chuyén sang méu xanh. Han dang ¢ tinh pha hoai xe ctia toi.
“Durng lai!” Toi ra Inh. “Pua t61 quay lai thur vién.”

Nhunghénkhﬁng lam. Hén im king l4i nhur bay qua cac ving xa la, nhitng con dudng vang vé, nhu ngudi ta van thurong thiy trén phim khi nhan vat 1i xe
den gap nhitng ké budn ma tity nguy hiem

Tuygt tht. Toi s di budn thude phién in dAu tién trong doi. Néu t6i bi bat, liu bd me c6 ndp tién béo lainh cho toi khong? Me s& giai thich chuyén do
thé nao véi ban beé ctia ba nhi? Co thé ho s& giri toi toi mdt trai cai huan danh cho ké nghién. T6i ca 1a ho s€ thich thé. .. dua Shelley dén mit trung tam,
con t6i thi dén mot trai cai nghién.
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Cudc doi toi s€ con té hai hon nita.

Toi s& khong tham gia bét ctr viéc gi phi phap. Toi a ngurdi néim gitt vin ménh ctia minh, khong phai Alex. Toi tom By tay niim cira. “Dé t6i roi khoi day,
khong thi t0i thé s& nhay ra diy.”

“Cau dang thit day an toan ma.” Han dao mit. “Thu giain di. Hai phit nita 1 t6i noi rdi.” ROi héin vé sb, giam tde do trong e dira ching t6i vao mot san
bay cii k¥, vang tanh. “Ching ta dén noi r6i,” hin ndi khi kéo phanh dung xe.

“Puoc roi. Nhung déy i dau? Toi ghét phéai noi voi cau nhung noi co ngudi & gan nhat hinh nhwr phai cach déy t6i ba dam. T6i khong ra khoi xe dau,
Alex. Cau ctr ty giao dich ma tay di.”

“Trudc ddy toi timg hodi nghi viéc ciu c6 thyc sy | mdt ¢6 nang toc vang hoe ngde nghéch hay khong, bay gios thi cau gifip t6i chide chéin roi ddy,” hén
ndi. “Lamnhur t6i s& bién cdu thanh con nghién vay. Ra khoi xe.”

“Sao toi phai lam thé?”
“Bdi vinéu ciu khong ra thi 61 s€ 161 cdu ra. Tin toi di, ba ¢d.”

Alex 1t chia khoa xe t6i ra cho vao tii sau rdi budc ra ngoai. Thay khong con hra chon ndo khéc, t6i danh budc theo. “Nghe nay, néu cau mudn thao
luéin vé bai tap 1 tay, chiing ta c6 thé no6i qua dién thoai.”

Hén giip t6i & chd sau xe. Chiing t6i dimg d6, d6i dau nhau, gitta mdt noi xa x0i héo lanh.

C6 mot diéu ctr am anh khién toi khé chiu subt ca ngay. Vi sin dang dimg day voi hin, t6i bén hoi. “Téi qua ching ta ¢6 hon nhau khong?”’

“Co.”

“Cha, t6i khong nhé, t6i ching c6 chit 4n turong ndo vé nb hét.”

Alex cudi 1. “Toi da thoi. Ching ta chura hon nhaw.” Hén cti xudng, “Khi ching ta hon nhau, ciu s& nhé. Mai mi”

Oi, Chua oi. Ude gi nhitng 161 n6i ctia héin khong khién chén t6i run rdy. Téi biét minh nén so hai, khi & mdt minh cing mot tén du dang ¢ noi ving vé, n6i

vé chuyén hon hit ndy. Nhung t6i khong hé c6 cam giac do. Sau trong tim kham, t6i biét Alex s& khong 6 ¥ im toi dau hay ép budc toi im bat cir didu
gl

“Tai sao cdu lai bat coc t6i?”” Toi hoi

Hin ndm tay t6i, dit vé chd ghé 1. “Vao di.”

“Tai sao?”

“Toi s& day céu lai chiéc xe nay cho dung céach, trude khi dong co vang ra vi bi cau nguroc dai, hanh ha.”
“Toi twong cau gidn t6i. Sao cau lai giip t6i?”

“Bdi vi toi mudn.”

O. Téi da khong mong chd cau tré 1i nay. Trai tim toi bt dau rung rinh, boi vi lu Bim rdi méi ¢ ngudi quan tim t6i toi du dé lim diéu gi d6 gip t6i. D
vay... “Pay khong phai 1a vi cdu muon toi tra on day chir?”’

Hin e dau.

“Thét sao?”

“That.”

“Va cau khong gian t61 vé moi diéu t6i da néi hay lam?”

“T6i chi that vong thdi, Brittany. V& cau. Vé em trai minh. V& nhiéu thir khéac.”
“Tai sao lai dura t6i dén day?”

“Pirg hoi nhitng cAu mé cau chura san sang nghe cau tra 1oi. Puoc chir?”
“Puge.” Toi truot vao ghé 1i, doi Alex ngdi vao ghé bén.

“Sén sang chua?”” hén hoi khi da vao chd va cai ddy an toan.



“ROL”

Hén nghiéng qua tra chia vao 6. Khi t6i tha phanh va khoi dong xe, dong co chét di.

“Cau da khong vao sb khong, Néu cau khong dap chan trén con, né s& chét may lic cau vao sb.”

“T6i biét ma,” ti n6i, cam thdy minh hoan toan ngu ngbe. “Cau am t6i cang thing,”

Alex gat can gat vao vi tri ) khong cho t6i. “Pat chan tréi cua céu én con, chin phai lén phanh, va vao 6 mdt,” hin chi dan.
Toi nhdn chan ga va nha con, chiée xe lao vé phia trudc.

Hin v6i tay 1én chd bang diéu khién. “Dung lai.”

Toi dimg xe, tra vé sb khong,

“Céu can phai tim thdy diém nhay cam ctia n6.”

T6i nhin hin. “Piém nhay cam 42"

“Phai. Cau biét m, khi nha con dy.” Hén st dung tay dé minh hoa khi n6i, vo nhur d6i tay minh 1 ban dap. “Céu nha con qua nhanh. Can phai can bing
mot chitt, r6i gilt yén. .. hdly cam nhén nd. Thir lai di”

T6i cho xe vao s6 1 1an nira va nha con dan trong ic nhan chan ga.

“Giit do....,” Alex n6i, “cam nhan diém nhay cam Nan lai mot chit.”

Toi nha con, giit ban dap ga nhung khong 4n xudng hét mirc. “T6i nghi t6i hiéu ro1.”
“Gidr thi nha hét con di, nhung dimg nhdn chin ga.”

Toi thir aim, nhung chiéc xe gidt manh, rdi chét méy.

“Cau im con bj gidt. Dlmg nhé ra qua nhanh. This lai,” Alex n6i, hoan toan khong hé boi rdi. Han khong buc boi, thit vong, hay st rudt mudn tir bo.
“Cau can phai nhan ga sau hon chiit. Pung manh qué, chi can gitt cho n6 du kich thich dé bat dau chuyén dong,”

Toi m theo timg bude, 1in nay chiéc xe di vé phia trude, khong con bi gidt nira. Ching toi chay trén duong, di chuyén chi mudi dim mot gio.

]

“Dap con,” hin chi dan, sau d6 phi tay kén tay toi trén cin gat, gilp t0i vao s6 2. Toi 6 I di cai cham nhe nhang cing cam giac 4m p ma ban tay do
mang lai, rat mau thuan véi nhan céch clia han, va ¢6 gang tap trung vao nhiém vy

Alex rét kién nhan huéng dan t6i cach vao s6 cho dén khi ching t6i dimg lai & cudi con dudng. Nhirg ngon tay hén van phi trén tay toi.

“Bai hoc xong rdi nhi?”” Toi hoi.

Alex hing giong. “Um, phai.”” Hén rit tay ra, lia vao nhing lon toc xoan den nhanh, gat di miy soi toc 1da xda trude tran.

“Camon,” t0i noi.

“A, &, tai t0i ong ong hét ca 1én mdi lin nghe thiy dong co xe cdu ri dm1 & trudng, Toi khong lim chuyén nay dé dugce coi nhur mot thing tir t& dau.”

T6i nghiéng dAu sang mdt bén, ¢b m cho hén phai nhin minh. Hin khong nhin. “Um, tai sao cau cir thich dugc xem nhu mdt ké xéu xa dén vay? Noi toi
nghe di.”
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Lan d4u tién ching t6i c6 mdt cude n6i chuyén binh finh. Gior t6i phéi nghi ra cai gi d6 dé phé vor bire tudng phong thii clia Brittany.

Oi, khi tht. T6i cin phéi tiét 16 didu gi d6 khién t6i c6 vé d& ton thurong, Néu con nhd xem t6i nhur mdt ké dé bj tén thirong thay vi mot thing khdn, ¢6 &
t01 s€ tien duge vai budc trong moi quan hé nay. Nhung khong hi€u sao t6i thay con nho s& phan biét dugc liéu t6i c6 dang ndi nham nhi hay khong,

T6i khong chéic minh lm thé nay vi vu ¢4 cuoc, vi bai tap nhém mbén Hoa, hay vi chinh minh.

“Bb 01 bi giét ngay trudc mit t6i, e ti sau tudi,” toi noi véi Brittany.

Mt con nhd md 16n. “That sao?”

Toi git dau. Toi khong thich néi vé n6, ciing khong chic ndi ra duoc ngay ca khi toi khong mudn.

Con nho dura ban tay dugc tia tot can than Ién che miéng. “Toi khong hé biét diéu nay. Oi, Chia o, t6i rit tiéc. Chuyén d6 hén phai khing khiép m.”
“U.” T6i cam thiy d& chju khi ké no ra thanh tiéng, Nu cudi lo Fing ciia bd 6i da bién thanh con sbc ngay trude khi ong bi ban.

0, t6i khong thé tin dugc 1 minh nhd ca biéu hién trén gwong it 6ng. Tai sa0 nu cudi ca ong lai chuyén thanh con sdc? Chi tiét d6 da hoan toan b
lang quén cho dén tan bay gio. Toi van con bdi r6i khi quay sang Brittany. “Néu ti quan tim qué nhiéu vé& dong 16n xon d6, né s& cudn ]ay 101, t01 s¢
khong quén dugc nhitng cam xtic vao ngay bb chét. Toi khong mudn thé, viy nén thay vao do, t6i bat ban than khong dugc quan tim dén thir gi ca.”
Mit con nhé day vé tiéc nudi, thirong tiéc va cam thong. Toi biét d6 khong phai gia tao.

Cap chn may xinh dep vAn nhiu lai khi noi, “Cém on vi da ké cho t6i nghe. Nhung t6i khong thé tudng tuong viée ciu thue sur ¢6 theé khién ban thén tho
o voi moi thir. Cau khong thé 1ap trinh ban than nhur the.”

“Mudn c4 khong?”” Bong nhién, t6i rat mudn thay déi chi dé. “Gior dén lwot cau chia sé.”
Brittany nhin di chd khéc. Toi khong thiic giuc con nhd ndi ra bat ctr thir i, so' con nho s& bung tinh lai va mudn bo di.

L& nao viée ghia sé chitt xfu vé thé giéi 9ﬁa minh la1 khé khan véi Brittany hon ca véi t6i? Cude doi t6i da nat bét, toi mirc that kho tin a cude doi con
nho lai c6 the t€ hon. Mot giot mrde mit chdy xuong, Brittany nhanh chong lau né di.

“Chi t6i. . .” con nhd mo 1. “Chi dy bi bai niio. Thiéu nang tri tu¢. Cham phat trién [ tir i moi ngudi thuong ding. Chi a ay khong thé budc di, chi phat
ra nhitng tin hiéu va 4m thanh 1 6...” T6i d6, mot giot mrdc miit khac lai ra ra. Lan niy Brittany dé méc no roi xuong. Toi mudn vuron tay ra lau cho con

nho, nhung lai cam thiy con nho can ching & nguyen tai d6. Con nho hit mt hoi tht sau. “Gan day chi dy gidn dir vé diéu gi do, t6i khong biét 1 dicu gi
Chi ay bat dau nam va giat téc. Ngay hdm qua, chi ay da gidt tung mdt mang toc ctia toi. Pau toi chdy mau, va t6i con himg tron con hodng loan ctia

2

ne.
Viy d6 1 nguyén nhdn phén téc bi mit. Khong phai do Brittany phai di im xét nghiém trong bénh vién.

Lan dau tién trong do1, t6i cam thdy thurong cho Brittany. T6i da hinh dung cudc song ctia con nhod 1 cau chuyén ¢ tich; ring diéu t¢ hai nhét c6 thé xay
ra chi i mdt hat d4u ndm dudi ném khién con nhé mit ngi ca dém

Dudng nhu khong ding,

C6 didu gi d6 dang xay ra. Toi cam nhin dugc mot thoang thay ddi.... mdt su thiu hiéu vé nhau. Toi chura timg thiy thé nay 1in ndo trong doi. Hing
giong, t61 ndi, “Me cau thurong ndi dién voi cdu boi ba bict cau cd thé chiu dung duoc, dung khong?”

“Phai. Cau ndi dung Toi tit nhién 1 d6i trong inh dan tdt hon chi minh r6i.”

“Nghe ndy, i khéng mudn bao chita g dau,” t6i dang rét thyre 1ong, hy vong con nho ciing vay, “nhung t6i khong mudn b coi i mot théng khdn trong
it cau.” Thé nay 1 qua nhiéu cho Man trinh dién ctia Alex Fuentes.

“Toi biét. 6 1 hinh anh cta cau, 1a tAt ca nhitng gi ngudi ta biét vé Alex Fuentes. N6 Ia “thuong higu’ clia ciu, “biéu trong’ ctia cau. .. mdt anh chang
g0c Mexico nguy hiém, chét chdc, nong bong va goi tinh. Toi bict tong cdi viéc tao dung hinh twong d6 ma. Nhung ma t6i khong thuc sy hudng t6i hinh
anh ¢6 nang toc vang ndo rong, Thién vé dang hoan hao, khong thé xAm pham hon.”

Oi troi. Tua lai ndo. Brittany vira noi toi néng bong va goi tinh. Toi khong thé mong doi didu d6. C6 I& i ¢6 co hdi théing vu ¢4 curoe ngu ngde kia rdi.
“Cau vira goi t6i 1a ndng bong nhi?”

“Lamnhu cau khong biét 4y.”

Toi khong hé biét Brittany Ellis lai thiy t6i nong bong “Toi van biét cau bat kha xAm pham roi. Nhung gio t6i m6i biét cu nghi t61 |2 mot vi thanh Mexico
néng béng, goi tinh...”

“T6i ¢6 ndi dén thanh chia gi dau nhi?”



Toi dat mot ngdn tay lén mbi. “Suyt, am on, d& t6i tin huéng do vong ndy, chi mdt phiit thdi.”” Toi nhiam méit lai. Brittany bat cudi, nhitng Am thanh ngot
ngao doi vao tai toi.

“Theo mdt cach dién rd ndo d6, Alex, t6i nghil minh hiéu cau. D t6i that sw chi mudn ndi dién én lic cau hanh xir nhu mot ké moi ro.” Khi mé mit ra,
6i thy Brittany dang nhin minh. “Dirg n6i véi ai vé chi t6i nhé,” con nhé n6i. “Toi khong thich moi ngudi biét bat e thir gi v& minh.”

“Chiing ta I nhitng dién vién trong cudc doi minh, nhi?”
“Vay nén cau hdy hiéu tai sao t6i lai hoang loan néubd me i phat hiénra chiing ta. .. 1a ban be.”

“Cau s& gip ric r6i a? Quai quy, cau dd mudi tam tudi rdi. Cau khong nghi ring biy gid cau c6 thé quyét dinh lim ban véi ai ma ciu mudn sao? Dy ron
da cat - moi lién hé khong con, cau bict day.”

“Céu khong hiéu gi r61.”

“Khai séng cho t6i di.”

“Tai sao ciu lai mudn biét nhiéu nhur vay?”

“Chaing phéi ban hoc mon Hoa nén hiéu rd vé nhau sa0?”

Brittany cudi khan. “Toi hy vong khong phai thé.”

Su that 13, con nho nay khong gidng nhitng gi ti da nghi. Ké tir c t6i ké chuyén bd minh, t6i camthay toan than con nho nhe nhom hin di Nhu thé ndi
dau ctia nguoi khac co the xoa diu Brittany, khién con nho cam thiy minh khong ¢6 doc. Toi van khong thé hiéu tai sao con nhd ctr phai ¢b sirc thé hién
v6i thé gioi bén ngoai ring minh 3 mdt ngurdi hoan hao.

Limng lo trong dAu t6i i vu dat cugc. Toi phai fién ngd Brittany. Va trong khi co thé t6i Ién tiéng T luon di, phan con lai ctia toi lai nghi May I thing
khon chinh hiéu vi con nhé dé bi ton thirong dén nhirong nio.

“T6i mudn nhitng thir cdu c trong cude ddi ctia cau,” toi thira nhan. “Toi chi theo dudi ching theo mdt cach khéc. Cau thich nghi m0i trudng ctia cau, t6i
thich nghi trong chd ctia minh.” T6i lai dat tay Ién tay clia Brittany. “Pé 61 cho cau thiy toi khac nhur thé ndo. Phai rdi, cau c6 bao gir dam hen ho voi
mdt anh chang chiing thé dira c4u dén nhitng nha hang d4t do, ching thé mua cho cau vang hay kim curong khong?”

“Tét nhién dam chir.” Brittany rit tay khoi tay t6i. ‘Nhung toi co ban trai roi.”

“Néu cau chura yéu ai, liéu cau co cho anh chang ngudi gde Mexico ndy mot co hoi khong?”

MEit con nhé chuyén thanh mau hong sdm. C6 bao gid Colin khién con nho phai d6 mét nhur thé khong nhi? “T6i khong tra 16 cau héi nay,” con nhé noi.
“Tai sao khong? N6 chi [a mot cau hoi don gian thdi ma.”

“Oi, lam on di. Khong c6 gi lién quan dén cau 1 don gian ca, Alex. Dlmg nén dé cap dén no nita.” Brittany tra xe vé s6 mot. “Gidr ching ta c6 thé di
chu?”

“Puoc thoi, néu cau mudn thé. Ching ta vin on chi?”
“Toi nghii vay.”

T6i chia tay ra cho Brittany. Mt con nho dimg lai trén nhig hinh x&m trén cac ngon tay t6i, 0i dura tay ra ndm Iy n6, khé 1 nong nhiét. “Vit tay,” con
nho ndi véi nu cudi trén moi.

“Viutay,” t6i dong y. Va tinh duc, t6i ling king thém vio.
“Cau 14i vé nhé? Toi khong biét duong.”

Toi lai xe dura Brittany vé trong sur yén king thoai méi dudi anh chidu t3. Thoa thuin ngimg bin da dura t6i lai gin hon v6i muc tiéu ctia minh: B t5t nghiép,
vu cé cugc. .. va thir gi d6 khic nita ma t6i chua san sang thira nhén.

Khi dua xe vao bai db t6i tam trong thur vién, ti ndi, “Cam on vi - cau biét d6 - da dé cho tdi bt coc cau. Han ching minh & con gap ki.” Liy chia
khéa mo t6 ra khoi i, t6i tir hoi liéu minh ¢6 bao gio du kha néng s6 hiru mot chice xe khong ri sét, chua qua str dung, chua cti ky hay khong. Sau khi
budc ra khdi xe Brittany, t6i rut tam hinh Colin tir tfi quan sau va quang vao cho ghe 1ai.

“Cho da!” Brittany goi vdi theo Iuc t6i 101 di.

Toi quay lai, con nho da & ngay trude mit. “Gi thé?”

Brittany cudi quyén 1li nhur thé mudn nhiéu hon mdt thoa thudn nglng bén. Nhidu hon rit nhiéu. Chét tiét, con nhé mudn hon t6i 42 Toi mét phong bi,



diéu khong thirong xay ra. Con nho cin mdi dudi, nhur thé dang can nhiic nén lim gi tiép theo. Toi d4 hoan toan sin 1ong cho tro choi du yém
Céc kich ban chay nhoang nhoang trong dau t6i trong ic con nhé budc lai gin.

Va giat By chia khoa khoi tay toi.

“Céu dang lam gi vay?” Toi hoi.

“Tra diia cau vi da bét coc to1.” Con nho I lai va ding hét strc ném chim chia khoa ctia t6i vao rimg.

“Cau dia ddy chir nhi?”

Brittany I dan v& phia xe minh, va nhin théing vao mit ti trong lic di. “Bimg tirc gin. Tra thi B chuyén that t&, phai khong, Alex?”” Con nho ndi, mit
tinh bo.

Téi sting sO nhin c6 ban cting nhdém Hoéa ctia minh chui vao chiéc Beemer. Chiéc xe duoc 14i di ma khong bi mdt ¢t xoc ndy, truc trac hay giat manh nao.
Mot pha khéi dong hoan hao.

Téi tirc dién 1én khi s& phai loanh quanh mod ném trong khu rimg t5i, rang tim cho ra chiim chia khoa ciia minh, hodc phai goi Enrique dén dén.
Nhung t6i ciing cam thiy vo cling thich thi. Brittany d4 danh bai ti ngay tai trd choi ctia toi.

“Phai,” t6i ndi véi theo dit con nhod ¢6 thé da & cach xa ca dam. “Tra thi | chuyén té lim ddy.” Di chét dil
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Tiéng thor niing né ctia Shelley ngay bén canh & m thanh dAu tién t0i nghe thiy khi nhig tia néing ban mai tran vao phong chi. Toi da vao ddy, némké
chi hang gio, trong trimg cho chi ngti yén trurdic khi chinh minh cting ngi thiép di.

Lic nho, t0i thrdng voi vai lao vao phong chi mdi lan ¢6 con mura giong 4o t6i. Khong phai dé an ti Shelley, ma dé chi y an i minh. Toi luon ném Fy
tay Shelley, va bang cach nao d6 noi sg hii trong t6i tan bién.

Ngim nhin chj say gidc, t0i khong thé tin bd me muon giri chi di. Shelley | mdt phan I6n trong doi t0i; y nghi vé cude song khong ¢6 chj duong nlur. .
khong the chiu dyng ndi. D e t6i cam thay Shelley va minh dwoc két noi voi nhau theo cach rat it ngwoi c6 the hiéu duoc. Ngay ca khi bé me khong
theé doan dugc nhitng gi Shelley c6 noi, hodc tai sao chi dy té ra qua buc doc, thi toi luon nhan bict dugc.

Thé nén t6i mGi rat dau 1ong khi bi chi kéo toc. Toi khong bao gior tin chi s& lam chuyén d6 voi minh.

Nhung chi da lam.

“Em s€ khong d8 ho dua chi di dau,” t6i thi thAm khi chi dang say ngl. “Em s€ bao v€ chi tdi cung.”

T6i nhe nhang ra khoi girong, Néu t6i ¢ canh Shelley lu hon, chi s& nghi ngd t6i dang budn. Vi vay toi thay dd, ra khoi nha trure khi chi thire ddy.

Toi da giai bay tam sy voi Alex ngay hom qua va troi van khong hé sap. Toi thure sy cam thiy t5t hon sau khi ké v6i hiin vé Shelley. Néu c6 thé laim diéu
d6 vbi Alex, chiic chan t6i co thé thir véi Sierra va Darlene.

Ngdi trong xe trude cira nha Sierra, toi nghi vé cude doi minh.

Nam cudi cép & ra phéi | mdt cude vui lom - d& dang va thi vi, nhung cho dén nay khong c6 bét cir diéu gi nhur t6i hinh dung cé. Colin gy ap we Vi
101, mdt ké trong béng dang thl xem to1 hon ca ban hoc cling nhom mbn Hoa, va bo me dang dinh giri chi t6i dén mdt noi cach xa Chicago. Li€u con dieu
kinh khiing nao c6 thé xay dén nira khong?

Bdng ¢6 gi d6 chuyén dong tir cira 6 tang hai nha Sierra. Pau tién | doi chén, rdi dén cai mong. Oi, Chia 0i, d6 1a Doug Thompson dang 6 nhéy
xuong hang rao mit céo.
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Doug han phéi thy t6i, vi Sierra da tho dau ra ngoai ctra s va vay tay, ra dau higu cho toi cho.

Chéan Doug van chura cham téi hang rao bao vé - Sierra van ndm Ky tay cu ta. Cu()1 ctng c4u ta cling voi t6i hang rao, nhung nhiing bong hoa da khién
cdu ta bi phn tm va roi bich xuong, tay chin quo quao tir phia. Du vy cu ta van 6n, vi sau khi dtmg 1én cau ta con gio ngdn céi vé phia Sierra béo
hiéu minh khong sao true khi chay bién di.

Li€u c¢6 khinao Colin tréo qua hang rao bao vé vi toi khong nhi?

Ba phit sau ctra truée nha Sierra mo ra, con bé dimng do trong bo do 16t cling cai 4o ba 16. “Brit, cau lam g & ddy vao gio ndy vay? Mdi bay gios sang
théi ma? Hom nay cac thay co tap huan & truong, bon minh dau ¢ phai lén 16p?”

“Té biét, nhung t6 sap phat dién lén roi.”

“Vao di, ching ta s& néi chuyén,” n6 mo cira xe toi. “T6 dang lanh cong ca mong ddy nay. Oi, tai sao mia hé & Chicago lai khong kéo dai hon co chu?”
Vo trong, t6i coi gidy vi khong muén danh thirc bd me Sierra.

“Purng lo, bon ho da dén cau lac bo stre khoe tir ca ﬁéng trude roi”

“Thé tai sao Doug lai phéi tréo ra qua cira s62”

N6 nhay mit. “Cau biét ma, dé cho mdi quan hé thémph?m thi vi. Bon con trai thich cam giac mao hiém”

T6i di theo Sierra vao phong ngi rong ri ciia nd. Can phong dugc trang tri miu tio xanh va do tia rye 13, mau sic ma nha thiét ké ctia me né da chon.
Toi thé phich nguoi xuong giuong trong e Sierra goi cho Darlene. “Dar, ghé qua di. Brit dang trong thoi ky khing hoéng.”

Darlene, trong bo d6 ngi1 va d6i dép 16 di trong nha, xuét hién sau vai phit, n6 song cach day chi hai can,
“Pugc rdi, trit ra di ndo.” Sierra yéu cau khi tat ca ching toi da ngdi lai cling nhau

Dot nhién, ngdi gitta sur chil myc ctia hai con ban, t6i khong chéc chén chia sé nhitng chuyén ndy | mdt ¥ tuéng hay. “Ciing khong han. ... ¢6 chuyén gi

ca.

Darlene thang nguoi day. “Nghe ndy, Brit. Cau d4 dung t6 khoi giuong lic bay gior sang ddy. C6 gi thi néi di.”

“Pling,” Sierra ndi. “Ching ta 1a ban. Néu cau khong thé chia sé v ban, thi con chia sé duogc vdi ai day?””

Alex Fuentes. Nhung t6i s& khong bao gid n6i véi ching né diéu nay.

“Sao chiing ta khong xem phim c6 dién nhi,”” Sierra d& nghi. “Audrey Hepburn[1] kiéu gi ciing vire ddy dugc tinh thin cho cau.”

[1] Audrey Hepburn (1929 - 1993): nit dién vién dién anh huyén thoai thap nién 1950 - 60, duoc xem ki mdt trong nhitng ngudi phy nit dep nhét thé ki
20.

Darlene rén ri. “Té khong thé tin cac cau dung 6 day vi mt van dé cha c6 gi i khing hoang va xem phim ¢6 dién. Céc cau can phai song cho ra timra
mon di. It nhat I3 cho t& ti gi @6 d€ budn chuyén chir. Co ai cd gi hay khong?”

Sierra dan chiing t6i ra phong khach, ca bon ngdi Iin minh trong nhing tAm dém s6 pha. “Té nghe néi Samantha Jacoby da bj bat gip hon ai d6 trong
kho chira 6 hom thir Ba day.”

“A-ha,” Darlene néi, hoan toan ching 4n twong chit ndo.

“Té da n6i d6 1a Chuck, mdt trong nhitng tay bao vé chura nhi?”

“Gid thi tin ndy qua 1 hay ho dé budn déy, Sierra.”

Phai ching d6 I cach s& dién ra néu t6i chia sé voi ching né bat cir didu gi, bién ndi dau ctia minh thanh tro tan doc budn chuyén dé moi ngudi cudi cot?

Sau khi & nha Sierra bén tiéng, xem hai bo phim va chén mot hop kem Ben & Jerry, t0i cam théy kha hon. C6 8 ciing a nhd Audrey Hepburn trong vai
Sabrina, nhung theo cach ndo do6 toi nghil moi thir déu c6 thé xay ra. N6 lam toi nghi vé. .

“Cau cau nghi thé ndo vé Alex Fuentes?”” T6i hoi.
Sierra thay mot mau bép rang vao miéng, “Cau hoi thé 1 co y g?”
“Té khong biét,” t6i noi, khong thé dirmg nhitng y nghi vé strc it ninh liét ranh ranh giira chiing t6i. “Cau ta i ban ciing nhém mbn Héa cta t6.”

“Va...” Sierra thic giuc, phay tay nhur thé muén hoi, “Vay cau nghi sao?”



Toi v6i lay cai didu khién, bim ding bo phim. “Cu ta nong bong. Thira nhan di.”

‘Qe..., Brit,” Darlene ndi, lam di¢u by dua ngon tay xuéng hong va mudn non.

Sierra phét biéu, “Duroc rdi, t& ddng ¥ 1 cau ta rat banh trai. Nhung d6 khong bao gidr 1 ngudi t6 mubn hen hod. Cau ta, ciu biét 15, i mot tén du dang.”
“Phén nira thdi gian & truong cAu ta ludn trong tinh trang phé thude,” Darlene thém vao.

“Té ngdi canh cu ta. Darlene, va t6 chira bao gids thdy cau ta phé thube.”

“Cau dua &, Brit? Alex ding thubc trude khi t6 truong, va trong phong tim nam khi ciu ta cip tiét tw hoc. Va t6 khong chi ndi vé can sa. Cau ta choi
thir néing ay.”” Darlene n6i nhu thé d6 1a su that hién nhién.

“Cauda thf;.y cauta ding thudc rdi 42” T6i hoi van.

“Nghe ndy, Brit. Té khong can phai & cling mdt chd v6i cau ta méi biét cau ta hit hay chich thude. Alex 1 mot ké nguy hiém. Bén canh do, cac ¢b gii
nhu chiing ta khong choi véi bon bang Latino Blood.”

T6i nga ngudi dya vao timdém. “Roi, t6 biét roi.”

“Colin yéu cau,” Sierra n6i, chuyén dé tai.

Yéu 42 Toi ¢ cam gidc tinh yéu khéc xa nhimng gi Colin d thé hién véi toi tai bo hd, nhung t6i khong mubn ndi toi nb.

Me ¢b goi cho t6i ba lan. Lan dau vao dién thoai ctia t6i, hai lan sau 1 t6i nha Sierra.

“Me cau s& t6i néu cau khong néi chuyén voi ba,” Sierra thdng bao, dién thoai xoay xoay trén tay.

“Néu me t6i day, minh s& di.”

Sierra dua dién thoai cho toi. “Té va Daelene s& di ra ngoai dé cau c6 chit riéng tur. Té khong biét ¢6 chuyén gi, nhung hily ndi chuyén véi me.”
Toi dua dién thoai Ién tai. “Chao me.”

“Nghe ndy, Brittany, me biét con khong vui. B6 me da quyét dinh xong chuyén ctia Shelley t6i qua. Me biét s& khé vai con, nhung thoi gian gan day chi
con ngay cang tré nén buc doc.”

“Me, chi 4y da hai muroi tudi, chi Ay khong vui khi moi ngudi khong thé hiéu minh. Me khéng nghi diéu d6 1 binh thurong sao?”

“Nam t6i con s& vao dai hoc. Giit con bé ¢ nha 1 khong cong bang nita. Pumg t6 ra ich ky di con.”

Néu Shelley bi giri di vi ti vao dai hoc, thi d6 14 16i clia t6i. “Me van s& lam chuyén niy bat chap con cam thiy thé ndo, dung khong?”” T6i hoi lai.
“Phai. Moi thir da duoc quyét dinh 161
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Alex

Khi Brittany budc vao 16p c6 P hom thir Sau, t6i vin dang méi nghi céch tra diia con nhd vu virt chiim chia khoa ciia ti vao rimg cudi tudn trude. Toi
da mat bon nuroi lAm phut King suc tim kiem, suot thoi gian d6 khong ngirng nguyén rua Brittany. Thoi duoc 104, t6i c6 101 vi gdy chuyén khé dé cho con
nho trude. Toi ciing nén cam on con nho vi da giip minh giai toa vé cai démbo toi chet. Vi dieu do, t6i da goi dién dén nhitng thanh vién ky cyu trong
bang Blood, hdi xem liéu ho c6 bict ai han thi vi bo t61 hay khong,

Brittany t6 ra thin trong subt tuin ndy. Chéc con nhé doi i tré diia v ném chia khéa. Sau gior hoc, lic toi dang ¢ bén th dung dd dé Ay séach mang vé,
connhd lao tdi trong by dong phuc c6 dong quyen ri.
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“Gap t6i & phong tap du vat.” Con nho yéu cau.
To6i bén Iy sach va vao phong tap thé dyc nho. Brittany dang dtmg do, chia ra moc chia khoa tréng tron.

“May cdi chia khoa cua t6i da bien di dau r61 ha?”” Con nhé héi. “Néu cau khdng néi cho t6i biét, t6i s€ dén tran bong mudn, va ¢d Small s€ loai t6i khoi
do6i.”

“T6i da ném ching & dau do6 rdi. Cau thue sy can t6i mot cai vi co khoa kéo ddy. Cau khong bao gioy biét duoc lic ndo s& ¢ ai thd tay vao ly thir gi
d6 di dau.”

“Rét vui khi biét c4u I mdt tén in cip vit. C6 mudn cho t6i ti manh mbi vé noi cau da gidu ching khong?”

Toi dira vao birc turong phong tap, hinh dung vé nhitng gi moi ngudi s& nghii 61 néu ho bt gip ching t6i & day ciing nhau. “Po 1 mdt noi rat udt at.
Thue sur, thure sy udt at,” t61 ndi, dua cho con nhd mdt manh moL

“Bé boi?”
Toi git dau. “Rét sang tao, phéi khong?”
Brittany ddy t0i vao sat tudng. <O, toi mudn giét cau qua. TSt hon cau nén di ly ching di.”

Néuma khéngﬂbiét Brittany 1o nhur thé, t6i s& tuéng con nho dang tan tinh minh. Téi nghi con nho thich trd choi ni ching toi dang cing choi nay. “Tiéu
thu, cdu nén hieu rd 61 hon. Cau phai ty tim thdi, giong ti phai tu tim lic bi cdu bo lai trong bai xe cua thur vién ay.”

Brittany I}ghénh dAu, nhin t6i v6i anh mét budn rudi regi va biu moi. Toi khong nén tap trung chi y vao cip mdi dy dan Ay, n6 rat nguy hiém. Nhung toi
khong thé ngung dugc.

“Cho 61 biét ching & dau di. Alex. Lam on di ma.”

T6i dé cho con nhd bdn chdn vai phit trrde khi dau hang, Gio nay truong hoc héu nhur da ving tanh. Mot nira I con lai dang trén dudng dén san bong
Nura kia thi vui sudng vi khong phai tham gia vao trén dau.

Ching t6i di vé phia bé boi. én da tit nhung anh néing vén con chiéu hiit qua cira s6. Chiim chia khoa ciia Brittany dang néim sau dudi bé - noi ma t6i
da ném ching xuong, T6i chi vao céi vat sang long lanh dudi nude. “Ching d6.”

Hai tay c}léng hong, Brittany nghil cach iy ching. Con nho vénh véo voi ly cy gdy treo tuong, vat chuyén ding dé kéo nhitng ngudi chét dudi ra khoi
nude. “De nhu dn keo,” con nhd ndi vdi toi.

Nhung khi syc cily gl vao trong nude, con nhd nhén ra n6 khong hé d& nhur viy. Toi c6 nén tiéng cuoi khi démg trén thanh bé nhin con nho chat vat
thure hién nhiém vu bat kha thi.

“Céu c6 thé 1ot hét do ra va nhay xubng bé. Toi s& trong chimg cho.”
Brittany tién lai gin toi, cdy giy ndm chit giita nhitng ngon tay. “Cau thich nhu thé, dung khong?”

“O, phai,” t6i noi, syr that i thé ma. “Dui vay, t6i phai canh béo cau. Néu cau ma miic do 16t kiéu ctia my ba gia, thi tri twong tuong ciia t6i s thit vong
lam day.”

“Cho cau ti thong tin nhé, ching bang lua, méu hong, San tién dang chia s¢ thong tin riéng tu, cu méc quin 1ot loai boxers hay briefs ha?”

“Chiing ci ndo ca. “Thing bé’ ctia t6i rit tir do, néu cau hiéu nhing gi toi mudn n6i.” Pugc 161, t6i khong hé tha rong ‘thing bé” ctia minh. Con nho s&
chi biét duoc diéu @6 néu tyr minh tim hiéu.

“Ghé qua, Alex.”

“Khong thir sao biét,” t6i bao Brittany, rdi di vé phia cira.

“Cau bo di ddy a?”
“Ua... phai.”

“Cau khong gitp t6i iy chim chia khoa sa0?”

“O... khong” Néu 6 lai, t6i s& yéu cu con nho tir bo budi 6 vii tréin béng dé di choi véi minh mit. Toi chura sin sing nghe cAu tré 1oi cho dé nghi ndy.
Dua gion mot i thi duoc, nhung boe 16 chan turdng nhur 61 m6i lam hom trude thi so hd qua. Toi khong muén lam vy lan nira. Day mo ctra ra, t0i lice
nhin Ian cudi vé phia Brittany, ty hoi liéu viéc 161 bd con nho vao e nay cé bién t6i thanh mdt thing dan, mdt tén ngdc, mdt ké hén nhat, hay s& 1a tat ca.

O nha, khi d4 cach xa Brittany cting chim chia khoa ctia con nho, t0i tim théing em minh. Toi da tw nhi s& ndi chuyén v6i Carlos tuan ndy, t0i da tri hodn



i Jau roi. Trude khi toi kip biét, n6 s& tinh nguyén bi dap mot tran nhur mot nghi thire gia nhap Latino Blood giéng ti nit.
T6i tim théy Carlos trong phong ngu, dang 16i 16i kéo kéo thir gi d6 dudi giwong minh.

“Lamtro gi day?” t6i hoi.

N6 ngdi lén girong, khoanh tay lai. “C6 i dau.”

“Dimg 6 n6i v van vi tao I khong ¢6 g, Carlos.” Toi ddy n6 ra va nhin xubng gim giwong. Ding nhur dy dodn, mot khau Beretta 25 ly sang bong
dang chia v€ phia t6i. Ch€ nhao t6i. T6i 161 no ra, gio n. “May lay cai nay ¢ dau?”

“Khong phai viéc ctia anh.”

Lén d4u tién trong doi, toi nghiém tic mudn doa cho Carlos so vai mat. Toi di mili sing vao ngay giira hai mét nd, cho n(')»théy cam giac ctia mot thing du
con bi de doa va khong bict ngéy nao s€ 1a két thic ctia cudce doi. “Tao Ia anh trai may, Carlos. Bo da roi bo ching ta, dé lai chg tao tyéch nhiém phai
day do may.” Toi nhm vao khau sting. Tr m"rc néng, t6i bict né da duoc nap danr Hurm, néu nd vo tinh bi cudp co, Carlos co thé bi gict. Néu Luis tim
thay nd. .. chét tigt, dicu nay that khing khiép. Carlos co dimg day, nhung t6i nhan nd xuong grong,

“Anh c6 thé di loanh quanh giy chuyén,” né kéu Ién, “Tai sao em khong thé?”

“May biét tai sao. Tao 1 mdt dira trong bang. May thi khong, May s& di hoc, vao dai hoc, va séng dang hoang.”

“Anh nghii minh c6 ké hoach cho ca doi bon em a?” Carlos phun ra. “Nay, em ciing c6 mit ké hoach d4y.”

“Tbt nhét n6 khong bao gdm viéc may tham gia vio bang dang,”

Carlos im lang,

Nghii minh da mét n6, ca ngudi toi gdng Ién, cing thing, Toi ¢ thé ngin can viée Carlos tham gia, nhung chi khi né bang dng dé t6i can thiép. Toi nhin
burc anh ctia Destiny trén giuong no.

He wira rdi no da gip con bé & Chicago khi chiing t6i di xem bén phéo hoa tir Bén Tau Hai quin ngiy 4 théing 7. Ga dinh con bé song & Gurnee. K& tir
khi ching gap nhau, thang nhoc da me tit nd. Ching goi dién cho nhau hing dém. Con bé rét thong minh, la mot ¢6 nang goc Mexico, va khi thiy t6i voi
chi chit hinh xdm lic Carlos thir gi6i thiéu chiing 61 voi nhau, con bé da so hai t6i mire dura mit liéc nhin xung quanh nhur thé minh c¢6 nguy co bi ban chi
Vi & gan t6i trong vong nam budc.

“May nghi Destiny s& mudn hen ho voi miy néu may 1 mot théng du c6n chinh hiéu sa0?”” Toi hoi.

Khong tra o, diéu ndy c6 vé tot. N6 dang suy nghi.

“Con bé s& d4 dit miy sémnhét c6 thé ngay khi miy néi dén khu 25.”

Carlos nhin cham chidm vao tam hinh con bé treo trén birc turong bén giurdng nd.

“Carlos, hly hoi con bé dinh vao dai hoc nao. Tao ca 1a con bé cling c6 mdt ké hoach. Néu miy mudn ¢6 ké hoach tuong t, may co thé lam duge.”

Théing em nhin t6i. N dang d4u tranh v6i chinh minh, phén van gitta nhiing gi no biét s& d& dang dén voi minh - cude doi ciia mot théing du con - va
nhirng dicu khé khan hon, nhur Destiny.

“Ngimg quén lay dudi Wil di. Tim vai ngudi ban moi, va tham gia vao doi bong ctia trudng hay cai gi 6. Hay song nhu mot dira binh thurong va dé tao
lo nhitng chuyén con lai.”

T6i nhét khau Beretta vao cap quin jean ctia minh va ra khoi nha, huéng vé phia can nha kho.
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Brittany
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Toida tré budi ¢ vii cho trin bong, Sau khi Alex bo di, t6i coi trang phuc ngoai, chi con d6 16t va nhay xudng bé boi dé md tim chiim chia khoa. Sau
6, tOi mit nira gior dé lau kho toc va trang diém so lai trong phong thay dd. Vi Alex ma t6i da bi cach chire. Darlene, tir ddng doi trrong doi ¢b vii, gio
chinh thirc tré thanh doi trrdng. C6 Small tire gidn vi t6i dén mudn. C6 noi t6i nén cam thiy may méin vi chi bi gidng chire thay vi bi d4 ra khoi doi.

V& dén nha, t6i ndm trén s6 pha trong phong khach véi chi minh. Téc vAn con mili clo, nhung t6i qua mét dé quan tim. Trong ltic xem churong trinh
truyén hinh thuc t€ sau bita toi, mt t6i tir tir dip lai.

“Brit, ddy di, Colin dén kia.” Me ndi, lay toi day.
T6i nhin Ién. Colin dang ding canh t6i, chia tay ra. “Em xong chua?”’
Oi troi oi. T6i dd quén ¥t bira tiéc ctia Shane, n6 da dugc 1én ké hoach tir vai thing trude. Toi ching mudn di chit ndo. “Thdi dimg di nita, ¢ nha di.”

“Emdiia 4? Moi ngudi dang cho ching ta dén do. Chiing ta khong thé ndo bo 1 co hoi ‘dap pha’ 1on nlnt trong namduoc.” Anh nhin cai quén thé thao
ctng 40 thun ctia ti. “Anh s& chd em trong lic em thay d6. Nhanh Ién. Tai sao em khong méic cai vy ngin méu den ma anh rat thich kia nhi?”

Toi & minh den ti1 quan 4o dé thay dd. O trong goc, nim ké bén chiéc 4o day hiéu DKNY ctia toi 1 c4i khan rin ciia Alex. Toi da giat nd t6i qua, nhung
van nhdm niit lai, dura nd 1én miii dé xem liéu mii hurong ciia hdn con hru lai trén vai hay khong. Chi con mi bot giat, that thét vong, T6i khong sin sang
phéan tich tinh cam ctia minh ngay ic niy, nhét 1 khi Colin dang & dudi nha cho toi.

Trong vao cai vay ngin mau den, chinh lai toc va trang diém so qua ciing mét mot ic. Toi hi vong Colin khong gian vi minh & mé. Toi phai trong chinh
chu. Me chéin chéin s& dua ra vai 1oi nhan xét vé vé bé ngoai ciia toi trudc it anh.

Pi xubng lau, 6i thiy Colin dang ngdi noi mép ghé, vo nhur khong biét Shelley. Toi nghii anh Ay cang thang khi & gin chi.

Me t6i di “thanh tra” mdt vong quanh toi, s&r toc toi. “Con khong ding dau x4 sao?”

Y ba 14 trede hay sau khi t6i boi trong bé dé tim kiém chim chia khoa? Toi gat tay ba ra. “Me, mon di.”

“Em trong tuyét thét,” Colin n6i, linh dén bén toi.

Rét may me da I lai, rd rang 14 hai long va duogc an ti boi 101 x4c nhan ctia Colin, ngay ca khi toc t6i1 khdng duge hoan hao.

Trén duong dén nha Shane, t6i chiim chi nhin ngwdi ban trai hai nm ctia minh. Lan dau ching t6i hon nhau [ trong trd choi quay chai[ 1] tai nha Shane,
nam thir hai trung hoc. Ching t6i da lam chuyén d6 truée mét moi ngudi. Colin 6m t6i trong vong tay va hon t6i tron nam phit. Vang, Iti ban xem xung
quanh da canh gid. Ching t6i thanh mdt cap ké tir do.

[1] spin-the-bottle game: tro choi quay chai, déy la tro ma moi nguoi ngdi dimg/ quy thanh mot vong tron. Mot céi chai dwoc dit ¢ tim vong tron. Mot
nguoi choi s€ quay chai va phai hon nguoi ¢ ngay diém ma miéng chai chia vao khi né ngirng quay.

“Sao em lai nhin anh nhur thé?”” anh 4y hoi, liéc nhin toi.

“Em dang nh lai lin d4u ching ta hon nhau.”

“O chd Shane. Phéi, ching ta da trinh dién rat 4n trong trude moi nguoi, ding khong? Ngay ca nhitng bac dan anh dan chi ciing phéi trim trd.”
“Gid thi ching ta da hoc nidm cudi roi.”

“Va van I cap di vang, cung,” anh ndi, dua xe vao chd db nha Shane. “Khai tiéc thoi, cap doi vang da dén!” Colin hét vang khi ching t6i bude vao
trong nha.

Colin gia nhdp cting bon con trai trong ltic t6i tim Sierra. Toi thiy con bé trong phong khéch. Sierra 6m 01, ra hiéu cho 61 ngéi xudng ghé s6 pha canh
minh. Ca dam con gai trong ddi co vii déu ¢ day, co ca Darlene. “Brit da t6i,” Sierra noi, “ching ta ¢ thé bat dau tro choi roi.”

“Ai Ia ngurdi cau mudn hén?” Madison hoi.

Sierra nga lung dura vao s6 pha. “Hay bét du dé thoi. Pug hay Poodle?”
Toi cudi. “Y cau 1 gibng chd ndo ha?”

“Phéi.”

“Puoc 1di,” t6i n6i. Ciin Poodle xinh xin va thich dugc vubt ve, nhung chd Pug thi nam tinh hon, lai con c6 dang vé dimg- gion-mét-voi-toi. Miic du toi
thich d€ thuong va niing niu, song mdt con ctin Poodle 1a khong du. “Pug.”

Morgan nhéiin mit. “Eo oi! T6 chiic chéin chon Poodle. Pug ¢6 cai miii chun chun va nhitng tiéng khut khit 6n a0. Khong thich hop dé 6m hon ti nao.”

“Bon minh dau ¢6 dinh lam that, do dc,” Sierra noi.



“Té ciing 6 mdt cau,” t6i ndi. “Hudn luyén vién Garrison hay thay Toan Harris?”

May ¢6 nang cing ddng thanh, “Garrison!”

“Thay Ay | mot dbi twong hip dan,” Megan noi.

Sierra cuoi khic khich. “Té ghét phai thong bao viéc ndy, nhung to nghe néi thy dy 1 gay ddy.”

“Khong thé ndo,” Megan néi. “Cau chéc chir? O, ma ngay ca khi thdy 4y 1 nhur vy, t¢ van chon thiy dy chir khong phai thiy Harris.”
“Té ¢6 mit caw,” Darlene chen vao. “Colin Adam hay Alex Fuentes?”

Moi anh miit quay qua toi. Sierra thiic nhe t6i, 4m chi ring ching t6i dang c6 ngudi khéc bén canh - 1 Colin. Tai sao Darlene lai dy t6i vao tinh canh
nay?

Gid thi 4nh it ca i déu d6 don vao Colin, dang dimg ngay sau toi.

“Oi 61, xin 16i,” Darlene ndi, tim cach xi xa cAu vira budt miéng,

“Ai ciing biét I Brittany s& chon Colin,” Sierra xen vao trong liic nhon Iy mot c4i banh bo vio miéng,
Megan trirng mit. “Darlene, cau bi imsao vay?”

“Cai gi? No chi la mdt tro choi thoi ma Megan.”

“Phai, nhurng ching t& dang choi mdt tro choi khac véi trod céu dang choi.”

“Diéu ndy ¢ y gi? Chi boi vi cau khong c6 mot thing b. ..

Colin di ngang qua bon t6i, ra phia méi hién. Sau khi ném cho Darlene mdt c4i nhin tirc gian va thAm cam on Megan d4 lim Darlene im miéng, ti di theo
anh.

Colin dang ngdi trén mdt chiéc ghé dai, canh bé boi.

“Khi that, sao em lai do dur khi Darlene hoi cau d6?”” Anh ni véi t6i. “Em bién anh thanh thing ngbc ¢ d6.”
“O thi, e nay em ciiing ¢6 vui vé vi Darlene im dau.”

Anh cudi khan. “Em khong hiéu sao? D6 khong phai 1 16i ctia Darlene.”

“Anh nghi d6 12 18i ctia em sa0? Anh lam nhur thé em doi phai ¢ Alex 1 ban hoc chung mon Héa 4y.”

Anh dtmg day. “Em ciing chang phan d6i dii manh mg.”

“Anh mudn gdy chuyén &, Colin?”

“C6 18 thé. Em tham chi con chang biét cach lam ban gai nita.”

“Sao anh ¢6 thé noi thé? Ai da dura anh vao bénh vién khi anh bj bong gin c0 tay? Ai da lao vao san bong va hon anh ngay sau ban thiing dau tién? A
da dén tham anh mbi ngay nim ngoéi khi anh bi bénh thity dau?”

Toida c6 mit bai hoc i xe ngoaiy mudn. Toi da say xin trong vong tay Alex, nhung t6i khong biét minh d lam gi. Chéng c6 gi xay ra véi Alex ca. Toi
vo 01, bat chap viéc cd nhirng suy nghi khong vo t0i lam

“Nhitng chuyén ndy xua rdi.” Colin ndm tay t0i, dét t6i vao trong nha. “Anh mudn em chimg td em quan tim dén anh nhiéu bao nhiéu. Ngay bay gio.”
Chiing t61 budc vao phong ngli cua Shane, Colin kéo t6i Ién girdng cling anh.
Toi ddy anh ra khi anh ric vao ¢ toi.

“Pung hanh dong nhur thé anh cudng ¢p em, Brit.” Colin Ie nhe. Cai girong kéu cot ket dudi trong lwong cta anh. “Tir dau nam hoc t6i gio, em ctr hanh
dong nhu mdt my dan ba doan trang chét tiét ay.”

Toi ngdi day. “Em khong mubn quan hé ctia ching ta 6 dinh liu dén tinh dyc. Duong nhu ching ta ching con ndi chuyén voi nhau nira.”

“Thi bay gid ndi,” anh néi trong khi tay di lang thang trén ngyre toi.



“Anh n6i trude di. Anh n6i didu gi d6, rdi em s& ndi dicu gi d6 tiép theo.”
“D6 14 diéu ngu ngde nhat md anh timg nghe ddy. Anh cha c6 gi & n6i ca, Brit. Néu em c6 diéu gi trong dau, hiy ndiné ra.”

Toi hit vo mot hoi thit sau, tu méing minh vi bdng cém thély thodi méi khi & canh Alex hon & day, trén chiéc girong nity véi Colin. Toi khong thé dé
quan hé cua chiing t6i két thic duge. Me 61 s€ phat khtng, ti ban t6i s€ nhdy dung n... moi chuyén s& vurot ra khéi tamkiém soat. ...

Colin kéo t6i xubng canh anh. T6i khong thé chia tay v6i anh chi vi so chuyén nay. Anha dy, xét cho ctmng, ciing nhur 61, chura timng lam chuyén do voi ai.
Vi anh 4y dang cho t6i ctng chia s¢ Jan dau. Phin I6n bon ban ching toi da lm rdi; ¢ 18 t6i ngde didc vé tat ca moi thir. Hay mdi quan tim téi Alex 1 Iy
do khién t6i tranh im diéu d6 vi Colin nhi?

Canh tay Colin xiét quanh eo t6i. Chiing t6i da c6 hai ndm v6i nhau, tai sao lai dep di tit ca chi bi mot thoang thu hit ngu ngbe véi mot ké ma i tham
chi con khdng nén néi chuyén?

Khi mbi anh chi con cach mdi i it phan, dnh it t6i dong cimg lai. Trén ti quin 4o clia Shane c6 mot birc anh. Chyp Shane va Colin tai bii bién he
vira 10i. Co hai c6 gai ¢ ciing voi ho, va Colin vong tay than mat quanh mdt ¢ dé thuong cé méi téc ngan mau ndu. Ho cudi tuoi sang khodi, nhur the ¢6
cung mit bi mit khong dinh chia sé voi ai.
T6i chi vao birc tranh. “Ai thé?” t6i hoi, ¢d ging khong dé sur khé chiu hién hién trong giong noi.
“A, hai dira con gai bon anh da gip trén béi bién 4y m,” anh n6i, nghiéng vé sau nhin bir anh.
“Tén ctia con bé anh 6m Ia gi?”
“Anh khong biét. Anh nghi d Mia hay 12 dai loai thé.”
“Hai ngudi trong nhur mot cip doi vay,” toi noi
“That nire cudi. Lai day,” anh ndi, nhm ngudi Ién che khuét tAm nhin ciia t6i t61 birc anh. “Em 1 ngudi anh mudn e nay, Brit.”
Colin ¢6 y gi khi n6i ic nay? Nhur thé anh 4y mubn Mia trong ky nghi hé, con gids thi mudn t6i vay? Phéi chiing t6i dang qua soi mbi timg tir anh Ay n6i?

Trude khi t6i 6 thé nghi thong sudt, Colin da tdc chiéc véy n 4o 16t cta toi 1én t6i thn cim. Toi thi thé long cam xtic, ty tréin an ring nhing do dy ctia
minh chang qua xuat phat tir ndi lo lang ma thoi. “Anh da khoa ctra chua?” Toi héi, co day noi bat an vao goc sau tam toi trong tam tri.

di,”” anh néi, hoan toan chii tim vao nguc toi.
Biét minh can phai huréng tmg dui ¢6 thdy kho s va kho khén, t6i cham vao anh.
Colin nang ngudi én, ddy tay t6i xudng va tir kéo khoa quan. Khi tut nd xudng dén dau gdi, anh néi, “Néo, Brit. Ching ta hiy thir cai gi d6 m6i mé nhé.”
N6 khong phai I mdt cam gisc ding ddn va dong diéu. Toi di chuyén lai gan, dii rang tim tri dang & rt xa.

Cira bat mo va dau Shane tho vao phong. Miéng céu ta chuyén thanh nu cudi toe toét. <O, chét tiét! Luc can dén thi lai chzllng ¢6 cai dién thoai co
camera nao thé nay?”’

“Em turong anh da khoa cira?” Toi tirc gidn néi véi Colin trong khi cudng quyt kéo 4o 16t va vay xudng, “Anh ndi dbiem.”
Colin chop ]éy cai chin ty che cho minh. “Shane, khi thit, cho bon tao chut riéng tur, dugc chir? Brit, dirng t6 ra hoéng loan nhu thin kinh vay.”

“Trong truong hop méy khong dé ¥, ddy 1 phong ctia tao,” Shane vira ndi vira dura lung vao cira va nhudng nhudng ciip chin miy véi ti. “Brit, ndi thit
di. Nhitng chuyén nay Ia thuc ha?”

“Shane, cu ki dd con heo,” ti n6i, di tranh khoi Colin.
Colin v6i Iy t6i I t6i nhay khoi girong, “Quay lai ddy, Brit. Anh xin 151 vi da khong khoa cira. Tam tri anh bi cudn di mét.”

Vén dé ¢ chd, cira khong khéa chi i mdt phén Iy do khién toi phat dién. Anh da goi t0i 1 d6 thén kinh m khong hé dén do suy nghi. Anh con khong hé
béo vé t6i trude Shane. Toi quay lai nhin ban trai minh. “Vay ha? Tét, nhung gios thi em chi mubn bo di thdi,” ti noi.

sk ok sk

Lic mit rudi séng, 01 voi ly cai dién thoai trén giwdng minh. Colin da goi ba muroi séu cude. Va dé lai muroi tin nhan. Tir lic duoc Sierra i xe dura vé
nha, t61 da 1o anh di. Chua yéu bdi t6i gén ha nhiét con glén cua minh. To1da qué nhuc nhﬁ Kkhi bi Shane bt gip trong tinh trang ban khoa tlﬁg T01 fic to1
timdugc Sierra va nhd con bé dua vé nha, da co it nhat nam dira dang thi tham vé bubi trinh dien cta t6i trong phong Shane. T6i khong muon ndi khiing
giong me minh, nhung suyt nita t6i da phat dién voi Shane va Colin ¢ do.

Lic Colin goi 1An thir ba muoi chin, tim t6i da dap 6 van td¢ chim nhét trong bubdi ti nay.



Toi cudi cling ciing tra 1oi. “Dlmg ¢ goi cho emnita.”

“Anh s& thoi khong goi khi nao em chiu nghe nhing gi anh néi,” Colin néi & dau day bén kia, giong 16 vé gian dit.

“R4i, ndi di. Emnghe ddy.”

Toi nghe thiy anh hit mdt hoi sau. “Anh xin 183, Brit. Anh xin 161 vi da khong khoa cira t0i nay. Anh xin 16i vi d& mudn chuyén do. Anh xin 16i vi mjt trong
nhirg thing ban than nhit ciia anh nghi nd thét | hai hude trong khi khong phai vay. Anh xin 16i vi di khong chiu durgc canh em va Fuentes trong 16p ¢6
Peterson. Anh xin 161 vi minh d3 thay d6i sau mia he vira roi.”

Toi khong biét ndi gi. Anh da thay doi. Toi thi sao? Hay t0i van fa c0 gi anh ndi 101 tam biét trude khi nghi hé? Toi khong biét. Dl va, ¢6 mot diu toi
bict 3. “Colin, em khong muon tranh cai thémbat ctr diéu gi nita.”

“Ca anh ciing thé. Em c6 thé c6 ging quén dém nay nhu n6 chura timng xay ra khong? Anh hira s& dén bu lai cho em Nhé budi ky niém ctia ching ta
nam ngodi, khi cht1 anh dura chiing ta t61 Michigan va ¢ Cessna ca ngay khong?”’

Bon t6i d4 & trong mdt khu nghi dudng. Khi hai dira dén nha hang ding bita tdi hom do, mot bé hdng do khdng 16 da yén vi trén ban ciing voi mdt hop
mau ngoc lam. Bén trong a chiéc vong tay bang vang trang cta hang Tiffany. “Emnhé.”

“Anh s& tiing em d6i hoa tay phit hop v6i chiéc vong tay nhé, Brit.”

T6i khong con long da ndo dé néi véi Colin réng doi hoa tay chang phai thir t6i mudn. Toi thich cai vong tay vo cing, luion deo né bat cir lic nio c6 thé.
Nhung diu khicn t0i chat ngat khong phai mén qua, mi 1 Colin da quan tim rat nhiu va bo cong sire ra lén hoach khien cho ngay homdo tro nén vo
cing déic biét voi ching t6i. D6 1 nhitng gi t6i nh¢ e nhin vao céi vong tay. Khong phai mon qua, ma 1a y nghia dang sau né. Tir dau nam hoc t6i gio,
61 chi moi thiy dugc chit xiu ctia Colin ngiy Ay.

Doi bong tai dét tién s& B vt thay 1oi xin 16i ctia Colin va s& kim t0i nho dén démnay. N6 ciing c6 thé khién t0i cam thiy t0i 16i va mudn trao cho anh dy
thir gi 6 dap lai... chang han nhu trinh tict. Khong, t61 khong muon bi ap e, “Colin, em khong can d6i bong tai.”

“Thé thi gi em mudn gi? N6i anh biét di.”

Miét mdt Itc t6i moi c6 thé dura ra cu tré 1oi. Séu thang trude, 10i han da viét duoc ca mot bai luin dai hang trém trang vé nhimg gi minh mubn. Nhung
tir khi nam hoc bat dau, moi thtr duong nhu khac han. “Hién gid em khong bi€t minh muon gi.”” Téi cam thay that t6i t€ khi phdi noi di€u nay, nhung do 1a
sur that.

“Um, khi ndo nghi ra em s& cho anh biét chr?”

Phai, Ay I néu t6i c6 thé nghi ra duoc.
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Alex

Thir Hai, t6i ¢b y khong chi y dén viéc minh trong chd dén gio Hoa t6i mire ndo. Chic chin ¢ P khong phai nguyén do khién toi dén khao khat dén
16p. Ma 1a Brittany.

Con nho dén tré.

‘Chao,” toi noi.

“Chao,” con nhd lu bau dap lai. Khong cudi, khong ¢6 sirc sdng trong anh méit. Chéc chéin c6 diéu gi 6 dang im phién con nho.
“Chao cac em” ¢d P ndi. “Hay Hy bit chi ra. Hay xem céc emda hoc duoc nhitng gi ndo.”

Trong khi rta thﬁm ¢6 P vi hom nay khong cho 16p t6i phong thi nghiém aé ching t6i ¢ thé n6i chuyén, t6i liéc qua ban hoc ctia minh. Brittany tréng co
vé khong hé chuan bi trurde. Cam thay muon bao vé con nhd du chang ¢ quyen hanh gj, t6i gio tay én.
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“T6i ngai man hoi han ctia cau diy, Alex,” c6 P ndi, nhin cham chim vio toi.
“Chi 13 mdt cau hoi nho thoia.”

“Hoi di. Nhanh lén.”

“Pay | mdt bai kiém tra dwoc md sach, ding khong c6?”

Co P triing trﬁt nhin t6i qua cp kinh. “Khong, Alex, bai kiém tra hom nay khong duge mo sach. Va néu cu khong hoc bai, cau s& tir mang vé cho
minh mot diém F that to. R6 chwa?”

Toi dap lai bang viéc tha danh bich quyén sach xudng san.

Sau khi ¢d P phét dé kiém tra, ti doc cAu hoi dau tién. Khdi uong riéng clia nhom (Al) a 2,7 gram trén mot miimet. Vy 10,5 gramnhom (Al) s&
chiém thé tich bao nhiéu?

Sau khi tim ra d4p 4n, t0i quay qua nhin Brittany. Con nho dang ngan nguoi nhin vao bai kiém tra bo tring,
Bit gip t0i dang nhin, con nho trimg n¥it. “Nhin gi?”

“Khong c6 gi. Cha co gica.”

“Vay thi dimg c6 nhin t6i chim chim nita.”

C6 P nhin thing vao chiing toi. Hit mdt hoi that sau dé tran an minh, t0i quay lai lam bai kiém tra. Brittany c6 can phai thé khong, ctr thoat nong, thoat
lanh ma khong he bao trude. Chuyén gi da khién con nho phat dién lén nhi?
Liéc nhin kin déo, t6i nhin thiy con nhd chdp Ay tim bién bao di v¢ sinh treo noi cira 16p. Van dé 1, viéc trén vao nha vé sinh ciing chéng gitip ban thodt

khoi cude doi ndy. N6 van con nguyén d6 Iic ban quay ra. Tin t6i di, t6i da timg thir im didu d6 r6i. Nhing ric rdi khong thé giai quyét bang cach trén
tranh.

Quay i I6p hoc, Brittany guc déu xubng ban trong khi viét nguéch ngoac vai dap 4n. Chi can liéc miit, t0i biét ngay con nho khong chi tim ma chi im
qua quyt cho xong, Va khi c6 P bao ca 16p ndp bai, ban cing nhdém Hoda ciia t6i d€ 1§ ra vé nit trong rong cling anh mat vo hon.

“Néu cdu chuyén ny c6 thé khién cu cam théy khd hon,” ti ndi tham chi vira du dé Brittany nghe théy, “t6i da thi trrgt mon Cham soc stie khoe nam
16p Tam chi vi da nhét di€u thudc dang chay do vao miéng con bip bé day.”

Chéng budn nhin én, con nhé ndi, “Mung cho cau.”

Tiéng nhac vang Ién trén loa bao hiéu tiét hoc da két thic. Toi nhin mii toc vang cua Brittany khong vung vy nhiéy nhu moi lan, con nho thu don moi thir
trure khi roi khoi Iop, ngac nhién la khong hé di cung voi thang ban trai. Phai ching con nho nghi tat ca moi thir deu s& tur dong roi vao tay minh, ké ca
diém s tot?

T6i thi phai nd e dé c6 moi thir. Khong ¢ gi tw dong roi vao tay toi ca.

“Chao, Alex,” Carmen dang dimg chén trudc tit dé do cta toi. Puoc rdi, ¢6 mdt sb thir tw dong roi vao tay toi.

“Gi Va’\'y?”

C6 bd cii nghiéng ngudi vé phia t6i, khe o khoét hinh chit V nhur cang sau hon. “Méy dira bon em s& ra bi bién choi sau gior hoc. Mubn di khong?”
“Anh con c6 viéc phai lam,” t6i n6i voi ¢d nang. “C4 I§ anh s& tdi sau.”

T6i nghii vé hai tuan trurée. Sau khi dén nha Brittany dé rdi bi me con nho dudi di, ¢6 gi d6 trong t6i da thay doi.

Say sua trong men ruou dé nhén chim cdi t6i bi t6n thurong 1 mdt  twéng ngu ngde. Toi rmf')n’c’r bén Brittany, mudn di choi voi con nhé khong chi dé
hoc mi con d¢ tim hiéu nhiing gi 4n gidu bén dudi méi toc vang. Nhung con nho khong them dém xia gi t6i t6i. Carmen thi khong nhur vay. Trong tri nhé
mo ho cuia 161, co thé Caramen da quan Ky t6i lic ¢ trong ho. C6 nang con ngdi Ién dii t6i canh dong hra khi ching toi dang hit mot loai gi d6 manh hon
nhiéu so véi Marlboro. Trong con say xin cting cai t6i bi dap cho toi ta, bat clt ¢d gai nao cling lam t6i khudy khda.

Toi ng' Carmen mit loi xin 161 vi ngay ca khi c6 ning san sang dang hién, & ra toi dirng nén cin cau. Toi s& phai dudi theo Carmen va giai thich vé& hanh vi
ngu ngoc cua minh.

Sau gitr hoc, mdt d4m dong dang viy quanh chiée md t6 cta toi. Quy tha ma bét, néu c6 diéu g xdy ra voi chiée Julio, t6i thé s& cho ké khon nao d6 mdt
tran. To61 khong can phai chen qua dam dong, boi mdt ddm dong da tw dong 1€ ra khi t61 dén gan.

Moi con mét déu (:16 don Ién t6i khi t6i chimg kién chiéc xe cta minh bj pha hoai. Ching dang mong cho t6i n61 con thinh nd. Pra nao da ca gan gf;.n cai
01 do choi mau hong danh cho xe dap va quan nhitng dai lya 1ap lanh quanh tay lai xe ctia t6i? Khong ai cd thé tron thoat toi sau khi tao ra cai dong chét



tiét nay.

Trur Brittany.

T6i liéc nhin quanh, nhung con nhd khong c6 & do.

“Tao khong cé lam,” Lucky noi ngay.

Tét ca nhirg dira khac déu thi thAm ring ching khong am diéu d6, khong ai ca.

Tiéng lAm bam ctia dtra ndo d6 vong qua dam déng, “Colin Adams, Greg Hanson. . .” Toi khong budn nghe, vi da biét rd ai i thii pham. D6 1 con nho
ctng nhdm modn Héa cua t6i, ngudi da ngo lo t6i hdmnay.

Toi gidt manh nhitng dai lya dai, sau d6 théo cai coi cao su mau hdng ra. Mau hdng co ddy. N6 ¢6 timg thude vé con nhd vao ci thud ngly xira ngiy
xura khong nhi?

“Tranh dudng,” 01 n6i voi dam dong. Ching né nhanh chong tan ra, vi nghi con gién cta toi dang ’réit kinh khiing va cha dra ndo nudn bi tdm vao vu ndy
ca. Pai lic dong vai ké xau cling c6 loi the. Con sy that u? Toi s€ sir dung cai coi hong nay va may dai lua long thong nay nhu cai cd dé lai co co hdi noi
chuyén voi Brittany.

Sau khi tit ca bon kia d ra khoi tam m¥t, t0i di dén san bong da. Doi ¢b vii dang & do, tp luyén nhur thuong 6.

“Timaia?”

Toi quay lai thi thdy Darlene Boehm, mdt trong nhitng ¢6 ban ctia Brittany. “Thiy Brittany quanh ddy khong?” Téi hoi.

“Khong”

“Biét ban 4y di dau khong?”

Alex Fuentes hoi Brittany Ellis dang & dau? Darlene hén s& ndi d6 khong phai chuyén cta toi. Hodc t6i nén dé Brittany yén.

Thay vao do, ban con nhé ndi, “Ban Ay vé nha rdi.”

Lam bam mdt tiéng “cam on,” tdi quay nguoi di lai chd Julio trong lic bAm s6 ctia 6ng anh ho.

“Cira hang stra chita xe Enrique xin nghe.”

“La em, Alex. Bita nay emt6i lam mudn nhé.”

“Chi may lai bi mot cai lénh cAm tiic nita 4?”

“Khong, khong phai dau.”

“Um, chi can chi may sira xong chiéc Lexus cho Chuy thoi. Anh d ni gi ¢6 thé Hy lai n6 ic 7 gid, ma chil may biét Chuy sé& thé nao khi chi may
khong gitr 16 61 d6.”

“Khong van dé gi,” toi tra 1i anh trong lic nghi &én vai tro ctia Chuy trong bang Blood. Ga ta 1 ngudi ma chang ai mu6n day vao. Néu co ai do to ra
thiéu trung thanh, Chuy chiu trach nhiém lm cho ho phéi trung thanh, hodc dam bao ho khong bao gio i cdm ngam Bang moi céch ¢6 thé, ngay ca khi
ho phai rén la van xin tha mang, “Em s€ c6 mit.”

Gd ctra nha Ellis mudi phit sau véi cai coi hdng va mé lua trén tay, t6i ¢d trung ra mot bd mit ciia mdt-thing-dién-trai-déu-cang,

Nhung khi Brittany m ctra trong chiéc 4o phong rong thing thinh va quin sodc, t6i dam i tri,

D6i mit xanh lo m to. “Alex, cu dang am gi & ddy thé?”

T6i chia ra céi coi cling nhiing dai lya.

Con nho giat Iy ching tir tay toi. “Toi khong thé tin ring cau dén ddy vi mdt tro dua vo van.”

“Chiing ta c6 vai diéu can phai thao luan. Bén canh trd choi khiam.”

Con nh6 nudt mrdc bot bon chon. “T6i khong ¢6 tim trang, dugc chir? Ching ta s& néi chuyén tai truong,” N6i i con nhd ¢b ging dong cira lai.
Chét tiét, t61 khong thé tin ring minh s& bién thanh mdt gi quiy r6i nhur trong cac bd phim. Toi ddy cira. Chuyén quai gi thé ha!

“Alex, dung.”



“Dé t6i vao. Chi mot phut thoi Lamon.”

Brittany ic dau, nhitng lon toc thién thin dung dura trén guong mit. “Bb me t6i khong thich khi t6i ¢ ban téi nha.”

“Ho ¢ nha a?”

“Khong.” Con nhé thd dai, rdi ngdp ngimg md cira.

Toi bude vao trong. Ngbi nha tham chi con lon hon khi nhin tir bén ngoai. Nhirng birc twong son tréng khién t6i lién turdng dén mot bénh vién. Toi thé 1
khong c6 mdt hat bui ndo dam d4p xudng san hay cac quay ké. Tién sanh véi hai tang va cdy cau trang db s day kiéu hénh. San nha thi sang bong nhur
nuéc.

Brittany da ding. Toi khong thich hop v6i chd ndy. Nhung khong quan trong, vi con nhd dang ¢ ddy va t6i mudn duge & bt cir noi ndo c6 con nho.
“Nao, gio thi cau mudn nbi vé chuyén gi?”’ Brittany hoi.

Toi ude gi cap chan dai ctia con nho khong 16 ra bén dudi quan sodc. Ching Kkhién toi mit tap trung, T6i rdi mét khoi ching trong nd hre tuyét vong gitr
cho d4u 6¢ minh tinh tao. Caip chén hip dan kia thi sao chir? P6i miét sang Iong knh nhu nhitng hon bi ve kia thi sao chtr! Con nhé ¢6 thé tréu dua, tra
diia nhu mot thing con trai thi sao chir!

Toi dang diia voi ai day? Toi khong c6 Iy do gi dé c6 mit & ddy, ngoai viéc mudn duoc & gin Brittany. Dep quach vu ¢4 cuoc kia di.

T61 nuon biét lam theé nao d€ khién con nho nay cudi. Toi nuon biet lam theé nao dé khién con nho phai khoc. Toi muon biét cam giac s ra sao khi duoc
con nho xem t6i nhur chang hi€p st hd ménh ctia doi minh.

“Bwiee!” Mt giong ndi vang vong t6i, pha tan sy yén lang,

“Doi ¢ ddy,” Brittany ra Iénh, sau d6 voi va di xubng hanh lang bén tay phéi. “To6i s& quay lai ngay.”

T6i khong mudn dumg tro nhur phdng & day. Toi di theo Brittany, biét ring minh sip xam nhip vao thé gidi riéng tw ctia con nho.
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Toi khong hé xiu ho vé khuyét tat ctia chj minh. Nhung t6i khong mudn Alex danh gié chj dy. Boi néu hin cudi, t6i khong thé nao chiu dugc. Toi quay
ngodt lai. “Céu khong gidi lam theo chi dan cho lam nhi?”’

Hn mim cudi thach thire nhu thé néi rﬁng, To1 1a mdt tén du con, cau mong doi t6i s€ lam gi?

“T6i phai di xem chj t6i on khong, Cau khong phién chir?”

“Khong N6 1 co hoi dé t6i gap chi y. Hay tin t6i.”

T6i nén tdng ¢b hén ra ngoai, niic xac mAy hinh xam nay no. Nhung t6i da khong lm

T6i kang 1& dan hén budc vao phong doc sach p gb gu tdi. Shelley dang ngdi trén xe lin, dau guc sang mot bén trong khi xem ti vi.
Nhan ra minh c6 khach, 4nh miit chi chuyén tir ti vi &én chd t6i cling Alex.

“Pay 1 Alex,” t0i giai thich, it ti vi. “Ban hoc clia em ¢ truong.”

Shelley giri t6i Alex mdt nu curdi méo mo6 va dép khép ngodn tay vao ban phim dugc ché tao riéng cho chi. “Xin chio,” mdt giong nif trong may tinh vang
Ién. Chi lai dap vao cai nit khac. “Tén toi la Shelley.”

Alex quy gbi xuong aé ngang bang voi Shelley. Hanh dong don gian biéu 16 sy t6n trong chi da gieo nhirng giot cam xuc mo hd vao long t6i. Colin luon
Juon 1 di s tOn tai ctia chi y, dbi xir voi chi Ay nhur thé chi i mot ngudi mi diée, vo dung ca vé thé xac 1an tinh thin,
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“Chi thé nao?”” Alex n6i, ndm Ay tay Shelley va Eic nhe. “Céi may hay that.”

“D6 Ia mot thiét b truyén thong tin ca nhén, con goi | PCD,” i giai thich. “N6 gitip chi Ay giao tiép.”

“Tro choi,” giong ndi cua may tinh lai vang én.

Alex dich lai canh Shelley. T6i nin thé' nhin chim chéim vao tay chi dé chic chén ching khong ¢ gin mai toc day ciia hén.
“Chi c6 choi game trén d6?”” Alex hoi.

“U.” t6i tra 101 thay chi. “Chj 4y nghién mbn cd ca-16 im Shelley, cho cau dy thiy cach n6 hoat dong di.”

Trong lic Shelley v6i t6i mén hinh bang nhimg d6t ngén tay ctia minh, Alex nhin chiim ch, c6 vé thich thi.

Khi man hinh hién Ién, Shelley huych vao tay Alex.

“Chi di trude di,” hin noi.

Chi ic ic dau.

“Chi éy mudn cdu di trude,” 61 n6i véi hin.

“Tuyét.”” Alex cham vao man hinh.

T6i dimg do, 1ong diu hén di khi nhin ké wrong nganh to ton kia king & choi voi chi minh.

“Cau c6 phién khong néu t6i di lim mdt bira an nhe cho chi dy?”” Toi ndi, rat mudn rdi khoi phong,

“Khong, cir di di,” hin n6i, van tp trung vao tro choi.

“Cau khong cn phai nhudng Shelley dau,” t6i ndi trude khi roi di. “Chi Ay ciing ¢6 thé thing trong mbn cd ndy do.”

“Um, camon vi da bo phiéu tin nhiém, nhung t6i dang ¢b gianh chién thing day.” Alex n6i rdi né ny cudi rit tir nhién, khong ¢6 vé gi 1 ¢b ging to ra tur
mén hay tro trdo ca. Toi cang mudn 10i di hon.

Vai phut sau, khi t6i bude vao phong doc véi dd an cho Shelley, hin ndi, “Chi 4y vira dap cho t6i mdt tran toi ta.”

“T6i da ndi voi cau 1 chi Ay rat gioi mi. Nhung choi thé du roi,” t6i néi véi Shelley, sau do quay sang Alex. “Téi hy vong cdu khong phién khi t6i dit cho
chi an.”

“Cu lamdi.”

Alex ngdi d6, trong chiég ghé darb(‘) t6i rét yéu thich khi t6i dat khay truréc mit Shelley va cho chi an mon st tio. Nhu thuong I, nurde st virong vai
khép ca. Khe nghiéng dau, t6i bat gip Alex dang nhin trong ltic t61 ding khén lau miéng cho chi.

“Shelley,” t6i noi. “Chi Ié ra nén dé cau Ay théing chir. DE t6 ra lich sy Ay mé.” Shelley phan (g bang céi lic dau. Nhimng giot sot tao chay day cam
“Kiéu gi chi ciing thang, hir?” Toin6i, hy vong canh twong nay khong khién Alex bo chay. C6 & t6i dang thir thich hén, xem hén c6 gitt ndi binh tinh khi
da nhin ]uot qua cudc song ctia gia dinh t6i khong, Hin da virot qua bai kiém tra rdi. “Chdr Alex vé di. Em & cho chi biét ai moi i nha vo dich trong mon

co nay.”

Chi t6i n6 nu cudi ngot ngao. N6 noi thay cho ca ngan tir. Trong khoanh khéc 4y, t6i quén bing di Alex dang nhin minh. That ky la khi ¢6 han ¢ day,
trong nha t6i, hién dién trong cude song ciia ti. Han khong thude vé noi ndy, nhung dudng nhir khong cam thiy phién khi phai & dy.

“Tai sao cdu ¢ vé bat on trong tict Hoa thé?”” Han hoi.

B vi chi t6i s bj giri di. BGi vi ngiy hom qua, tdi bi bét qua tang dang h ngure, con Colin thi d tut héin quin xudng ngay déing truée. “Chéic cAu da
nghe duoc nhiing tin don khing khiép.”

“Khong, chang nghe thiy chuyén gi ca. C6 & cau chi twong twong ra thoi.”

C6 I&. Shane da thiy ching to, cAu ta ciing Ja ké to mdm im. Ngay hom nay, mdi khi ai d6 nhin khi toi i qua, t6i déu hinh dung ho da biét. Toi nhin
Alex. “Doi liic t6i wdc gi o Nhimg Ngay Khoi du Lai”

“Pi It t6i ciing wdc ¢ Nhimg Ngiy Khoi ddu Lai,” hin dap mot cach nghiém tic. “Hodc Nhitng Ngay Trdi qua nhanh.”

“Thét khong may, cude doi thue t& khong co diéu khién tir xa.” Cho Shelley an xong, t6i ddy chi vao chd ngay trude ti vi, sau do dan Alex vio bép.
“Rot cude thi cude song cuia ti cling chd hoan hdo gi, phai khong?”” Té1 héi trong lic mo ti lanh lay d6 uong cho cé hai.



Alex nhin ti t md.

“Gi thé?”

Hén nhin vai. “Toi doan ca hai ching ta du c6 nhing thir v& vin can phai dbi phé. Téi ¢6 nhiéu chuyén con kinh khing hon ca phim kinh di.”

Kinh khing u? Ching gi c6 thé am phién duoc Alex. Hin chua bao gioy than vin vé cude séng ctia minh. “Nhing thir kinh khing ctia cau 1 gi?”” t6i hoi.
“0, néu t6i n6i v6i cau, cau hin s& tranh t6i thit xa diy.”

“T6i nghi cau s& phai ngac nhién vé nhitng diéu khién t61 bo chay dy, Alex.” Tiéng chudng tir chiéc ddng hd c6 vang vong khiip nha. Mot. Hai. Ba. Bon.
Nam

“Téi phai di rdi,” Alex n6i. “Ngay mai hoc chung nhé, sau gios hoc. Tai nha t6i.”
“Nha cau?” O khu phia Nam 4?

“To1 s€ cho cau théy mdt chit cude séng cta t6i. Cau dam choi khong?” Hén hoi.
Toi nudt nurde bot. “Chic rdi.” Choi thoi.

Khi dua Alex ra cira, t0i nghe thiy tiéng xe hoi di vé phia nha minh. Néu d6 1a me thi toi giip réc rdi to roi. Dit cho ching t6i ¢6 gip gd nhau mdt cach
trong sang nhat, ba cling s& noi tran 161 dinh.

Lén nhin qua may 0 cira sO trurdc nha, t6i nhin ra chiée xe the thao mau do ctia Darlene. “Oi, khong, may dira ban cta t6i dén.”

“Dimg hoang hét,” Alex ndi véi ti. “Clr mo cira di. Cau khong thé nao vor nhur 16i khong & day duge. Chiée md t6 ciia toi dang dd chinh inh trén duong
vao nha caukia.”

Hén dung. Toi khong thé che gidu sur thue hin dang & day.

Toi mo cira budc ra ngoai, Alex theo ngay sau khi toi d6i mét v6i Darlene, Morgan va Sierra dang di bo trén dudng vio. “Chao cac cau” Co k¢ néu toi
cu xu ty nhién, bon nd s&€ chang lam 1én chuyén gap Alex & day. Toi cham vao khuyu tay Alex. “Ching ta vira thdo luén vé bai tap nhom mdn Hoa. Phai
khong, Alex?”

“Phai.”’

Sierra nhuréng méy. Morgan thi hinh nhur sép 161 dién thoai ra dé thong bao cho nhitng dira khéc trong nhom 4m ring né da thiy Alex Fuentes budc ra
tr nha toi.

“Bon t& ¢ nén dé cac ciu lai mdt minh khong?” Darlene hoi.

“Dlmg ¢6 v& van,” tdi ndi nhanh hon can thit.

Alex budc vé phia chiéc md t6 ctia minh, chiéc 40 6m sat Bm 16 co thé vam vi hoan hao ctia hén, con cai quﬁn jean vira van lam 1. ..
Hién chiia tay vao t6i sau khi d6i mii bao hiém “Hen mai gip lai.”

Ngay mai. O nha han.

Toi gat dau.

Sau khi Alex di khuat, Sierra hoi. “Tét ca nhitng chuyén ndy a i vay?”

“Mon Hoa,” t61 Am bam.

Morgan h4 hdc miéng vi séc.

“C6 that khong ha?” Darlene hoi. “Boi vi bon t¢ 1 ban cau dé dén murdi nam, m sb 1an t¢ duge moi vao nha cau cd khi chi dém trén dau ngon tay.”
“Cau 4y 1 hoc chung nhom Hoa véi to.”

“Cau ta ciing A mot tén du con, Brit. Dimg bao gid quén diéu d6,” Darlene noi.

Sierra lic dAu, “Céu bi cudn hit béi mdt nguoi khac ngoai ban trai minh? Colin da néi voi Doug rz“mg dao gﬁn day cau cu xur kha ky la. La ban be, bon
to & day dé khuyén nhi cau.”



Toi ngdi cti ngudi vé phia trrde, king nghe bon ban thuyét giang vé danh tiéng, ban trai va 1ong trung thanh ca nira tiéng dong hd. Ching n6 ¢6 ly.
“Hay hira v&i bon t6 s€ khong c6 chuyén gi xay ra giita cau va Alex,” Sierra ndi riéng vai t6i khi Morgan va Darlene da ra xe.

“Cha c6 chuyén gi xay ra giita tG va Alex ca,” toi cam doan voi con bé. “T¢ thé.”
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Pang gio Toan thi nhan vién bao vé gd ctra, ndi vdi gido vien réng t6i can dugc dua ra khoi l6p. Pdo mit, t6i thu don séch vé va chiu cho g bdo v¢ lam
nhyc ngay trudc mit moi nguoi.

“Chuyén gi nita day?” T6i hoi. Hom qua, t6i da b 16i ra khoi Ip vi khai mio tran chién ném dd an trong san. Toi khong hé dau téu. Toi c6 thé da tham
gia, nhung t6i khong dau téu.

“Ching ta s& im mdt chuyén di ngéin t6i san bong rd.” Toi di theo i t6i san béng, “Alejandro, pha hoai tai san ciia nha trudng | mot sai Aim rat nghiém
trong d4y.”

“T6i khong pha hoai bt cir thir gl,” t6i n6i voi gi.
“T6i c6 manh mdi cho thiy cau da m.”
Manh mdi? Ban ¢6 biét cau “vira an cap wira la ling” khong? Vay nén, dira ndo lim cai trd mich léo nay chinh i dtra d lim chuyén d6. “Pau?”

Ga bao vé chi xuéng san phong tap thé duc, ai d6 da xit son v& mdt ban sao biéu tuong cua bang Latino Blood, xAu té hai. “Céu c6 thé giai thich chuyén
nay khong?”’

“Khong,” ti noi.

Mot nhan vién bao vé khéc tién lai. “Ching ta nén kiém tra tii dung dd ctia ciu ta,” anh ta n6i.

“Y turong tuyét voi ddy.” TAt ca nhitng gi ho tim thdy s& A mot chiéc 4o khodc da va méy quyén séch.
T6i dang mo khoa ti1 thi c6 P di ngang qua.

“C6 chuyén gi thé?” C6 hoi bon ho.

“Phé hoai. Trong sn béng 16.”

T6i mo khoa va i lai cho bon ho kiém tra.

“Aha,” mit gd ndi, luc loi bén trong va 161 ra mdt hop son phun mau den & ngay ngén trén cting. Ga dir dr n6 trurde mat toi. “Cau van con ¢b cdi B minh
VO 61 ha?”

“Embi vu oan.” Toi quay sang c6 P, dang nhin t6i nhu thé t6i vira giét chét con meo ctia ¢ vay. “Emkhong m viée do,” toi ndi véi ¢b. “Co P, cd phai
tin em.” T6i dang bi 161 vao tli chi vi tro choi ban ctia mdt thang ngoc.

C6 lac dau. “Alex, bang chimg ¢ ngay day. Toi mubn tin em, nhung qua thuc rét kho.” Nhém bao vé di chuyén sang hai phia canh t6i, va toi biét chuyén
gi s& dién ra tiép theo. C6 P gio tay Ién, ngin ho lai. “Alex. Em mudn n6i gi?”

T6i c6 mdt thoi thic khong thé cudng lai i khong gidi thich gi ca, ctr mic k& cho ho nghi minh i dira pha hoai ctia cong. Du giho cting 6 thém ling
nghe d4u. Nhung c6 P dang nhin t6i nhu mdt dtra thiéu nién ndi loan dang mudn chimg minh tat ca moi ngudi déu sai.

“Biéu turong trén san hoan toan sai,” toi ndi rdi chia tay ra cho ¢6 thiy. “Day mdi a biéu twong ctia bing Latino Blood. N6 3 mdt ngdi sao ndm canh voi
hai cai chac ba chia ra trén dau, chitr LB nam chinh giita. Con cai trén san a ngdi sao sau canh voi hai miii tén. Khong ai trong bang Blood lai pham sai
lAm co ban d6.”
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C6 Ay hoi hai gi bao vé, “Tién si Aguirre dang & dau?”

“Dang hop vdi cc giam thi. Thur ky clia dng Ay n6i 6ng dy khong mubn bi quiy rdy.”

Cb Peterson nhin ddng hd. “Toi 6 tiét day trong mudi Bim phit nita. Joe, bat bo dam béo tién st Aguirre t6i dy.”
Ga bao vé tén Joe trong khong iy gi im vui vé. “Thura c6, day 1 viéc ma ching t6i duoc thué dé m.”

“To6i biét, nhung Alex 12 hoc trd cia t6i, va héy tin t6i khi t6i néi c4u ta khong thé bo 15 budi hoc ngiy hém nay.”

Joe nhin vai, sau d6 bt bd dam goi tién si Aguirre dén gap minh tai hanh lang L. Khi thr ky ctia thay hoi liéu ¢ phai treong hop khén cap khong, co P
giat iy bo dam tir Joe va n6i day 1 trurdng hop khin cip ciia ca nhan 6, va tién st Aguirre can xudng khu L ngay lp tic.

Hai phut sau, thiy Aguirre budc vao voi cai nhin dy nghiém khiic trén mit. “TAt ca nhitng chuyén nay 1 i vay?”
“Pha hoai trong phong tap thé duc.” Joe thong béo véi thay.

Thay Aguirre sting ngudi. “Chét tiét, Fuentes. Khong & lai B em chir.”

“Emkhong lam diéu d6.”

“Vay thi ai lam?”

Toi nhin vai.

“Tién si Aguirre, cu ta noi thit,” c6 Perterson noi. “Ong 6 thé dudi viee t0i néu toi sai.”

Thiy ¢ dau rdi quay qua cac nhan vién bao vé. “Goi Chuck t6i phong tap xem 6ng ta ¢6 thé lim gi dé x6a sach khong.” Thiy chiia chai son xit vao toi.
“Nhung t6i canh cdo em, Alex. Néu t6i phat hién ra 1a em lam, em s& khong chi bi dudi hoc ma con bi bat giit nira. RS chura?”

Khi mily gi kia di khoi, thiy ndi tiép: “Alex, t0i can phai n6i diéu nity véi em. Hoi hoc trung hoc, tdi tlmg nghi ca thé giéi déu k ke thi ciia t0i. Bm biét
do, t61 khong khac em Ia may. Toi da mat mit thoi gian dai d€ nhén ra rang t6i moi thue sy 1a ke thi cta chinh ban than minh. Khi nhan ra dicu nay, t0i
da thay doi cach song, Co Peterson va t6i, ching t6i khong phai ké thii cia em”

“Embiét a,” t6i n6i, va thue sur tin diéu minh vira néi.

“Tét. Gidr t6i dang c6 cude hop quan trong. Néu khong con gi nira, t6i s& quay lai vin phong minh.”

“Camon c6 vi d3 tin em,” t6i néi véi co P khi thiy da di.

“Em c6 biét ai d v& bay trong phong tip khong?” C6 hoi.

T6i nhin thing vao mit ¢d va ndi, “Em khong biét. Em ciing tin chiic n6 khong phéi do mot trong nhimg ngudi ban clia em.”

C6 tho dai. “Néu em khong phéi la mot thanh vién bing dang, Alex, thi em da khong bi dinh vao nhing ric rdi ndy roi.”

“Vang, nhung em s€ dinh vao nhiing thir khac.”
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“C6 vé nhur mdt sb ban khong nghi mbn hoc cuia t6i a quan trong,” c6 Peterson vira ndi vira phat bai kiém tra ngiy hom qua.

Khi ¢ tién v& phia ban toi va Alex, t6i thup xudng trong ghé. Toi khong bao gid mudn chitng kién con thinh 16 ctia ¢ Peterson.

“Lam t6t ddy,” ¢6 ira ndi vira dit Gp & bai trude mit toi. Sau d6 quay qua Alex. “V6i mdt ngwoi mong mudn tré thinh gido vién Héa, em da c6 mot
khoi dau kém coi, Funetes a. C [ t6i s& phdi can nhac lai viéc bénh vue cho emnéu em khong chiu chuan bi bai trude gio hoc cua t6i.”

C0 tha bai kiém tra xubng trude miit Alex béng ngén tré va ngon cdi, nhur thé n6 qua ghé, chang déng phai ding dén nhitng ngén khéc. “Gp t0i sau gior
hoc,” ¢ n6i voi han trong lic ti€p tuc phat bai.

Toi khong hicu tai sao ¢ Peterson khong noi gian véi minh. Toi kit bai minh Ién va thiy mdt diém A ngay trén dau trang. Dyi mat, t0i nhin lai ching, Phai
c6 gi nham lin ¢ dy. Khong t6i mt gidy toi da nhén ra nguyén c6. Sy that giang vao 61 mot don chi mang. Toi quay qua Alex, han dang nhét bai kiem
tra diém kém vao cudn sach ctia minh.

%k sk ok



“Tai sao cau lai im vay?” Toi cho dén khi c6 Peterson trao doi xong vai Alex sau gidr hoc, rdi méi lai gin hén. T6i dimg canh ti db ciia hdn, con hin
chang mang chi y dén t6i. Toi 1o di nhitng anh nit dang xody vao minh.

“Toi khong biét cau dang ndi vé& chuyén gi,” hén noi.
Khi that! “Cu da tréo bai kiém tra.”
Alex déng sap cira ti ctia minh lai. “Nghe ny, chuyén d6 chang c6 gi to tat.”

Khong, to tat chir. Han bo di nhur thé mong toi ctr dé nguyén sur viéc nhur thé. Toi d& nhin héin chéim chi am bai kiém tra, r0i lai thiy con F d6 chét to
dung nam chém ché trén to bai ctia han. T6i nhan ra d6 1a bai kiém tra ctia minh.

T6i voi Vi lao ra cira trude dé dudi kip Alex. Hin di leo 1én chiéc md t6 va sin sang roi di.
“Alex, cho da!”

Cam thiy bon chdn, t0i vén toc ra sau tai.

“Lén di,” hén ra énh.

“Caig?”

“Lén di. Néu cau mudn cam on t6i vi d ciru mang cau trong gidr ¢ P, thi dén nha t6i. Hom qua t6i khong ndi diia. Cau da cho t6i nhin qua cude song
cua cu, t0i s€ cho cau nhin qua cudc song ctia t6i. Cong bang ma, phai khong?”

T61 nhin h’r(')t bai {i(:) xe. C6 méy dira dang quan sat ching t6i, hdn rét sin sang lan truyén tin don ring t6i dang n6i chuyén voi Alex. Néu t6i thure s roi
di cling han, tin don s& con bay nhanh hon.

Tiéng 1d ga tir chiéc xe ctia Alex 16i sy chi y ciia t6i quay tré lai. “Dumg so nhing gi ho nghi.”

T6i nhin hén, tir c4i quén jean rach rudi, 40 khodc da dén chiéc khén rin v6i nhitng vét miu dé den ma hén budc trén dinh dau. Méu sic bing dang ciia
hin.

L& ra ti nén s hii. Ri t6i nhd hén da nhur thé nao khi & canh Shelley ngay hom qua.

Thoi mic x4c hét di.

Toi khoéc ti vo ctia minh ra sau rdi leo lén chiéc md t6.

“Omchic vao,” Alex ndi, kéo tay t6i vong quanh eo hén. Céi chamnhe tir d6i tay khoe manh Ay giy cam gidc than mat kinh khing. Téi tir hoi liu hin
cd dang cam thay giong minh khong, nhung t6i gat y nghi d6 qua mdt bén. Alex Fuentes 1a mdt ké manh mg, tirng trai. Nhiing tiép xuc bang tay don gian
nhu nay s€ khong khién han may may nhdn nhao.

Hién ¢4 tinh vudt dAu ngon tay trén tay toi trude khi ndm Ay tay i, Oi. Chia. Oi. Toi dang dé minh virdng vao chuyén gi thé nay?

Khi ching t6i ting toc chay khoi béi giir xe clia trudng, t6i bam cimg lAy co thé rdn chéc ciia Alex. Toc do chiéc md 6 khién toi so hdi va choang vang,
nhu thé dang cudi mot chiéc tau hrgn khong thanh chan.

Chiéc xe dimg tai mt chdt dén do. Toi nga ra sau.
Toi nghe tiéng Alex cudi khiic khich khi xe mdt lin nita lao nhur tén bén lic dén chuyén sang méu xanh. Toi tom chit eo, viii nit minh sau lung hén.

Cudi cling hg“in ciing ding lai va gat chan chéng xuépg. T6i quan sat xung quanh. Toi chra bao giy dén khu nay. Nhirng ngdi nha thét ... nho. Hau hét
chi c6 mot tang, T6i kho khan Iim méi kim duge noi thirong cam chye trao ra.

Nha t6i to it nhit phai gip bay, tham chi tim, chin lin nha Alex. Toi biét phia nay 1 khu ctia ngudi nghéo, nhung..
“That 1a mdt sai Am” Alex n6i. “T6i s& dura cau vé nha.”

“Taisao?”

“Trén mit cdu dang 10 10 cai nhin ghé tdémkia.”

“Toi khong cam thdy ghé tom. C6 18 t6i thiy thuong...”

“Cau dimg bao gio throng hai t6i,” hin canh bao. “T6i B mdt nguoi nghéo, nhung khong vo gia cur.”

“Véy cau s& moi toi vao chir? Nhitng nguoi bén kia dudng dang trd mét nhin ¢6 gai da tring kia.”



Mi hén cong Ién thanh mbt ny cudi. “Ctr theo 61, ding cé nhin chim chiim vao nhing nguoi hang x6m, ngay ca khi ho nhin chim chiim vao cau.”
T6i cam nhén durgc sy thin trong ctia Alex khi din t6i vao bén trong, “Roi, vao ddy,” héin ndi, ra hiéu vao trong,

Phong khéch nho hon moi céin phong nha t0i, nhung khé | 4m ciing. C6 hai tAm khéin phii bang len ném trén ghé s6 pha, ti luon muén duge dap loai
khén ay Ién nguroi trong nhitng dém gia lanh. Nha t6i chang c6 bat ctr cai nao nhur theé. Ching tdi chi ¢6 chén bong... duoc thist ket cho hop voi nhimg
d0 ndi that trong nha.

Toi di vong quanh nha Alex, luét tay qua nhimg mon d6 b. Trén ban the voi nhitng cay nén da chdy qua nira, c6 dét birc anh mt nguoi dan 6ng dién
trai. TOi cam thiy hoi 4m ctia Alex khi héin dimg ngay sau minh. “Bb c4u phai khong?” t6i hoi. Han gat dau.

“T6i khong thé hinh dung diéu gi s& xay dén néu bd t6i mét di.” Dau 6ng khong thuong hién dlen & quanh, t6i biét 6ng B mdt phan vinh vién trong cudc
d0i minh. T6i luén ao wdc c6 duoe nhiéu hon tir bd me. T6i c6 nén cam thiy may mén chi vi van con ho & bén?

Alex chiim chi nhin bire anh. “Vao thoi diém d6, cau duong nhur té liét, cd quén né di. Y 6i 1, cau biét 6 ong 4y da mat, nhung cu dudng nhur bi lac
trong dam suong mil. R01 cude sdng sau d6 chi con nhur mot théi quen, cau ctr thé, cir thé am theo nd.” Han nhin vai. “Cubi ciing cau khong con nghi
nhiéu vé né nita ma tiép tuc sdng. Khong c6 lwa chon ndo khac.”

“N6 giong nhur mdt bai kiém tra nhi.” Toi thoang thay minh trong tim guong treo tudng va lo déng I tay vudt qua toc.

“Cau luon lam vay.”

“Lam gi?”

“Stra sang lai toc hodc trang diém.”

“C ging khién minh trong chin chu i sai sa0?”’

“Khong, trir khi n6 tré thanh mot ndi 4m anh.”

Toi ha tay xubng, udc gi minh ¢6 thé giit ching & yén. “Toi khong bi 4m anh.”

Alex nhiin vai. “Vay viéc moi ngudi nghi cau xinh dep 12 rat quan trong sao?”’

“T6i khong quan tAm t6i nhitng gi ho nghi,” t6i n6i doi.

“B6i vi cau... von di xinh ma. Nhung dimg quan trong hoa nd 1én nhur thé.”

Toi biét diéu ndy. Nhung sy ky vong & noi ti séng c6  nghia rat lon. Noi dén su ky vong .. “Cé Peterson da noi gi voi cau sau gios hoc thé?”

“O, nhur thurong 16. Réng néu t6i khong hoc tap nghiém tiic trong gidy ctia ¢d, ¢d s& khién cho cudc sdng ctia t6i tré' nén khin khd.”

Toi nudt nurde bot, khong biét 6 nén tiét 1o ké hoach ctia minh khong, “T61 s& ndi voi co éy 14 cAu da trao bai kiémtra.”

“Purng c6 lam vdy,” Alex ndi, budc ra xa toi.

“Tai sao khong?”

“Bdi vi nd khong quan trong.”

“C6 chir, n6 quan trong, Cau can diém t6t dé c6 co hdi lot vao...”

“Vao céi gi? Mot truong dai hoc t6t? Tha cho t0i di. Toi & khong hoc kn nita, cau biét diéu do. Ll nha giu cac ciu lo Eing vé diém tong két nhu thé nd
14 bicu twong cho gid tr cua cdc ciu véy. Toi thi khong can dén nd, do véy ciing ching can lam on cho t6i. Toi chi can diém C trong I6p do 1 xong. Chi
can dambao bai tap vé U tay ay that ngon lanh.”

Néu t6i cb ghng, ching t6i s& duge mot diém A+ cho bai tip nhom ndy.

“Phong cau & dau?” Toi chuyén sang chi d& khac, rdi tha tiii vo xudng san phong khach. “Phong ngi tiét 16 nhiéu didu vé mdt nguoi ddy.”

Alex ra hiéu nd & ngay bén. Ba cai giudng choan hét khong gian nhd hep ctia can phong, dién tich con lai chi vira du chd cho mdt ti quén 4o nho. Toi di
vong quanh phong,

“T6i ngi chung v6i hai dira em”” hin noi. “Khong duoc riéng tu cho Em”

“Hay d¢ t6i doan cai girong nao 1a ctia cau,” toi mim cudi noi.



Toi nhin 6t qua khu vre quanh timg chiéc girdng. Mot birc anh nho chup mjt ¢0 gai gbe Téay Ban Nha xinh dep duoc treo trén mdt bure vach.
“Unmmm...” t6i lam bam, licc nhin Alex va tw héi cd gai d6 c6 phai la hinh mau Iy turdng ctia hin khong,

Tir tir di bd vong qua han, 01 xem x¢ét giwong bén canh. Tranh anh cac cau thi bong d4 duoc dan dy bén trén, ca girdng a mdt ddng 1on x6n va quin
4o thi ndm rai réc tir dau xudng cudi girong,

Khong c6 gi duoc trang trf quanh cai girong thir ba, nhur thé ngwdi ngi & d6 chi k khéch qua duong. N6 gan nhur budn té. Hai khoéng twong dau ndi n
rat nhi€u vé ngudi ngl bén dudi ching, con birc turong nay hoan toan trong khong,

Toi ngdi trén girong Alex, chiéc girong trong rong va vo vong, anh mit hin giao voi toi. “Giudng ctia cdu n6i kén rét nhiéu vé cau.”

“Thét a? N6 ndi gi vay?”

“Tai sao cau khong nghi minh s& ¢ dy lau dai?”” Toi noi. “Vi cau thuc sy mudn 1o di ¢ hoc 1n cao, ding khong?”

Alex nghiéng ngudi tua vao khung cira. “T6i s€ khong roi khéi Fairfield. Khong bao gio.”

“Céu khong mudn c6 mdt cai bang sa0?”

“Gid thi giong cau nghe nhur thé mdt ¢d van huréng nghiép déng ghét & trurdng vay.”

“Cau khong mudn thoét ra va bét dau cudc sdng riéng ciia minh sao? Thoat khoi qua khir ciia minh ay?”

“Céu dang xem viéc hoc én 1 mot 16i thoat,” hén noi.

“Loi thoét? Khong, Alex. Toi c0 ging hoc Ién dai hoc dé duge & gin chi minh. DAu tién, t0i chon trudng Northwestern, gidr & a dai hoc Colorado.
Cudc song ctia t6i duge quyet dinh bdi nhitng y turdng bat chot clia bo me cling noi ma hg muon giri chi t6i toi. Cau thi mudn lam nhitng viée dé dang,
nén cdu ctr ¢ lai day.”

“Cau nghi a ngudi chi gia dinh thi d& dang chéic? Chét tiét. Toi phai & ddy dé luon chic chin me minh khong giao du véi thing cha ndo v6 vén, va miy
thiing em thi khong bén tia ndy no hodc dinh vao nghién hit.”

“Toi rt tiéc.”
“Toi da canh bao cau dung bao gio t6 ra thuong hai toi.”

“Khong,” t6i n6, méit ngwée kn gap mit hén. “Cu cam thiy minh 6 trédch nhigm phai ganh véc gia dinh, nhung cau lai khong dat bét cii thir gi ¢ ¥ nghi
Jau dai canh giurong, nhur the céu s€ roi di bat ky ic nao. Toi cam thay tiec cho cau vé chuyén do.”

Alex bude lui lai, két thic cau chuyén cua t6i. “Céu choi tro tam Iy hoc xong chua?” Hén noi.

Toi theo hin sang phong chung cia gia dinh, van dang tir hoi Alex mudn diéu gi cho trong lai ctia hin. C6 vé nhu héq luén 55{1 sang roi khoi ngdi nha
ndy... trdi dat nay. L& nao Alex dang chuan bi cho cai chét ctia minh, bang cach khong gilt thir gi lau dai bén canh? Han cho rang s6 ménh ctia hin roi
ciing s€ két thiic nhu bo han u?

Phai chang d4y 1 nhimg diéu kinh khing ns héin timg 4m chi?

Hai gior ké tlep, ching t6i ngdi trong phong khach nha hén va vach ra mot ké hoach cho bai tap 1 tay. Alex thong minh hon t6i twong rat nhleu, diém A
trén bai kiém tra khong phai do may nEn. Hén ¢6 rat nhidu y tuwong vé cach timkiém thong tin trén mang, trong thu vién, cting nhur lam thé ndo dé tao ra
thi u tay va liét ké nhing vat liéu can str dung ra glay Chiing t6i can dén nhimg hoa chit ma ¢6 Peterson s& cung cap, tdi ni 1ong c6 khoa kéo dé dung
hoa chat, va de kiém thém diém cong, ching ti quyét dinh s& boc ti i tay d6 trong mdt chiéc 1 vai. Toi ¢b giir cho cude thao luan gbi gon trong pham
vi mdn Hoa, cén thin khong dé cap dén chi dé nio qua mirc riéng tur.

Khi gip sach Hoa lai, liéc nhin qua khoe mit, t6i thiy Alex dra tay 1én vo dau. “Nghe ndy, t6i khong c6 ¥ 6 ra thd 16 v6i cau lic nay.”

“Khong sao. Toi da qua toc mach ma.”

“Céu ndi ding.”

Toi dimg ddy, cam thiy khong thoai mai. Hin cam tay t6i, kéo t6i ngdi xudng lai.

“Khong,” hin noi, “cau ndi ding vé toi. Toi khong giir thir gl au dai & ddy ca.”

“Tai sao?”

“B3 t61.” Alex ndi, nhin qhé.m chdm V:c‘IO tAm hinh treo trén birc tuong d6i dién rdi nhz'irp chit mit lai. “Chia oi, da c6 I'"?:It nhidu méw.” Han mo mit va bt
gip anh nhin cta t6i. “Néu ¢ mot dicu gi d6 ma t6i da hoc dugc, thi d6 Ia khong ai song mai méi trén doi. Cau phai song cho hién tai, tirng ngay mot...
ngay & day, ngay lic nay.”



“Vay ngay lic ndy, cdu muén gi?”” Ngay lic nay, toi rét mudn duoc chita knh vét thirong ctia hén, va quén di vét thiong ciia chinh minh.
Alex cham Ién ma t6i bing du ngon tay.
Hoi thé ctia t6i nén lai. “Cau mudn hon t6i khong, Alex?” t6i thi thim.

“Thién Chiia ctia t6i, t61 mudn hon cau... mudn ném dbi mbi cau.” Han nhe nhang miét dau ngdn tay 1én moi toi. “Cau mudn t6i hon cau chir? S& khong ai
biet chuyén, chi hai chung ta thoi.”
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Brittany dua hudi iém d6i mdi hinh tréi tim hoan héo ctia minh, gior thi nd sang bong va... 6i trdi, thit moi moc.
“Purng c6 tréu choc t61 nhur thé chir,” t6i rén én, mdi chi cdch mdi con nhd ¢6 vai tic.

Sach ctia Brittany roi xudng tham. Anh niit con nhé nhin theo, nhung nhimg ngén tay t6i da cham nhe 1én cim con nho, nhe nhang 16i kéo, thic giuc con

Brittany nhin t0i bang doi mét d& bi ton throng. “Néu né c6 ¥ nghiia gi d6 thi sa0?”” Con nhé hoi.

“Néu vay thi sa0?”’

“Hira voi t0i, n6 s& ching c6 bét ctr ¥ nghiia ndo ca.”

To6inga dau ra ghé tura. “N6 s& khong co bat cir y nghiia gi.” Chéng phéi toi i vai nam trong v& kich nay, va toi nén dat ra quy tic khong rang budc sao?
“Va khong dung lrdi,” con nho thém vao.

“Tinh yéu clia t6i, néu ti hon cau, t6i dam bao s& ding t6i ludi.”

Brittany do du.

“Toi hira diéu ny s& ching c6 bt cir y nghia gi,” t6i cam doan v6i con nho lan nita.

Toi thure sy khong ngo Brittany s& lam diéu do. Toi nghi con nho dang tréu choc minh, thir xem t6i co thé chiu duoc bao u trude khi bung 1. Nhung
khi con nho khép ho myit va nghiéng nguroi lai gan hon, t6i nhn ra diu nay s& xay dén. C6 gai ny, ngudi trong mo cua toi, ngudi giong toi hon bat cir ai
t61 tirng gap, muon hon toi.

Téi gianh iy quyén kiém soat ngay lic Brit nghiéng dAu. Moi chiing toi cham nhau mt gidy ngin ngui trurde khi t6i ia ngon tay vao méi toc 4y va tiép
tuc ny hon that diu dang, mém nmi. Téi dm mé Brit, cam nhén kin da min méng trong ban tay thd rap ctia minh. Co thé ti thic giuc t6i tan dung tinh thé,
nhung 1y tri (phén 4n sdu bén trong dau) lai bao t6i kiém ché.

Mot tiéng tho' dai hai ong thoét ra tir miéng Brit, nhur thé con nhé bang ong & trong vong tay toi méii mi.

T6i hrét dau ludi trén mdi Brit, du con nhé mo miéng, Brit ngép ngimg, 16i ciing thuan theo. Ludi ching t6i gip nhau, hoa quyén chim ri theo mdt diéu
vii goi tinh mé dam cho dén khi tiéng mo clra trude dot ngdt vang lén khién Brit git minh roi ra.

Chét tiét. Toi mubn ndi dién. Trude tién, vi da danh mét minh trong ny hon véi Brit. Sau nita, vi mu6n khoanh khic nay kéo dai ni méi. Cudi cling, vi
me va Iii em lai vé nha ding thoi diém khé xir nhat.

T6i nhin Brit ¢6 ra vé ban ron khi cti xudng nhit sach. Me va cac em toi dang dimg ngay ngudng cira, it tron tron.

“Chao me,” ti n6i, bdi rbi hon toi turong,

Tir cai nhin nghiém khic trén it me, t6i biét ba khong hai long khi bt gip ching ti 4u yém nhu thé sin sang tién xa hon nita.

“Luis va Carlos, vé phong bon con di,” ba ra Iénh 101 budc vao phong, trn tinh lai. “Con khong dinh giéi thi€u me voi ban con sao, Alejandro?”’

Brit dimg Ién, sach vo trong tay. “Chio béc, chau I Brittany.” Ngay ca khi méi toc ruc ning da rdi bung do tay t6i va chuyén di bang md 6, Brit van
xinh dep kinh khiing, Brit chia tay ra chao. “Alex va chau dang cting hoc mdn Hoa.”

“Nhitng gi toi da thiy ching phai hoc hanh gi ca,” me t6i im lo ban tay 4y.

Brit rut tay lai.



“Me, dé ban Ay yén,” t0i xang giong,

“Nha t61 khong phai 14 nha chira.”

“Cho con xin di, me,” t61 ndi, buc tirc. “Bon con chi méi hon thdi ma.”

“Hon s& dan dén cai chuyén tao ra tré con ddy, Alejandro.”

“Ra khoi day thoi,” t6i n6i, hoan toan xdu hd. Toi gidt Ky cai 4o trén ghé va khodc vao nguoi.

“Chéu xin 16i néu c6 khién bac khéng vui, bac Fuentes,” Brit n6i, ling ting thiy rd.

Me t6i By nhitng mén d6 mua tir cira hing tap hoa vé&, phét 1o 104 xin 16i ctia Brit va bo vao bép.

Khi d3 ra ngoai, t6i nghe thiy Brit hit mdt hoi sau. Am thanh d6 nghe nhur thé con nho dang ¢6 gitt théing bang khi dtmg trén soi chi mong manh.
“Dimg lo Fing. Chi I me t6i khong quen voi viée toi dira con gai vé nha.”

P6i miit xanh biéc ciia Brit trd nén xa xam va lanh 1o, “Diéu d6 khdng nén xay ra,” Brit n6i, buéng thdng vai, déng ngudi cimg nhur héa da.

“Céi gi khong nén xay ra? Nu hon, hay viéc cau thich nd qua nhiéu?”

“T6i dd ¢6 ban trai,” Brit ni trong lic bon chdn miét ddy deo chiéc twi thoi thurong ctia minh.

“Céu dang ¢b thuyét phuc t6i hay chinh minh vay?” Toi hoi.

“Dlig c6 bét bé. Toi khong mudn im d4m ban khong vui. Toi khéng mudn gy hoang mang cho me minh. Va Colin... ngay lic ndy toi rét bdi réi.”
Toi gio tay ra va Ién giong, day | diéu toi thurdng tranh im vi nhur Paco ndi, nd c6 nghiia toi that sur quan tam Toi khong quan tim Tai sao t0i phai viy
chtr? Tam trf t0i n6i hily ngdm miéng lai, nhung cting e do6 tir ngt lai vot ra tir miéng t61. “Toi khong hiéu. Thing d6 cw xtr v&i ciu nhu the cdu a mot
giai thurong chét tiét ciia nd vay.”

“Cau tham chi khong biét t6i va Colin 14 thé ndo...”

“Khon thét, vay hdly noi cho ti biét di,” toi ndi, khong thé che gidu sur céu tiét trong giong minh. Ban dau ti dinh kim lai, nhung roi lai ni huych togt ra.
“Bai vi ny hon ban ndy... n6 thue sy c6 y nghia nao d6. Céu lan t6i déu biet 10. Toi thach cdu ddm ndi ¢ canh Colin thich hon thé day.”

Brit voi nhin sang huéng khac. “Cau s& khong hiéu.”
“Thr di.”
“Khi moi nguoi thdy Colin va t6i quen nhau, ho binh phim ching t6i hoan hao nhur thé nao. Cu biét d6, Cp d6i Vang. Cau c6 hiéu khong?”

T6i nhin chim chiim vao Brit, khong thé tin ni. Thét qué strc nham nhi. “T6i hiéu r6i. T6i khong thé tin minh dang nghe chuyén nay. Phéi chéing sy hoan
héo c6 y nghia véi cau dén the?”’

Mot khoang ing, im king dén phét cau. Mot nét budn thoang qua déi méit xanh biée Ay, nhung rdi n6 bién mat. Ngay lap tirc, vé nit Brit lai binh king va
trd nén nghiém nghi.

“T6i chang m dugc viée gi ra hon trong nhimg ngity gin déy, nhung dtng thé. Diéu d6 quan trong,” cudi cing Brit thira nhan. “Chi ti khong phéi mot
nguoi hoan hao, nén toi phai hoan hao.”

D6 14 diéu dang thuong hai nhit ma t6i timg nghe. Lic dau chan chudng, t6i chi tay vé chiée Julio. “Lén di, t6i s& dua cau quay lai truong dé By xe.”

Liing I&, Brit leo kn sau xe t0i, giit minh céch xa. Toi kho ong cam nhén dugc con nhé dang ngdi sau lung minh. Toi ¢6 ¥ di dudng vong dé kéo dai
chuyéen di.

Brit ddi xir voi chi minh bing Iong kién nhén va thuong yéu hét mirc. Chiia biét t6i s chéing thé ndo du kién nhén dé diit timg thia thirc &n va lau migng
cho I em Nguoi con gai tdi tirng budc t9i chi quan tdm dén ban than minh, khong phai mot ngudi hoi hot.

Chtia o1, t6i ngudng md Brit. Viéc ¢ canh Brit mang lai diéu gi d6 cho cude doi thiéu thon ctia t6i, mdt didu gi d6... ding dan.
Nhung am thé ndo dé thuyét phuc con nho vé diéu do day?
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Toi s& cb quén nu hon véi Alex, dau rang toi da thirc tréng dém tua di tua lai n6 trong dau minh. Khi l4i xe t6i truong sau ngiy ctia nu hon chua timg xay
ra, t6i ty hoi ¢ nén 1o Alex di khong, Nhung t6i khong thé hra chon, vi dui sao chiing t6i cling hoc chung mon Hoa.

Oi, khong, Lép Hoa. Colin liéu c6 nghi ngd diéu gi khong? C6 I8 ai d6 da thiy t6i v6i Alex di cing nhau ngiy hém qua va ni véi anh. Dém qua t6i lai tit
dién thoai.

Hirm Gi4 ma cudc sbng ciia t6i khong qué phire tap. Toi c6 mdt anh ban trai. Thoi duoc rdi, ban trai toi gan ddy lai rét hay thic ép o1, chi chi tim dén
tinh dyc. Toi phat 6m vé didu do.

Nhung Alex lai chang bao gitr ¢6 the tr thanh ban trai toi. Me héin thyc sw ghét toi. Ban gi cfi clia han mudn giét t6i - mot ddu higu t6i t¢ khc. Han
thdm chi con hit thuoe nita, khong hay chit nao. Toi co the 1ap ra mdt danh sach khong 16 day cac diémtiéu cuc.

Puoc 1di, cling c6 vai diém tich cuc. Nho xiu, so v hang déng thir t€ hai.
Hin théng minh.

Hién c6 d6i mit rat biéu cam, noi Ién nhiéu hon nhimg gi hén thé hién.

Hiéin trung thanh v6i ban be, gia dinh, tham chi véi ca chiéc md 6 clia hén.
Hén cham vao t6i nhur thé t6i rat mong manh.

Hén hon t6i nhur thé s& tran trong ny hon Ay sudt quang doi con lai.

Mai t6i lic an trura o1 rrr')i’théy hén. Khl 61 xép hang cho By thirc an tir nha an tur phuc vy, Alex dimg phia trurde, cach toi mit nguoi. Nola Linn dimg
gitta chiing t6i, va con bé ay di chuyén theo hang kha cham.

Cai quan jean ctia Alex son réch chd dau gbi. Toc hin xoa xubng, che khudt cap i, va toi rit mu6n dua tay vén n6 kén. Néu Nola khong qué 1& mé khi
chon mon tréi cay. ..

Alex bit gap t0i dang quan sét han. Toi nhanh chong chuyén su chi y vao mon stp. Mén minestrone[ 1].

[1] Minestrone: mén siip hdn hop gdmmdt s6 loai rau cti nhur hanh tdy, can tdy, dau, ca rdt, ca chua. .. duge ndu chung véi pho mat, mi dng, thudng
dugc ding kém voi banh mi nurdng bo toi.

“Mudn léy modt chén nho hay mdt t6 vay, c6 nuong?”” Mary, c6 phuc vu bita trua, hoi toi.

“T6 a,” t61 ndi, vo chil tAm vao to sup.

Sau khi ¢6 dy dura t6 cho t6i, t61 voi va vuot qua Nola tién dén qudy thu ngan, ngay phia sau Alex.

Nhur thé biét t6i Ién it phia sau minh, han quay lai, mét nhin thing vao t6i. Trong glay at, t61 cam thiy nhur toan bo thé giéi bén ngoai bong nhién khép
lai. .. chi con hai ching t6i. Oi, t6i mubn dugc nhay vao vong tay hén, cam nhén hoi 4m tir chiing bao quanh minh. Nguoi ta ¢6 bao gids phét nghién voi
mot ngudi khong nhi?

Téi hing giong. “Tdi phién cau ddy,” t6i n6i, ra hiéu vé phia cd thu ngén.

Alex tién Ién voi khay ctia minh, chi c6 mdt miéng pizza trén d6. “Em sé tra tién cho phan clia ban Ay luon,” hin n6i, chi vao toi.

C6 thu ngén chi tay vé phia toi, “Cho phén ciia ban nay ha?”

“Da, nhung... Alex, dung tré hd t6i.”

“Purng lo. To6i du sure tra cho mdt t6 sup,” hén n6i vé than trong, 10i dua ra ba do-la.

Colin roi khoi hing, tién lai dimg canh toi. “Bién di. Di ma nhin chdm chim ban gai may 4y,” anh ndi khing v6i Alex.

Toi ciu nguyén Alex s& khong tré diia béng cach ndi voi Colin chuyén ching t6i hon nhau. Bon ban dimg xép hang dang theo ddi bon toi. Toi c6 thé cam
thdy céi nhin chong choc ctia chiing né sau gay minh. Alex lay tién thira tir thu ngén r6i di thang ra san noi han thuong ngdi, chang budén ngoéi dau nhin lai.
Toi cém thay minh thét ich ky vi mudn ven ca doi duong. Toi mudn gitt hinh anh hoan hao ma t6i da vét va tao ra cho dén thi diém ndy - cai hinh anh
bao gdmca Colin. Song t6i cling muon ca Alex nira. Toi khong thé dimg lai nhiing y nghi vé Itc héin 6m t6i trong vong tay va hon t6i ngat ngdy dén mirc
t61 gan nhur nghet tho.

Colin néi véi c6 thu ngan. “Em & tra cho ban 4y va minh.”

C5 thu ngén bdi rdi nhin t6i. “Khong phai i cau kia da tra cho em1di sao?”



Colin cho t6i dinh chinh lai v6i ¢6 Ay. Khi t6i khong néi gi, anh nhin t6i cam phén rdi ding ding ra khoi quan.

“Colin, chd da!” Toi goi, nhung anh hofic khong nghe thiy hodc 1 dang lo t6i. Sau do 1 tiét Hoa, nhung diing lic chudng reo Colin méi bude vao 16p
nén ching t61 chang thé ndi chuyén duoc.

Trong gis Hoa, lai c6 mdt thi nghiém khéc. Alex lic Fic dng nghiém chira bac nitrat va dung dich clorua kali. “Em thdy ching trong nhu nude vy, ¢ P,”
Alex noi.

“Trong vay ma khong phai vay dau,” c6 Peterson noi.

Mt toi dai theo doi tay ctia Alex. Doi tay hién gio dang ban ron do luong cho ding hrong nitrat bac va clorua kali, cing la d6i ban tay timg Jan trén doi
modi toi day than thiet.

“Tinh mong di, Brit.”

T6i chop mit, bimg tinh. Alex chia c4i dng nghiém chira day chat Iong trong sudt cho toi.

T6i nh¢' ra minh nén gitip hén tron Bn cac chat voi nhau. “Umy, xin 16i.” Toi Ay dng nghiém chira chat thir v d6 n6 vao ng hén dang cam.
“Ching ta can viét lai nhitng hién tuong xay ra,” hén n6i, str dung que khudy tron cac chat voi nhau,

Mot chét rén mau tréing xuét hién mot cach ky diéu bén trong chét 1ong trong sudt.

“Ra 101, c6 P! Em nghii bon em da timra céu tra 16i cho van dé cia ching ta, vé viée téng ozone bi bao mon.” Alex tréu choc.

C6 Peterson khé fic dau.

“Nhitmg gi ching ta d théy trong dng I céi gi vay?” Alex h6i t6i, doc lai o gidy 6 Peterson da phét du gio. “Chat Iong gidng nhu nuée hién gis c6 16 |
kali nitrat va chat ran mau trang 4 clorua bac. Gia thiét cua cau la gi?”’

Khi héin dura t6i c4i 6ng, nhitng ngén tay ching t6i cham nhau. Va ching nin na khong i, dé lai cam giac rdm ran khong thé 1 di.

Toi ngwée nhin. Mt ching toi gip nhau, v trong gidy phiit d6, t0i nghi Alex dang c6 giri cho ti mdt thong digp riéng tur. Nhung rdi nét mt héin chuyén
sang tam toi, kh6 do, va han quay di.

“Cau mubn t6i am gi?” Toi thi tham

“Cau phai tyr minh tim hiéu thoi.”

“Alex...”

Nhung hin s& khong n6i toi phéi kim gi. Han ti phéi ki mot dira toi khi yéu ciu hdn cho 1 khuyén, khi ma hén luon bi ngudi doi thanh kién.
Khi ¢ gin Alex, t6i 6 cam gidc rt phin khich, giéng nhur trong mdt budi sang Ging sinh viy.

Miic ditda c6 1o di, t6i van nhin qua Colin va biét ring. .. mdi quan hé ctia ching t6i khong con gidng trrde kia. N6 da két thic. Va cang som chdm dirt
véi Colin, t6i s& cang d& ban khoin tai sao minh van con day dua véi anh.

Téi gap Colin sau gios hoc, & cong sau ciia trudng, Anh dang mic dong phuc da bong. That khong may, Shane dang dimg canh anh.

Shane giodién thoai ctia minh lén. “Hai cau mudn dién lai canh dém trude hé? To ¢ the luu lai khodnh khéic méii mai d6 va giri nd qua mail cho céc ciu.
Do s¢€ 13 mot tam hinh cho tuyét voi cho may tinh, hay mdt doan phim hap dan trén You Tube day.”

“Shane, bién di cho khuat it trure khi tao ndi dién.” Colin n6i, nhin Shane chdm chiim cho dén khi ciu ta bo di. “Brit, t6i qua em & dau?” Khi ti
khong tra 16i, Colin n6i, “Em ciing khong can ndi dau, anh da ¢6 manh moi roi.”

Chuyén nay thét chéing d& dang gi. Bay gios thi t0i biét tai sao moi ngudi thudng chia tay nhau qua e-mail va tin nhéin. Lam diéu nay truc dign rét kho, boi
vi ban phai ding trudc mit nguoi d6 va chﬁngki@nphénﬁngcﬁa ho, d6i mét véi con thinh nd cua hg. Vi t6i ludn né tranh tranh cai va xoa diu mdi quan
hé véi moi ngudi xung quanh, nhiing cham tran kieu ndy hda ra that dau don.

“Anh va em déu biét ching ta khong hop nhau,” t6i ndi nhe nhang hét mirc ¢6 thé.

Colin nheo miit nhin ti. “Em dang noi cai gi vay?”’

“Ching ta can dimg lai.”

“Tamxa nhau hay Ia chia tay?”’



“Chia tay,” t61 kh& ndi.
“Chuyén ny 14 vi thing Fuentes, phai khong?”’

“Tir e anh quay vé sau ky nghi he, gitra ching ta chi con nhirng bong dva hoi hot. Ching ta khong hé chia sé gi v6i nhau, va em mét moi vi cam gidc toi
161 khi khong thé tu minh 10t quan 4o va dang chan ra d€ chimg té em yéu anh.”

“Em chang mudn chimg t6 bét ctr thr g voi anh.”

Toiha giong dé nhitng ban hoc khac khong nghe thiy. “Tai sao anh lai mudn em lam thé? Chi riéng viéc anh can em chimg to em yéu anh da B mot dau
hiéu cho thay ching ta khéng hop nhau ro1.”

“Pumng lam vay.” Colin ngira dau ra sau va rén ri. “Lam on ding lm vay.”

s€ bi moi ngu01 soi moi cling nhitng 01 ddn théi vay quanh Chi nghi dén diéu d6 thoi cung dii khién t6i son gai dc.

Nhung t6i khong thé gié vor ring moi thir van tuyét nita. Quyét dinh nity c6 & s& 4m anh t6i. Néu bd me cd thé giri chi t0i dén bét cir noi ndo ho thiy tt,
va Darlene c6 thé ling nhing véi moi gl trai con bé gip g0 chi vi di€u d6 khién con bé cam thay vui hon, thi tai sao 61 khong thé lam viée gi d6 dung dan
cho ban thin minh?

Toi dit tay Ién vai Colin, c6 ging khong nhin vao cap mét wét nude ciia anh y. Anh Fic ngudi, hit tay toi ra.

“Noéi diéu gi d6 di,” toi khén cau.

“Em mudn t6i n6i g, Brit? Réng t6i vui mimg vi em da chia tay voi ti sao? Xin 161, t6i khong cam thay thé.”

Anh ding long ban tay chii mét. Mt t6i ciing rom rém theo. DAy I cai két cia mdt didu ching t6i da nghii 1a thyre, nhung hoa ra lai chi | mdt vo dién ma
ching t6i bi ném vao. D6 1a diéu khién 61 buon vo han.

“Anh da ¢6 quan hé voi Mia,” Colin budt miéng ndi ra. “Ky nghi hé vira rdi. Em biét do, i ¢6 gai trong birc anh.”
“Anh néi thé dé am em bj ton thwong”

“Anh ndira vind 1a su that. Hoi Shane di.”

“Thé thi tai sao anh quay vé ddy va vo nhur ching ta van con a Cap D6i Vang?”

“Vido 1a nhitng gi m moi nguoi trong doi. Ké ca em. Pimg phii nhan.”

Nhirng 161 anh khién t6i dau nhoi, nhung ching 1 sur that. Toi d4 tao ra hinh anh ¢6 gai “hoan hao” va sdng theo nhimg lut 16 dugc tao ra boi ngudi
khac, va bdi ca ban than toi

Pa dén lic bat dau sdng thure. Didu dau tién toi lam sau khi chia tay v6i Colin 1 di gip ¢6 Small va ndi rang minh cn tam rdi khoi doi ¢6 vil. Toi cd cam
giac nhur trit duge ganh ning trén vai. VE nha, t6i danh thoi gian véi Shelley va lam bai tap. Sau bira o4, t6i goi cho Isabel Avila.

“Sao ¢ khong thiy ngac nhién vi cau goi dén nhi?” ¢6 ban noi.
“Viée tap luyén thé nao?”
“Khong 6n. Darlene khong phai 1 mot doi trurong gioi, ¢6 Small biét diéu nay. Cau khong nén rit hui.”

“Té khong rit lui. T6 chi tam nghi mdt thoi gian. Nhung t& khong goi cho cau dé ndi chuyén vé doi ¢b vii. Nghe nay, t& mudn cdu biét t6 da chia tay voi
Colin homnay.”

“Va caunoidicu do véito vi...”

That B mot cau hdi hay. “Té: mudn ndi chuyén véi ai d6 v& né. T6 cling biét minh ¢6 nhitng ngudi ban dé ndi ra, nhumg t¢ khong mubn néi véi ai d6 c6
the bién ching thanh chuyén ngoi I€ d6i mach. Bon ban t¢ thi lai nhi€u chuyén.”

Sierra I ban than nhét ctia t6i, nhung t6i d4 n6i ddi nd vé Alex. Con ban trai n6, Doug, thi lai 1 ban than ctia Colin.
“Sao cau biét t& s& khong tiét 16 bi mit?” Isabel hoi.
“Té khong biét. Nhung cdu da khong ndi voi 6 bt cir diéu gi vé Alex khi t& hoi, vi thé t& doan cau 1 ngudi gioi gitr bi mat.”

“O, thi dting. ROi, noi di.”



“T6 khong biét phéi néi thé nao nira.”

“T6 khong ¢6 ca ngiy dau ddy, cau biét ma.”

“Té da hon Alex,” t6i tiét 16 bi mat.

“Alex 4? Bendita![2] Trudc hay sau khi chia tay Colin?”

[2] Oi may nin Am sao! (tiéng Tay Ban Nha).

Toi nhin nhd. “Té dau 6 1én ké hoach cho viee do.”

Isabel cudi rat to, dén ndi t6i phéi dua dién thoai xa khoi tai minh. “Cau chic i ciu ay khong 1én ké hoach cho nd chir?” C6 ban hoi lan nita.

“N6 ctr vay xay ra thoi. Bon t& & trong nha cau éy, va rdi me cau éy bude vao, bit gip bontd...”

“Céi gi? Me cdu Ay bét gip cac cau? Trong nha bac 4y 4? Bendita!” C6 ban x0 ca trang tiéng Tay Ban Nha, lim t6i cha hiéu chut nio.

“Té khong biét tiéng Tay Ban Nha, Isabel. Gitp t6 di.”

“0, xin 16i. Néu Carmen ma phat hién ra thi né s€ némda vao mat cau déy.”

Toi héing giong,

“T6 s& khong ndi gi véi n6 dau,” Isabel ndi ngay. “Nhung me cua Alex thi kha kho tinh day. Lic Alex con hen ho v6i Carmen, céu éy ludn gitr Carmen
tranh xa me minh. Pimg hi€u nham t6, bac ay yéu cac con minh. Nhung ciing bao vé ho qua mirc, ding kiéu cac ba me Mexico. Thé bac ay da tong co
caudia?’

“Khong, nhung bac 4y gin nhu da goi minh | mdt con diém.”

Trang cudi rii ruoi tiép tuc vong lai tir ddu day bén kia.

“Chéing vui gi ca.”

“Té xin 161 Lai cudi nita. “Udc gi t& duoc bién thanh con rudi ddu trén trdng vao thoi khiic bac 4y bét gip cac cau nhi?”

“Cam on long tir bi ciia c4u,” t6i ndi coc 1oc. “Té gac may day.”

“Pumng! T6 xin 101 vi da cudi. Chi 1 cang n6i chuyén véi cu, t6 lai cang thiy cau khic xa ¢b gai m t¢ van hinh dung, Té d4 hiéu tai sao Alex lai thich
cauroL”

“Camon. C6 nhé t6 da ndi s& khong dé cho bat cir diéu gi xay ra giita t6 va Alex khong?”

“C6 chir. Theo trinh tyr thoi gian thi dy 1 trude khi cau hon cau Ay, phai khong?” Isabel cudi réj 161, “Té chi dua thoi, Brittany. Néu cau thich cau 4y,
¢0 ban, cur tién t6i. Nhung hily can than, boi vi ngay ca khi t& nghil Alex thich cu nhi€u hon céu ay thé hién, céu cling nén tw bao v¢ minh.”

“Néu c6 didu gi do xay dén giita t& va Alex, t6 s& khong ngin n6 lai dau. Nhung dimg lo, t6 ludn can trong ns.”

“T6 ciing vAy. A, ngoai trir cai dém cAu ngi lai nha t6. T gan nhur & canh Paco sudt. T khong thé ké voi dam ban minh chuyén 4y vi ching n6 s& cho t&
mdt trAn ra tro.”

“Cau co thich Paco khong?”

“Té khong biét. T chura bao gidr nghii vé cau Ay theo cach do trude kia, nhung & bén cau dy kha [ thich. Cam gidc hon Alex thé nao?”

“Thi vi,” 61 ddp, nghii vé viée né chira ddy nhuc cam dén thé ndo. “Thire té, Isabel, n6 con hon ca thi vi Ay. N6 kich thich t6i mirc khong thé tin duoc.”
Isabel bét d4u cuoi I6n, va lin ndy t6i ciing cuoi theo.
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Br‘it da lao ngay ra khoi truong hom nay, di theo théng M,é.t Ll‘;a. Trude khira vé, ti th,éiy bon ho & canh nhau, trd chuyén thin thiét & san saw. Brjt chon
thang d6 ma khong chon toi. Toi khong nén ngac nhién dén the. Khi Brit hoi t6i trong tict Hoa 1 nén lam gi, 1€ ra t6i nén bao con nho bo quach thang
khon kia di. Nhur thé bay gio t6i s& vui vé hon thay vi buc boi thé nay. Do cimg dau chét tigt!

Thang d6 khong xtmg véi Brit. Thoi duroc rdi, i ciing khong xtmg ludn.



Sau g hoc, t0i dén nha kho dé xem c6 tim dugc chit thong tin ndo vé b minh khong, Chéing c6 két qua gi. Nhimg ga timg biét bo tdi ltc &y chang nho
gi nhiéu ngoai trir viéc 6ng lubn ndi ve may dira con trai ctia ong. Moi cude trd chuyén ngung bat ngay khi bang Satin Hood ao vao nha kho, mang theo
sting ong. Bon nd dén tra diia, va s& khong ding lai cho dén khi xong chuyén. Toi khong bict nén mirng hay nén lo khi nha kho nam tach biét phia sau ga
xe Itra cll. Khong mdt ai biét ching t6i & day, thdm chi ca com Péc biét 1a bon com.

Bon Satin Hood mudn tré diia ngay trén linh dia ctia ching toi. Van hoa 1 thé. May xdm pham dia ban cia tao, tao ciing s& khong ton trong dia ban cia
may. Tran ndy khong co ai bi thirong, vi day chi la hanh dong tra diia chir khong phai vu tra thi cho ai d6 bi giét. Nhung chic chan s€ c6 miéng tra
miéng. Bon ching rdi s& quay ve, chd chiing t6i dén. Va ching t6i s€ khong khién chiing that vong,

Phia bén nay thanh phd, vong doi ctia ban phy thude vao vong xody ctia bao luc.

Sau khi cube chién tan di, t0i tr vé nha, rdi bong nhén ra minh dang chay xe ngang nha Brittany. Toi khong thé cudng durgc. Nhung khi t0i vira bng
qua duong ray xe Itra dé vé nha thi mdt xe canh sat yéu cau toi ding lai, hai gd mic dong phuc budc ra.

Thay vi thong bao cho t6i Iy do bi dimg xe thi mdt trong hai gi cém yéu cau t6i xudng xe va hoi bang lai.

Toi dua bang li cho gi. “Tai sao t6i b dimg xe?”

Ga canh sat kiém tra bang 1ai ctia t0i va n6i, “Cau c6 thé diit cau hoi sau khi tra 10i vai cau hoi cia toi. Cau ¢6 tang trit thude khong, Alejandro?”
“Khong, thra 6ng.”

“Con vii khi?” Ga kia hoi.

C6 chit do dy trurde khi t6i ndi ra sy thét. “Co.”

Mot gi com Iap tire rit sting ra khoi bao, chiia vao ngure t6i. Tén con lai ra Knh cho 6i gio tay 1én rdi ndm xudng dit trong khi gi goi vién trg. Chét tiét.
T6i bi bit, tiéu roi.

“Vii khi loai nao? No6ird.”

T6i nhan nit trude khi tra 104, “Mot khau Glock 9 ly.” On Chiia 13 t6i da tra thing Wil khiu Beretta, khong thi toi con ning gip doi.
Céu tra 101 cua t6i khién gi com hoi cing thing va ngdn tay bop co sing hoi run. “N6 ¢ dau?”

“Bén chan trai.”

“Khong duge dong ddy. Tao s& tude vii khi ctia miy. Néu nim yén, may s& khong bj throng.”

Sau khi g Ay stng ctia t6i, ga thir hai deo ging tay cao su vio rdi én giong cira quyén dung kiéu ma ¢6 P s& tir hio, “May c6 mang theo kim tiém trén
ngudi khong, Alejandro?”

“Khong, thua sép,” t6i dap.

Ga quy trén heng t6i, cong tay t6i lai. “Dmg 1én,” g ra énh, kéo manh t6i day rdi ddy toi ndm Ién mui xe. That nhuc nhi khi bi gi sodt ngudi. Chét tiét,
dAu biét trude sau gi minh ciing s& bi bat, nhung t6i chura thyre s sén sang cho viée ndy. Ga chia khau sting ra trrée mit ti. “May c6 thé coi day 1
nguyén nhan may bi dirng xe.”

“Alejandro Fuentes, anh c6 quyén giit im kng,” mdt gi doc. “Bét cir didu gi anh n6i c6 thé duge ding dé am bang chimg chdng lai anh trudc toa. ..”

%k sk ok

Budng giam sic mii nude tiéu va thube 14. Hodic 1 cai tui xui xéo bi nhdt chung véi t6i mang mii nhur nurde tiéu va thude 4. D thé ndo thi t6i ciing nong
long muon ra khai day.

Toi s& goi ai dé bao lanh cho minh day? Paco thi khong c6 tién. Anh Enrique thi da do tat ca von liéng vao cira hang sira xe. Me s& git t6i néu ba biét
t61 bi bat. Toi dua lung vao nhitng song sét buong giam, vat oc ra nghi, du dieu d6 gan nhu bat kha thi trong cai chon hoi thoi nay.

Lii com goi déy 1a budng giam, nhung d6 chi la cach goi hoa my thay cho “céi clii”. Ta on Chia ddy k lin dau tién toi vao ddy. Va, khon kiép, cau cho
nd cling 12 1an cuoi. Toi the!

T von ludn xéc dinh hy sish cude doi minh cho i em trai, nhung ¥ nghi bi nhdt giam subt doi & day lai khién t6i kho chiu. C6 1§ vi trong thm tim toi
khong mu6n cude song nay. Toi mudn me duoc tr hao khi t6i trd thanh cai gi d6 hon la mot thanh vién bang dang. Toi mubn c6 mot twong lai dang tur
hao. Va t6i rat muon Brittany nghi rang t6i 1a mot nguroi dan ong tot.

Toi dap dAu vao song sit, nhung nhitng y nghi 4y chiing chiu bién di.



“Tao da gap may ¢ truong Fairfield. Tao cling hoc ¢ do,” mit thang da tréng lin xtin ¢ tudi t6i ndi. Thing ngbe nay dang miic mdt chiéc so'mi choi gon
mau san ho voi quin tring, nhur thé né wira bude ra tir mdt giai ddu gon voi dam cong dan thuong . Trong né nhur ¢6 ca dong chit “con nha gidu dén
tir khu bac” xim trén trén.

“Sao phai vao day?” Cong Tir Bot hoi tinh bo nhur kiéu hoi chuyén thoi tiét trong mdt ngiy binh thudng vay.

“Mang vii khi.”

“Sung hay dao?”

Toi trimng mit nhin né. “Lién quan quai gi?”

“Tao chi dang thir bt chuyén thoi ma,” Cong Tir Bot noi.

C6 phai bon da tring déu thé niy khong - mé mdm chi dé bt chuyén, dé nghe xem giong minh ra sao? “Thé im sao may phéi vao day?”” Toi hoi.
Céng Tir Bot tho dai. “Ong gia tao goi cém va bao tao Ry cip xe 6ng ta.”

T6i tron tron nit. “Ong gia tdng may vao cai chd quai quy nay ha? Ong ta ¢d y a?”

“Ong ta nghii Bm thé s& day cho tao mdt bai hoc.”

“Tuyét,” t6i n6i. “Bai hoc 1a: 6ng gia niy 1 mot tén khin.” Ong ta & ra nén day cho thing con cach an méc sao cho dep hon.
“Me tao s€ bao lanh tao ra.”

“Chic chii?”

C6ng Tir Bot wdn thing nguol. “Ba Ay 1 mot ludt swr, va bd tao trude kia cling timg Bim thé ndy voi tao vai 1in i Chic 1 dé choc tirc va gy su chiy
cua me tao. Bon ho da ly di roi ma.”

Toi lic dau. Oi ngudi da triing,

“That do,” Cong Tir Bot ndi.

“Tao tin la that.”

“Fuentes, bay gid cu c6 thé goi dién thoai,” mdt gi com quét vong qua song sit.

Chét tiét, méi nghe thing Cong Tir Bot lai nhai ndy gio ma t6i van chua nghi ra s& goi ai dén bao inh cho minh.

Mot y nghi ddp manh vao dAu t6i, nhur c4i diém F to dung trong bai kiémmdn Hoa. Chi c6 mit ngudi cd tién va thé luc dé dua t6i ra khoi déng téc rbi
ndy - Hector. Ong trim ctia bang Blood.

T6i chura bao gioy nhd va diéu gi & Hector. Ban s& chéing bao gidr biét ic ndo 6ng ta doi tra on. Va néu t6i thiéu ng Hector, van dé s& khong chi c6 tién.
Nhung d6i khi cuge doi ch.éng cho ban sur Iira chon nao.

Ba tiéng sau, sau bai thuyet gidng ctia vi thAm phan toi mirc tai t6i mudn ri mAu ciing voi viée ndp tlen bao lanh, Hector dura t6i ra khoi toa 4n. Ongta la
moOt ngudi dan 6ng quyen lye voi mai toc den hon ca toc t6i dugc chai hat ngurgc ra sau, va chi can nhin thong qua ciing thiy ngay ong ta khong phai ké
tAm thurong,

T6i rét ton trong Hector, vi ong ta la nguoi dn dat t6i vio bang Latino Blood. Ong ta 1on Ién trong ciing thi trén véi bd ti, ho da quen biét nhau tir kh1
con i nhing dira tré. Hector dé mit trong chimg t6i va gia dinh sau khi bé t6i chét. Ong ta day t6i nhitng cum tir m6i dai loai nhur “thé hé thr hai” va

nhing tir ngir hoa my nhur “ké thira.” Toi s& khong bao giy quén nd.

Hector dAmmot phat vao ung t6i khi ching t0i trén dudng ra bai giit xe. “Chi maty gip phai théim phén Garrett. Mot o khon kho nhén. May min |
tién bao Inh khong qua cao.”

Toi gat dau, gio chi mubn vé nha. Khi chiing t6i Ay xe roi khoi, t6i n6i, “Toi s& tra lai tién cho 6ng, Hector.”

“Dimg lo chuyén d6, chiiem,”” Hector noi. “Anh em gitp do nhau thoi. N6 that chir ta cling ngac nhién khi cha may moi bi bét lan dau do. Chi may
trong sach hon bat ctr thang nao trong bang Blood.”

To6i nhin chdm chiim qua cira xe Hector, nhitng con dwong tinh king va tim t&i nhur hd Michigan.

“Chii may | mot thing thong minh, du thong minh dé én cao trong bang Blood,” Hector noi.



Toi s& chét viai d6 trong béng Latino Blood, nhung leo kén cao 4y a? Budn ma tlly va stng dng i mdt trong nhitng vu phi phép cac vi cp cao lam. Toi
thich vi tri ctia minh bay gio, cudi trén nhitng ngon séng nguy hiém nhung khoéng thure sy bi nhing cham.

T6i nén cam thiy vui vi Hector du tinh giao cho t6i nhiéu trong trach hon trong bang, Brittany va tit ca nhitng gi quanh con nhé chi i mo mong,
“Suy nghi chuyén d6 di,” Hector ni khi d6 xe lai trudc cira nha toi.

“Pugc. Cam on dng da bao 1anh t6i ra,” t6i noi

“Pay, cam ly,” Hector 16i ra mot khiu sting tir dudi ghé. “Bon cém da tich thu khau kia ctia chi iy roi.”

Toi chan chi, nh6 lai lic cénh sat 6 t0i ¢6 mang vii khi ndo trén nguoi khong. Chita o, thit | nhyc khi bi sting chia vao dau va bi tude di khéu Glock.
Nhung tir chdi sing Hector dua s€ bi xem Ia hanh dong thi€u ton trong, T6i cam khau sung, gt vao lung quén jean.

“Ta nghe ndi chil may hoi thim chuyén vé ong gia. Loi khuyén ciia ta i chuyén qua roi thi cho qua di, Alex.”
“T6i khong thé. Ong biét m.”

“0, vay néu biét thém gi hon, ndi ta hay voi nhé. Ta luén ting ho chi may.”

“T6i biét. Camon ng.”

Trong nha thét yén finh. Toi budc vao phong ngi, hai thing em déu dang say gidc. M6 ngiin kéo trén cing, t0i gidu khau sting dudi Ip van gd, noi s&
khong ai tinh co tim thay. D6 la mot meo ma Paco da day t6i. Toi nam trén giuong, y tay che mt lai, hy vong t6i nay ngi duoc chitt dinh.

Ngiy hom qua hrét lai truée mit t6i. Hinh anh vé Brit, voi doi mbi ap 1én mdi toi, hoi thé ngot ngao hoa fan hoi thé t6i, 1 nhitng thir duy nhat ndn na
trong tam tri.

Trong ltic t6i mo mang, khudn mit thién than Ay 14 thir duy nhét ¢6 thé 1am tan bién di con 4c mdng trong qua khir cta toi.
35
Brittany

Tin don Alex bi bat lan than to¢ khiip Fairfield. Toi nhat dinh phai tim hiéu xem chuyén 4y c6 thit hay khong, Toi dén gip Isabel vao giita tiét dau va tiét
thir hai. Pang n6i chuyén voi mot nhdém ban, Isabel roi nhom va kéo t6i sang mdt goc.

Isabel béo Alex bj bt ngdy hom qua, nhung bdy gios da durge tai ngoai. C6 ban khong biét Alex dang ¢ dAu, nhung s& hoi my dira va hen gip 0 vao
sau tiét ba tai chd ti do cta t6i. Pén 20 hen, t61 voi va dén ti do, Isabel dang cho t6i & do.

“img n6i v6i ai A t& dua ciu cai ndy nhé,” c6 ban n6i rdi cho t6i mot td gidy ghp doi.
Gia vo nhur dang nhin vao ti d0, t6i mo ra va thy trén d6 ¢6 ghi mdt dia chi.
Toi chura bao gior trdn hoc. Puong nhién ciing khong c6 ngudi con trai t6i timg hon ndo bj bit.

Déy moi la con nguoi thire cta ti. Trung thye v6i chinh minh. Va bay gio t0i s& boc 1o hét voi Alex, nhu hén héng mong mudn. Thét 1 khing khiép, t6i
khong the tin rang nhitng gi minh [am 1a ding, Nhurng t6i khong thé lam lo sitc hit méinh liét cua Alex doi voi minh.

Téi tra dia chi trén GPS. N6 dan t6i vé& huéng Nam, mdt noi goi 1 Enrique’s Auto Body. Mot gi dang dimg trure it toi. Miéng gi ha hic khi nhin
thay toi.

“T6i dang tim Alex Fluentes.”

Ga khong tra 1o1.

“Cau dy c6 & day khong?” Toi hoi, cam thiy king ting. Hay 1 g khong biét n6i tiéng Anh?

“C6 kiém Alejandro lam gi?”” Cudi ciing g ciing Ién tiéng hoi.

Tim t6i dap dit doi dén mirc hinh nhur cai 4o so mi trén ngudi ciing phip phong theo. “Téi can n6i chuyén véi cau dy.”

“Thing nhoc s& 6n hon néu c6 dé nd yén,” gi noi.

“Puoc 1di, anh Enrique,” mdt giong n6i quen thudc vang Ién. Toi quay sang thi thiy Alex dang dura vao canh cira trude tiém Auto Body, mdt manh khin

cla tiém giit & i quan cing chiéc cd 16 trong tay. Mai toc ba xda x3a ra khoi chiée khin rin quin trén toc, trong nam tinh hon bat cir chang trai ndo t6i
timg gap.



Toi mudn om hin. Toi can hin n6i véi t6i rang moi thir du 6n, va hin s& khong vao til lin ndo nita.

Anh miit Alex dan chit vao doi mit toi.

“Anh nghi minh s& di cho hai dtra bay duoc ty nhién,” hinh nhw Enrique da n6i viy — dang qué tap trung vao Alex nén ti khong nghe 1o Bm
Hai chén t6i cir dan chit tai chd, vi vy thit may 1 hin bat dau di v& phia toi

“Umm,” t6i mo 1i. “T6, o, nghe n6i cau bi bit. T dén xem cau c6 6n khong”

“Céu trbn hoc chi dé xem t6i ¢6 dn khong a?”

Toi gat dAu boi vi cai hrdi khong chiu hoat dong nita.

Alex i lai. “Vay thi, gio' cau thfiy t61 8n rdi do, vé truong di. Toi can phai, cau tlﬁy 101 do, phai quay lai cong viéc. Chiée xe ctia t6i bi tich thu tbi qua,
gi0 t01 phai kiém tién chudc laind.”

“ioi da!” Toi hét lén, roi hit mdt hoi thélt sau. Pugc rdi. Toi sdp phoi bay rudt gan minh. “T¢ khong bict tai sao, hay tir lie ndo t¢ da bt dau thich cu,
Alex, nhung ma diing la nhu the. K€ tir khi suyt ddm vao mo t6 ctia cdu ngay dau tién dén truong, t6 ot khong ngimg nghi dén vien canh khi céu va t&
quen nhau thi s€ nhur theé nao. Va ny hdn do,. .. Chiia o, t& the t& chura bao gio cd cam giac nhur the trong doi. N6 thue sy da ¢ mot y nghiia nao do.
N6 khién cho hé mit troi trd nén chao dao. Té bict thit 1a dién khting, vi ching ta qua khac nhau. Va néu co dicu gi d6 xay ra gitra ching ta di nira, t&
ciing khong muon moi nguoi 6 truong bict. Han cdu s€ chang dong y cd mdt mdi quan hé bi mét voi t6, nhung it ra t¢ cling muon biet diéu d6 co thé hay
khong. T& d chia tay voi Colin, va gior ddy t¢ san sang cho céi gi @6 riéng tur hon. Riéng tr va chan that. T6 biét t& dang am nham nhur mdt con ngde,
nhung néu cau khdng néi hodc cho td mdt dau hiéu nao do ve viée cau dang nghi gi thi té s&...”

“N6i lai di,”” hin noi.

“Nguyén doan niy gioy lion ha?” Toi nhd minh c6 ndi gi d6 vé hé it troi, nhung dau oc t6i ctr mién man, chéng thé ap lai ca doan Ay Jin nita.

Alex bude lai gin hon. “Khong, c4i doan mi emn6i em thich anh 4y.”

Mt t6i nhin vao it hin. “Emnghi vé anh moi lic, Alex a. Va em thuc su, thuc su mudn hon anh n nira.”

Khoe miéng hdn cong én.

Khong thé dbi mét thém nita, t6i cli gim xudng dat. “Dimg tréu em.”

“Dng roi mit khoi anh, tinh yéu. Anh khong bao gid tréu choc em.”

“Em ching mudn thich anh ti ndo.” Téi thira nhn, lai ngwdc 1én nhin.

“Anh biét.”

“C6 thé chuyén nay s& ching di t6i dau,” toi ndi tiép.

“Ciing ¢6 thé 1a nguoc lai.”

“Cudc sdng gia dinh em khéng hoan hio.”

“Diéu d6 tao nén ching ta,” Alex ndi.

“Emda sin sang dé tim hiéu chuyén gi dang xay ra giita chiing ta, con anh?”

“Néu ching ta khong & ngoai nay,” anh néi. “Anh da cho em thdy. ..”

Toi ngat ngang 1 anh, tommo toc day sau cd va kéo cai dau tuyét my ctia anh xudng thip. Neu ching bao gidr c6 dugc sur riéng tur tuyét dbi thi toi cling
s& song thit v6i ban than minh. Vi lai, nhitmg dira ma t6i can gitr bi mit dau dang ¢ truong ca roi.

Tay Alex van dang budng thong bén nguoi, nhung khi d6i mbi t6i hé mo, anh rén Ién, chiéc cd 16 roi xudng dat, giy mdt tiéng vang 1on.

Dai tay manh me cua anh bao boc ]éy 101, ]am t61 co cérp giac duoc ghe chc"r: Ludi anh mém mai cubn léy 101, déy 1én mdt cam giac tan chay that la king
tir dau do6 sau tham trong toi. Viéc ndy con hon ca au yém. .. hon nhicu du yém. ..

Tay anh khong ngimg di chuyén, mot tay mon trén lung toi, tay kia diia nghich toc toi.

Alex khong phéi nguoi duy nhét kham pha. Doi tay t6i rong rudi khip ngudi anh, cam nhin nhitng co bip cing cimg dudi Iong ban tay, nhén thire rd hon
v¢ anh. T6i cham vao ham anh, mon man dam rau Iom chom sau mot ngay chua cao.



Tiéng dang héing ciia Enrique vang lén.

Alex nhin ti, 4nh nit dam mé ménh liét. “Anh phai quay lai im viéc 161, anh néi, hoi thé dirt quang,
“A, vang, chéc chén roi.” Bbi r6i voi mén 4u yém giita thanh thién bach nhat, t6i i lai.

“Anh c6 thé gip em tdi nay chir?”” anh hoi.

“Ti nay Sierra ghé nha em an t6i mat roi.”

“La ¢b nang hé ti lai nhin vao ti minh d6 ha?”

“U, ban 4y d0.” Téi can phai chuyén & tai ngay lap tirc, néu khong t6i s& khong cudng lai duoc cam dd mdi anh vé nha. Me t6i hiin s& ghé tom phat
dién 1én véi Alex ciing nhitng hinh xam trén nguroi anh.

“Chi ho anh, Elena, s& két hon Chii nhat nay. Di voi anh téi ddm cudi nhé,” anh noi.

T6i cti nhin xudng dat. “Em khong thé dé ban bé biét chuyén ching minh duge. Va ca ba me emnita.”
“Anh s€ khong ndi voi ho.”

“Vay con nhitng ngudi & dam cudi? Ho déu c6 thé thiy ching ta & bén nhau.”

“Khong c6 ai & trong trurong tham dyr ca. Ngoai trir gia dinh anh, nhung anh s& ¢6 cach khién ho gitt mdm.”
Toi khong thé. N6i ddi va gidu giém vong vo chura bao gidr 1 thé manh cia toi.

Toi ddy anh ra. “Em chéing suy nghi duoc gi néu anh cir dimg gan thé nay.”

“Tbt. Vay gio ndi vé& ké hoach du tiéc cudi di”

Trdi oi, nhin vao anh khién t6i mubn di qué. “May gid?”

“Budi trra. Em s& khong quén duoc ky niém dé dau. Tin anh di. Anh s& don em lic mudi mot gio.”
“Emda ndi dong y dau!”

“A, nhung em sép sira n6i d6 thoi,” anh n6i voi c4i giong vira hic 4m vira ém diu clia minh.

“Hay | dé em qua day gip anh lic murdi mot gid nhé,” t61 dé nghi, chi vio tiém sira xe. “Néu me em phét hién ra chuyén ctia ching ta, ba s& ndi trén 161
dinh.”

Anh nang cam t6i 1én d6i mét v6i minh, “Tai sao emkhong s¢ viéc ¢ canh anh?”

“Anh dtia 4? Em so chét khiép dy chir.” Toi chiaim chi nhin nhitng hinh xim chay doc canh tay anh.

“Anh khong thé gia vor ¢6 cude song sach bong khong ti vét.”” Anh nim tay t6i gio 1én, 4p hai Iong ban tay ciia ching t6i vao nhau. C6 & anh dang nghi t6i
su khac biét vé méu da ctia ching t6i, vé nhitng ngdn tay tho rap cta anh khi dat canh nhitng ngén tay sing bong ctia toi. “O vai khia canh, ching ta
hoan toan khac biét nhau,” anh ndi.

T6i 1ong nhitng ngén tay minh vao tay anh. “U, nhung & nhitng khia canh khéc, ching ta lai rit giéng nhau.”

Caun6i ctia t6i im anh mim cudi cho dén khi Enrique lai dng héing lan nita.

“Em e gip anh & day lic murdi mét gio ngdy Chi nhat,” t6i néi

Alex It lai, gat dAu va nhay nit. “Lan ndy, d6 1 hen ho nhé.”
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Tin don Alex bi bat lan than to¢ khéip Fairfield. Toi nhat dinh phai tim hiéu xem chuyén 4y c6 thit hay khong, Toi dén gip Isabel vao giita tiét dau va tiét
thir hai. Pang n6i chuyén véi mot nhdém ban, Isabel roi nhom va kéo t6i sang mdt goc.

Isabel bao Alex bi bét‘ngéy h6m qua, nhung bay gior da duoc tai ngoai. C6 ban khong biét Alex dang & dau, nhung s& hoi méiy dira va hen gip t6i vao
sau tiét ba tai cho ti 0 ctia t6i. Pén gio hen, 61 voi va dén ti do, Isabel dang cho t6i ¢ do.



“Dmg n6i v6i ai A t& dua cau cai ndy nhé,” cd ban ndi rdi cho toi mot td gidy gap doi.
Gia vo nhur dang nhin vao ti1 0, t6i m6 ra va thy trén d6 ¢6 ghi mot dia chi.
Toi chura bao gior trén hoc. Purong nhién ciing khdng c6 ngudi con trai t6i tirng hon ndo bj bit.

DAy mdi ki con ngudi thyc ctia t6i. Trung thyre véi chinh minh. Va bay gior i s& boc ) hét voi Alex, nhur héin hiing mong mudn. Thét k khing khiép, toi
khong thé tin ring nhitng gi minh im | déng. Nhung t6i khong thé 1am losir hit méinh iét cta Alex ddi voi minh.

Toi tra dia chi trén GPS. N6 dan t6i vé hudng Nam, mot noi goi i Enrique’s Auto Body. Mot gi dang dimg trude mit t6i. Miéng gi ha hoc khi nhin
thiy toi.

“Toi dang tim Alex Fluentes.”

(G2 khong tra 1oi.

“Céu dy ¢6 ¢ ddy khong?” Toi hoi, cam thiy ing ting. Hay 1 g khong biét n6i tiéng Anh?

“Cb kiém Alejandro am gi?”” Cudi cling g ciing Ién tiéng hoi.

Tim t6i dap dit doi dén mirc hinh nhur c4i 40 so mi trén ngudi ciing phap phdng theo. “T6i can n6i chuyén voi cau dy.”
“Thing nhoc s& 6n hon néu ¢d dé nd yén,” gi noi.

“Pugc r01, anh Enrique,” m0t giong ndi quen thudc vang lén. Toi quay sang thi thay Alex dang dya vao canh ctra trude tiém Auto Body, mt ménh khén
ctia tiém gidt & i quan ciing chiée cd 16 trong tay. Miéi toc 10a xda xda ra khoi chiée khin rin quin trén toc, trong nam tinh hon bt cir chang trai ndo toi

timg gap.

T6i mudn 6m hin. Toi can hén n6i vi toi réng moi thir déu on, va hin s& khong vao tii An ndo nita.

Anh miit Alex dan chit vao doi mit toi.

“Anh nghi minh s& di cho hai dra bay duoc ty nhién,” hinh nhw Enrique da n6i viy — dang qué tap trung vao Alex nén ti khong nghe 1o Bm
Hai chan ti cir dan chit tai chd, vi vy that may I hin bét dau di v& phia toi.

“Umm,” t6i mo 1i. “T6, o, nghe n6i cau bi bit. T dén xem cau c6 6n khong”

“Céu trbn hoc chi dé xem t6i c6 én khong a?”

Toi git dau boi vi cai udi khong chiu hoat dong nita.

Alex I lai. “Vay thi, gio cau théiy 61 dn rdi d6, vé truong di. Toi can phai, cau tlﬁy 101 do, phai quay lai cong viéc. Chiée xe ctia t6i bi tich thu tbi qua,
gi0 t01 phai kiém tién chudc laind.”

“Doi da!” Toi hét lén, roi hit mdt hoi thét sau. Pugc rdi. Toi sdp phoi bay rudt gan minh. “Té khong bict tai sao, hay tir lic ndo t¢ da bt dau thich cu,
Alex, nhung ma diing la nhur theé. K€ tir khi suyt ddm vao mo t6 ctia cau ngy dau tién dén trudng, t6 cir khong ngimg nghi dén vién canh khi ciu va t&
quen nhau thi s€ nhur theé nao. Va ny hdn do,. .. Chiia o, t& the t& chura bao gio cd cam giac nhur the trong doi. N6 thue sy da ¢ mot y nghiia nao do.
N6 khien cho h¢ mit troi trd nén chao dao. To bict that la dién khung, vi ching ta qua khac nhau. Va néu co dieu gi d6 xay ra giita chung ta di nira, t&
cing khong muon moi ngudi ¢ truong bict. Han cau s& ching dong y ¢6 mot moi quan hé bi mit vdi t6, nhung it ra t¢ cling muodn biet dicu d6 ¢ thé hay
khong. T¢ da chia tay voi Colin, va gio ddy 6 san sang cho cai gi do riéng tu hon. Riéng tw va chan that. T6 bict t¢ dang lim nham nhur mt con ngoe,
nhung néu cau khdng néi hodc cho td mdt dau hiéu nao do ve viée cau dang nghi gi thi té s&...”

“N6i lai di,” hiin n6i.

“Nguyén doan ndy i lubn ha?” Téi nhé minh ¢ ni gi @6 vé& hé mit trdi, nhung dau dc t6i clr mién man, chiing thé kip lai ca doan 4y Jan nita.

Alex bude lai gin hon. “Khong, c4i doan ma emn6i em thich anh 4y.”

M3t 6 nhin vao mit hin. “Emnghi vé anh moi lic, Alex a. Va em thyc sy, thue su mubn hon anh 1an nita.”

Khoée miéng hdn cong én.

Khong thé dbi mét thém nita, t6i cli gim xudng dat. “Dimg tréu em.”

“Dng roi miit khoi anh, tinh yéu. Anh khong bao gid tréu choc em.”

“Em chéng mudn thich anh ti ndo.” Toi thira nhén, lai ngude 1én nhin,



“Anh biét.”

“C6 thé chuyén nay s& ching di t6i dau,” toi ndi tiép.

“Ciing ¢6 thé 13 nguroc lai.”

“Cudc song gia dinh em khong hoan hao.”

“Piéu d6 tao nén ching ta,” Alex noi.

“Em d sin sang dé tim hiéu chuyén gi dang xay ra gjita ching ta, con anh?”
“Néu chiing ta khong ¢ ngoai ndy,” anh n6i. “Anh da cho em thiy. ..”

Toéi ngat ngang 10i anh, tom mo toc day sau cd va kéo cai dau tuyét my clia anh xudng thip. Neu ching bao gidr c6 dugc sur riéng tur tuyét dbi thi toi cling
s& song thét v6i ban thin minh. Vi lai, nhitmg dira ma t6i can giir bi mt dau dang ¢ truong ca roi.

Tay Alex van dang budng thdng bén nguoi, nhung khi d6i moi t6i hé mo, anh rén Ién, chiée cd 16 roi xudng dat, giy mot tiéng vang lon.

Doi tay manh me cua anh bao boc lay t01, im t6i c6 cam gidc dugc che chd. Ludi anh mém mai cudn iy t6i, ddy én mdt cam giac tan chay that la king
tir dau do sau tham trong toi. Viéc ndy con hon ca au yém. .. hon nhicu u yém. ...

Tay anh khong ngimg di chuyén, mdt tay mon trdn lung toi, tay kia diia nghich toc t6i.

Alex khong phéii ngwoi duy nhét kham phd. Doi tay 10i rong rudi khdp ngwoi anh, cam nhén nhiing co bép ciing cimg dui Iong ban tay, nhén thire rd hon
v¢ anh. T6i cham vao ham anh, mon man dam rau I6m chom sau mjt ngay chura cao.

Tiéng déng héng ctia Enrique vang lén.

Alex nhin t6i, anh it dam mé ménh liét. “Anh phai quay lai am viée 10i,” anh ni, hoi thé dit quang,
“A, ving, chic chin roi.” Bbi r6i voi man 4u yém giita thanh thién bach nhat, t6i i lai.

“Anh c6 thé gip em tdi nay chtr?”” anh hoi.

“Ti nay Sierra ghé nha em an t6i mat roi.”

“La ¢6 nang ho ti lai nhin vao téi minh d6 ha?”’

“U, ban 4y d0.” Téi can phai chuyén d& tai ngay lap tirc, néu khong t6i s& khong cudng lai duwoc cam dd mdi anh vé nha. Me t6i hiin s& ghé tom phat
dién Ién voi Alex cling nhitng hinh xam trén ngudi anh.

“Chi ho anh, Elena, s& két hon Chu nhét nay. Di voi anh téi ddm cudi nhé,” anh noi.

T6i ctii nhin xudng dat. “Em khong thé dé ban be biét chuyén ching minh duge. Va ca ba me emnita.”
“Anh s€ khong ndi voi ho.”

“Vay con nhitng ngudi & dam cudi? Ho déu c6 thé thiy ching ta & bén nhau.”

“Khong c6 ai & trong trrdng tham dur ca. Ngoai trir gia dinh anh, nhung anh s& ¢6 cach khién ho gitr mdm.”
Toi khong thé. N6i ddi va gidu giém vong vo chura bao gidr 1 thé manh cia toi.

Toi ddy anh ra. “Em chéing suy nghi duoc gi néu anh cir dimg gan thé nay.”

“Tbt. Vay gio n6i vé& ké hoach du tiéc cudi di”

Troi oi, nhin vao anh khién t6i mubn di qua. “May gio?”

“Budi trra. Em s& khong quén duoc ky niém d6 dau. Tin anh di. Anh s& don em lic muoi mot gio.””
“Emda noi dong y dau!”

“A, nhung em sdp stra ndi d6 thoi,” anh ndi vi cai giong vira hiic 4m vira ém diu ctia minh.

“Hay la déem qua day gap anh lic murdi mdt gio nhé,” toi dé nghi, chi vao tiém stra xe. “Néume em phat hién ra chuyén ctia chiing ta, ba s& 1ndi tran 161



dinh.”

Anh ning cam t6i 1én dbi mat voi minh. “Tai sao em khong so viéc ¢ canh anh?”

“Anh dtia 4? Em s chét khiép dy chir.” T6i chiim chii nhin nhing hinh xim chay doc canh tay anh.

““Anh khong thé gié v ¢6 cudc song sach bong khong ti vét.” Anh ném tay t0i gio lén, 4p hai long ban tay ctia ching t6i vao nhau. C6 & anh dang nghi t6i
sur khéc biét vé miu da ctia chiing t6i, vé nhitng ngon tay thd rap cta anh khi d3it canh nhitng ngdn tay sang bong cta t6i. “O vai khia canh, chimg ta
hoan toan khac biét nhau,” anh noi.

T6i 1dng nhitng ngén tay minh vao tay anh. “U, nhung & nhitng khia canh khac, ching ta lai rat gibng nhau.”

Céu noi ciia t6i im anh mim cudi cho dén khi Enrique lai dang hing lan nira.

“Ems& gap anh ¢ day lic murdi mot gio ngay Chi nhat,” t6i noi.

Alex Iti lai, gat dAu va nhay nit. “Lan ndy, d6 I hen ho nhé.”

36

Alex

“Trdi 0i, con nhé hon chi iy nhur thé d6 1 nu hon cudi trong ddi nd vay. Néu nd hon may nhur thé, anh tw hoi con nho s& thé nao khi...”

“Imdi, anh Enrique.”

“Con nho s& hity hoai may, Alejo,” Enrique tiép tuc. “May coi lai minh di, dém qua mdy vo khan’, gid thi ctip hoc chi dé chudc lai chiée xe. Cir cho 1
con nho cling ngon lanh, nhung ¢ dang khong?”

“Em quay lai im viéc ddy,” t6i n6i, diu 6¢ quay mdng mdng véi miy 1o ctia Enrique. Va khi im viéc bén dudi mdt chiée Blazer sudt budi chidu ngay
hom do, tat ca nhing gi t6i muodn lam 1a 6m va hon tinh yéu ctia toi hét lan ndy t6i 1an khac.

Véng, Brit hoan toan dang gia.

Lic séu gio, khi t6i chun bi vé thi Enrique goi, “Alex, Hector dén, ctng v6i Chuy.”
Toi chiii tay vao quan. “Ho dau?”

“Trong phong anh.”

Mot cam gidc khiép so ap t6i khi t6i tién gin dén can phong. Khi toi mo cira, Hector dang dtmg d6 nhur thé 6ng ta moi i chi nhén ctia noi niy. Théng
Chuy dtmng trong géc, trong ciing khong hoan toan vo lai.

“Enrique, day 1a chuyén ca nhan.”

Toi da khong chit y thiy Enrique ngay sau minh, sdn sang dimg vé phe t6i trong trurdng hop t6i can mot ai d6. Toi git dau voi ong anh ho. T6i luén ludn
trung thanh véi bang Blood nén chang ¢6 Iy do gi dé Hector nghi ngd, nhung s hién dién ctia Chuy lam cho cude gip miit ndy thanh chuyén I6n. Néu chi
¢6 Hector thi t6i da khong cam thiy cing thing dén thé.

“Alex,” Hector n6i ngay khi Enrique vira khut dang, “Chang phai gip nhau & dy tot hon 12 & toa sa0?”

Toi cudi gwong dép 1€ 6ng ta, rdi dong cira lai.

Hector tién vé chd chiéc sofa nho rach rudi dat & cudi can phong. “Ngdi di”” Ong ta doi cho dén khi t6i ngdi xudng. “Ta ¢6 viée can chi miy gitip, ngudi
anhem”

Cb ging tri hoan viéc khong thé né tranh chiing ich loi gi. “Ong can gitp viée gi?”

“M6t chuyén hang can dugc chuyén di ngay 31 thang Muoi”

Con hon thang rudi nira. Ngay dém Halloween. “Toi khong budn ma tiy,” t5i ¢t ngang. “Ong da biét diéu d6 ngay tir dau roi”
T6i nhin Chuy, thdy minh nhur mot cau thii pham lut trong trin d4u bong chay khi & chay qua xa.

Hector dimg ddy trude mit t6i, dat tay lén vai toi. “May can phai vuot qua chuyén d xdy ra véi ong gid. Néu may mubn cam dau bang Blood, miy phai
budn thube.”

“Vay chira toira.”



Hector xiét chit tay lai. Chuy bude toi. Mot sy de doa trong im Iing,

“Ta ciling wéc moi thir don gian vay,” Hector ndi. “Ta can cha may lam chuyén ndy cho ta. Va, thanh thire ma néi, chii may con ng ta.”
Chét tiét, néu khong bi bét, t6i s& ching ddi ndo ng Hector.

“Ta biét chi may s& khong lam ta that vong, Nhan tién, me chi may khoe khong? Ciing au rdi ta chura gip ba dy.”

“Ba dy khoe,” t6i tra 101, tur hoi me t6i thi lién quan g dén cude trd chuyén nay.

“Bao ba 4y ta giri 10i chao, dugc chir?”

Caudé ¢y gi vay?

Hector mo cira, ra hiéu cho Chuy di theo, bo lai t61 dang 11 boi.

T6i budng minh xudng ghé, nhin chim chim vao canh cira da déng lai, tur hoi minh ¢6 nén tham gia v budn thube niy khong, Néu toi mubn bao vé gia
dinh minh an toan, chi con mot lira chon ma thoi.
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“T6 khong tin 1a cdu lai chia tay V01 Colin.” Sierra dang ngdi son mong tay trén giurong t01 sau bira toi. “Mong 1a céu khong héi tiéc ca phan doi con lai,
Brit 4. Hai cau d4 quen nhau Jau roi. Té cir tudng cau yéu anh dy. Cau lam tréi tim anh 4y tan nat, cau biét chir? Anh 4y goi dién cho Doug va khéc loc
do.”

Toi ngdi ddy. “Té mudn hanh phiic. Colin khong ki t hanh phc nita. Anh Ay thira nhin da lira di t6 subt mia hé vira roi. Anh dy con ngi véi con bé
ay nita, Sierra.”

“Céi gi? T6 khong thé tin nbi.”
“Hay tin t&. Colin va t6& da két thic khi anh Ay di nghi mat mia hé rdi. Chi 1 t cAn chut thoi gian dé nhan ra bon t¢ khong con gia vor thém duoc nita.”
“Thé cau c6 chuyén sang Alex khong? Colin nghi giita cu va Alex khong chi cé méy dng hoa chat.”

‘Khéng,” t6i n6i dbi. D%u Sierra Ia ban than nhit cta t6i, n6 ludn tin réng x4 hdi cé su phan chia giai cép 13 rét. Thé nén du rit mudn n6i sur tht cho nd
bict, nhung t6i khong thé. Khong phai bay gio.

Sierra dong nﬁp chai son va him huc. “Brit, 6 i ban thin nhit ctia ciu dit ciu c6 nmudn tin hay khong, Cau dang néi dbi t6. Thira nhan di.”
“Thé cau mudn t6 n6i cai gi?”” Toi hoi.

“Thir n6i syr that mot lan di. Troi oi, Brit. To hiéu c4u khong mudn néi véi Darlene chuyén quy quai nay vino s& n01 xung 1én va mét binh tich. T6 clng
hiéu cau khong mudn nhém amblet hét moi thir. Nhung ddy 13 t6. Ban than nht ctia cau. La nguoi biét chuyén vé chi Shelly va da timg thay me cau ndi
doa 1én v6i cau nhur thé nao ma.”

N6i 16 n6 tom Ay tii xach, khoéc 1én vai.

Toi khong: muon 16 glan, nhung t6i mudn n6 hiéu suy nghif ctia t6i. “Vay néu cau mudn néi cho Doug biét thi sao? Té khong nudn diy cau vao tinh hudng
phéi néi ddi cau dy.”

Sierra ném cho t0i mdt i cudi nhao béng, giong nhr t6i vén hay . “Tiy cau, Brit. Cém on vi da Bm t6 cam théy ban thin nhét ctia t6 khong hé tin
tuong t6.” Trude khi rdi khoi phong, né quay lai va n6i, “Cau c6 biet ngudi ta thuong nghe ¢6 chon loc khong? Con cu l ngudi tict 10 ¢ chon loc. To
da thaly cau néi chuyén gi d6 quan trong vdi Isabel Avila trong hanh lang ngay hom nay.” N6 dura hai tay 1én troi. “Purgc roi, t6 thira nhin t¢ ghen ti khi
thay ban than nhat cta minh rd rang dang chia sé voi mdt dira khac ma khong phai minh. Khi nao cdu nhén ra t¢ cling rat muon cu duge hanh phiic, hily
goi cho t6.”

Sierra ndi ding. Nhung chuyén voi Alex vin con qué mdi va t0i vin cam thiy bét an. Isabel |a ngwoi duy nhat biét ca hai ching t0i, nén ti m6i di tim ban
ay. “Sierra, cau Ia ban tot nhat cta t&. Cau biet ma.”, t6i noi, hy vong con bé hi€u dugc d6 1a sy that.

“Vay thi hay lam theo 101 cau noi di,” Sierra n6i i b6 di.

skoksk

Toi quét dong md hoi dang chdm cham chay xudng tir chan may trong Iic l4i xe dén gip Alex dé cing du dam cudi.



Toi chon mdt chiéc vay day mila hé méu kem vira vin. B6 me s& ¢ nha lic t6i quay vé, nén toi mang theo mdt bo dd khéc trong tii dé thay. Me t6i s& lai
thay mdt Brittany nhur nhitng gi ba muon — dira con gai hoan hao. Ai thém quan timdé cd phai chi 1a mé bé ngoai hay khong, chi can ba vui la dugc roi.
Sierra n6i ding, t6i 1a dira chia sé c¢6 chon loc.

Chiéc xe vong qua goc dudng, 1& vao 16i va tiém stra xe. Khi nhin thiy Alex dang dura vao chiéc mb t6 chd doi trong bai db, tim t6i lac mét mot nhip.

Oi, troi a. Toi tiéu rdi.

Chjéc khin rin quén d4u moi khi d bién mat. Méi toc day x0a xuéng tran, thach thirc duoc vu6t ra sau. Quén denva mﬁE chiéc so mi lya den thay cho
quan jean 4o thun nhur thuong I€. Trong anh gidng mdt ac ma Mexico tré trung. T6i khong thé khong mim curdi trong lic d6 xe canh anh.

“Tinh yéu, trong em nhu thé dang gitr mdt bi mat vay.”

Ding rdi. T6i nghii thim khi bude ra khoi xe. La anh do.

“Troi ol Em... dep qua.”

T6i quay mdt vong, “Cai vay nay 6n chir?”

“Lai ddy ndo,” anh n6i, kéo t6i 4p vao minh. “Anh ching mudn di t6i d4m cudi nita. Gid anh chi muén em danh riéng cho minh anh thoi.”
“Khong thé ndo,” t6i n6i, chAm cham luét mdt ngon tay doc xwong quai ham anh.

“Em dang tréu anh diy a!”

Toi yéu vé nghich ngom ndy ctia Alex. N6 khién t6i quén hét nhitng chuyén ric rdi kia.
“Emdén day dé dy mdt dam cudi Latin, va em hy vong duoc théy no,” t61 noi.

“Vay m anh tudng em téi dé gip anh co ddy.”

“Anh ty suong cao d6 qua, Fuentes.”

“Con hon thé co.” Anh dé t6i dyra kg vao xe hoi, hoi thé 4m ép quén qut bén ¢d t6i tira nhur dnh it trdi ban trua. Toi nham it lai va ch doi moi
anh, nhung thay vao d6 anh ndi, “Pua anh chia khda ndo.”” Anh vong tay qua va lay chia khoa tir tay toi.

“Anh khong dinh ném ching vao bui ciy day chir?”

“Pimg c6 ma du dd anh.”

Alex mo ctra xe va truot vao ghé tai xé.

“Anh khong dinh moi em vio trong 42" T6i hoi, bdi rbi.

“Khong. Anh lai xe em vao tiém dé khoi bi trom mat thoi. DAy 1 budi hen ho chinh thirc ma, anh s& Ii xe.”
T6i chi vao chiéc md t6 ctia anh. “Anh dimng nghii | em s& Ién chiéc xe d6 nhé.”

Chan iy trai ctia anh nhéch lén. “Sao khong? Julio khéng du ot cho em 2”

“Julio? Anh dt tén cho chiéc xe 1a Julio 4?”

“Dit theo tén 6ng chii da gitip bd me anh chuyén tir Mexico dén déy ddy.”

“Em thich Julio. Nhung em chi khong mubn ngdi né khi méc vay ngin nhu thé nay. Trir khi anh mubn moi nguoi di sau ching ta duge chiém ngudng
quan 16t ctia em.”

Alex giii cam, suy nghil mdt 1t. “Nhur vy thi s& gy dau méit cho moi ngudi mét.”

T6i khoanh tay trude nguc.

“Anh da thoi. Ching ta s& di xe anh ho anh.” Ching t6i chui vao chiéc Camry mau den d4 dau sin bén kia duodng,

Lai dugc vai phut, anh iy ra mot diéu thude trong chiéc hop nim trén bang diéu khién. Tiéng bat lira m t6i cyra minh kho chiu.
“Sao vay?” Anh hoi, diéu thudc 1ap 1oe dong dira bén mdi anh.

Anh ¢6 thé hit thude néu anh mubn. Pay Ia mot cude hen ho chinh thire that, nhung t6i nao ¢6 phai ban gai chinh thire hay cai gi ctia anh dau. Toi Thic



dAu, “Khong ¢6 gi.”

Toi nghe anh nha khoi. Khéi thude thiéu chy mili t6i con hon ca mili nude hoa ciia me t6i. Ha hét kinh xe phia bén minh xudng, t6i ¢6 ging nén mot tiéng
ho.

Khi dirng lai tai mot chdt dén d6, Alex nhin sang t6i. “Néu em c6 van d& véi chuyén anh hit thude thi cir bao.”
“Vang, Em khong thoai méi Fim khi anh hut thube.”

“Vay sao em khong n6i?” Anh noi, dui diéu thudc vao gat tan trén xe.

“Em khong thé tin duoc 1 anh thich hit thude.” Toi n6i khi anh tiép tyc Ii.

“N6 gitip anh thu gian.”

“Emkhién anh cang thing 47”

Anh mit anh di chuyén tir mét t6i xudng ngue, 16i dén chd giao nhau giita cai vay va dii toi. “Trong cai vay nay thi ding thé that.”
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Néu toi cir tiép tuc nhin vao chén Brittany thi thé ndo ciing xay ra tai nan. “Chi em thé no rdi?”” Toi doi dé tai.
“Chi 4y dang doi dé cho anh bai trén trong mbn & lan nita ddy.”

“That 4? VAy, béo chi 4y lan truée | anh mrong tay ddy. Lic d6 anh dang ¢b gy 4n twong véi emma.”
“Bang cach thua ha?”

T6i nhin vai. “N6 hi€u qua ma, khong phai sao?”

Toi thiy Brittany cir cua quiy khong yén voi bo vy nhu thé dang cb ging stra sang n6 dé gy 4n tuong véi toi. Mudn co Ay thoai mai hon mot chit, ti
vubt ve canh tay ¢ 4y trde khi ndm giit ban tay vao trong tay minh.

“N6i véi chi Shelly Ia anh s& quay lai du tran nita nhé,” t6i noi.
Cb 4y quay qua t6i, d6i mét xanh Ip lanh. “That chi?”
“Chéc chin.”

Trong khi 14i, t6i thir tan gau d6i ba cau. Khong tac dung gi. Toi khong phéi loai con trai rra tan gau. Ciing tt, vi Brittany dudng nhur thodi mai voi viée
khong néi chuyén.

Ching bao lau, t6i dd xe trudc mdt ngdi nha nhod hai ting bang gach.

“Chang phai dam cudi duoc t6 chirc ¢ nha thd sa0?”

“V6i Elena thi khong. Chi 4y mudn m dam cudi ¢ nha bd me minh.”

T6i quang tay qua tAm lung nho nhéin ciia Brittany trong lic hai dtra budc Ién nha. Khi ching t6i vao trong, tleng ken nhac Mariachi[1] ron rang tir san
sau, nguoi chen chiic timg thc mot. Toi quan sat phan tmg cta Brittany, to mo liéu c0 ay s& cam tlny thé ndo néu bang mdt cach than ky nio dy co dy
tur dung bi chuyén dén Mexico. Gia dinh t6i khong sdng trong mot biét thyr c6 hd boi nhur nha ¢ Ay.

[1] Mariachi: 3 mt hinh thirc 4m nhac dén gian ctia Mexico, thuong dugc choi trong céc dam cudi, céc bubi & ky niém

Enrique cting mot dam chi em ho ho hét chao don ching toi. Ho déu 16i tiéng Tay Ban Nha, d6 14 diéu binh thurong, ngoai trir nguoi hen ho voi ti lai chi
16i duoc tiéng Anh. Toi da quen bi miy ba di hon dén chét ngat va méy 6ng chi lic nao ciing tang t6i nhiing cai vo vai hao sang. Nhung t6i khong chic
¢6 nang ctia minh ciing thé. Toi kéo khuyu tay ciia Brittany lai gan nhu mot dau hiéu rang 01 khong quén ¢ ay. Toi ¢b ging gidi thidu ¢6 Ay véi gia dinh
minh, nhung sau d6 danh tir bo ¥ dinh khi nhan ra rang ¢6 dy khong thé ndo nhé hét tén tat ca bon ho.

“Nay!” Mot giong ndi vong toi ttr sau hung chung toi.

Toi quay qua Paco. “Gi thé?” t6i n6i, vO lung thing ban. “Brittany, chic 2 em da gip thing ban than nhit ciia anh & truong. Pimg lo, n6 s& khong nbi
voi ai la da gap em ¢ day dan.”

“Cip mdi t& da duogce khoa lai r6i,” cau ta ndi, rdi im hanh dong nhur mdt tén ngde gia vo khda miéng minh va quang chia khoa di.



“Chao cau, Paco,” Brittany cuoi 1on.

Jorge lwon t6i chd ching toi, miic mdt bod tuxedo mau tréing, cai bong hdng d6 trén ve 4o.

T6i vd vai ong-anh-ho-turong-lai. “Ong anh, hdm nay tréng nhéin nhyi banh bao ddy.”

“Cau em trong ciing khong t¢. C6 dinh gidi thi€u ban voi anh khong ha?”

“Brittany, day 1 Jorge. Anh 4y i gi xui xo. .. 3, gi may mén cudi dugc chi ho Elena ctia anh.”
Jorge 6m Brittany. “Bat cir nguroi ban ndo ciia Alex ciing 1 ban ciia ching to1.”

“C6 dau dau r6i?” Paco hoi.

“Cb 4y dang & trong phong bd me trén lau, khoc nhu mura.”

“Hanh phic qua a?” toi doan.

“Khong phai, cu em Lic niy anh Ién vao phong d& hon trom cb Ay mot cai, gior thi ¢d Ay dang nghi dén viéc hodn hon & vi cho ring gip chu ré trude
khi Am I& 13 diém x4u.” Jorge n6i thém, nhin vai.

“Chiic anh may mn,” t6i néi. “Chi Elena mé tin im. Chj 4y s& khién anh phéi lim nhiing chuyén dién khing dé xua méy cai xui xéo di.”

Trong khi Paco va Jorge con dang phai suy tinh xem Elena s lim gi d& trir khir van xui, t0i ndm tay Brittany dan ra ngoi. Ban nhac dang choi nhirg giai
diéu s6i dong. Mac du nhitng ngudi Mexico tha hwong ching t6i van gitr gin truyen théng cting nét van hoa ctia minh. Chiing t6i an do an cay, ching t6i
a gia dinh I6n va gan giii, va chiing toi thich nhing diéu nhac c6 thé lc hr quay cudng theo.

“Paco 1a anh emho ctia anh ha?” Brit hoi.

“Khong, chi i n6 mubn nghii nhur vy thoi. Carlos, day 1 Brittany.” T6i noi khi hai dira t6i chd thing em toi.

“Um, biét rdi,” Carlos n6i. “Emnh¢ con thiy hai ngudi trao dbi mrde miéng véi nhau nira kia.”

Brit choang vang, im lang,

“Coi chirng ci miéng may ddy,” t6i dap vao dau Carlos. Brit dat tay lén ngure t6i. “Khong sao dau. Alex. Anh khong cin phai bao vé em khoi tat ca moi

nguoi.
Carlos vénh véo. “Pting d6, anh trai. Anh khong can phai bao vé chi éy dau. Um, ¢ & ngoai trr me ra.”’

bua 1"01. T6i nhanh chéng trao d6i méy 10i nong nay véi Carlos bang tiéng Tay Ban Nha de Brit khong hleu duoc. “Didi, dimg gy 16i, thing quy.” N6
mu6n ban gai ti phéi trai qua khoang thoi gian kinh khing ¢ ddy sao? Carlos hir mdt tiéng rdi bo di vé phia quiy do an.

“Em it ctia anh day?” Brit hoi.
Ching t6i dang ngdi & mdt chiéc ban nho dat gita san. Toi vong tay qua lung ghé co y.

“Luis & ngay kia.” Toi chi v& goc san noi thing 1t nha t6i dang I trung tim véi trd bt chude cac dong vét trong nong trai. Toi vin chura n6i voi nd ring
chut tai vat ay chang ich gi may khi muon gay cha y vdi cac c6 em 6 truong trung hoc.

Brit chdm chi nhin bén dira chéu con anh ho t6i, déu chira t6i bay tudi, dang chay vong quanh. Bé Marissa hai tudi tw thdy chiéc vay ctia n6 qua bt tién,
beén coi phat ra va quang ¢ mot goc san.

“Chéic v6i em bon chiing tréng nhur mot dam me nheo hdn loan nhi?”

C6 Ay cudi. “Khong, Iii tré chi dang vui dua trong tiéc cudi thoi ma. Kia 1 ai thé?” C6 Ay hoi khi mdt anh chang miic quan phuc di ngang qua ching toi.
“Mot anh ho khac 4?7

“U, Paul vira tir Trung Dong tr vé. Tin ndi khong, liic trwéc anh Ay k thinh vién trong bing Python Trio, mdt béng déng & Chicago ddy. Trudc khi gia
nhép hai quan, anh ay con bi nghién nang co.”

C5 4y liéc nhin toi.

“Anh ndi véi emrdi. Anh khong dinh dang gi dén ma ity ca. {t nhét ciing s& khong bao gior nita.” T6i n6i chéc chéin, mudn c6 Ay tin toi. “Va ciing khong
buon ban chiing.”

“Htra chac chi?”



“Chiic,” t0i n6i, nhé lai e bén ho khi t0i bi bét gip cling voi Carmen. DS  lan cudi cling. “Khong cin biét em nghe dugc nhimg gi, nhung anh da trénh
xa cocaine, bdi thir d6 khong thé duia dugce. Tin hay khdng tily em, chir anh thi muon giit lai tat ca nhiing t€ bao nfo ctia minh nhu lic mdi sinh.”

“Vay con Paco?” Brittany hoi. “Cau ta ¢6 ding thude khong?”
“Poi khi.”

C0 ay nhin Paco dang cudi n6i vdi gia dinh t6i, ¢0 ging tré thanh mdt thanh vién trong d6. Me n6 da bo di vai nam trude, dé lai né song khon kho trong
can nha véi 6ng bo. Toi cling chiang trach Paco néu ndé muon dugce gidi thoat.

Chi ho Elena ctia t6i cudi ciing ciing xuét hién trong bd vay cudi ren tréing ctia minh, va 18 cudi bit dau.

Khi 11 tuyén thé vang Ién, t6i dimg sau Brittany, kéo c6 4y vao vong tay va om chét. Toi tur hoi co 4y s& mic gi vao ngiy cudi ctia minh. C6 Ay hén s&
¢6 mot tay chup hinh cong thém mét tay quay phim chuyén nghiép dé ghi lai khoanh khac vinh hang do.

“Bay gio ta tuyén bd hai nguoi d vo chdng,” vi linh muc ndi,

C6 dau va chii & hon nhau trude dnh it cling triang phao tay ron ri ctia moi ngudi.

Brittany xiét chit tay toi.
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Brittany

Toi c6 thé thiy Jorge va Elena yéu nhau dién cudng, Khong biét t6i co yéu chdng trong lai ctia minh nhur vy khong nhi?

Toi nght vé Shelly. Chi 4y s& khong bao gio ¢6 duge mot ngudi chdng va nhing dtra con. Con toi héin ciing s& yéu chi nhidu nhur t61, va chi s& chéing
thicu tinh yéu thurong trong sudt quang doi con lai. Nhung liéu trong long chi ¢6 bao gio khao khat mot ngwoi chong va mot gia dinh cho riéng minh —
nhitng thir ma chi s€ khong bao gio c6?

Toi chura bao gio nghi minh s€ dinh dang t6i cac thanh vién bang dang. D6 khong phai I t61. Nhung chang trai nay, tam diém ctia nhitng thir ma t6i chéng
lai, lai gan két vdi t6i theo cach khdng ai ¢6 the 1am dugc. Toi biét minh phai lam cho anh ay thay do6i, d€ mdt ngay nao d6, moi nguoi ¢d theé néi ching
t61 1a mdt c@p d6i hoan hdo.

Khi &m nhac vang Ién tran ngap khong gian, t0i vong canh tay quanh eo Alex, dura dAu vao ngue anh. Anh gat miy lon toc Ida xda virong trén ¢d t6i, 6m
lay t6i khi hai dtra di chuyén theo di¢u nhac.

M6t anh chang tién dén gan c6 dau va dua ra to bac nim do-la.
“D6 I nghi thirc truyén thong,” Alex giai thich. “Anh ta tra tién dé duoc nhay voi c6 dau. Ngudi ta goi do6 1 diéu nhay thinh virong{1].”

[1] Digu nhéy thinh vurong la diéu vii thudng duoge sir dung trong d4m cudi, tuong trung cho niém vui, sy gin két, tinh yéu va sy hung thinh duoc g t6i
cho cudc song ma doi vo chong s& chia sé cting nhau.

Toi quan sat day himg thi khi chang trai dinh to bac vao dudi vay c6 dau bang mot c4i kim bang,
Me t6i s& khiép dam cho ma xem

Ai d6 hét 1én didu gi d6 v6i anh ta. Moi ngudi cudi 6 kén.

“Chuyén gi vui vy?”

“Ho néi anh ta dinh t& bac gin mdng chi dy qua.”

T6i nhin theo cp doi trén san nhay va ¢b ging bit chude cac bude khi hda minh vao diéu nhac. Khi c6 dau dimg lai, t6i hoi Alex c¢6 mudn nhay véi co
dau nhu vay hay khong.

Anh tra 10 co, t6i bén ddy anh vé trude. “Vay di nhay v6i chi Elena di. Em s& ti trd chuyén v6i me anh.”
“Em c6 chéc chin mudn m diéu d6 khong?”

“Chéc. Emda thdy bac ngay tir lic ching ta bude vao, va em khong mudn gia vor nhur khong thiy. Pimg lo cho em. Em can phai im viée nay.”

tién khong day? Toi biét anh di im cho tiém sira xe, nhung tién anh kiém duoc chéc ciing danh ca cho gia dinh.



Toi i dan lai phia sau cho t6i khi tay ching t6i rdi ra. “Em s& quay lai, nhanh thoi.”

Toi bude ki daly ban noi nhitng nguoi phy nir dang don cac dia thirc &n dé gip me Alex. Béc dang mic mot bo dém co d6 mau do va trong tré hon ca
me to1. Moi ngurdi déu noi me toi xinh dep, nhing bac Fuentes la1 c6 mot vé dep vurot thm gian, nhir mot ngdi sao dién anh vay. Cap mat niu ctia bac to
tron, hang mi dai cong vit nhur cham téi [ong may, lan da mau dong nhat khong chut ti vét.

Toi chamnhe vao vai bac khi bac dang bay khan &n Ién ban. “Chao bac Fuentes.” Toi ndi.

“Brittany, dung khong?” bac hoi.

Toi git dau. Ty gidi thigu lai di, Brittany. Dimg c6 dimg dyc mit ra thé. “Unnm, ngay tir lie bude vao ddy chau da mudn chuyén trd voi béc. Bay gio c6
vé 1a mdt dip tot, nhung hién tai chau néi ning dai dong qua va van chua di vao trong tim. Chau hay bi thé khi cang thang a.”

Neudi phy nir nhin t6i nhur thé du éc t6i c6 vén d& hay bi chap mach vay. “Tiép di,” bac giuc.

“Vang, 4, chau biét c6 chit khic nic giita hai bac chau minh. Chau xin 16i néu lan trrde chau gip bac trong hoan canh ma bac cam thiy khong duoc
ton trong theo mdt cach nao d6. Chau chi mudn béac bict rang chau khong vao nha bac véi y dinh hon Alex.”

“Thir 16i cho i néu t6i to mo, vay chir y dinh ciia ¢6 1 gi?”

“Dg?”

“C6 ¢6 ¥ dd gi voi Alex?”

“Chau... chau khong chic bac mudn chau noi gl. That long ma ndi, ¢6 & bon chau s& tim hiéu viéc d6 dan dan.”

Bic Fuentes dt mdt tay kén vai toi. “C6 Chiia chimg giam, t0i khong phéi ngwoi me 6t nhét trén thé giéi. Nhung toi quan tim t6i cdc con minh hon ¢
mang song, Brittany. Va ti s& m bat ctr dieu gi dé bao vé chiing khoi bi ton hai. Toi da thay cach né nhin ¢6, va diéu d6 khien t6i so hai. Toi khong the
chiu dung dugc néu phai chitng kién n6 bi ton thirong Ian nita bdi ngurdi ngurdi ma nd quan tam”

Nghe me Alex n6i vé& anh ma trong t6i ddy 1én khao khat c6 duogc mdt ngudi me quan tim va yéu t6i nhidu nhur vay.

Cb ging nubt xubng nhitng i bac Fuentes n6i i didu gin nhu khong thé; c6 cai gi d6 cir nghen lai trong hong toi.

Sy thit Ia, gan day t6i khong con cam thy minh |2 mdt phan ctia gia dinh nita. Toi chi B mdt ai d6 ma b me ky vong lubn hanh dong va n6i ra nhimg
diéu ding dan. T6i da dién cai vai ndy lau lam r6i, dé bo me ¢6 thé tap trung lo cho chi Shelley, chi ay mdi la ngudi can sy chil y hoan toan tir ho.

Doi khi that kho khain khi phéi c6 ging dén tuyét vong dé xay dung hinh anh bi dép cho vige ban thin chi |a mdt 0 gdi binh thuong. Chura ai timg béo
t6i rang t6i khong can phai tréng hoan hdo moi lic moi noi. Thure Iong, cude sdng ctia t6i day ray nhitng ti 161 khong bao giy chdm durt.

Toi 161 khi Ia mdt dira con binh thuong,

Toi 16i khi cam thiy minh phai ¢am béo cho Shelley ciing duroc yéu thirong nhiéu nhur chinh minh,
Toi 16i khi so haii réing con minh sau ndy ¢6 thé gidng nhur chi.

Toi 161 khi thiy xdu hd lic ngudi ta nhin chim chiim vao Shelley ¢ noi cong cong.

Va diéu d6 s& khong bao gio dimg lai. Lamsao 16 c6 thé dirng lai khi ti sinh ra d c6 t6i 16i ngap day tai? Vi bac Fuentes, gia dinh dong nghiia voi tinh
yéu thuong va sur chd che. Vi t6i, gia dinh dong nghia vai t6i 61 va yéu thurong co dieu kién.

“Béc Fuentes, chau khong thé hira khong Bm tén throng Alex. Chéu khong roi xa anh 4y duoc, cho dudo 1a Qiéu bac mong muén Chéu ciing da thir
r61.” Boi vi & canh Alex gitip t0i thoat khoi bong t6i cude doi minh. Nude mat dang tran ra khée mi va chay xuong ma t6i. Toi cam dau lao qua dam
dong dé timnha v¢ sinh.

Paco dang bude ra khoi nha v¢ sinh, t6i voi vang bang ngang qua céu ta.

“Cau héin & mudn ch mot chit trude khi cu...” Giong Paco nhd dén di khi t6i dong cira, tur nhdt minh bén trong, Toi quét mit, nhin vao gwong. Trong
61 that 1on xon. Mascara ctia t6i dang chay xuong va... 61, chang ich gi. T6i truot nguoi xudng san nha 16t gach vudng lanh Io. Gio thi ti méi nhén ra
diéu ma Paco dinh noi voi t’(‘)i Noindy boc muii, n6 that sy rat hoi.. t6i gan nhu muon 6i. Toi bit tay Ién mili, chui nit bang gidy vé sinh, ¢6 gang 1o di cai
i kho chiu d6 khi nghii dén nhitng 161 ndi ctia bac Fuentes.

Mt tiéng 6 ctra 1on cit ngang con khoc 1o ciia toi. “Brittany, em c6 d6 khong?” Giong Alex vang Ién qua canh ctra.

B‘Klléng.”

‘Radima.”



“Khong”
“Vay cho anh vao.”

“Khong”

“Anh mudn day em cau ndy trong tiéng Ty Ban Nha.”
“Gicha?”

“No es gran cosa.”

“N6 nghia 1 g?” Toi hoi, dong khéin gidy van trén nit.
“Anh s& n6i em nghe néu em cho anh vao.”

T6i vin ndm cira dén khi n6 kéu “kich” mdt cai.

Alex bude vao. “N6 ¢ nghia 1d khong vin dé gi khong thé giai quyét.” Sau khi khoa canh cira sau lung, anh cti xubng bén canh t6i va om t6i vio vong
tay. Poan anh ht hit vai cai. “Khi that. Thang Paco wira ¢ day ha?”

Toi git dau.

Anh vudt toc t6i va lim bam gi d6 bang tiéng Tay Ban Nha. “Me anh n6i gi voi em vay?”

T6i viii nt minh trong ngye anh. “Béc 4y chi ndi thure Iong thoi,” toi thi thAm bén 4o anh.

Mot tiéng gb cira 1on cit ngang cAu chuyén ctia ching toi.

‘M6 ctrara.”

“Aivay?”

“C6 dau day.”

“Cho chi vao!” Elena ra nh.

Alex mo ctra. Mot bong ngudi trong céi vy ren tring dinh dy do-la phia sau chen qua 16i vao nha vé sinh rdi dong cira lai.
“Puoc 10i, chuyén gi dang dién ra vay? Chi Ay ciing lai hit hit miii vai c4i. “Thing Paco vira & day 42

Alex va toi git dau.

“Thang d6 an cai quy gi ma thai ra mii thdi kinh khing vay? Khén tht.” Chi Ay n6i, vo md khén gidy thanh mot nhii va chup 1én mii,
“Budi I& tuyét qua.” Toi néi qua dam khin gidy ctia minh. Day I tinh hubng nguong nghiu va ky quai nhit ma t6i timg dinh vao.

Elena nim tay ti. “Ra ngoai thudng thir bita tiéc di. C6 ciia chi ¢6 thé hoi thiy dich nhung ¢6 Ay khong lim hai ai du. Ngoai ra, chi nghi trong thAm tim
6 con thich em day.”
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“Ems& dua cd 4y vé,” Alex ndi, dong vai ngudi himg ctia t6i. Khi ndo thi anh s& chén chuyén nay nhi?

“Khong, em khong dua cd 4y vé dau ca, néu khong chi s& nhét c4 hai dira trong cai phong thbi hodc nay dé giit hai dira lai dy.”
MS3i tir ciia Elena déu mang nghiia den cé.

Mot tiéng gb cira khac vang lén. “Di di, di di”

“La Jorge day.”

Jorge len vao. Jorge khong tho 16 nhur miy nguoi ching toi, anh Ay am lo s that phong dang boc miii nhur thé c6 con gi chét. Nhung anh 4y ciing khit
khit may 1an va mit bat dau chay nudc.

“Thoi ndo, Elena,” Jorge n6i, ¢b ging kin d4o bit miii nhung km khong duge khéo im. “Khéch ctia minh dang ty hoi ¢6 dau ¢ dau kia.”
“Anh c6 thiy 1 em dang ndi chuyén voi em ho em va ban gai né khong ha?”

“Thy, nhung ma. ..”



Elena gio mot tay lén dé bét chong im king trong khi tay kia vin gitt md khéin gidy trén mii. “Em noi, em dang noi chuyén voi emho em va ban gii nd,”
chi tuyén bo day cirg ran. “Va em chwra n6i chuyén xong”

“Em,” Elena n6i, chi thing vao mit ti. “Bi v6i chi. Con Alex, chi mudn em va miy thing nhoc nha em Ién hat.”
Alex Fic du. “Elena, em khong nghi 3. ..”

Elena dua mbt tay lén cao trudc mit Alex, bt ca anh ciing phai im king. “Chi khong yéu cdu em nghi ngoi gl ca. Chi bao em ciing véi méy dira nhoc nha
em Ién hat ting vo chong chi.”

Elena mo cira kéo manh t6i di xuyén qua cin nha, va chi dimg lai khi ching t6i t6i san sau. Chj 4y budng tay toi ra dé giat Ay micro tir tay ca si chinh.

“Paco!” Chi goi Ion. “Ding 101, chi dang ndi voi chit may d6,” chi chi tay vé phia Paco lic 4y dang n6i chuyén véi mbt dam con gai. “Lan sau chil may
muon di 1 thi qua nha khac ma di.”

Dam con gai xung quanh Paco i ra va cuoi khuce khich, bd cau ta ¢ lai mot minh.

Jorge voi vang huéng vé san khau va c6 ging don vo xudng, Anh chang toi nghiép chét vat trong khi moi ngudi cudi 1on va vo tay.

Cudi cling Elena ciing roi khoi san khau, Alex ndi gi d6 voi truong nhom nhac. Céc vi khach vo tay hoan ho khi Alex cing my cu em Ién ht.
Paco ngdi xubng canh toi.

“U, xin 16i vu nha vé sinh nhé. T6 da cb ghing canh béo,” cau ta ngwong nghiu.

“Khéng sao. Minh nghi chi Elena ciing am cau x4u hd du rdi. Toi nghiéng ngudi qua Paco va hoi, “Nghiém tiic mi ndi, cau nghii sao vé chuyén minh va
Alex quen nha?”

“Nghiém tiic ma n6i, cau B didu tuyét voi nhét timg dén véi Alex ddy.”
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Alex

Sau khi bd qua doi, me ¢6 ging khich ¢ t6i, Carlos va Luis bang am nhac. Ching t0i da nhay mia quanh nha, in ot hat cing ba. D6 ¢6 & 1 cach me
quén di n0i budn dau, it nhat cting trong choc lat. Trong dém, t6i thudng nghe thay tiéng thon thire phat ra tir phong ba. Toi khong bao gio mo cia
phong, nhung t6i rat muon cat tiéng hat d€ xua di tat ca noi dau ma ba dang ganh chiw.

Toi no6i chuyén v6i ban nhac truée khi cam Ky micro. “Téi khong rryén tu bién minh thanh ke ngbc theo cach ny, nhung anh emnha Fuentes ching toi
khong thé tir chdi yéu cau déc biét nay tir ¢d dau. Chi Elena kha biét cach thuyét phuc day.”

“Yeah, anh biét ns!” Jorge hét lén dép lai.

Elena ¢4m vao canh tay chong, Anh dy nhian mt. Elena biét cach tung don im. Jorge hon ¢6 dau ctia minh, qua hanh phiic dén ndi ching con dé tam gi
nira.

Hai thiing em va t0i bt dau hat. 6 khong phéi mot bai hat qua nghiém tic. Ching t0i tly himg hat nhirng bai ctia Enrique Iglesias, Shakira, thm chi ca
bai ctia ngh¢ s¥ t6i yéu thich — Mana. Khi cti xuong dé hat cting may thang em ho, t6i nhay mat véi Brittany.

Chinh lic 4y, t6i nhan thiy c6 tiéng suyt lan ra trong damdong cung nhung tiéng thi thAm kinh ngac. La Hector. Ong ta xuét hién, mot diéu rat hiém hoi.
Ong ta bang ngang qua sin trong bd vest dt tién trrdc anh nhin cham chim ctia moi nguoi.

Toi két thiic bai hat va vé chd ctia minh — canh Brittany. Toi nhat thiét phéi bao vé c6 Ay.

“Mudn am mdt diéu khong?” Paco hi t6i khi rit bao Marlboro ra khoi ti sau.

Toi thoang liéc nhin Brittany trude khi tra 101, “Khong.”

Paco nhin t6i to md, sau d6 nhin vai, ty Ay cho minh mot diéu. “Hét hay im, Alex. Néu miy hat thém vai phut nira, c6 khi tao s& chinh phyc duoc co
g4 ctia may d6.”

N6 goi Brittany 1a c6 gai ctia t6i. C6 gai ctia t6i sao?

Toi dan c6 Ay t6i chiée ti dung d6 ubng lanh, Paco theo sau. T6i can than khong dé c6 4y di vé phia Hector.

Mano ban ctia mot thing em ho t6i, dang dimg & chd chiéc ti, chung dién | nhirng mau sic cta bing Python Trio ciing cai quan jean rong thung thinh nhu
mu6n tyt khoi méng nd. Bang Python Trio ciing phe vai chiing toi, nhung néu Brittany tréng thiy Mario trén phd, ¢6 1§ ¢ dy sé bo chay vé hudng nguoc



lai.
“Chao Alex, Paco.” Mario Ién tiéng,
“Tao thiy may an dién cho tiéc cu6i rdi, Mario,” ti im bam.

“Thaing khon, d4m do vest khi kho kia danh cho bon da tréing,” Mario n6i, v di thyc t€ ring ban gi t0i ] nguroi da tréing, “Dém du con nha qué bon
may €o 1a qua. Bang trong thanh phd mdi thuc sy 1a anh hing,”

“Puoc 10i, thing yéng hing,” Paco ndi véi thai d6 mém mong, “Thir di n6i didu ay voi Hector thir xem.”

Toi trirng miit nhin Mario. “Mario, méiy con ndi thé, tao s& cho méy bang chimg xéc thuc ring bang tui tao loi hai thé ndo. ... dimg bao gio danh gia thip
bang LB.”

Mario 1ti lai. “O, tao ¢6 c4i hen v&i mdt chai Corona. Gap may sau nha, th.':fmg nhai.”

“Nhur thé n6 dang mang mit khau trong quan viy,” Paco ndi, nhin cham chdm Mario tir phia sau.

Toi quay qua Brittany, c6 4y nhot nhat hon moi khi. “Em 6n chir?”

“Anh de doa ciuta,” c éy thi thAm. <Y em [ anh thuc su de doa cau ta.”

Thay Vi tra 1i, t6i ném tay dan c6 4y ra ria san nhay duoc dung tam— thyc ra chi B mdt phan tham c6. Nhac dang choi diéu slow.
Khi t6i kéo Brittany lai gin, ¢ Ay ki lai. “Anh lam gi vay?”

“Nhay vdi anh,” t0i yéu cau. “Pumg tranh cai, dét tay em quanh eo anh va nhay thoi” Toi khong mubn nghe vé chuyén t6i | mot tay du con, chuyén nd
khién c6 4y so thé ndo va ¢d dy mudn t6i rdi khoi bang m6i chiu hen ho véi t6i ra sao.

“Nhung...”

“Durng nghi’ vé nhitng gi anh da n6i voi Mario,” t6i n6i khe vao tai co dy. ‘Hé.ndang thir bon anh th6i, thir xem bon anh trung thanh véi Hector dénmirc
ndo. Néu han cam thiy bat ky sur chia 1& ndo, bang ctia hin c6 thé loi dung diéu do. Em thy do, tit ca céc bang dang duoc lap ra theo timg khu v
hodc mau da. Mdi bang lai lién két v6i mot bang khac, va nhitng bang lién két theo khu vire ¢6 thé dbi dich v6i nhitng bang lién két theo mau da. Mario
13 trong bang lién két...”

“Alex,” ¢b Ay ngit 1oi.

“Sao em?”

“Hira voi em 1 s& khong c6 chuyén gi xay dén v6i anh nhé?”

To6i khong thé. “Nhay nio,” t6i king 18 ndi trong lic vong tay quanh Brittany va dan c6 dy theo vii diéu.

Nhin vé& phia sau Brittany, t6i thiy Hector ctng me t0i dang ¢6 mdt cude tro chuyén cang thang Ho dang n6i vé diéu gi? Me bét dau I xa ng ta, cho
dén lic ong ta tdm ldy tay ba, kéo lai va néi diéu gi d6 vao tai ba. Toi dang tinh | ngling nhay dé tim hiéu chuyén quai gi dang dién ra, thi me lai mim cudi

v6i Hector rdi bat cudi trude diu gi @6 ong ta néi. Chéc toi bj hoang turdng it roi.

Thoi gian tr6i di, mén dém da budng xudng trén thanh ph. Bita tiéc van khong c6 dau hiéu két thic lic ching toi di bo ra xe. Trén duoc quay vé
Fairfield, ca hai dra déu im ling.

“Hay quén diéu d6 di va hon anh ndo,” ti noi.

Toi lia tay vao toc co &y. C6 Ay vong tay quanh cd t0i khi t6i dua i men theo khe migng xinh dep kia. D6i mbi dy hé md, t6i hon séu hon. Giong nhur
diéu Tango, dau tién la nhfrpg thim do nhe nhang, chAm gﬁi, thé 101 hai chiing t61 thd hon hén, udi quan lay nhau, nhitng ny hon nhe bién thanh néng bong
nhu mot diéu nhay quay cudng mi t0i khong bao gio muon ket thic. Nhing ny hon cta Carmen cling nong bong, nhung voi Brittany thi goi cam hon,
quyen rii hon va cyc ky gdy nghién.

Ching t0i vin dang trong xe, nhung chd ngdi phia trude duong nhur da tro nén chat chdi. Trude khi t0i nhén ra, ching 0 da di chuyén 6 hang ghé sau.
Khong ly tudng lam, nhung t6i hau nhu khong nhan ra diéu nay.

Toi chim dam trong tiéng rén i, nhimng ny hon va doi tay 6 éy It vao toc t6i. Cing mii hurong vani ngot ngao ctia banh quy. Toi khong thé day co ay di
qua xa toi nay. Nhung khong the tur chi, tay toi tir tir di chuyén Ién c&ip dui tran.

“Thét tuyét,” Brittany hén hén.

T6i nga 6 Ay ndmra trong lic doi tay m nhiém vy khdm phé ctia n6. Doi mdi t6i vudt ve hdm cb trong i tudt quai vay va ddy 4o nguc cia cb Ay.
DPap lai, cd ay md nit 4o so'mi ctia t6i. Khi ching duge md ra, cac ngén tay c6 ay lang thang trén ngure va vai t6i, nhu thiéu dot lan da toi.



“Anh that. ... hoan hao,” c6 4y tho gip.

Negay Itic ndy, t6i khong mudn tranh ludn gi v6i ¢6 4y ca. Cii xudng thap hon, t6i ke6t kedi minh trén in da mémmurot 16 ra tiép xtic v6i khong khi budi
dém Co ay tom lay toc 61, thiic giuc t6i quay 1én. C6 ay co hurong vi qua sire tuyét voi. Qua strc ngot ngao!

T6i nga ra sau mdt chitt, thiy 4nh méit ¢ Ay nhin minh, cip mét xanh sa-phia rue sang 1ong Knh v6i anh nhin khét khao. Hoan hao.

“Anh muén em, em yeu,” ti noi, giong khan déc. C6 4 ay ap chit phin co thé cang cimg cia ti, niém vui sudng, ndi dau gan nhur khong thé kim giit.
Nhung khi t6i bt dau kéo quan 16t ¢o Ay xudng, ¢o Ay giit tay toi lai.

“Em.... em chura sin sang cho diéu ndy. Alex, dimg lai.”

Toi rdi ra va ngdi thang trén ghé, chor doi co the minh dju xubng. Toi khong thé nhin khi c6 y chinh lai ddy 4o, che chén co the. Khén thit, 0i da di qua
nhanh. T6i da bao ban than khong dugc qua hao hirc, phai luon gitt dau 6c¢ tinh tao trude co gai nay. Pua tay cao mai toc, t6i tho ra cham cham. “Anh
xin 16i.”

“Khong, emxin 161. D6 khong phai 16i ctia anh. Em da khich I¢ anh, anh c6 quyen ndi gian. Nghe nay, em chi vira moi chia tay Colin, em lai con c6 mot
ddng ric 161 o nha.” C6 Ay p mét vao tay. “Emrat bdi rdi.” Roi tom Ay vi, c6 dy mo cira xe.

T6i dudi theo Brittany, chiéc o so'mi den mo phanh ra bay lat phét trong gié nhur 40 choang ctia mdt con ma ca rong, Hay ctia mot i thin chét hung
ac. ‘“Brittany, cho da.”

“Lamon... mo cira ga-ra di. Emcan lay xe.”
“Pung di.”

To1i bamma khoa.

“Emxin 101, ¢0 ay lai ndi.

“Dimg n6i vy nita. Nghe ndy, bt ké 6 viéc gi xéy ra, anh khong quen em chi dé duoc quan hé véi em Anh bj cudn di khi ching ta qua hoa hop véi
nhay t6i nay, anh ¢t muon hit mi mii huong vani ngot ngao cua emva. .. khon that, anh thuce sy da gy ra dong rac rdi nay, phai khong?”

Brittany chui vao trong xe ctia minh. “Chiing ta ¢6 thé chm lai khong, Alex? Chuyén ndy qua nhanh d6i véi em.”

“Um,” t6i git dAu va nhét chit hai tay trong tti, ¢& chdng lai y mudn 16i ¢o Ay khoi xe.

Vi quy tha ma bat néu Brittany khong l4i xe di ngay. ..

Toi da bi cudn di boi doi tay khao khat ciia ¢6 Ay, nén da di qué xa. Toi dd quén hét moi thir, ngoai trir ¢d Ay, khi co thé co dy & gan.
Vuca cuoc.

Mbi quan hé ny véi Brittany von nhim toi mit vu ¢4 cuoc, chir khong phéi dé sa vao i tinh ctia mdt ¢6 em khu bic. T6i phai luén nhé minh chi quan
tam toi Brittany vi vu ca cugc, va tot hon hét, hily o di nhitng cam xic ma 61 ngd rang chiing mdi chinh 1a that.

Cam xtic khong thé tham du vao cudc choi ndy.
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Toi dirng xe trurdc mdt tiém McDonald, tai d6 t6i ¢6 thé vao vai ké v danh dé thay quén jean va 4o len hong trurde khi l4i xe v& nha.

To6i sg hai vi voi Alex, moi thir gdy cam gidc qua tréntuc Khi t6i & canh aph, tat ca duong nhur dir doi hon. Cam giac Acﬁa 101, x0ic cén} cua t6i, khao khat
cua toi. Toi chura timg say me Colin, chura timg muon duge ¢ bén anh subt ngay dém. Nhung t6i lai khao khat Alex. Oilay Chia. Chac 61 da phai long
anh ay.

Nhung t6i bit khi yéu mdt ai d6 a s& danh mit di mdt phén ban than. Va tbi nay, trong xe hoi, khi Alex lan xudng dudi vay toi, t0i da so' minh mat kiém
soat, vi vay day khong phai Ia chuyén tot. N6 khién t6i hoang mang,

Toi bude qua cta nha, chuin bi kén 1én phong va bo bd vay vao it quin do. That khong may, me dang dimg trong sanh doi toi.

“Con da ¢ dau?” Me nghiém khiic hoi, tay gio Ién cudn sach Hoa ctia t6i ciing tap tai lidu. “Con da ndi minh di tap thé duc, sau d6 thi hoc cing véi cau
ban Hernandez.”

Tiéu rdi. Pay 14 lic can im king hodc thi nhan. “Anh 4y tén i Fuentes, khong phai Hernandez. Va dung, con da ¢ canh anh 4y.”



Imlang

Mbi me mim chét. “Ro rang 1 con da khong hé hoc. Céi gi trong tii dung do tp ctia con thé?” Ba hoi. “Ma tiy a2 Con khong gidu ma tiy ddy chir ha?”
“Con khong ding ma tity,” t6i qua quyét dap lai.

Ba nhudng may, chi vao cai tii. “Md ra,” ba ra Iénh.

Hét sirc tirc gidn, ti quy xudng kéo khéa mo tii. T6i cam thiy minh nhu mdt ti nhén. Loi ra cai vay, ti gio né lén.

“MOot céi vay?” Me toi hoi.

“Con di dyr dam cudi ciing Alex. Chi ho anh 4y iy chdng.”

“Thang d6 d4 khién con n6i dbi me. N6 da thao ting con, Brittany.”

“Anh dy khong bt con n6i ddi, thura me,” i burc tirc n6i. “Tin twéng con mdt chit, duoc khong? Con da ty minh Bm tat ca nhimg chuyén d6.”

Me tdi ttre dién 1én, mét ba sé.ng ruc, doi tay run rﬁy “Néume phat hién MOT LAN NAO NUA con di choi voi théng d6, me s¢ ﬂnlyét phuc bé‘ con
glri con tdi trrong ndi tri hoe not ndm cudi nay day. Con khong nghi me da cé du rac r6i va lo Iing véi Shelly sao? Khong duoc giao du gi voi thing d6
ngoai trurong hoc nita, nghe chwra?”

T6i hira, i lao vao phong goi cho Sierra.

“Gi thé?” Con bé hoi

“Sierra, tG cAn mdt ngwdi ban than e nay.”

“Va cau chon t6? Oi, hanh dién im sao,” n6 lanh ing ndi.

“Puoge 1di, ¢ da néi ddi cau. T6 thich Alex. That d6.”

Thinh lang,

“Sierra, ciu c6 d6 khong? Hay cau im ngo t& roi?”

“Té khong lam ngo cau, Brit. Té chi dang tu hdi tai sao ciu lai Iyra chon ndi voi t6 e nay?”

“Vit6 can ndi vé n6 lic ndy. Véi cau. Cau ghét to u?”

“Cau 1a ban than ctia t3,” con bé noi.

“V6i t& cau ciing thé.”

“Ban than thi vin mii 1 ban thén, bt chip viée cau quyét dinh tir bo moi Iy & dé di hen ho voi mot ké du con. Phai khong?”

“T6 hy vong thé.”

“Brit, dimg n6i dbi t6 1an ndo nira.”

“U. Va cau co thé chia sé chit thong tin voi Doug, mién 1 cau 4y hira giit kin.”

“Cam on da tin trong t6, Brit. Thire su nd rit ¢ y nghia diy.”

Sau khi ké I& toan bd cAu chuyén va ciip may, toi cam thiy that mimg khi moi thir v6i Sierra da tr6 lai binh thuong. Tiéng chudng dién thoai lai vang lén.
Po 1a Isabel

“T& phai ndi chuyén voi cau,” Isabel noi luc t6i nhic may.
“Chuyén gi vay?”
“Cau c6 thiy Paco hom nay khong?”’

Um. ... hoi d4u ma nhéc t6i bi mét nita. “T& ¢6.”



“Cau 6 nhic dén té voi cau dy khong?”

“Khong Tai sa0? Cau mubn t6 am thé 4?7

“Khong Ma co. Oi, t& khong biét nita. T cam thiy bdi rdi m.”

“Isabel, chi cin n6i véi Paco cdu cam thiy thé ndo. Minh ciing am thé véi Alex ddy.”

“Phai, nhung ciu 1 Brittany Ellis.”

“Cau mubn biét viéc lam Brittany Ells 1 thé ndo khong? T& s& noi cho ciu hay. T§ cam théy bét an nhur bét cii ai. Thém vao do 6 con chiu ap luc trong
moi hanh dong, do vy moi ngudi clr twdng t& hoan hao ma khong thiy rang t& thire ra cting chi nhur bao ngudi khac. Bieu nay khién t¢ de bi ton thirong
hon, bi soi mdi k¥ hon, va nhay cam hon véi nhitng 161 don dai.”

“Vay t& doan ciu ciing ching vui vé gi véi nhirng tin dn dang lan rong trong dam ban t6 v& ciu va Alex. Cau c6 mudn biét bon ho ndi gi khong?”
“Khong.”

“Cau chic chi?”

“Chéic. Néu cdu coi t6 | ban thi dimg ndi gi voi t6.”

Bai vi néu biét vé nhitng tin don, t6i s& cam thiy minh phéi duong dau véi ching, Ngay liic ndy ddy, t6i chi mudn sng trong niém hanh phiic mé mudi ciia
minh.
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Sau khi Brittany Hi xe roi khoi, t6i khong mudn noi chuyén gi c4, va hy vong khong gip me khi vé nha. Nhung liéc nhin qua ghé sofa trong phong khéch,
6i biét hy vong d6 da tan bién.

Tivi da tit, dén phong viin nho, miy thing em ti chic da Ién giudng hét rdi.
“Alejandro,” me t6i mo 1. “Me khong mudn chiing ta song nhur thé nay.”
“Con biét.”

“Me hy vong Brittany khong nhét vao dau con nhing suy nghi khong nén ¢6.”

Toi nhtn vai. “Suy nghf kiéu nhu thé nio a? Rﬁng ¢6 Ay khong thich con | mdt théng du con? Ping 1 me da khong chon con dudng nay cho con, nhung
khi con budc chan vao d6 thi me cting dau c¢é camcan!”

“Dlmg an n6i kiéu do, Alejandro.”

“Visy that dau long qud, ding khong? Con tham gia bang dang dé bao vé me va miy thing em con, me 8. Dume con minh chura bao gio noi vé diéu do,

nhung me hiéu m, dung khong?”” T6i bt dau 1on tiéng vi tirc gian. “Pay I Iira chon ctia con tir lau 10 Me ¢6 thé gia vo a khong Kkhuyén khich, nhung
hay nhin k§ con di,” t6i cdi 4o, trung ra hinh xam bang Latino Blood. “Con 1 mdt théng du con, giong nhur bd con. Me ciing mudn con di bubn ma tiy,

dung khong?”’

Nude niit chay dai trén miit me t61. “Néu hdi d6 me nghiira cach ndo khac...”

“Me qua so phai roi khoi cai noi t& hai ndy, va gid thi nha minh méc ket & ddy. Dumg trit nhimg t6i 16i ctia me 1én dAu con hay ban gi con.”

“Con n6i thé i khong cong bing” Me t6i dimg lén.

“Diéu khong cong bang la me dang song nhu mot qua phu dau budn tuyét vong tir khi bd con chét. Tai sao ching ta khong quay vé Mexico? Hay n6i voi
chi Julio 13 ch Ay da udng phi tién tiét kiém ca doi minh dé giri ching ta qua M§. Hay me so phai quay lai Mexico va ndi v6i gia dinh réng me da thit bai
o day?”

“Pung ¢ ndi chuyén nhu vay voime.”

“Meg hity mo to miit ra di.” Toi vung tay quanh minh. “C6 gi & dily déng dé me phai 6 lai chtr? Vi tui con u’? DX chi | nguy bién. Py k Gide Mo My cia
me u?” Toi chi vao di &nh ctia bo. “Bo 1a mdt g du con, khong phai mdt vi thanh.”

“Bd con khong co sy Iya chon,” me t6i khoc. “Ong éy da bao v¢ chung ta.”

“Va bay gio con dang bao v€ ca nha. Me da chuéin bi mdt c4i ban thd cho con khi con bi giét chua? Va tlﬁng Carlos nita. Roi ciing ti luot no, me biét



mé. Saund 14 thing Luis.”

Me giang cho t6i mt bat tai, rdi bude ki lai. Chia oi. Toi ghét minh vi da khién me budn. T6i viron tay vé phia ba, 6m ly canh tay ba va xin 16i, nhung
ba voi co rim lai. “Me?”” Toi hoi b, khong hiéu vi sao. Toi dau c6 am gi thd bao dé ba dau?

Me giéing ra khi tay t6i va bude di, nhung t6i khong bo qua. Toi bude t6i it tay 4o cta ba lén. Gidt minh, t0i nhin that mdt vét bam khing khiép trén
bap tay ba. Mau tim den ddi vao tam tri t6i, t6i nhd lai budi tiéc cudi khi thay me va Hector ndi chuyén riéng.

“Hector lim me ra ndng ndi ndy phai khong?” Toi khé hoi.

“Con nén ngimg do hoi vé b con di,” ba vdi kéo tay 40 xudng, che di vét bam

Con gian cudn trao Ién trong bung, t6i nhin ra viéc me phai mang vét bAm d6 1B mdt su canh céo chp t01. “Tai sao? Lio He,ctor dang 06' bao vé ai?” Qé
phéi 6ng ta dang bao vé ai do trong bang LB, hay mot ke ndo d6 lién quan t6i LB? Toi wde gi c6 thé hoi ong ta. Va hon the nita, t61 muon doi ng, mubén
cho dng ta mot tran vi dd danh me t6i, nhung khong thé nao dung téi Hector dugc. Néu t6i thach thitc Hector, coi nhur t6i da khoi mao mdt cudc do
mau.

Me nhin ti trimg trimg, “Dlmg hoi me vé diéu do. C6 nhimg thir con khong biét, Alejandro. Nhing thir ma con ciing ching nén biét. Bo di.”

“Me nghi séng ngdly ngd vay  tdt sao? BS di 1 mdt tay giang hd ban ma ty. Con khong so sy that nita, chét tiét. Tai sao moi ngudi xung quanh con
Iudn che dau sy that?”

Hai ban tay t6i lanh bang khi t6i nim chiit ching bén minh. Mot tiéng dong ngoai hanh lang Bm t6i chi ¥. T6i quay ra thi thy hai théing em, mét tron xoe
hoang mang.

Khén thit.

Ngay khi théy Carlos va Luis, me t6i hit sau. Toi s& am moi dicu dé ba thdi dau don.

Toi budce t6i dat nhe tay Ién vai ba. “Con xin 16i, me.”

Me gat tay t6i ra, cb ngin mdt tiéng nic va chay vao phong, dong sam cira sau lung,

“Diéu do 1a that sao?” Carlos hoi, giong nghen lai.

Toi git dau. “U.”

Luis thi ic dau, cau may bdi rdi. “Hai anh dang n6i gi vay? Em khong hiéu. Em tuéng bd 1 ngudi tt? Me uén n6i bd 1 nguoi tot ma?”
T6i budc vé phia thing nhoc, kéo dau nd vao ngue minh,

“Tét ca chi i déi tra!” Carlos tht Ién. “Anh, 6ng ta. Tat ca 1 déi tra. Ddi tral”

“Carlos. ..” Toi goi, budng Luis ra va chop iy canh tay Carlos.

Carlos nhin ban tay t0i trong 1ndi ghé tom va cudng nd. “Tét'cé thoi gian qua em dé nght anh gia nhp béng Latino Blood la dé bao vé tui em. Nhung gio
anh cling theo gt bo. Anh thich [a mdt LB, nhung anh lai cam em Bicu d6 khong phai la dao dirc gia sao, anh trai?”

“C6 18 vay.”

“Anh la mot s si nhyc cho gia dinh ndy, anh biét diéu d6, nhi?”

Ngay khi tdi n6i tay ra, Carlos d4m tung cira va lao ra ngoai.

Tiéng thi thim ctia Luis phé tan sy im king. “Doi khi, mdt nguoi tdt ciing phai im nhitng didu khong t5t. Ding khong?”

Toi x0a dau nd. Luis ciing tho ngay nhur t6i ngdy xura. “Em biét khong, anh nghi em s& k thanh vién thong minh nhét trong nha Fuentes d6, nhoc con. Bay
g0 thi Ién girdng, d€ anh con no6i chuyén véi anh Carlos.”

Toi tim thiy Carlos dang ngdi & hién sau, dbi dién san nha hang x6m

“P6 I céch 6ng Ay chét sa0?” N6 hoi khi t6i ngdi xudng bén canh. “Trong mdt vy budn ban ma tiy?”
Q1

“Bd ¢6 dem theo anh khong?”

Toi git dau.



“Hoi d6 anh m6i c6 sau tudi, ong Ay thit dién 10.” Carlos budng mdt hoi thd gidn dir. “Anh biét khong, hom nay em thiy 1o Hector & san bong 1o trén
dai 16 Main Street day.”

“Tranh xa 180 ta ra. Sy thit | anh khong c6 lra chon ndo tir sau khi bd chét, v bdy gios anh méic ket roi. Néu emnghi anh ¢ trong LB vi anh thich, thi
nghi lai di. Anh khong mudn em nhdy vao do.”

“Bm biét.”

T6i nhin n6 nghiém khéc, nhu cach me hay nhin t6i khi toi cho bong tennis vao trong tﬁt dai ctia me 10i tung 1én xemné bay cao ¢& ndo. “Nghe anh ny
Carlos, va nghe cho that k¥. Tap trung vao viéc hoc & truong d€ cé thé vao dai hoc. Roi lam gi 6 cho riéng minh.” Plrng nhu anh.

Co6 mdt khoang lang dai.

“Destiny ciing khong mubn em tham gia vao bang dang. Ban 4y mubn vao mot trudng dai hoc nao do va Jy bang y ta.” N6 cudi. “Ban dy ndi s that
tuyét néu tyi em vao ctng mot truong,” Toi ling nghe, vi nd muon t6i thoi dua ra 101 khuyén va d€ n6 tu chon lay. “Em thich chi Brittany d6.” N6 néi.

“Anh ciing vay.” Toi biét diéu d6 1au rdi, tir lic bon t6i ¢ trong xe. Toi da vui dén phat dién Ién dugc. Udc gi ti da khong phé hong moi chuyén.
“Em théy chi éy n6i chuyén véi me tai ddm cudi. Chi éy rat kha.”

“N6i cho em biét, ¢6 Ay da khéc mot tran trong nha vé sinh diy.”

“Anh that I dién khi nghi minh ¢6 thé kiém soat moi thir.”

“Anh may I im.” T6i n6i voi Carlos. “Va luon sin sang dbi mit voi nguy hiém.”

Carlos vb lung t6i. “Du gi i nita, anh trai, em nghi hen hd voi mdt ¢6 nang khu bic con khé hon 1 tham gia bang nhom ddy.”

Pay I lic thich hop nhét dé n6i cho thiing em toi biét syr thét. “Carlos, em thiy méy thing trong bang LB chi, tyi n6 luén noi V?e tinh anh em, danh dy,
long trung thanh, nghe rat hay ho. Nhung tui né khong phai 1a gia dinh. Va tinh anh em chi ton tai khi em san sang lam nhiing di€u ma tui né muon.”

Me t5i md cira nhin xudng ching toi. Trong ba rét budn. Téi ude minh ¢ thé c6 thé thay ddi cude doiba va khoa ip nhitng ndi dau, nhung t6i biét minh
khong thé.

“Carlos, dé me ndi chuyén riéng vi Alejandro.”

Khi Carlos da budc vao trong nha, me ngdi xudng canh t6i. Ba cam mdt diéu thudc trén tay, lau im rdi t6i moi thiy ba ht.

Toi doi ba n6i trude. Toi nay t6i d ndi du roi.

“Me d4 pham rét nhiéq sai»]ﬁm trong doi minh, Alejandro,” me t6i ndi trong lic nha khoi thudc vé phia anh tring, “Va mot vai diéu trong s6 d6 khong thé
nao stra chira duoc, bat ké me co gzéu nguyén Chua trdi bao nhiéu 1an.”” Me voi tay vén tdc ra sau tai toi. “Con la mdt thing nhdc phai mang trach nhiém
cta mdt nguoi dan ong. Me biét dieu d6 that bat cong cho con.”

“Khong sao a.”

“Khong. Khong nén thé. Me ciing da phéi truéng thanh som. Me thdm chi con chura hoc hét trung hoc vi ¢6 bau con.” Me nhin t6i, nhu thé dang nhin
vao chinh minh khi con 14 thiéu nit. “O1, me ¢ nudn c6 mdt dira con dén durong nao. Bo con thi mudn doi sau khi t6t nghiép, nhung me da khién nd
dién ra sémhon. Tat ca nhitng gi me muon trén doi ny 1 duoc mme.”

“Me c6 hdi han vé didu d6 khong?”” Toi hoi.

“Lam me u? Khong bao gi. Con viée quyén rii bd con va khién ng khong dimg bién phip bao vé ndo, thi ¢4.”

“Con khong muén nghe diéu do.”

“Cha, me & ké cho con di con ¢6 mudn nghe hay khong, Cén than d6, Alex.”

“Vél]g”

Me wira rit mdt hoi thué}c nita vira Fic du. “Khong, con khong hiéu dau. Con s& can than, nhung tui con gai thi khéng, Va con gai luon lam chi. Me biét
chir, me 1a mdt trong s6 d6 ma.”

“Brittany ...

“Kiéu con gi c6 thé khién con lam nhitng chuyén mi con khong muén Bm”



“Tin con di, me. Co ay khéng muén dinh bau dau.”

“Khong, nhung con bé s& mubn nhing thir khac. Nhing thir con khong bao gidr ¢6 thé cho no.”

T6i ngwde nhin tring sao, nhin vil tru vo ciing vo tan. “Nhung néu con mubn cho ¢6 4y nhitng diéu do thi sao?”

Me t6i thés dai, nha ra mdt an khoi thude. “O tudi ba nhiim, me dii gia dé nhin théy nhig ngwoi da chét di ma van twéng riing ho ¢6 thé thay doi ca thé
gioi. Khong biet con nghi g, nhung bo con da chét khi dang ¢6 gang lam lai cude doi minh. Sy thét da bi bop méo, Alejandro. Khi d6 con van con qua
nho dé hiéu duge.”

“Gidy con da du 16n r61.”

Mot giot mrée niit ra ra, me t6i laun6 di. “U, bay gior ciing da qua mudn roL.”
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Brittany

“Brit, sao ching ta lai phai don Alex Fuentes va dura cdu ta di cling t6i hd Geneva?” Sierra hoi toi.

“Me t6 doa s& xir Iy néu thiy t6 gip g& anh Ay ngoai trurdng, vay nén hd Geneva 1a dia diém Iy trong dé & duoc & bén anh dy. S& ching ai biét bon t6 &
do.”

“Ngoai trur ching ta.”
“Va t6 biét cac cau s& khong ban dimg t6 . Ping khong?”

Toi bit giip Doug dao it C6 vé nhu tam thoi d6 1a mit y hay. Pén hd Geneva hen hd doi ca ngdy chiic chin s& vui. O, ddy 1 khi Doug va Sierra da
wuot qua duge ci soc ban dau khi biet hai dira t6i I3 mot cép. “Lam on, ding ¢ gan t& vé chuyén ndy nira.”

“Tén d(:) qua t¢ hai, Brit,” Doug ndi trong khi dua xe vao bai dd cua trudng, noi Alex dang doi bon t6i. “Brit 1a ban than ctia em, Sierra. Khuyén ban em
sang mat ra di.”

“Emda thir, nhung anh biét Brit ctimg dau thé nio roi ddy.”

Toi tho dai. “Céc cau co thé ngung n6i vé t6 nhur thé to khong c6 mit & day khong? To thich Alex. Va anh 4y thich t6. T muén cho chuyén nay mdt co
hoL”

“V3 chu 8 im diéu d6 nhu thé ndo? Giit cau ta nhu mdt bi mét i méi 42” Sierra hoi.

Nho troi, ching t6i da vao t6i bai d6 xe nén t6i chiing can phai dap tra. Alex dang ngdi bén vé duoc canh chiéc md 16, cap chan dai dudi thing trudc
it anh. T6i can mdi dudi lo lang lic mo clra sau ctia xe.

Khi thay Doug l4i xe va Sierra ngdi canh cau ta, anh nghién riang,

“Vao trong di, Alex,” t6i noj, 1i nhich qua mot bén.

Anh ciii xudng “Anh khong nghi ddy 1 mot y hay.”

“Ding ngd ngan thé. Doug da hira moi thir s& t6t dep. Piing thé khong Doug?” Téi nin thé chd cau tra 1oi.

Doug git du vo cam va n6i miy moc, “Chéc roi.”

Néu 14 anh chang khéc thi kiéu gi ciing s& bo di, nhung Alex van vao ngdi canh toi. “Ching ta di dau?”” Anh hoi.

“Hb Geneva,” t0i dap. “Anh dén d6 bao gio chura?”

“Chua.”

“Mat khoang mot tiéng di dudng, B6 me Doug c6 mdt can nha nho ¢ d6.”

Khong khi trong xe nhur trong mot thu vién. Khong ai én tiéng, Khi Doug dumg lai d6 xing, Alex bude ra ngoai chim mot diéu thudc.

Toi ngdi in séu dudi ghé. Moi chuyén khong nhur ti da hinh dung, Sierra va Doug thudng rét vui vé khi di ciing nhau, nhung lic nay ddy chuyén di choi
chang khac nao mdt ddmtang,

“C;iu 6 thé it nhit ciing thir bat chuyén khong?”” T61 hoi con ban than ctia minh. “Sao cau c6 thé darh hang gio 8 16i vé loai chd cau mubn hon, ma lai
chang md miéng trude mit chang trai t& thich?”’



Sierra ngodi dau lai d&i mt voi toi. “Té xin 0. Chi 1. .. Brit, cau co thé hya chon ot hon. TSt hon RAT NHIEU.”
“Nhu Colin, y cau ki thé phai khong?”
“BAt cir ai ciing durgc.” Sierra cau kinh quay 1én.

Alex vao lai trong xe, t6i quay qua anh, no' nu cuoi yéu 6t. Anh khong cudi lai, t6i bén nim ly tay anh. Anh khong gidt vé, ciing chiing ddy ra. Phai
ching d6 1a mdt tin hiéu tot?

Khi ching t6i 14i xe khoi tram, Alex noi, “Banh xe ctia cau bi Iong, Nghe thiy tiéng on tir phia sau bén trai khong?”

Doug nhtin vai. “Né kéu thé ca thang nay roi. Cha co g to tat dau.”

‘Tép vao 18 di, t6i s& chinh lai nd,” Alex n6i. “Néu né roi ra lic trén duong cao toc, chiing ta s€ tiéu doi.”

Doug c6 vé khong mudn tin vao danh gia ctia Alex, nhung sau khi di khoang mot dam, cu ta mién cudng tp xa vao 1& duong,
“Doug,” Sierra ndi, chi vao tiém sach ngudi Ion ching t6i dang dimg ngay phia trude. “Anh ¢6 biét hang ngudi ndo vao do khong?”
“Lic nay anh thit s khong quan tim, em yéu.” Cau ta quay qua Alex. “Duoc rdi, nhan vt quan trong, Sira xe thoi.”

Alex va Doug budc ra. “T6 xin 16i vi da kh6 chiu véi cau,” t6i néi voi Sierra.

“T6 ciing thé, xin 161 cau.”

“Cau c6 nghi Doug va Alex s€ gay su véi nhau khong?”’

“C6 thé. Ching ta nén di ra va danh lac huéng bon ho thoi.”

Bén ngoai, Alex iy db nghé ra khoi cbp xe.

Sau khi kich néng chiéc xe 1én, anh ném vanh xe trong tay. Doug hai tay chng hong, quai ham vénh Ién diy vé khinh thudng
“Thompson, cdu bi lam sao thé?” Alex hoi.

“Toi khong thich cau, Fuentes.”

“Thé cau nghi t6i thich cau 42" Alex bé lai trong lic quy gdi van lai céc dinh bc.

Toi quay qua Sierra. Chung t6i ¢6 nén can thi¢p khong, Sierra nhin vai. T6i nhin vai. Ho chua danh nhau ma.

Mot chiée xe 1o may canh bon t6i. Bon thiing ngudi Ty Ban Nha bén trong, hai ¢ phia trudc, hai ¢ phia sau. Alex phét &y bon ching trong I tir tir ha
kich va nhét n6 lai vao hom do nghé.

“Nay, cac co em! Pa bon yéu dudi kia di, lai day voi bon anh ndo. Bon anh s€ cho cac em théy thé nao 1 wui vé thue su,” mdt thﬁng trong bon gao 1én
qua cua xe.

“Bién di,” Doug hét Ién.

Mot thing nhay khoi xe va tién vé phia Doug, Sierra la 1on diéu g d6 nhung t6i khong chi y. Téi dang mai nhin Alex ¢6i phing 4o khoac ctia anh va chin
duong gi nay.

“Tranh ra,” g ra nh. “Dlmg c6 ha minh bang cach bao vé thing ranh con da tréing nay.”

Alex dimg miit d6i mit g3 d6, mo 1ét ndm chét trong tay. “May choc vao thing da tring, may choc vao tao. Pon gian thé thoi. Hiéu chura, ban hién?”
Mot tén khac budce khoi xe. Ching t6i gip réc rdi nghiém trong roi.

“Céc b nuong, giir Ay chia khoa va vao trong xe,” Alex ra Iénh, giong danh gon.

“Nhung, ..”

C6 mdt sy binh tinh chét choc trong it anh. Oi, Chuia oi. Anh dang v cting nghiém tiic.

Doug thay cho Sierra chim chia khoa xe. Gior thi thé nao? Bon t6i phai ngdi yén trong xe coi bon ho danh nhau sao? “Em khong di d4u ca,” tdi ni véi
anh.



“T6 ciing thé,” Sierra noi.
Mot thing khac thd dau khoi xe. “Alejo, may ddy 42
Alex tha 1ong. “Tiny? May lim cai quy gi & ddy voi miy thing khén nay thé?”

Théng tén Tiny n6i gi d6 bing tiéng Ty Ban Nha v&i miy dira ban minh, va bon n6 nhay tr vao xe, trong 6 vé nhe nhdm khi khong phéi déu véi Alex
va Doug,

“Tao s& cho may biét ngay khi may cho tao hay 1 miy dang am gi voi mdt dam My gbe.” Tiny noi.
Alex cudi. “Bién di”

Khi chiing t6i quay trd lai xe, t6i nghe Doug ndi, “Camon da stra n6 cho t61.”

Alex im bam “Khong c6 gi.”

Chéng ai néi 1i ndo nita cho dén khi ching ti t6i ving ngoai 6 quanh hd Geneva. Doug dd xe trudc mdt quan bar thé thao dé an tnra. Vo quan, Sierra
va t61 goi mon salad trong khi Doug va Alex goi banh mi kep thit.

Liic chiing t61 doi thite an, khong ai n6i 161 ndo. Toi da Sierra mot ¢l dudi ban.

“Nay, o... Alex,” n6 mo oi. “Céu c6 xem bd phim nao hay hay gan day khong?”

“Khong”

“Thé cau dinh diing ky vao trudng nio?”

Alex lic dau.

Thét ngac nhién, Doug nhém day va tiép chuyén. “Ai da day cau biét nhidu vé xe hoi thé?”

“Anh ho 61, Alex dap. “Cubi tuin t6i & lai chd anh 4y va xem anh 4y hdi sinh lai nhitng chiéc 6 t6.”

“Bb t6i co mdt chiée *71 Karmann Ghia[ 1] trong ga-ra. Ong nghi ring phai ¢6 phép méu thi né méi chay duge.”
[1]°71 Karmann Ghia: xe thé thao ctia hiing Volkswagen

“N6 bj hong gi 42 Alex hoi.

Khi Doug gii thich, Alex cham cha ling nghe. Trong khi ho théo IuAn vé& wu nhugc ctia biée mua phu ting méy mic tan trang thay thé tir eBay, t6i ngdi
thu giain. Sy cang thang trude d6 duong nhu da tan bien.

An xong, ching t6i di bd xubng dai 16 Main Street. Alex nim Ry tay t6i, va t6i khong thé nghil ndi diéu gi ngoai viée dugc & canh anh ni thé nay.
“0, c6 mdt phong tranh moi,” Sierra n6i, chi tay sang bén kia phd. “Nhin kia, ho dang khai trwong, Bi xemnao!”

“Tuyét,” t0i noi.

“Anh s& chd' & ngoai,” Alex n6i khi chiing toi bude theo Sierra va Doug bang qua phd. “Anh khéng chudng cac noi trién lim Fm.”

Diéu d6 khong ding, Bén It ndo thi anh moi nhéin ra anh khong cin phéi song theo nhitng khudn méu dinh sin ma ngudi khéc 4p dat kén minh kia chtr?
Chi can vao trong mdt lan, anh s& thay & phong tranh anh duoc chao don nhu ¢ tiém stra xe. “Pindo,” t61 noi, kéo anh vao trong,

Mot krong I6n d6 an durge bay ra. Cé khoang bdn muroi ngudi dang di tho thin xem céc tic phAm nghé thudt.

T6i dao mot vong quanh phong tranh véi Alex, anh di canh t6i véi di€u b cimg nhdc. “Thu gidn ndo,” toi bao anh.
“N6i thi d&,” anh lau bau.
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Alex

Dén t6i vao mdt phong tranh khong phai y kién hay. Khi Sierra kéo Brittany roi khoi toi dé chi cho ¢b dy xemmdt birc hoa, t6i chua bao gior cam thiy
lac Iong hon thé.

Toi di dao mdt vong va ddo mét qua ban dé thirc an, iy im mimg vi ching t6i d4 an. Ban khong thé goi nhitng thir nay 1 thirc an dugc. Mon sushi, toi



thay phai dem ching cho vao 16 nuréng thi moi c6 thé an duoc. Sandwich thi bé teo.

“Hét wasabi roi.”

Téi van con dang tap trung vao viée phan biét cac mon an thi ¢6 ai d6 vO vao vai toi.

Toi quay qua, thiy mot gi da tréng, toc vang, lin tit. Ga nhéc t6i nhé t6i thang Mt Lira, va toi ngay lap tirc mudn diy g ra.
“Chiing t6i hét wasabi roi,” gi nhic lai.

Gia nhur t6i biét wasabi i c4i quéi quy gi, t6i co thé tra 101 Nhung t6i khong biét, thé nén t6i khong néi gi. Va diéu nay khién t6i c6 cam gidc minh 1 do
d4n don.

“Cau khong néi tiéng Anh 4?”

Toi xiét tay lai thanh mt nim ddm. C6, tao ¢6 biét tiéng Anh, thing ngu a. Nhung lan cudi tao ¢ trong Iop tiéng Anh thi tir “wasabi” khong c6 trong bai
kiém tra tir vung, Thay vi tré 101, t6i lo' g va di ngd nghiéng mdt trong cac buc tranh.

To6i ngimg lai trrde bire v& mot co gai va chii chd dang di dao bén trén mot thir trong nhur ban mb phong céu tha ciia Trai Dat.

“Anh déy roi,” Brittany noi, t6i bén t6i. Doug va Sierra theo ngay sau.

“Brit, ddy I Perry Landis,” Doug ndi, chi vao gi giéng thing Colin. “Anh 4y 1 hoa si””

“Meéng oi, tic pham ctia anh qua 1 tuyét voil” Brittany von va voi ga.

C6 4y ndi “meéng of” nhur thé mot c6 ning ngd ngin dy. C6 Ay dia t6i ddy a2

G4 hoa si nhin birc tranh ctia minh ngay sau Brittany. “C6 nghi buc nay thé nao?” Ga hoi.

Brittany héing giong. “T6i nghi n6 cho thiy mdi quan hé giita con ngudi, dong vat va Trai Dat.”

Oi, lam on. Nham nhi ci gi thé nay.

Perry vong tay khodc vai ¢d 4y, va t6i chi mudn d4nh nhau ngay giita cai phong tranh nay. “Céi nhin ctia c6 qué 1 sau sic.”

Sau sic cai mong t6i dy. Ga mudn mo vao trong quan ban gai t6i u? Pimg hong!

“Alex, anh dang nghi gi thé?”” Brittany quay qua t6i hoi.

“A...” T6i x0a cam lic nhin chim cham vio birc hoa. “Anh nghi toan b bo swru tap nay chi dang gid mdt do rudi, nhidu lim & hai do.”
Sierra tron mt va dura tay Ién che miéng vi sdc. Doug thi sic d6 udng ra. Con Brittany? Toi nhin xem chuyén gi xay ra voi ban gai minh.
“Alex, anh ng anh Perry mdt 1i xin 16i.”” Brittany néi.

O, ngay sau khi g xin 16i vi da hoi t61 vé wasabi. Pimg ¢ mo nha. “Anh ra ngoai,” toi ndi, rdi quay lung lai ra khoi phong tranh.

Bén ngoai, toi chdm nhd mot diéu thudce tir ¢6 phuc vu bén kia phd, ¢ ta dang tam nghi. Trong dAu t6i chi toan hinh anh ctia Brittany Iic ra énh cho i
xin 16i.

To61 khong thich Iaim theo ménh Iénh.

Chét tiét, toi ghét khi thiy thang khén hoa si 1d0 dat tay In ban gii cua to1. Toi chic rang bat cr gal trai ndo ciing mudn dit tay Ién c6 4y theo cach do, dé

tuyén bd ho da chamvao ¢4 ay. Nhung ti mubn ¢d 4y i ctia riéng minh. Khong thé dé ¢o Ay ra lénh cho t6i chay quanh nhur mdt con ciin va chi nim
tay toi khi ndo c6 4y khong can thé hién.

Dt khoat khong thé nhur thé.

“Toida théy cau ra khoi phong tranh. Chi ddm hoitey moi vao d6,” ¢6 phuc vu néi sau khi t6i tra lai co ta bat tra.
Wasabi. Gior thi hoitey. C6 khi toi khong biét tiéng Anh that. “Hoitey?””

“Hoitey-hoitey. Loai trf thirc da tring do6.”

“0, mirng 1 t6i chiic chin khong thude s6 d6. Gidng mot ke lao dong chén tay di theo dam hoitey vao d6 hon.” Téi rit mot hoi dai, tlﬁflm camon chat
nicotin da gitp t6i lay lai binh tinh ngay Iap tirc. Pugc 161, phoi t6i cd thé bi teo lai, nhung ki€u gi t6i cha chét truede khi hai 14 phoi quyét dinh bé roi toi.



“T6i la Mandy — mdt nguoi lao dong,” ¢ phuc vu ndi, chia tay ra va nd nu cudi véi toi. C6 ta cd mai toc niu nhat véi vai lon miu tia. C6 ta dé thurong,
nhung khong phéi Ia Brittany.

Toi bit tay ¢ ta. “Alex.”

C6 ta nhin hinh x3m ctia ti. “T6i ciing ¢6 hai c4i. Mudn xem khong?”

Thue 1ong thi t6i khéng muén Bm. Chic vao mdt dém say ruou, ¢ ta da xam vao nguc. . . hodic vao mong,

“Alex!” Brittany hét goi toi tir trudc phong tranh.

Toi van hit thube, ¢ quén ring c6 4y da dura t6i t6i day vi toi 1 bi mét nho xAu xa ciia ¢b dy. Toi khong mubn 1 bét ctr cai bi mit chét tiét ndo nita.

Ban gai ngao man cta t6i bude di trén phd. i gidy hang hiéu g5 nhip nhanh nhéc t6i nhé ¢b Ay thude tang I6p trén. C6 Ay thdy Mandy va t6i, hai ngudi
lao dong, dang hit thuoc clng nhau.

“Mandy dang dinh cho anh xem nhitng hinh xam ctia ¢ dy ddy,” t6i ndi dé choc tirc Brittany.
“Emca l ¢6 4y s& cho anh xem Anh ciing dang dinh cho ¢6 4y xem ctia anh, nhi?”” C6 dy nhin t6i céo budc.

“T6i khong tham gia vao man kich nay,” Mandy n6i i ném diéu thudc xubng, dui tit nd dudi miii gidy. “May niin nhé, hai ban. Chia biét cac ban can
t6in6 diy.”

Toi hit mot hoi thude, wéc gi Brittany khong quyén rii ti nhur ¢6 4y dang lim. “Quay lai phong tranh di, em yéu. Anh s& bt xe buyt vé nha.”

“Alex, em da nghi chiing ta c6 mdt ngay t6t dep ciing nhau, trong mdt thanh phd noi ching ai biét t6i ching ta. Anh khong muén di liic dwoc 4n danh
sa0?”

“Emnghi n6 tt dep khi thing hoa sirac rudi kia cho ring anh i tén phu ban sa0? Anh tha bi coi i mot thing du con con hon a mt théng don dep
nhép cu.”

“Anh tham chi con chéing cho ai mt co hoi. Néu anh tha 1ong va trat bo dinh kién, anh c6 thé thich nghi. Anh c6 thé a mbt trong sb ho.”
“Moi ngudi trong d6 déu gia doi. Ké ca em Tinh lai di, Quy c6 méng oi! Anh khong mudn ki mot trong sb d6. Em hiéu chir?”
“Hiéu rat r3. N6i cho anh biét, em khong gia dbi. Anh c6 thé goi nhur vy, nhung v6i bon em do 1 tot bung va lich sy.”

“Trong gi6i cua em thoi, khong phai gi6i ctia anh. O chd anh, moi ngudi thudng ndi thing, Va dimg bao gid, dimg bao gio ra Iénh cho anh phai xin 161
nhu thé em Ia me anh. Anh thé, Brittany, lan t6i em con lam vay thi chiing ta chia tay uon.”

Oi, trdi. Mt Brittany nhoe nude, va ¢b dy quay lung vé phia t6i. Toi chi muén da cho minh mot phét vi da m ton thuong o Ay.
Toi dui tit diéu thudc. “Anh xin 16i. Anh khong dinh im mt tén ngbe thd 16. Chi ki vi anh khong thiy thoai mai khi ¢ trong do.”
Brittany khong nhin toi. Toi viron tay xoa lung ¢ dy. That mimg la 6 4y khong né tranh.

T6i n6i tiép. “Brittany, anh thich dugc ¢ canh em. Khi that, mbi khi dén truong anh déu nhin hrét qua hanh lang tim kiém béng hinh em. Ngay khi anh
thay nhitng lon toc vang 6ng nhur thién than ndy,” t6i ndi, vudt toc ¢d ay, “anh bict minh c6 theé vurgt qua mdt ngay dai.”

“Em khong phai 12 thién thin.”

“V6i anh em 1 thé. Néu em tha thr cho anh, anh s& lai d6 xin i tay hoa si dy.”

C6 4y mo to mit. “That khong?”

“That. Anh khong muén lam diéu ndy. Nhung anh s& Bm. .. viem.”

C6 Ay kh& mim cudi. “Dumg lam diéu d6. Em rit cam kich khi anh néi s& lim diéu d6 vi em, nhung anh néi ding, Tranh ctia anh ta quA t8.”

“Céc cau dy roi,” Sierra noi. “Bon t& da tim d6i uyén uong cac cau khéip noi. Bi thoi, dén chd nha nghi ndo.”

Tai nha nghi, Doug d4p hai tay vao nhau. “Tam nudc ndng hay xem phim nio?”

Sierra di vé phia ctra s, nhin ra ngoai hd. “Gid mé xem phim thi chiic emnga gt mat.”

T6i ngdi canh Brittany trén bang ghé trong phong khach, van con dang choang vang trude thue t& can nha to ding ndy la can nha thir hai ca Doug. No

con 16n hon ngdi nha duy nhét t6i dang sdng. Con c6 ca mdt bé tim mrdc néng u? Troi dét, nhitng nguoi gidu co tht ca moi thir. “Toi khong c6 d6 boi,”
t01 bao ho.



“Dlmg lo,” Brittany n6i. “Doug chiic ¢6 sin mdt bd & chd bé boi gia dinh, anh c6 thé ding ”
O bé boi, Doug luc tung céc ngiin kéo dé kiémbo d thich hop.
“Chi c6 hai cai & ddy.” Doug ldy ra mot bd Speedy mong minh, nho ti dura cho 61 “Cau ding céi ny duoc khong, nhan vét quan trong?”

“Chéng che n61 mdt bén bi cuia t61 dau. Tai sao cdu khong méc nd va t0i s& lAy cai ndy,” ti ndi, dura tay vong qua Doug iy chiéc quan dang hop. Cac
c0 gai da bien mat. “Phai nir di dau ca r6i?”

“Di thay d6. Va binh phim vé chiing ta, t6i chéc vay.”

Trong phong thay do, t6i vira e chiéc quin vao vira nghii vé cudc sdng tai nha. Tai ddy, bén hd Geneva, t6i duong nhur quén di cude song cia gia dinh
minh. Khong con phi lo lang vé nhitng ké & sau lung,

Khi t6i bude khoi phong thay db, Doug noi, “C6 dy s& phai tra gia rat nhidu dé duoc & bén cau, cau biét d6. Moi nguoi da bt dau xi xam vé cc cau.”

“Nghe ndy, Dougge, toi thich 6 4y hon bat cir thir gi tdi timg thich trong doi. Toi s& khong bao gios tir b ¢6 dy. Khi néo yén am dudi mo thi t0i moi bt
dau quan tam vé nhitng gi moi ngudi nghi.”

Doug cudi va giang tay ra. “A, Fuentes, ti nghi | ching ta vira cd mdt khoanh khéc gin b6 giita dan ong véi nhau. Mudn mdt cai 6m khong?”
“Mo di, anh chang da trfing.”

Doug dap t0i mdt cai vao kg rdi cling t6i di t6i bé tim murde nong. Toi nghi bon t6i néu khong 1 ddng minh thi chi it cling ¢6 mdt sy hiéu biét nhit dinh
ve nhau. Mac du vdy, t6i van khong 6m céu ta.

“Quyén rii im, anh yéu,” Sierra n6i lic nhin thiy c4i quin boi bo sét ctia Doug.

Doug di nhur thé mdt chi chim canh cut, vira lach bach vira ¢b géing t6 ra thoai méi. “Thé ¢6 Chia, anh s& ¢6i n6 ra ngay lic vao trong bé. N6 lam thing
nho ctia anh nghet tho.”

“Hoi qué nhiéu thong tin rdi dy,” Brittany xen vao, gio' hai tay bit tai. C6 &y miic mdt bd bikini mau vang, thiéu véi dén mirc ché con gi phai twéng twong
ca. Co ay c6 biet minh trong nhu mdt dda hudng duong, san sang tudi dnh mét troi Ien tat ca nhitng ai coi thudng cd ay khong nhi?

Doug va Sierra tréo vao bé tim

Toi cting nhay vao va ngdi canh Brittany. Téi chura timg & trong mot be tAm nurée ndng bao gid, va ciing khong chic vé cach thirc giao tiép trong bé.
Ching t6i s& ngdi ddy trd chuyén, hay tich ra thanh timg ciip dé ve vudt nhau? Toi thich y thir hai, nhung Brittany tréng ¢6 vé bon chon.

Prc biét 1 khi Doug virt cai quin boi b6 sat ctia cau ta ra khoi bé.

T6i cau may. “Thdi nao, chang trai.”

“Céi gi? Toi con mudn ¢6 con sau ndy nita, Fuentes. Cai thir d6 cir nghién Hy théng nho ctia t61.”
Brittany nhay ra khoi bé tim va quan khéin quanh minh. “Vao nha thoi, Alex.”

“Céc cau co thé 6 lai day,” Sierra noi. “Té s€ bao anh 'Qiy mic thir kia vao lai.”

“Quén di. Hai cau ctr thoai mai & day. Bon td s€ vao trong.” Brittany noi.

Khi t5i ra khoi bé, Brittany dira toi mdt cai khin tam Ion.

Toivdng tay 6m cb Ay trong liic ching ti quay vao nha nghi. “Em 6n chir?”

“Hoan toan 6n. Anh thiy khé chiu ha?”

“Anh binh thudng, Nhung. . . Trong nha, t6i cAm Ién mbt birc tuwong nhd ]ambangthuytmh, sam soi n6. “Khi thdy ngdi nha nay, cudc séng ndy. . . anh
mudn & ddy cing voi em, nhung khi nhin qua mdt hrot, anh nhin ra nhitg diéu ndy s& khong bao gio hop voi anh duoc.”

“Anh nghi qua nhiéu.” C6 Ay quy gdi trén tham, vO vd xudng san. “Lai ddy, nim sap xubng ndo. Em biét cach mét xa kiéu Thuy Dién d6. N6 s& gitip anh
thur gian.”

“Em d4u phai ngudi Thuy Dién,” tdi bao.

“Diing vdy, va anh ciing khong phai. Do d6 néu em c6 lim khong dng thi anh ciing chéing bao gios biét duoc su khac biét.”



Toi nam canh c6 dy. “Anh tuwéng chiing ta d3 ni s& dé mdi quan hé ndy tién trién tir tir.”
*“Xoa lung thi ¢6 hai gi dau.”

Mit t6i luét qua mdt hrot bo db boi goi cam dang 6m Ay co thé c6 dy. “Anh s& cho em biét anh timg phét sinh quan hé véi miy c6 ning an mic con kin
dao hon co.”

Cb 4y phat cho t6i mdt cai vao mong “Dang hoang ndo.”

Khi d6i tay Brittany huot trén lung t6i, t6i rén mot tiéng. Oi khong, ddy qua 1 sy tra tAn. T6i cb giing kim ché, nhung d6i tay ¢ Ay mang lai cam giac qua
tuyét voi, va co the t6i tu phan g lai theo cach riéng ctia nd.

“Anh dang cing thang ddy,” c6 4y ndi vao tai toi.
Dinhién 1 t6i ciing thing roi. Do tay ¢6 Ay hrét qua ca nguoi toi. Loi dép cia toi B mdt tiéng rén khac.

Sau vai pht xoa bop gy té liét than kinh ctia Brittany, nhitng tiéng rén ri va hon hén tir bé tim nuréc néng vong vio. Doug va Sierra 16 rang da bo qua
phan mat xa hrng d¢ tién xa hon.

“Anh c6 nghil hai nguoi ho dang lam chuyén kia khong?” C6 dy hoi.
“Con chuyén gi khéc dau, khong thi Doug hén phai rit sing dao,” t6i noi, am chi tiéng kéu Oi, Chiia 0i! Cach nhau mdi hai gidy ciia ciu ta.
“N6 c6 khién anh bj kich thich khong?” C6 dy kh& ngam nga bén tai toi.

“Khong, nhumg emm ctr giit c4i kiéu mét xa nhur thé ndy thi em c6 thé quén di vu tién trién tir tir nham nhi kia ddy.” Toi ngdi ddy va nhin co y. “Anh
khong hiéu dugce 1a em biét minh dang tréu anh hay em thure sy ngy tho.”

“Em khong phai nguroi hay tréu choc.”

Toi nhudng iy, nhin xudng dbi minh, chd ma c6 &y dang dé tay. C6 Ay git tay lai. “Pugc rdi, emkhong b y dé tay ¢ d6. O, y em ki, khong héin thé.
NG chi hoi hoi. .. ginhi... y emmubn néi k. ..”

“Anh thich khi emnéi ip,” t6i n6i khi kéo c6 4y nim xudng canh minh va cho ¢6 4y thiy phién ban mat xa Thuy Dién theo kiéu cuia riéng toi, cho dén khi
chiing t6i bi pha ngang bdi Sierra va Doug.
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Hai tun sau, t6i nhdn duge trét thong bao ngdy ra hiu toa vi t9i tang tri vii khi trai phép. Toi gidu Brittany tin nity vi no s& khién co 4y hoang loan. C6 4y
han s& ndi di ndi lai rang mot luat su cong s€ khong the nao tot bang luat su tu. Van d€ 1a t6i khdng ¢ kha nang thué duoc uat su gioi.

Trong It lo Fing vé& s6 phén ctia minh khi di lang thang trrdc cong trurong, dot nhién toi bi ai d6 déy ngang, suyt nga.

“Céi quai gi vay?” Toi day ra.

“Xin 101, c4u ta ndi vé lo Bing,

T6i nhén ra d6 1 cau Cong Tir Bot da ¢ chung phong giam véi minh. “Lai dy mé d4nh tao nay, thing lip di”” Sam goi lon.

T6i bude vé phia trurde, chen vao giita. “Sam, vu gi viy?” “Théing ngu ndy chiém chd d4u xe ctia tao.” Sam chi vao Cong Tir Bot ngay sau toi.

“Vay thi sa0? Sao may khong tim mdt chd dau khac?”

Sam dimg khénh khang, sin sang cho Cong Tir Bot mdt tran. Sam c6 thé lam didu d6, cha kho gl

“C6, tao da tim thiy chd dau xe khac rbi.”

“Vay thoi tha cho 16 di. Tao biét n6. Thing nay duoc.”

Sam nhuéng mt bén chan may. “May biét thing nay?”

“Nghe ndy,” t0i n6i, liéc nhin qua Cong Tir Bot va iy lim mimg vi n6 dang méic o so' mi mau xanh thay vi méu san ho nhu bita trude. “Thing ndy timg
ng6i “kham” con nhi€u hon ca tao. N6 trong nhur mot thang ngde chinh hiéu, nhung dudi qua dau ky cuc va cai do thay gémkia, n6 la mot thang nhoc
kho choi day.”

“May doa tao ha, Alex?”” Samndi.

T6i bude tranh ra va nhin vai. “Dlmg c6 ndi tao khong canh bao trude cho miy biét dy nhé.”



Thing Cong Tir Bot budc t6i trde, ¢d kimra vé hdm hd. Toi phai cdn mdi dudi dé ¢b nén cudi va khoanh tay trrde ngue nhur thé chd xem trén 4u da
bat dau. Bam ban trong bang LB cling chd, san sang xem Sam bi mdt thang da trang dan cho mot tran.

Sam hét nhin t6i rdi lai nhin sang Cong Tur Bot. “Néu may chi doa tao, Alex...”

“Di mi xem hd so ciia canh sat vé n6 di. N6 chuyén trom cip 6 t do.”

Sam ngan ngir. Cong Tir Bot thi khong, Budc t6i chd t6i, n6 gio ndm tay ra. “Néu may can bt cir didu gi, Alex, thi biét phai tim ai roi ddy.”
Niém tay t6i cham v6i nim tay Cong Tir Bot. N6 di rdi, toi moi [y Bim mimg vi khong ai nhdn ra ban tay n6 run nhu cay sdy.

Toi giip Cong Tir Bot & chd ti1 dd ctia n6 e chuyén tir tiét mot sang tiét hai. “Cau c6 y gi? Néu t6i can bt cir diéu gi cau s& gitp duoc sao?”
“Sau sang nay, t6i ng cdu mang séng,” Cong Tir Bot noi. “Toi khong hiéu tai sao cu lai bénh toi, nhung lic d6 t6i so chét di duge.”

“Nguyén tic s6 mdt. Dimg bao o6 ra cho ching n6 thiy cau dang s¢.”

Cong Ttr Bot khit mili. T6i doan do 1a cach nd curdi— hodc miii nd ¢d van dé vé xoang, “Toi s¢ b nhd néu 1an t6 lai bi mot tay anh chi nao d6 de doa
lay mang,”” N6 chia tay ra cho toi. “T6i la Gary Frankel.”

Toi bét tay n6. “Nghe ndy, Gary,” tdi néi. “Tudn t6i ti phai hiu toa, va t6i khéng mudn nh ti mdt uat sw cong, Lidu me cau ¢6 thé gitip khong?”
Gary cuoi. “Toi nghi Ja c. Ba 6t im Néu do i hanh vi pham t6i lin dau cta cau, me t6i c6 thé gitip cau chi phai chiu mdt an treo ngén thoi.”
“T6i khong di tién. ..”

“Pulng lo ]éng vé chuyén tién bac, Alex. DPay Ia danh thiép clia me ti. Toi s& ndi v6i me cau 1 mdt ngudi ban cia t6i, ba s& im mién phi.”

Lic Garydlxuonghanhlang, 01 nghi that hai hude khi ngudi ma ban khong tin tuéng lai tré thanh ddng minh. Va mdt ¢b gii toc vang lai ¢6 thé khién
ban nghii trong lai 1 didu déng dé cho doi.
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Brittany

Sau tran bong chiéu thir bay, tran ma ching t6i da gianh chién théing nhd ban ctia Doug & bbn gidy cudi, toi ban bac véi Sierra va nhm 4m & ngoai san.
Ching t6i dang tim chd dé dn mimg chién thing,

“Lou Malnati thi thé nd0?” Morgan goi y.

Cabon déu dong ¥, vi d6 1a noi lam pizza ngon nhét trong thanh phd. Megan dang an kiéng va thém mon salad diic biét & d6, vi thé moi chuyén coi nhur
quyet dinh xong.

Trong lic phan chia cong viéc hau can, t6i nhin qua thiy Isabel dang n6i chuyén véi Maria Ruiz. Toi budc t6i chd ho. “Nay cac cau,” tdi néi. “Téi Lou
Malnati v6i bon té khong?”

Ciip chan may ctia Maria nhiu lai bdi rdi. Nhung Isabel thi khong, ¢6 ban n6i, “Chéic 161

Maria nhin tir Isabel sang t6i, rdi lai nhin Isabel. Ban dy n6i diéu gi do voi Isabel bang tiéng Tay Ban Nha, sau d6 n6i s& gip bon tdi ¢ nha hang,

“Ban dy n6i gi thé?”

“Maria mudn biét tai sao cau lai mudn bon t& di chung véi cac cau.”

“Thé cau da n6i gi v6i ban dy?”

“T6 n6i v6i Maria ring t& i mot trong nhimg ngurdi ban ctia cau, dit ban bé hay goi t6 1 Isa, chir khong phai Isabel.”

Toi dan Isabel t6i chd dam ban minh, rdi quay qua Sierra. Thay vi t6 ra lanh ling, con bé mim cui voi Isabel, hoi Isabel cach 1on mot ¢l hai vong trén
khong trong mot bai tap ctia ching toi. C6 thé chir, ban than nhét cua t6i ma lail Madison ¢6 vé ciing choang vang hét Maria khi t6i thong bao cho ca
bon rang Maria va Isabel s€ t6i Lou Malnati tham gia cting, nhung né khong néi gi ca.

Co I, chi co I& thoi, day la mOt bude nho hudng t6i nhing gi thiy Aguirre goi ¢ “thu hep khoang cach”. Toi khong ngy tho t61 mire nghi rang minh c6
thé thay d6i Fairfield chi qua mdt dém, nhung trong tuin qua, nhén thirc ciia t6i v& mot s6 ngudi da thay doi. Toi hy vong nhan thirc ctia ho vé t6i ciing
Vay.

Tai nha hang, t6i ngéi canh Isabel. Mot dam con trai trong di bong cling vai, do vy, nha hang dudng nhur chi phuc vu cho hoc tro truong Fairfield.



Darlene di vao cting Colin. Anh 4y vong tay 5mné nhur thé bon ho a mdt cap.
Sierra ngdi d6i dién toi, ndi, “Darlene khong thd tay vao i quin sau Colin ddy chir? That nglra it qua di.”
“Té khong quan tAm,” t6i n6i véi nd, xoa diu ndi lo ctia nd khi cho ring t6i ¢ thé kho chiu. “Néu hai ngudi d6 mubn hen ho, thi d6 1 chuyén cia ho.”

“Darlene Fim diéu d6 chi vi mubn c6 moi thir ciu da c6. Véin6, d6 B mot cudc tranh dua. Pau tién k chiém Ry vi trf doi trudng ciia ciu trong ddi 6 vil,
o thi thd mong vudt vao Colin. C6 khi n6 s& ddi tén thanh Brittany luon khong biét chirng”

“Budn cudi that.”
“Cau ctr n6i vy di,”” Sierra n6i, sau d6 nhich lai gan va thi thim, “diéu d6 s& khong con budn cudi nita néu tiép theo n6 lai mudn Alex.”
“Gior thi diéu ndyy khong budn cuoi ti ndo.”

Doug budc vao, Sierra VAy tay goi cAu ta. Cau ta khong thé ngdi lot mot cai ghé, Sierra bo ghé minh dé ngdi vao long cu ta. Ho bat dau u yém nhau,
tao dicu kién cho t6i quay qua ndi chuyén voi Isabel.

“Moi chuyén voi anh chang kia tién trién thé ndo roi?” Toi hoi, biét minh khong thé chi dich danh Paco vi Isabel khong mubn Maria biét ban 4y bj Paco
cuon hut.

C5 ban thd dai. “Cha dén dau ca.”
“Sao thé? Cau khong ndi chuyén véi cau ta nhu t6 bao a?”

“Khéng. Cau 4y hanh dong nhur mot tén ngde, hoan toan lo di thire t& 1 bon & d4 & cing nhau trong subt mot dém. T6 nghif cau y khong nmudn nhic t6i
nd, vi khong muon quan hé clia bon té tién xa hon.”

Toi nghii vé viée minh chia tay v6i Colin va bay 6 tish cam véi Alex. Mdi in thoét khoi nhitng béin khodin tréin tr va tién dén mot hanh dong ding dén,
t01 lai cam thay minh manh m& hon. “Hay chap nhén i ro, Isa. T6 dambao nd dang gia.”

“Cau vira goi t6 12 Isa déy.”
“Té biét. Thé duge khong?”
C6 ban huych vai t6i tréu choc. “U, Brit. Tot m.”

N6i chuyén véi Isa vé Paco k}lién 01 ¢ cam gidc mao hiém, va cam gidc nmao hiém Ay am t6i nghi t6i Alex. Ngay khi ca I &n xong va bét dau giai tan,
t61 goi cho Alex trong lic di lay xe. “Anh biét cau lac bd khiéu vii Noi Huyén Bi cha?”

Bkt
“Gap em & do6 chin gior ti nay nhé.”

“Taisao? Co chuyén gi a?”

“Téi s& biét,” t6i n6i rdi ciip may. Bdng t6i nhén ra Darlene dang ¢ ngay sau lung minh. N6 ¢ nghe Ién dugc chuyén t6i noi voi Alex khong?
“Hen hod ndng bong t6i nay 42" N6 hoi.

Vay Ia da ro. “Toida lim gi cau khién cau phai ghét t6i nhiéu vay? Chiing ta 1 ban bé phut trude thi phit sau t6i d4 c6 cam gide bi cau dam Ién sau hing
1o1.”

Darlene nhin vai, it téc ra sau. Ci chi ndy & mdt déu hiéu cho théy t6i khong thé coi n k& ban nita. “Toi da phat dm vi bi lu mo sau cai bong ctia ciu
101, Brit. P4 dén lic cau phai tir bo ngai vang, Céu da choi trd cong chiia cao cao tai thurong tai cai truong Fairfield nay qua au. Phai nhurong anh dén
cho nguoi khac di thoi.”

“Cau cir viée tr6 thanh tim diém. Tan huéng n6 di.” Téi néi véi nd. Darlene khong hé biét t6i chura bao gios mubn diéu d6. Toi chi sir dung n6 dé trung
ra nhitng gi t61 muon ngudi khac thay.

Khi t6i t6i ctra cau lac bd Noi Huyén Bi lic chin gio, Alex Ién theo ngay sau toi. Toi quay lai va vong tay quan quanh ¢ anh.

“Whoa, tinh yéu,” anh strng sét,. “Anh trong phai gitr chuyén cuia hai ta nhur Ja mot bi mat chir? Anh ghét phai noi voi em diéu ndy, nhung c6 mdt dam
hoc sinh Fairfield song & khu bac dang dimg ngay kia. Va bon no dang nhin cham cham tui minh day.”

“Emkhong quan tim Khong quan tAmnita.”

“Tai sao?”



“Anh chi song co mot lan thoi ma.”

Anh c6 vé thich cau trd i ciia toi, vi anh niim Hy tay 0 va dét t6i vong ra sau xép hang, Ngoai niy trdi lanh, anh i 40 khodc, boc tdi vao hoi dm ciia
anh trong luc bon t6i chd dé dugce vao trong,

T6i ngwde nhin anh, co thé ching t6i ép sat vao nhau. “Anh s& nhay v6i em t6i nay chir?”” Toi hoi.
“Troi, chiic chin roi”

“Colin ching bao gio mudn nhay véi em”

“Anh khong phai 1 Colin, cung, va ciing s& chiing bao gio i hin ta.”

“Tét. Emda c6 anh, Alex. D6 I tit ca nhitng gl em can va em da sin sang chia sé né voi ca thé giéi.”

Vo cau lac bd, Alex di luén v6i ti vé phia san nhay. Loy di nhimg ci nhin chong choc tir dam hoc tro Fairfield song cting khu, t6i kéo Alex lai gin minh,
chiing t61 nhay nhur hoa vao lam mot.

Ching t0i nhay cimg nhau nhur thé da | mdt ciip doi tir rat Fu, mi chuyén dong déu thét nhip nhang, Lan dAu tién t0i khong hé ngai moi ngwdi nghi gi vé
chuyén t6i va Alex 6 canh nhau. Nam t6i, & truong dai hoc, chuyén ai dén tir khu nao trong thanh pho s€ chang con Ia van d€ quan trong nita.

Troy, ciu chang da nhay voi toi lan trudc, vo vai t6i khi &m nhac van vang doi trén san nhay. “Anh ching moi nay 12 ai thé?” Cau ta hoi.
“Troy, day la ban trai toi, Alex. Alex, ddy Ia Troy.”

“Chio ciu,” Alex chia tay ra va bt tay nhanh véi Troy.

“T6i c6 cam gidc anh chang ndy s& khong méc phai sai lim turong tur nhur ai d6,” Troy néi véi toi.

Toi khong tra loi vi cam thé}f d6i tay ctia Alex quanh eo va lung minh. That tuyét khi c6 anh ¢ déy, cing voi t61. C6 1€ Alex thich t6i goi anh |4 ban trai
161, va that de chiu khi ¢ thé noi ra di€u d6. Toi tua ngudi vao ngue anh va nham nit lai, dé cho co thé ching t6i hoa lam mot theo di¢u nhac.

Sau khi nhay dugc mdt lic, ching t6i roi san nhdy. Toi rit di dong ra ndi, “Tao dang cho emnao.”

TAm anh dAu tién ma t6i chyp vé anh 3 hinh anh mdt ciu chang b ra vé xiu xa tro trao. N6 Bm toi cudi nic né. Toi chyp mot tAm nita trude khi anh kip
doi sang tu the khac.

“Chuyp chung ndo,” anh ni, kéo t6i lai gAn. T6i 4p mé lai gin anh trong lic anh dua dién thoai ra xa, sau d6 nhén nit chup lai khoanh khéc tuyét hao nay.
Chup xong, anh kéo t6i vao vong tay minh va hon.

Dua vao ngudi Alex, t6i liéc nhin qua d4m dong, O tang trén, ngay chd ban cong 1 Colin — ngudi cudi ciing t6i nghi s& ¢6 mét & ddy. Colin ghét dén
day; anh ta ghét nhdy.

Anh mit gian dir ciia anh ta giip mét t6i, rdi anh ta ra oai bang viéc hon 0 nang ké bén minh thit ndng nhiét. D6 1 Darlene. N6 hon lai Colin véi tat ca
nhiét tinh minh cé trong khi anh ta chdp lay mong nd va co xat hai co thé vao nhau. Darlene bict t6i cd hen voi Alex & day, 10 rang né da Ién ke hoach.

“Em c6 mudn roi khoi day khong?”” Alex hoi khi anh nhin thiy Colin va Darlene.

T6i quay qua nhin thing vao anh, mt lan nira ngimg th trude swr quyén rii va vé dep manh mé ctia anh. “Khong, Nhung ¢ ddy nong qua. Bo 40 khoac
ctia anhra di”

Anh ngin ngir trude khi néi, “Anh khong thé.”
“Sao khong?”

Anh nhan nit.

“Noi voi em su that di, Alex.”

Anh vén mt lon toc nho xoa xudng mit ti ra sau tai. “Em yéu, day khong phai dia ban cta bang Latino Blood. Pay Ia lanh dia cta bang Fremont 5,
mot d6i thu ctia Latino Blood. Céu ban Troy ciia em la mdt trong so ching.”

Cai gi? Khi hen Alex t6i dy, ti chua bao gis nghi vé lanh dia hay baing déng. Toi chi mubn di nhéy. “Oi, Chiia 0i, Alex, em da dwra anh vao chd nguy
hiém r6i. Roi khéi day thoi!” Toi sot sang.

Alex kéo t6i sat vao va thi thim vao tai t6i. “Ta chi sbng c6 mdt lan, ching phéi ddy 1 nhitng gi em da ndi sao? VAy hdy nhay v6i anh lan nira di.”



“Nhung...”

Anh ngit 10i ti bang mot ny hon ménh liét, khién toi quén hét nhiing gi dang khién minh lo Fing. Va ngay khi t6i tinh tao trd lai thi ching t6i da quay lai
san nhay.

Cudi cling moi chuyén ciing binh yén trdi qua, khong c6 x6 xat gi. Nguy hiém rinh rdp rét cude da lim cho ching t6i hiéu rd thém vé nhau.
Trong nha vé sinh nit, Darlene dang trang diém lai trudc gwong. Toi thiy nd. N6 thiy toi.

“Chao,” toi noi.

Darlene di ngang qua t6i, khong néi mot 1i. Thai d6 ctia nd gidng nhur t6i i mot ké dan khu béc bi gat bo, nhung t61 khong quan tim

Lic gin hét dém, khi Alex cing t6i i bd ra xe, t6i nim tay anh va ngudc nhin 1én sao troi. “Néu c6 thé giri diéu wde t6i mdt ngdi sao ngay lic ndy, anh
s€ wdc dieu gi?” Toi hoi.

“Thoi gian ngung troi.”
“Tai sao?”
Anh nhiin vai. “Vi anh ¢6 thé sng méi tai thoi diém nay. Con em mong nudn diéu gi?”

“Mudn ching ta hoc 1én cao cling nhau. Trong lic anh mu6n ngn trong lai xay dén, em lai mong chd n6 t6i. Chiang phai s& rét tuyét néu ching ta hoc
cung trrong sao? Emnoi thit day, Alex.”

Anh budng t6i ra. “Véi mit ngudi mudn moi thir tién trién tir tir, em chéic chéin 1 d3 tinh qué xa rdi.”

“Em biét. Em xin 16i. Em khong cudng lai duge. Emda quyét dmh VAo hc.{c & dai hoc Colorado dé dugc gﬁn chi minh. Da?iy 13 noi bd me em s& gl chi a?iy
t1, n6 chi cach trirong vai dam. Du sao thi déang ky vao cling chang gy ton hai gi ma, phai khong?”

“Chéc thé.”

“That chir?”

Anh xiét chit tay toi. “Bat cir diu gi, mién i thdy em cudi thé nay.”
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Alex

“Tao cAn thong tin mdi véwu Brittany,” Lucky n6i luc t6i dang ¢ bén ngoai nha kho. “Bon con trai dang chia phe dat cugc, hAu hét bon nd diit cuoe vao
may. Tui nd biet chuyén gi ma tao khong bict ha?”’

T61 nhtin vai, nhin qua ’chiéc Julio, vin sang bong tir Jan trurde t6i rira nd. Néu chiéc xe cta toi ciing biét ndi, héin nd s& cau xin toi ciru n6 khoi tay Lucky.
Nhung t6i s€ khong dé 19 thong tin gi vé Brittany. Chi it cling chura phai Iic.

Hector di lai chd bon t6i va xua tay dudi Lucky di. “Ching ta can néi chuyén, Fuentes,” ong ta ndi, “V& viéc chiing ta da ban. Trong dém Halloween, chii
may s€ phai thué mdt chice xe, 14i no t6i diém tha hang roi doi hang lay tien. Cha may xu ly duge cha?”

Thing em t6i n6i dung, Chay trong huyét quan toi a dong méu ciia bd toi. Bang viée tham gia budn ma tiy, t6i s& dam bao twong lai ciia t6i trong bang
Blood, day la thir ma t61 duoc ke thira. Nhitng dira tré khac thira hurdng tir cha me chiing tién hay cong viée kinh doanh ctia gia dinh. T6i thira hurong vi
tri trong bang Latino Blood.

“Khong c6 gi t6i khong xtr ly dugc,” t0i n6i voi Hector, di dang cam tpéy bung minh nhon nhao. Toi da ¢b y 161 dbi Brittany khi ¢6 4y vira cudi rang r&
vira n6i t6i chuyén bon i s¢ cing nhau hoc ti€p 1én cao. Toi khong thé noi that rang minh khong chi phai ¢ lai trong béng Latino Blood, ma con phai
tham gia vy d6i hang lay tién.

Hector v lung khen ngoi ti. “Chii may 1 dé tir trung thanh cua ta. Ta biét bing Blood con quan trong hon ca ndi so hdii ctia chii may. Chiing ta i anh
em, phai khong?”

“Hién nhién!” Toi tré kb4, € ong ta biét toi trung thanh véi ong ta va bing Blood. Khong phai chuyén budn ma tily khién t6i s héii, mi |a budn ma tly s&
dat dau chamhét cho giac mo ctia t6i. Nhing tay vao chuyén nay, t6i s€ bi cuon theo no. Nhu bo t6i.

“E nay, Alex.”
Paco dimg cach d6 vai mét. Toi tham chi chéng nhin ra Hector da bo di.

“Chuyén gi thé?”



“Tao cn sy giip d& ctia may, ban hién,” Paco noi.

“May ciing can 4?”

N6 nhin t6i bang nh mit tao-li-Paco-va-tao-dang-cau. “Cir di véi tao.”

Ba phut sau, t6i da ng6i trong chiée xe di muon mau d6 hiéu Camaro.

Toi tho dai. “May sé& cho tao biét miy mudn dugc gitp thé ndo hay miy tinh im tao hdi hop?”

“Trén thire té, tao tinh im my hdi hop.”

T6i nhin tAm bién chi duong cdm bén 1. “Winnetka?”” Cai gi khién Paco mudn t6i thanh phd ngoai 6 gidu c6 nay?
“Niém tin,” Paco noi.

“Caig?”

“Ban than thi can phai tin trong An nhaw.”

T6i nga ngudi ra, hoan toan nhan thirc durgc minh dang trdm ngam lo Eing nhw mot ké xau xa trong mdt bo phim vé& mién Tay do ec. Toi ddng ¥ di budn
ma tly, gio toi lai vo duyén vo cd xam nhdp vao mdt thanh pho ngoai 6 danh cho tang Iop thurgng luu.

“A, n6 day 1di,” Paco noi.

T6i nhin lén tim bién. “May dia a.”

“Khong”

“Néu may Ién ké hoach cudp chd ndy, tao s& ngdi yén trong xe.

Paco tron tron niit. “Ching ta khong dén day dé cudp mdt dam ngudi choi gon.”
“Thé tai sao may kéo tao toi day?”

“Pay | chd choi gon ciia tao. Thoi ndo, nhic cai mong clia miy xudng day va gitip di.”
“Bay gio dang 1a gitta thang Muoi, ngoai troi chi khoang murdi ba d9 thoi, Paco.”

“Chi a vin d& wru tién va nhén thirc thoi ma.”

T6i ngdi trong xe, tinh toan am cach ndo dé vé nha. Bi bo s& mét nhidu thoi gian. Toi khong biét tram xe buyt gan nhit ndm & dau va. . .va. . .va toi s& d4
dit thang Paco vi mang t6i t6i san gon chet tiét nay.

T6i kén ra chd Paco dang dat mot gio bong xudng, Oi troi, hin a 6 trim qua & do.

“May Ry ching & dau?” t6i hoi.

Paco vung gy trong khi khi nhur mt canh quat. “Tir cai thing cho thué bong chir dau. May muén thir danh mt qua khong?”

“Khoéng.”

Paco chi vao mdt bang ghé gd miu xanh ndim cudi san gon, sau lung no. “Vay ngdi do.”

Trong ltc ngdi, toi nhin nhitng ngudi khéc dang danh bong trong khu vire ctia ho, thén trong liéc mit quan sat ching toi. Toi cting nhan ra minh va Paco
an mic khic ho. Quén jean, 40 phong, nhing hinh xdm va manh khan ran trén dau khién ching toi nbi bét, trong khi hau hét dam nguoi choi niic 4o so
mi danh gbn tay dai, quan Dockers va chang cd dau vét gi trén da.

Toi thuong khong quan tam, nhung sau khi ndi chuyén voi Hector ti mudn vé nha, khong phai im trd cudi cho thién ha. Téi gac khuyu tay 1én dau gbi,
nhin Paco ty bién minh thanh mdt thang ngdc thuc su.

Paco lay mdt qua bong nho mau tring diit 1n bé phat bong. Khi nd vung gay Ién, t6i tim lai.
Cay gy suot qua bong va dép xudng mit c6 nhén tao. Paco chiri thé. G choi k& Paco nhin né rdi bo sang khu khac.

Paco thir [An nita. LAn nay dap tring, nhu*qg b(')I}g chi Iin mot doan ngén trude mit nd. N6 ¢b thir lai, nhung mdi An vut iy la mot 1An Bm trd cuoi.
Thang nay dang nghi minh choi khtic c6n cau chac?



“May xong chwra?”” Toi hoi lic n6 da choi hét nira gio bong.

“Alex,” Paco n6i, chng gay choi gon xubng nhur thé nd 1 mot cdy ba toong. “May nghi tao dén day chi dé choi gon ha?”

Nhin thing vao mét Paco, toi tra 1o, “Khong.”

“Tao d4 nghe may n6i chuyén v6i Hector. Tao ciing biét may khéng muén Bm viée d6.”

“Vay nén may kéo tao t6i ddy? May tinh lam gi?”’

“Nghe ndy,” Paco nhin manh. “Tao d& bo chim chia khoa xe vao tii va xe khong di dau cho dén khi dénh hét s bong kia, vy may tot nhét nén nghe.
Tao khong thong minh nhur may. Tao chéng c6 sy lwa chon nio trong doi. Nhung may, may thong minh du dé hoc ticp Ién cao va tr6 thanh mit bac si,
chuyén gia tin hoc hay cai gi d6 dai loai the. Giong nhu tao sinh ra khong phai dé choi gon, may sinh ra khong phai dé budn ma tiy. Hay d¢ tao lam
chuyén d6 cho may.”

“Khong thé dugc, ban hién. Tao cam kich chuyén nay tu bién minh thanh mdt tro hé dé lam dan chimg, nhung tao biét nhitng gi can phai lm,” t6i noi
Vo1 no.

Paco nhit mjt qua béng moi, vung gy, va mdt lan nita bong lai lin ra khoi né. “Brittany chéic chéin ngon com nhi. C6 nang s& hoc n cao ding khong?”

T6i biét nhitng gi Paco dang lam, thing ban t6i 16 rang ching hé biét up md chit ndo. “U. O Colorado.” Pé duoc gan chi minh, ngudi ¢b iy quan tim
hon ca ban than.

Paco huyt sdo. “Tao chéc Ja c6 nang s& gip nhiéu anh chang & Colorado. Nhirng anh chang thuc sy, d6i mii cao bdi 4y.”

Co bip ciia t6i cang Ién. Toi khong mubn nghii vé chuyén do. Toi im lo Paco cho dén khi bon t6i vo trong xe. “Téi chirmg nao thi miy méi thoi nhing
mili vao chuyén cuia tao?”” Toi hdi no.

N6 cuoi khodi tra. “Khong bao gio.”

“Vay chiic miy s& khong ngai tao xen vao chuyén ctia miy dau nhi. Chuyén gi da xay ra giira may véi Isa, ha?”
“Bon tao & canh nhau mot chitt. Két thic rdi.”

“C6 thé may nghi da két thic, nhung tao khong nghi Isa ciing thiy thé dau.”

“0, vay d6 11 vin d& cia ¢6 Ay.” Paco bat dai va md nhac 4m1i

Paco chura ting hen ho voi ai vi sg & gan ai d6. Tham chi ¢ Isa ciing khong hinh dung duoc tat ca nhitng lam dung Paco phai chiu & nha. Téi hiéu Iy do
dang sau viée né gitt khoang céch vi co gai mi nd quan tim. Boi vi s that [y, doi khi gin ira s& rat mit.
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Brittany

“Paco, cau lam gi & day?” Toi chura timg nghi s€ gip cau ban thin ctia Alex trude clra nha minh.
“T6i cAn noi chuyén voi cau.”

“Mudn vao nha khong?”’

“Nhur vy s& khong sao chir?” Cau ta lo Fing hoi.

“Di nhién.” O, chuyén nay rd rang 1a khong 6n v6i bd me t6i, nhung day 1 v6i t6i. Toi mét moi vi cir phéi gia vo, mét moi vilo so con thinh nd ciia me
lim rdi. Cau chang ndy i ban thin ctia Alex va cau ta hoi t6i vé Isabel, toi biét noi gl day? Isabel da yéu cau toi giit bi mét.

“Ai ngodi cira vy, Brit?”

“La Paco,” t61 gidi thich voi me. “Ban con & truong,”

“Bira t6i da sin sang,” me t6i to ra khong té nhi cho m “Bao véi ban con ring dén diing gio an t6i 1 khong lich sy im dau.”
Toi quay sang Paco. “Vao an ludn chir?” Chong ddi thé nay that thich thi va thoai mai.

C6 tiéng chan me t6i d4m manh trong bép.

“A, khong, camon,” Paco noi, nén cudi. “Toi nghi chiing ta ¢6 thé noi chuyén, cau biét rdi déy, vé Alex.”



T6i khong biét nén cam thiy nhe nhdm vi cau ta khong dinh hoi gi vé Isabel, hay nén lo Eing vi néu Paco da dén déy thi do hin 1 viéc nghiém trong,

T6i dan Paco vao nha. Ching toi di ngang qua chd Shelley dang ngdi xem tap chi trong phong sinh hoat chung, “Shelley, day 1 Paco, ban ctia Alex.
Paco, day la chi i, Shelley.”

Khi ti n6i t6i cai tén Alex, Shelley kéu 1én mot tiéng phén khich.

“Chao chi Shelley,” Paco ndi.

Shelley cuoi tuoi.

“Shell-cung, em can chi im gitp mot chuyén.” Shelley kh& gt du khi ti thi thim, “Em can chi gitt chan me trong khi em noi chuyén véi Paco mot lat.”
Shelley curoi toe, va t6i biét chi Ay s& xa than vi minh.

Me t6i d6t ngdt budc vao phong, b t6i va Paco di, dy Shelley vao bép.

To6i nhin Paco than trong khi dAn c4u ta ra ngoai dé tranh bi me i nghe kn. “Chuyén gi thé?”

“Alex can duoc giip d&. Cau ta khong nghe t6i. Mot vu budn ma tiy lon sép dién ra va Alex 1 ngudi chi chét, chiu trach nhiém chinh.”

“Alex s& khong di budn ma tiy. Anh Ay da hira voi toi roi.”

Nhung nét mét ctia Paco cho théy cAu ta biét didu nguoc lai

“T6i d cd tl}uyét phyc nd,” Paco n6i. “Vundy... | vu laman voi dammdi I6n. C6 g d6 khong ding & déy, Brittany. Lio Hector ép Alex lam chuyén
nay va toi the bang tinh mang minh, t61 khong biet nguyén do. Tai sao Ia Alex?”’

“T6i ¢6 thé Tam g?” Toi hoi.

“Bao Alex tim cach rit Iui, dé né c6 thé thoat khoi chuyén nay.”

Khuyén anh 4y u? Alex khong ua viéc bi ngudi khéc bao phai m gi. Toi khong thé tuong twong duogc anh dy dong ¥ di budn ma tiy.
“Brittany, bita t6i ngudi rdi nay!” Me réo t6i tir cira s6 nha bép. “B con ciing vira vé rdi. Vao ngdi lai nhur mdt gia dinh mot 1in xemndo.”
Tiéng dia v 161 kéo me i quay vao nha. Khong nghi ngd g, mot mude cd thong minh ctia chi Shelley.

Nhung nghia vu ctia Shelley khong phai a ngiin t6i n6i voi bd me sur thit. “Cho & ddy,” t6i n6i. “Trir khi cdu mudn chimg kién mot tran cii va ciia nguoi
nha Ellis.”

Paco xoa hai tay vio nhau. “N6 chéic hin van tuyét hon nhitng trin cii nhau ciia gia dinh t61.”
To6i bude vao bép va hon vao ma bd mot cai.

“Ban con 1 ai vay?” B t6i do hoi.

“Paco, day 1 bd minh. BS, day 1 ban con Paco.”

Paco noi, “Chio béc.” BS t6i gat dau, con me 6i thi nhén .

“Paco va con can phai di ra ngoai.”

“Di dau?”” BS t6i hoi, hoan toan bdi rbi.

“Di gap Alex.”

“Khong, con s& khong di dau hét,” me t6i noi.

B4 0i gio tay Ién, khong hiéu chuyén gi. “Ai i Alex?”

“La cai thing ngudi Mexico em da ké voi anh do.”” Me i nghién ring. “Anh khong nhd 42
“Dao nay anh chiang nh6 ndi cai gi hét, Patricia.”

Me t6i dimg ddy, ném phéing cai dia day thirc &n vao bon rira. Cai dia v ra, thirc an ving tung toe. “B6 me da cho con tit ca nhig thir con mudn roi,
Brittany,” ba ndi. “Mot chiec xe mdi, quan o thoi trang, ..”



Toi mét kjénnhﬁn “D6 hoan toan chi 4 bé ndi thdi, thira me. Chaflc hén trong mét moi ngudi ngoai kia, bd me 1 nhimg nguoi thanh cong, nhung voi tu
cach a bo 1a me thi hai nguoi that sy t¢ hai. Con s& cho ca hai diém C trir trong m6n lam cha me, the | may day vi néu gip phai c6 Peterson thi ca hai
da truot roi. Tai sao bo me lai s¢ d€ ngurdi khac nhin thay 1a minh ciing c6 nhitng van de, giong nhur phan con lai ctia thé giéi chir?”

Toi x4 hét ra va khong thé dimg lai. “Mong bb me hay ing nghe con, Alex dang can con gitip. Mot trong nhiing diu tao nén con ngudi con chinh 1 luén

trung thanh véi nhitng nguwdi ma con yéu quy. Néu diéu d6 khién bd me dau 1ong hay lo so thi con xin 161" T6i noi.

Shelley gy tiéng dong Ioi kéo su chiry, tat ca ching t6i quay sang chi dy. “Brittany,” giong n6i bang méy tinh vang lén. Nhimg ngén tay cta Shelley thi
dang ban gd chit: “Tot. Em gai.”

Toi ndm Ky tay chi trude khi quay lai v6i bd me minh. “Néu bd me mubn tong khir hay chbi bo con chi vi con 1 chinh minh, thi hiy km luén di cho
xong.”

Toi khong con lo sg nita. S¢'cho Alex, cho Shelley hay cho chinh minh. Ba dén’h'lc 61 phai d6i mit v6i tit ca nhimg ndi so hdi ctia ban than, néu khong
t61 s& roi vao dau kho va cam thay c6 161 suot doi. Toi khong hoan hao. Ciing dén lic ca the gi¢i nhan ra dicu do.

“Me, con s& dén gip chuyén vién xa hoi tai truong”

Me t6i cau nit phan noi. “Pidu do that ngu xudn. N6 s& duoe khi vao hoc ba ctia con subt doi. Con khong can dén mdt chuyén vién xa hoi.”’
“Can chir, con can.” Toi gdng minh va ndi thém. “Me ciing can. Tt ca ching ta déu can.”

“Nghe nay Brittany. Néu con budc qua canh cira do. .. thi dimg c6 quay vé.”

“Con dang cong khai ndi loan d6,” bé t6i thém vo.

“Con biét. Va con cam thiy rit t6t.” Toi chdp Ay cai vi. Cling vdi bd do trén ngudi, d6 1a tht ca nhitng gi ti c6. Toi nd mdt nu curdi turoi va ndm tay
Paco.” San sang di chwra?”

Cau ta khong bo 16 mt nhip nao khi ném lay tay toi. “Di” Khi ching 61 da yén vi trong xe, Paco ndi, “Céu la mt c6 nang kho choi dAy. Toi khong nghi
cdu c0 cai mau do trong nguoi dau.” Roi Paco cho 61 dén ving tam t6i nhat cua Fairfield. Cau ta dan t6i dén mot nha kho trén mot con duong héo lanh.
Nhimg dam méy den dang so ttr dau tn tn ko t61 phi kin bau troi, cam giac 6n lanh bao trim khong trung. C6 1€ Me Thién nhién mu6n canh bao ching
toi dicu gi do.

M6t gi Iyre udng chin ching t6i lai. “Con bé tring nhur tuyét ndy i ai?”” Han ta hoi.

Paco tra 101, “Co éy la ban.”

Hén nhin t6i do xét tir trén xuéng dudi trude khi md ctra. “N6 ma danh hoi soi moi duge céi gi a may lanh du ddy, Paco.” Hin de doa.

Tét ca nhimg gi t6i mudn 1 dua Alex ra khoi dy, tranh xa nhitng thir c6 vé nguy hiém déy riy xung quanh.

“Theo t6i,” Paco n6i, nim tay kéo t6i di xuyén qua hanh lang, Nhitng giong néi vong dén tir phia bén kia ciia nha kho. ... ¢6 giong ctia Alex.

“Dé t6i tyr minh dén chd anh 4y,” t6i dé nghi.

“Khong phéi y hay d4u. Hay doi dén khi Hector ndi chuyén xong vi n,” Paco ndi nhung toi khong nghe.

Toi di vé phia c6 tiéng clia Alex. Anh iy dang ni chuyén vai hai gi khac. Mot cude ddi thoai nghiém tic. Mot trong hai g 161 ra mot td gidy dua cho
Alex. Pay ciing Ia ltic Alex trong thay toi.

Alex n6i diéu gi d6 voi g ta bang tiéngTﬁyBanNha trurde khi gip o gidy lai nhét vao ti quin jean. Vé mit anh nghiém khéc va ctmg rén, giong anh
cling vdy. “Em lam cai quai gi & day theé ha?”’

“Emchi...”

Toi khong thé ndi hét cau vi Alex da ndm Ay khuyu tay toi. “Em phéi roi khoi chd ndy ngay lap tirc. Thing ché ndo da dua em t6i day?”
Toi dang ¢b ging suy nghi phai n6i thé ndo thi Paco tir trong bong t6i bude ra.

“Alex, lam on. Png i Paco da dua em dén day nhung d6 13 y ctia em.”

“Thing kh6n ndy,” Alex ndi, bo toira va quay sang ddi dién véi Paco.

“Pay khong phai 1 tuong lai ctia miy sao, Aelx?”” Paco hoi. “Tai sao méy lai ngai ndi cho c6 gi ctia miy biét vé gia dinh khac ctia may?”

Alex tung mdt cti ¢dm vao ham Paco. Paco ngi xudng, Toi voi chay i chd cau ta roi ném vé phia Alex anh nhin canh céo sic lém “Em khong thé tin



duoc 1 anh lai m nhur vay!” Toi thét kén. “Cau 4y I ban than ctia anh, Alex.”

“Anh khong mubn em thiy chd nay!” Méu chay xudng miéng Paco. “May khong nén mang ¢o Ay t6i,” Alex ndi, lAn nay thi binh tinh. “C6 4y khong thude
V€ noi nay.”

“Va may ciing vay, nguoi anh em.” Paco ndi nhe nhang. “Bay gios thi dua c6 4y di di. C6 4y da thiy du rdi”
“Di voi anh,” Alex ra Iénh, chia tay ra.

Thay vi di theo anh, t6i dua tay Ién mit Paco kiém tra vét thuong, “Chiia oi, ciu chay mau rdi,” toi néi, bat dau hoang hdt. Méau khién t6i buén nén. Méau
va bao lyc luon Ia nhitng thir vurot qué strc chiu dung ctia toi.

Paco nhe nhang day tay toi. “T6i s& on. Di vdi cau dy di”

M6t giong n6i vang Ién tir trong bong t6i, bang tiéng Tay Ban Nha vi Alex va Paco.

T6i ring minh trude uy quyén trong giong noi dy. Trude do toi khong hé sg, nhung bay gid thi c6. Chinh g da néi chuyén voi Alex ic ndy. Ga méc bo
d6 mau den véi 4o so' mi miu IIang phia trong. T6i da thoang thiy gi & dam cudi. Mai toc den bong duogc chéi ngugc ra sau, nurde da sam tdi. Chi nhin
qua toi ciing biét ddy 1 ngudi rét quyén luc trong bang Latino. Hai gi ho phap dir ton dimg hai bén.

“Khong 6 gi ca, Hector.” Alex va Paco dong thanh.

“Pem ¢d ta di chd khic di, Fuentes.”

Alex cam tay t0i va voi vang 16i t6i ra khoi nha kho. Khi ching t6i da ra héin bén ngoai, t6i moi that sy thd phao.
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“Roi khoi day thoi, em. Binao!”

Toi hit mt hoi that sau trude khi leo 1én con Julio. Brittany nhéay 1én ngay sau, vong tay 6m chit eo t6i khi toi tang tie lao ra khoi bai db xe.
Ching t6i lao qua cac con phd, dén khi moi thir chi con B mdt vét md. Toi thim chi vin khong dimg lai khi mura bét dau d6 xubng,
“Gitr ching ta c6 thé dimg lai khong?” Brittany hét Ién gitta con mura giong sam sap.

Toi tAp vao bén dudi cdy cau cii bi bé quén canh hd. Mura nhur trit nurde doi xudng nén xi méng xung quanh, nhung ching t6i da kiém duoc mdt chd tra
an.

Brittany nhay xuéng dt. “Anh 1 mot ké x6¢ ndi,” ¢d 4y lén tiéng, “Anh khong thé di budn ma tiy. DO 1 viée lamnguy hﬂiémvé ngu ngdc, hon nita anh
ciing da hira vdi em. Anh s€ phai vao tll. Vao tu do, Alex. Anh cé thé khong ban tdm, nhung em thi c6. Emkhong thé dé anh tur hity hoai cudc doi minh
nhur vay.”

“Emmudn nghe diéu gi bay gio?”

“Khong gi hét. Khong, moi thir. N6i diéu gi d6 dé em khong phéi dimg day va thiy minh nhu mdt con ngde di.”

“Sy thét 1a. . . Brittany, nhin anh nay.”

“Emkhong thé,” ¢d Ay noi, van nhin ra troi mura x6i xa. “Bm mét moi vi phai nghi t6i nhitng canh tuong déng so 11,

Toi kéo ¢6 Ay vao long. “Dimg nghi, khong sao dau, s& 6n thoi, em yéu. Déu s& vao do ca thoi.”

“Nhung...”

“Khong nhung gi hét. Tin anh.” M6i ti phi 16n mbi ¢6 y. Mui ciia con mura va banh quy gitp than kinh t6i gian ra.

Toi vong tay 6m co 4y. Doi tay Brittany 6m xiét b vai wét dAm ctia t6i, thic guc toi. Nhitng ngon tay t6i hrdt nhe dudi do co dy, lin quanh eo ¢o Ay.
“Pén v6i anh ndo,” t61 ndi, rdi nhdc bong co Ay Ién xe.

Toi khong the ngimg hon c6 4y. Toi thi thim rang ¢b Ay tuyét dén dudng ndo, bang nhitng c4u lan 1on ca tleng Anh va tiéng Tay Ban Nha. Toi lu6t mbi
xubng cb ¢b Ay va dimg lai & d6 cho dén khi co dy nga ra sau dé t6i coi ao so'mira. Toi co thé khién c6 4y quén di nhitng chuyén ti t&. Khi hai dira &

bén nhau nhu thé nay, troi o, t6i ching thé nghi dén diéu gi khéc ngoai co Ay.

“Em sép mét kiém soét rdi,” ¢6 Ay can moi, thi nhan. Sao t6i yéu doi moi dy thé.



“Em yéu, anh thi mét kiém soat rdi.” Toi n6i, dm xiét hon dé co Ay biét t6i ciing dang phét dién Ién nhur thé nio.

C6 4y nhiic nhich hong minh trong mot nhip dicu chm réi dap lai t0i, mot loi moi ma t6i khong dang co. Nhig ngdn tay t6i w6t qua miéng co dy. Co &y
hon ching trirde khi t6i tir tir trrot tay qua cam, ¢d va hedt dén khe ngyre.

Brittany bt iy tay t6i. “Em khéng mudn dimg lai, Alex”

Toi phit Ién ngudi co Ay.

Toi dang ¢6 dugc ¢b dy dé dang C6 Ay mubn didu d6. Nhung cé Chia moi gitip dugc t6i khong cam thiy toi 16i.

Pay 1 trd dién rd ma t61 da cuoc voi Lucky. Va me t6i da néi, im cho mdt ¢d gai co thai rat dé.

Khi cuge voi Lucky, t6i khong hé 6 chit cam gide gl voi ¢ gai da triing phirc tap nay. Nhung bay gio. ... khi that, t6i khong mubn nghi vé nhirng cam
xtc cta minh. Toi ghét camxtic, ching chi lam hai doi théi. Va xin Chua hay giang con thinh nd xudng dAu t6i ngay bay gidr boi toi mubn “yéu” Brittany
thure sy, chir khong phéi quan hé véi co Ay trén xe nhur voi mdt con diémré tin.

T6i 101 tay khoi co thé hoan hao ciia ¢6 4y, diéu tinh tio dAu tién toi lam trong dém nay. “Anh khong thé yéu em nhur thé nay duge. Khong phéi & day,”
giong t0i khan di vi nhitng cam xtc ménh liét. C6 gai nay muon trao tat ca cho t0i, thim chi ngay ca khi da bit 61 1 ngudi nhur the nao va t0i dinh lam gi
Thurc té that kho chap nhan.

Toi doan Brittany s& nguong hay tham chi ndi khing 1én. Nhung c6 4y nép gon vao 1ong toi va 6m Ay t6i. Dimg am thé véi anh, t6i mudn ndi nhur thé.
Nhung thay vao d6 t6i lai vong tay 6m chat co ay.

“Em yéu anh,” cau n6i that kh& khang, nhung thé n6 phat ra tir ¥ nghi ctia ¢6 4y.
Pirmg, t6i mudn néi. Khong! Pumg!

Long thit lai, toi ghi chiit hon. Chiia oi, néu moi chuyén khéc di t6i s& khong bao gior tir bo ¢6 dy. Toi vii mét vao toc ¢b Ay va mo minh ¢6 thé dem cd
ay roi khoi Fairfield.

Ching t6i ctr ngdi nhur vay mdt e au, thét 1au sau khi mua da tanh va thuc t& quay vé. Toi gitip c6 Ay xubng xe dé miic lai 4o.
Brittany ngwdc nhin t6i, anh mét day hy vong, “Anh dinh budn ma ty that sao?”

Toi bude xudng khoi chiée Julio, di vé phia cudi gim cau. Chia tay ra dudi nhitng giot mrdc mura van dang nho xudng, t6i dé nudc lanh chay xuyén qua
ban tay minh.

“Anh phéi lam chuyén do6,” t6i noi, quay lung vé phia ¢ 4y.
Co éy bude dén canh t6i. “Tai sao? Tai sao anh phai lam chuyén c6 thé khién anh phai vao ti?”

Toi &p tay vao bau ma mém mai nhung nhot nhat ciia ¢6 4y va mim cudi. “Em khong biét da & trong bang dang thi phai buén ma tiy sao? D6 1 mot
phan cta cong viéc.”

“Vay thi bo di. Chic chin phai co cach khéc...”

“Néu mot ngudi mudn tir bo, chiing s& khong aé yén. D ltc 1 danh dép, doi lic 14 tra tﬁn Néuemcon séng, emmoi co thé thodt ra. Pé anh ndi cho
embict, tinh yeu ctia anh, chi mdt kin duy nhat anh thiy ¢6 ke song sot sau min thir théch ay. Nhung g3 d6 van mong duoc chét, vi ga da bi danh dap
qua thimt¢. Chua oi, em s€ ching bao gio hi€u dau, vi gia dinh anh can dicu nay.”

“Vi tién?”

T6i budng tay ra. “Khong, khong phai vi tién.” Toi ke dAu tuyét vong. “Chiing ta c6 thé dbi chi d& khong?”

“Em phan d6i anh m bét cir diéu g pham phép.”

“Thura quy ¢6, ¢6 can mot vi thanh. Hay it nhat 1 mdt ong linh muc. Con t6i ching phai.”

“Em c6 quan trong véi anh khdng?”

“CE

“Hay cho em thiy diéu do.”

Toi théo chiée khin rin ra khoi du rdi vudt toc. “Em co biét diéu d6 kho khin v6i anh thé nao khong? Me anh mong anh bao vé gia dinh bang cach
tham gia vao bang nhém, nhung su thuc 1a Hector mudn anh phai chirng t6 long trung thanh. Va em. .. ngudi ma anh muon mdt ngay nao do s€ duoc



song clng lai mubn anh chimg t6 tinh yéu bang cach dat gia dinh anh vao vong nguy hiém. Anh phai im viéc d6, em biét khong, Va khong c6 bét ctr ai,
tham chi 1a em, c¢6 thé thay d6i y dinh ctia anh. Quén dieu do di.”

“Anh bét chip nhitng gi ching ta da c6 sa0?”
“Me kiép, dimng nhur thé. Chiing ta khong cn phai bat chép diéu gi ca.”

“Néu anh budn ma tay, thi coi nhur moi chuyén chdm diit. Em da bat chép moi thi vi anh. .. vi ching ta. Ban be. B me. Moi thtr. Anh khong thé lam
giong emsao?”

Toi ném cho ¢6 4y 40 khodc ca t6i khi ring ¢6 Ay dang va vao nhau lip cap. “Déy. Mic vao di.”

N6 B thé ddy. Cude sdng ciia t0i. Néu khong thé chiu dung n6, ¢6 dy c6 thé quay v& véi Colin Adams. Hofic bét ci ai gidng véi hinh trong bup bé Ken
ctia co ay.

Brittany béo t6i dua t6i nha Sierra. “Em nghi ching ta nén |m riéng bai tap mdn Hoa.” C6 4y ndi, rdi dura lai t0i do khodc khi tui t0i dén ngdi nha 16n bén
bo ho. “Anh mudn rap bai lai hay ndp riéng?”

“Emmudn sao ciing duoc.”

“Um, em nghi em viét gioi...”

“Tét. Anh s& am phan con lai.”

“Alex, moi chuyén khong nén két thic nhur thé nay.”

Mit ¢6 4y ngén nur6e. Toi phéi di trude khi ching tudn ra. Toi chédc chin s& hdi tiéc vé diéu nay.
“Khong, phai két thiic thdi,” t6i n6i, rdi 1i xe di.
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Sau khi t6i ding hét hai hop khéin gidy, Sierra tir b viée an i t0i va dé méic cho ti khoc dén khi ngi thiép di. Séng hom sau, t0i néin ni n6 ctr dong hét
cac rémctra lai. O trén girdng sudt ca ngty cling chang sai g, phai khong?

“Cam on vi da khong n6i cau Té bao cau rdi ma,” t6i ndi trong lic Iuc t0 quan 4o n6 tim céi gi d6 dé miic, sau khi nd budc t6i phai ddy.
Con bé dtmg canh ti quin 4o, dang trang diém. “T& khong n6i vy, nhung chic chén té dang nghi vy.”
“Camon,” t6i dap coc 1bc.

Sierra 16i chiéc quﬁq jean va 4o so' mi dai tay ra khoi ti d6. “Pay, méc vao. Cau mic 40 ciia t6 thi trong khong xinh bang phan nira binh thudng dau,
nhung van 0n hon bat ky ¢ nang nao tai Fairfield.”

“Dlmg ndi thé.”

“Taisao? N6 1a sy thit ma.”

“Khong, khong dung. Moi trén ctia t& qua day.”

“Nhung bon con trai lai nghi né hdp dan. Nhidu ngdi sao dién anh phai tra ca dong tién dé c6 cap mdi day ddy.”
“Miii t6i hoi khodm.”

“Chi do goc nhin thoi.”

“Ngue t6 khong can di.”

A5

“Nhung ma day dan, Brit. Bon con trai luon mé mén bo ngure lon. Bon ho it khi quan tam chuyén n6 khong can d61.” Sierra day t6i t6i trude guong.
“Hay chap 1‘1h2fm thyre t€, cau Ia mdt ngudi mau tuyét dep. Puge r6i, du mit ciu dang d6 mong do khéce suot ca dém qua, nhung nhin chung cau van xinh
dep tuyét tran. Nhin vao guong di, Brit, va ndi to 1én Toi qua dinh.”

“Khong”

“Théi ndo. N6 s& khién cu cam thy t6t hon. Nhin thiing vao gurong va hét 1n Bo nguc ciia t6i qua tuyét!”



“Khong. .. khong,”
“Cau c6 thé it nhét thira nhin ring minh c6 mai toc dep khong?”
To6i nhin Sierra. “Cau hay ty n6i chuyén trude grong a?”

“To lim thé déy. Mubn xem khong?” N6 déy t6i sang m)t bén va lai gin grong, “Khong t& chit nio, Sierra,” n6 tw noi véi minh. “Doug qua | mdt anh
chang may mam.”” N6 quay sang toi. “Thay chua, qua dé dang.”

Thay vi cuoi, t6i bt dau khoc.
“Té xAu xi 42”
Toi e du.

“Thé vi t& khong c6 quéan 4o dinh d4 ha? T6 biét me cu da dudi cau khoi nha, nhung chic ching ta c6 thé vé d6 va cudm ca ti quan 4o ctia ciu vé ddy
chir? Té khong biét cau cd thé chiu dugce bao lau viée khoac bo do size tdm cuia t6 1én co the size bon ctia cau.”

Me t6i khong hé goi dién toi day tim t6i tdi qua. Toi phén nio mong chd ba lam vay, nhung cach ba phan tmg khién t6i bat ngd. Va b toi... irm, ¢6 1§

“Cau can 1i khuyén ctia t6 khong?”” Sierra hoi.

T6i nhin né thén trong, “T6 khong biét. Cau ghét chuyén Alex va t¢ & bén nhau ngay tir dau ma.”

“Khéng?y dL’tpg dau, Brit. T da khéng 1n6i véi cau didu nay, nhung Alex thuc sy 1a mot chémg’trai t6t khi ciu ta tha long, Té da rat vui vé trong hdm bon
minh dén ho Geneva. Doug ciing the, thim chi con ndi choi v6i Alex that tha vi. Té khong biét chuyén gi da xay ra gitta hai nguoi, nhung cau hodc la
quén di Alex hodc doc hét von liéng ra ma cho cau ta mit tran ra tro.”

“Déy I chuyén cau im véi Doug ha?”

Sierra mim cuoi. “Khi quan hé ctia bon t6 bat dau tré nén binh king, ¢ im diéu gi d6 dé thic ddy va lam mdi d6. Dimg nghil i khuyén cia t6 1a céi c6
dé cau theo dudi Alex. Nhung n€u cau ta 1a nhiing gi cau thue sy mudn, vay thi, t¢ 12 ai ma ddmbao cau tir bd chir? T ghét thay cau buon, Brit.”

“Té ¢6 hanh phiic voi Alex khong?”

“Bj 4m anh thi ding hon. Nhung o, t¢ théty cAu hanh phic. Hanh phic hon cu timg ¢6 trong mot thoi gian dai, rat dai. Véi ngudi cdu thich nhiéu nhur the,
vui budn déu rét ménh liét. Néi thé cau hiéu chir?”

“Té hiéu. N6 ciing khién con ngudi t6 trd nén mau thudn, nhi.””

“Yéu s& khién ngudi ta nhur thé.”
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Hom sau, t0i dang in sang thi thoang thdy mot chiéc dau troc 1én ngd qua cong trude.

“Paco, néu do 1 may thi tranh xa tao ra,” toi noi.

Me dép vao dau t6i. “D6 khong phai cach ddi xir voi ban beé dau, Alejandro.”

T6i tiép tuc an trong khi ba md cira cho ké phan bi kia.

“May khong con gian tao nita ddy chir, Alex?”” Paco hoi.

“Tét nhién i n6 khong gian chau dau, Paco. Gid ngdi xubng 3n luén di. Bac vira im mon trimg chién xtic xich ddy.”
Paco con dam tro tréo vo vai ti. “Tao tha thir cho méy ddy, thang ban.”

To6i nhin én, dAu tién 1 dé chic chin me khong dé ¥, sau d6 nhin sang Paco. “May tha thir cho tao 4?”
“Mbi chau sung véu Ién 1di kia, Paco,” ba néi, kiém tra hiu qua do toi gy ra.

Paco dura tay chamnhe vao mbi. “Da, chéu bi ngd vao mdt nim dam. Béc biét né nhur thé ndo rdi ddy.”

“Khong, bac khong biét. Chiuma bj an qua nhiéu qua dAm, chiu s& phai nhdp vién mdt ngay nao do6 déy,” ba vira canh cio vira chi tay vao no. “Thoj,



bac di lam day. Hom nay hay tranh xa nhimg ndm dam, rd chr? Va nhé khoa cira trudc khi ra ngoai day, Alejadro. ..”

T6i trimg it nhin Paco.

“Sao ha?”

“May biét sao ma. Sao méy dam dura Brittany t6i nha kho?”

“Tao xin 161, Paco vira ndi vira nhai nhdm nhoam.

“Khong, may khong thiy co 161

“0, miy ding. Tao khong thiy thé.”

T6i nhin voi 4nh mét ghé tom khi né ding tay bdc thirc in tong vao miéng

“Sao tao lai phai chiu dung may thé nay nhi,” ti noi.

“Véy chuyén gi xay ra giita iy va Brittany t5i qua?”” Paco héi trong liic theo ti ra ngoai.

Bita sang ciia t6i chi chuc trio nguoc 1én, va khong phai vi thoi quen in udng ciia Paco. “Brittnay va tao chim dirt rdi. Tao khong muén nghe nhic dén
tén co ay nira.”

“May noi thiéng that,” nd néi, nghénh ¢d Ién. Toi budng Paco ra va quay lai, ngd minh s& théy Brittany. Nhung ¢6 4y khong c6 do, diéu tiép theo toi biét
la nam dam cuia Paco da bay thang vao mét minh.

“Gir thi chiing ta hoa nhé. Ma nay, néu miy thach tao ding tén c0 4y, nghia |a mayy da qué yéu ¢6 Ay rdi ddy. Tao biét may c6 thé ra tay khong giét chét
tao,” Paco noi, “nhung phai thira nhan I3. . . tao khong nghi may s€ lamthe.”

Khi kiém tra ki b hém ciia minh, t6i ném théy vi mau. “Tao khong chic thé dau. N6i cho may biét, néu mity khong can thiép vao cude doi ciia tao nita
thi tao mdi khong da dit may. Ca chuyén 1ao Hector lan Quy C6 Elkis.”

“N6i cho may biét, tao séng a dé can thigp vao cude doi may d6. Khi thét, ké ca ct danh ma o gia nha tao dap tao tdi qua lic ko say tay Ky ciing
khong khién tao thdy himg thi bang cudc doi may.”

Toi ctii dau. “Tao xin 16i, Paco. Péng & tao khong nén danh miy. May da phai himg du tir ong gid my roi.”

Paco lam bam, “Bimg lo.”

T6i qua 1 an dau tién t6i hoi han vi da dam mot ai d6. Paco da bi ong gia nha n6 dénh rét nhiéu lan, nd da phai mang ddy seo & trén ngudi. Toi that vO
cung khon nan khi d& danh n6. Du sao t6i ciing thdy mirng vi chuyén ctia t6i va Brittnay d3 cham hét. Khi ¢6 ay ¢ canh, t6i chang thé dieu khien duogc
camxuc cua minh.

Toi chi mong ngoai gio' Hoa, minh ¢6 thé tranh mt ¢6 4y. Dung thé ddy. Ké ca khi ¢ dy khong & canh, nhitng suy nghi vé 6 4y van uon Ion von trong
dau toi.

sk

C6 mdt diéu tot trong viée chia tay voi Brittany - d6 1 t0i c6 thoi gian ranh trong hai tuan cudi ndy dé nghi vé vu bo i bj git. Cénh twong dém Ay lai i
lai trong dau t6i. C6 gi d6 khong khdp, nhung t6i khong nghi ra. B6 t0i mim cudi, ndi, 161 bi soc khi khau sting dugc rit ra nhém vao minh. Chéng phai
ong ay van luon rat than trong sao?

Toi nay i Halloween, budi ti ma Hector chon dé giao ma tly. Toi da lim viéc khong nglmg nghi ca ngay. Toi da sira by chiéc xe 6 10 hom nay, tir
thay dau cho dén thay nhitng vong dém cao su bi mon hong,

Toi dé lfhéu sing cua Hector trong ngin kéo phong ngt, khong mubn mang theo hang néng cho dén khi thue sy can. Pidu d6 that 1 ngu xudn, boi vi day
1 1an dau tién t6i ban nhicu thuoce phién nhur thé trong doi.

May ciing giéng bd may. Toi cb gat di giong ndi trong dAu ctr im phién t6i sudt ca ngay. Chéng thé ndo khac dugc.

Toi khong the. Toi van nhé it ca nhitng n ma b t6i noi: Ching ta | cip bai tring, Alejandro. Con va bd a nhitng ngwoi thén nhét. BO ludn noi tiéng
Tay Ban Nha, nhur the 6ng van dang & Mexico vdy. Mot ngay nao d6 con s& tré nén manh me nhu bo chir? B6 t6i hoi. Toi ludn lubn ton tho 6ng nhur thé
ong la mdt vi than. Chac chén, bo oi, con muon dugc giong nhu bo.

B4 toi chura timg n6i voi toi rang t6i c6 thé m t6t hon, hay song tot hon 6ng 4y. Toi da cb sdng khac di bang cach 16i v6i Carlos va Luis ring bon
chiing cé thé c6 mdt con duodng khac. Toi that 1a ngu ngde khi nghi rang ban than ¢6 thé lam hinh mau cho bon nd. Toi nay t6i s€ chirng to minh 1a mot
ban sao clia 6ng,



Nhitng y nghi cta t6i troi ve Brittany. Toi cb ging quén di viéc Brittany s& di cing ai do den vii hoi Halloween. Nghe 16i co ay di clng ban trai cii. Hin
s& dat tay 1én ngudi co Ay tdi nay. Han ciing s& hon ¢6 4y, t0i chéc chin. Ai ma khong mudn hon bo mbi ngot ngdo mém mai dy chir?

T6i ndy t6i s& lam viée cho dén khi ndo phéi di ban thudc. Boi vi néu & nha mot minh, t6i s& phét dién khi nghi v& moi chuyén.

Toi budng ong tay dang cAm chiéc bt tén dinh, n roi manh vao tran t0i. Tai Brittany nén t0i moi ko déing thé. Dén tam gior thi ti ndi dién ken va d6 moi
11101 cho c6 ban hoc moén Hoa bé nhd ctia minh, cho du ¢6 lién quan hay khong,
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Toi dang dimg trurde cira hang stra xe ctia Enrique, hit mot hoi thit sdu dé khoi hoi hop. Khong c6 chiée Canry ndo, vy ki Alex dang & trong do mot
minh.

Toi s& quyén i Alex.

Néubod d§3 61 dang miic khong du thu ht sy chi y ctia anh, s& ching gi c6 thé nita. Toi dit cuoc tat ca vao vundy. .. dua hét vii khira tran. Toi gd nhe
Ién ctra, rOi nham chat mat va cau nguyén moi chuyén s€ xay ra nhu ké hoach.

Toi mo chiée 4o khoac dai béng sa-tanh mau bac, hlf)ng khi lanh ban dém &p én nhitng khoang da trén. Tiéng ctra kéu kéo ket bao hiéu sy hién dién ctia
Alex, ti chim chim mo nit. Nhung khong phai doi rmt den cta Alex dang nhin charn chim vao tAm than thiéu vi ctia t6i. D6 | Enrique - anh ta dang
dén it vao chiée 4o 16t ren hong va chiée vay ngin ¢ dong ctia t6i nhur thé tring s vay.

Qué ngwong, tdi quin voi 40 khodc quanh minh. Udc gi t6i ¢ thé quin n6 tan hai vong,

“Um, Alex,” Enrique cudi Ién. “C6 nguoi dén dé choi trd “Lira-hay-Loc[ 1] voi chi miy nay.”

[1] Lira hay Loc la mjt phong tuc cho tré¢ em vao dém Halloween. Tré em trong trang phuc Halloween, xach theo mjt ttii dé dung keo di tir nha nay
sang nha khac doi keo, doi khi doi ticn bac v6i cau hoi, “Trick-or-treat (Lira hay Loc)”. Nhiing dira tré s& nghich ngom, choc phé chi nha hogic tai san
cta ho néu keo khong duoc dua ra.

B6 mit t6i chiic d6 nhur ¢t cai, nhung t6i quyét tim di t6i cing, T6i dén dé chimg minh cho Alex thiy t6i s& khong bo roi anh y.

“Ai thé?”” Gigng Alex vong ra tir bén trong ga-ra.

“Anh di day,” Enrique ndi, di luét qua t6i. “Nhd nhic Alex khoa cira lai nhé. Tambiét.”

Enrique di ra con phd i den, vira di vira ngAm nga.

“Nay anh Enrique, ai & d6 vay?” Tiéng Alex nho dan khi anh ra dén phia truée ctra hang. Anh nhin t6i v6i anh mét khinh bi. “Can chi dwong hay muén
stra xe?”’

“Khong,” t6i noi.
“Vay em dang choi Lira-hay-Loc ¢ khu nay a?”
“Kl’lél’lg‘”

“Két thiic rdi, c6 gai. Emnghe 16 chir? Tai sao em van tiép tuc xen vao cude song ciia t6i va khién toi dién dau vay? Ma khong phéi & ra gio' niy em
dang & vl hoi Halloween nhdy nhot véi g ban nao sao?”

“Emda ky anh ta rdi. Ching ta ¢6 thé noi chuyén khong?”

“Nghe ndy, t6i c6 ca ddng viéc phai lim. Em dén day 1am gi? Con anh Enrique dau?”

“Anh 4y, trm, vira di rdi,” t6i n6i trong hdi hop. “Em nghi em da lam anh 4y so chét khiép.”
“Emu? Toi khong nghi thé.”

“Em dang cho anh 4y xem dd em miic dudi tim do khoac nay.”

Alex nhudng may.

“Hay cho em vao nha trrdc khi em chét cong ngoai ndy. Lam on.” T61 ngoanh nhin ra sau. Bong 61 dudng nhur rt moi goi trong khi mach méu trong
nguoi toi dang cang lén. Kéo chit 4o khoac quanh ngudi, t6i ndi da ga. Va run ban bat.

Thé dai, anh dan t6i vao trong 1di khoa ctra lai. That may, ¢6 mit chibe 16 sudi & ngay chinh giita ctra hang. T6i ding canh nd va xoa hai tay vao nhau.



“Nghe nay, that long la anh vui vi em t6i ddy. Nhung chang phai ching ta da chia tay rdi sa0?””
“Bm mudn cho chiing ta mdt co hdinira. Viéc gia vo chi [ ban hoc mbn Hoa ¢ 16p nhir mdt cyre hinh. Em nhé anh. Anh khong nhé em sao?”

Alex ¢6 vé hoai nghi. PAu anh nghiéng sang mdt bén nhur thé khong chéc chén nhitng gi minh nghe thiy 1 ding. “Em biét d6, anh vin 6 trong bang
Blood.”

“Embiét. Em & chép nhan moi thit vé anh, Alex.”
“Anh s& khong bao gty ¢6 thé gidng nhur em ky vong.”
“Néu em ndi voi anh ring em khong ky vong g nita thi sao?”

Alex hit sau va thé ra tir tir. Chéc anh 4y dang suy nghi ki vé chuyén ndy, boi trong anh 4y c6 vé nghiém tic. “Anh n6i emnghe diéu ndy,” Alex noi. “Hay
ngoi cting anh trong khi anh an bita t6i. Anh s€ khong héi xemem co. .. hay khdng c6 gi. .. dudi lop 4o khoac d6. Bong y chir?”’

Toi cudi ngép ngimg va vudt nhe toc. “Nhat tri.”

“Em khong nhét thiét phai lim diéu ndy vi anh,” anh n6i, nhe nhing g6 tay t6i ra khoi toc. “Anh s& Jy cho em mdt chiéc chiin dé em khong bj ban.”
Toi doi dén khi anh ]éy tir trong ti mot chiéc chin mau xanh nhat.

Chiing t0i ngdi trén tam chan. Alex nhin dng hd. “C6 mudn ding chit khong?”” Anh hoi, chi vio bita tdi ctia minh.

C6 € an vao sé giip ching t6i binh tinh hon. “Mon gi vay?”’

“Banh Enchiladas[2]. Me anh lam m6n ndy ngon tuyét ¢t meo.” Anh lay dia xién mdt miéng rdi dua cho t6i. “Khong biét em c6 quen an miy mon cay
kiéu nay khong. ..”

[2] Enchidalas: M6n banh truyén thong ctia ngudi Mexico, trong d6 ho ding vo banh ngd kep nhén an clng véi mrde sbt cay m tir 6t. Tiy theo so thich
hay ving mién, mon an ndy ¢ thé str dung thit g, thit bo. .. imnhan. Loai banh nay ciing ¢6 thé an kém voi hanh tay, kem chua va pho mit. .

“Em thich d6 &n cay,” t0i ngit 14, dura miéng béanh vao mi¢ng. Toi bit dau nhai, tan hudng huong vi ctia mon an. Nhung khi t6i nudt, udi tir tlr trd nén
néng nhu ra. Pau d6 phia sau ngon Ira 36 ¢é huong vi, nhung hau nhu tat ca nhiing gi toi cam thay chi 1a sy bong rat.

“Cay,” Ia tit ca nhitng gi t6i c6 thé n6i trong khi ¢6 nubt.

“Anh n6i v6i em roi m.” Alex dua t6i cdc nurée anh dang ubng, “Pay ndy, emudng di. Sira s& gitip nhiéu hon, nhung anh chi c6 mrdc thoi”
Toi chop Ay ly mrdc. Chat long ny am mét hrdi ctia t6i, nhung khi t61 udng hét thi nhur thé c6 ai d6 lai cham Iira vy, “Nudce. .. Toi noi.
Anh rét thém mdt cde nita cho 161, “Day, em udng thém di, nhung anh khong nghil nd s& gitp duroc nhidu dau. N6 s diu dan thoi.”

Lan nay thay vi ubng nurde, toi thoc ludi vao cde nurde lanh va ngam trong d6. Ahhh. ..

“Em 6n khong?”

“Tong-emr6-6n-6ng?”” Toi hoi.

“Nhin hrdi ctia em nhiing trong mrée nhu vy, that ra rét 1 khiéu goi. Thém miéng nita khong?”” Anh hoi Iém linh, nhu Alex ma t6i tirng bit.
“K-h-6ng, am on ooh.”

“Ludi em van rat 4?7

Toi ryt ki khoi ce murde. “Ctr nhur | ¢6 hang triéu cAu thil bong d4 dang gidm giay dinh Ién n6 vay.”

“Udy,” anh vira ndi vira cudi. “Anh nghe néi hon nhau s& im giam b6t cam gide rat ddy.”

“Y anh I anh mu6n hon em ha?”

Anh nhin vao mét t6i, t6i nhu bi hut vao doi mit den 4y. “Em yéu, anh ludn mudn hon em.”

“S& khong dé dang thé dau, Alex. Emmudn c6 nhitng cdu tra 101 Hay tra 1oi em trude, sau d6 moi duoc hon.”

“Pay I Iy do em dén day va khong mic gi ngoai trir chiéc 40 khoac 42



“Ain6i 1a em khong mic gi phia trong?”” Toi néi, dira gin hon vao anh.
Alex dat dia xubng,

Toi khong con dé ¥ i miéng minh con rat hay khong nita. Gios 1a lic t6i nang thé tay trén. “Minh choi mdt trd choi nhé, Alex. Em goin 1 tro Hoi va
Coi. Moi khi hdi mot cau, anh s€ phai coi mdt mon do trén ngudi. Moi khi emhéi, em s€ coi mot mon.”

“Anh nghi anh s& hoi bay cau, em yéu. Em c6 méy cau?”

“Coi di, Alex, anh vira hoi cau dau tién roi diy.”

Anh 4y gt ddu dong y va coi mot chiée giay.

“Sao anh khong bt dau véi chiéc 4o ctia anh?” Téi hoi.

“Em ciing vira hoi mdt cau nhé. Anh nghi 1a em dang goiy...”

“Em khong hoi,” toi ci lai.

“Emhoi Ia sao anh khong cdi 4o trude.” Alex cudi toe toét.

Tim toi dap nhanh hon. Téi c6i chiée vay ctia minh, van giit trén ngudi chiée a0 khoac dai che kin. “Gioy thi con bon cau.”

Alex dang ¢ giit khodng cach, nhung trong mit anh anh Ién sur thém khat n t0i da timg thiy trude day. Va diéu cudi ngd ngan Ay bién mit ngay khi
anh liém moi.

“Anh rit thém mdt diéu thudc. Thét 14 &, anh dang thir cai thudc lAn nita. Emnoi 1 con bon cau ding khong?”

“Nghe c6 vé gibng cau hoi im ddy, Alex.”

Anh 4y Fic dau. “Khong, c¢6 nang khon 16i a, 6 khong phai 1 cu hoi. Nhung ciing hay ddy. Um, dé xemndo. Ly do thét sy khién em dén day 1a gi?”
“Em mudn cho anh biét em yéu anh nhiéu nhur thé ndo,” t6i noi.

Alex chép nﬁlt vai Jan, nhung khong thé hién cam xtic ndo véi ti ca. Lan ndy anh 4y kéo 40 1én, cdi qua khoi du rdi quing nd sang mot bén, dé 16 co
bung mau dong ran roi.

Toi quy xudng gan anh 4y, hy vong s& quyén ra va khién anh 4y chao d4o. “Anh c6 mudn theo hoc 1én cao khong? Noi sur thét nhé.”

Anh ngip ngimg. “C6, néu cude song ctia anh khac di.”

T6i coi mdt chiée xang-dan.

“Em dang bao o quan hé v6i Colin chura?”” Anh Ay hoi.

“Chua.”

Anh 4y c6i chiéc gidy bén phai, khong roi it khoi toi.

“Vay anh da quan h¢ voi Carmen chua?” T6i hoi.

Anh ludng hr. “Em khong mudn nghe dau.”

“C6, emmubn. Emmudn biét moi thir. Anh da ngi1 véi bao nhiéu ngudi rdi, ngudi dau tién anh ngi cing | ai...”

Alex x0a dau, nhur thé c6 nit théit ndo d6 m anh dy dang ¢ gb. “D6 Ia rét nhiu cau hoi d6.” Anh ngip nglmg, “Carmen va anh. .. trm, bon anh d2 quan
hé. Lan cudi cing 1 vao t}ﬁngTu, khi anh nhdn ra ¢6 nangngu]angcha voi nhieu nguoi. Trude Carmen thi kha mo nhat. Khi ay anh hen ho moi tuan
mot cO gai khac nhau, sudt mit nam rong, Va ngi voi hau hét bon hg. Mot quang thoi gian that sa doa.”

“Anh ludn ding bién phap bao vé chua?”

qr

“K¢é cho em vé lan d4u tién di?”

“Lan dau tién ctia anh 12 v6i Isabel.”

“Isabel Avila?” T6i hoi, hoan toan bat ngd.



Anh gat dﬁ\u ‘Khéng phai nhuer em nghi d:élu Chuyén d6 xay ra vao miia l}é trude khi bpn anh nhdp hoc, ‘b(_)n anh clng mudn biét vé chuyén trinh tiét cﬁl}g
nhu moi dieu vé tinh dyc. Chuyén do & lam. Anh thi 1ong ngdng, con ¢6 ay thi cuoi sudt. Bon anh déu dong y rang lam chuyén d6 voi ngwdi ma minh doi

xtr nhu anh chi em 14 y trong tham hoa nhat. Puogc r6i, anh da khai hét véi emr6i. Gio thi hdly cdi do khoéc ra.”

“Chura duoc, cau bé &. Néu anh da timg ngi véi nhiu ngudi nhur vay, im sao em biét duoc anh khong mang bénh gi? Hay ndi 1 anh da di kiém tra di.”

“O phong kham, noi anh bi dong kep vao vét thiong trén canh tay, ho da kiém tra anh. Tin anh di, anh sach s& ma.”

“Em ciing vdy. Néu anh mudn biét.” T6i coi chiéc xing-dan con lai, may ma anh khong lam t6i thiy ngd ngin vi da hoi hon mot cau hoi vira di. “Bén
Irot a

“Em c6 bao gid nghi dén chuyén lam tinh v6i anh khong?”” Anh thao mdt chiée tat trude khi toi kip tra o1,
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Alex

“C6,” ¢ dy tra 1i. “Anh c6 bao gidr nghil @én viée lim tinh v6i em khong?”

Gan nhur dém ndo t6i ciing cting thao thirc, tuong twong dén viec ngu canh ¢6 dy.. -Yéucd dy. “Ngay lic nay, cung, lam tich véi emIa didu 1 duy nhat
trong tAm tri anh.” T6i nhin dong hd. Toi sap phéi di. Bon budn thudc s& khong thém dém xia g den cudc sbng riéng ctia ban. Toi khong thé dén trd,
nhung 61 mubn ¢6 Brittany kinh khing, “Bén hrot 4o khoac ctia emdi d6. Em chéc chdn mudn tiép tuc chir?”

T6i coi ndt bén tét con lai. Gios thi chi can coi nbt quan jean va do 16t Ia t6i s& trin nhur nhong,

“C6, emmudn tiép tyc.” C6 Ay cudi troi, d6i mdi hong tuyét dep anh 1én dudi dén. “Anh hay tit dén di. .. rdi em s& coi 4o.”

Toi it hét deén trong ctra hang, ngim nhin Brittany dtmg ddy va cdi timg it khuy 40 khodc bang nhiing ngon tay run rdy. Toi nhur bi thoi mién, diic biét
khi c6 ay nhin t6i voi doi mat ruc Ién khao khat.

Khi ¢6 4y tir tir m& 4o khoac, méit t6i nhu dén vio mon qua bén trong. C6 Ay bude vé phia toi, va bi vap vao mdt chiée gy trén san nha.
To6i do Brittany, dat co dy nam Ién tim chin mém va ndm phi Ién c6 dy. “Cam on anh d gitip em khong bi ng,” ¢ dy ndi khong ra hoi.

Toi gat nhiing soi toc vuong trén mit co é'}y 10 n%m sang bén canh. Khi ¢6 4y choang tay qua c0 toi, tit ca nhitng gi t6i mudn im 1 bao vé ¢ gai nay
suot doi. Toi nhe nhang md 4o khodc ¢6 ay. Chiéc 4o ngue ren hong dang nhin lai t6i. Khong con gi khac.

“Bm nhe mdt thién thin vay,” 161 thi thAm
“Trd choi ctia chiing ta két thic chura?” C6 Ay hdi hop hoi.
“Trd choi két thiic di, bé yéu. Boi nhing gi ching ta sap lim ddy khong phai B mdt trd choi.”

Nhirng mong tay xinh Xin ctia ¢d Ay dit trén nguc o1 Liéu cd 4y c6 camnhan duoc trai tim t6i dang dap trong long ban tay minh khong? “Em ¢ mang

do bao v¢,” cd ay noi.

Néu t6i biét trude. . . néu t6i nghi dwoc ring toi nay lai 1 “t6i d6”. .. thi t6i d& chuén bi trrde. C6 18 t6i chura bao gidr thure su nghif diéu ndy ¢6 thé thanh
hi¢n thue, voi Brittany. C6 ay tho tay vao tii 40 khoac va mdt ta bao cao su roi vuong vai trén tam chan.

“Emdinh lam chuyén nay ca d&mu?”
XAu hé, cd éy léiy tay che mat. “Em chi nhit bira mdt nhiim thoi”
Toi g tay cd Ay ra va dui tran vao tran ¢d dy. “Anh dua ddy. Em dimg xéu hd voi anh.”

Truot chicc 4o khoi bd ai ¢d Ay, tdi biet minh khong mudn roi xa cd ay démnay. Udc gi chimg t6i s& ¢6 mdt cudc vui thAu dém. Nhung nhitng diéu ude
chi ¢6 trong co tich.

“Anh. .. anh khong dinh c6i quin jean sa0?” ¢ 4y hoi.

“Som thoi.” Toi ude gi tdi c6 thém chit thoi gian va bién t6i nay thanh vinh ciru. Nhur the t0i dang 6 trén thién duong trong khi biét bén db tiép theo s& |
dia ngyc vay. Toi tr ttr hon luét xuong co va bd vai cua co ay.

“Em van con nguyén, Alex. Néu em kim sai thi sao?”

“Khong co gi sai & ddy ca. Day khong giéng bai kiém tra & 16p c6 Peterson. Dy 1 chuyén giita anh va em. Hay bo lai toan bo thé giéi dang sau, em
dong y chir?”



“Vang,” ¢b Ay nhe nhang n6i, d6i mit Iong lanh. Phai ching c6 Ay dang khoc?
“Anh khong ximg voi em. Em biét diéu nay, phai khong, tinh yéu?”

“Khi ndo anh méi nhén ra anh B mot chang trai t6t?” Toi chura kip tra i thi c6 4y da kéo dAu ti vé phia minh. “Co thé em 14 ctia anh dém nay, Alex,”
c0 ay thi thim bén bo mdi t6i. “Anh c6 muon n6 khong?”

“Chia o1, anh mud on.” Ching toi bt dau ve vudt. Toi gitibo quan b, quan trong va 6m chét c6 4y, ngau nghién cam giac mém mai va 4m ap ctia co thé
¢6 Ay dang cham vao t6i. “Em c6 so khong?”” Toi thi tham vao tai c6 4y khi co Ay da sin sang, va ti ciing khong thé doi thém gidy phiit ndo nita.

‘Mot chit, nhung em tin anh.”

“Thu gién ndo, emyéu.”

“Emdang cd.”

“Em phai tha 1ong co thé moi duoc.” Toi budng co Ay ra va tim mdt chiéc bao bang ban tay run rdy. “Em chéc chéin chir?”” Toi hoi.
“Véng, vang, em chéc chin. Emyéu anh, Alex,” c6 4y néi. “Emyéu anh,” ¢6 Ay nhic lai, lan nay day khao khat.

Nhitng gi co 4y noi thamdam vao co thé 01, va t6i lui lai, khong mu6n im ¢b Ay dau. Toi dang diia véi ai chir? Lin dAu tién ctia con gai luon ludn dau,
ké ca khi nguoi con trai ¢6 cén than dén miy.

T6i mudn n6i voi ¢d Ay cam gidc clia minh, ring ¢d 4y da tro thanh trung tim ciia doi toi. Nhung t6i khong thé. Tir ngit cir bay di dau n¥t.
“Anh ctr im di,”” ¢6 Ay n6i nhur thé cam nhén sy do dur tir phia t6i.
Va toi bt du, nhung khi ¢6 4y nin thé, t6i chi wde ring minh c6 thé dau thay cd y.

C6 Ay sut sit va dua tay lau giot nurée miét dang lin trén mé. Lan du tién ké tir sau lin thiy bb nim bét dong ngay trurde mit, mdt giot nude chay ra tir
khoe mt toi

Cb 4y 6m ldy dau toi va hon én giot nurde mit cia ti. “Em khong sao, Alex.”

Khong. T6i can phai im cho diéu ny tré nén hoan héo. Boi vi c6 thé t6i s& khong bao gior co co hdi ndo nita, va ¢d Ay can duogce biét cam gidc Ay tuydt
voi dén mire ndo.

Toi tap trung hoan toan vao c6 4y voi khat khao lam nén mot diéu dac biét. Khi chuyén da xong, ti kéo cd Ay lai gan. Brittany nép minh vao toi, toi vudt
Ve méi toc ctia ¢ 4y, ching toi chi mubn 6 trong thé gii riéng tu nay thét lau.

Toi van chura thé tin ¢ 4y lai trao thin cho t6i. Déng I& t6i phai cam thay diéu ndy nhu mot chién thing, Nhung thay vao do, t6i cam thiy that t& hai.

T6i khong thé bao vé Brittany dén cudi doi khoi tay nhirg gi nmudn dén gan co dy, nhin ¢ dy nhu t6i vin ddi nhin, cham vio c6 dy nhu t6i da cham. Oi,
t01 khong bao gio' muon de co ay di.

Nhung d qué tré. Toi khong thé bo phi thém thoi gian nira. Sau tit ca, cd 4y s& khong bao gio i clia toi i i, va t61 khong thé gia vor didu do6 1a
thye. “Em 6n khong?”” T6i hoi

“Bm dn. R4t én.”

“Anh that sy phai di ri,” t6i n6i, iéc nhin chiéc ddng hd dién tir dang ndim kin Ioc trén mot trong nhitng chiéc xe diy dung db nghé.
Brittany twra cim Ién ngye t6i. “Anh dinh tir bo bang Blood lic ndy, phai khong?”

Toi ctmg ngudi. “Khdng,” t6i n6i, giong day dau khd. Khi that, tai sao co Ay lai hoi ti didu d6 chir?

“Moi thir biy gior da khac rdi, Alex. Ching minh d& lam tinh.”

“Nhitng gi ching minh vira m rat tuyét. Nhung no khong thay ddi diéu gi ca.”

Cb 4y dimg ddy, lwom quan 40 va miic vao trong goc phong, “Vay ra em chi | mot 6 gai khac duogc thém vao danh sach nhitng ¢6 nang anh da nga
cung thdi u?”

“D‘ Ibl Vay.”

“Tai sao khong? Pung nhu vy, phai khong?”



“Khong”
“Vay anh hdy chimg t6 cho em thiy di, Alex.”

“Anh khong thé.” Udc gi t6i c6 thé ndi véi cd éy didu gi khéc. C6 Ay phai blét moi chuyén s& van luon nhur thé nay, t6i s& phai r6i bo ¢6 by dé ditheo
bang Blood hét an nay toi lan khéc. C6 gai da tréing dang yéu néinh gt voi tAt c4 trai tim va tAm hon ndy that su nhu mot chét giy nghién. C6 Ay ximg
d4ng vai nhitng didu tt dep hon. “Anh xin 181, t6i n6i sau khi méc quén jean. Con c6 thé ndi duoc gi hon?

Brittany ngoanh mit di va budc vé phia cira ga-ra nhu mdt con o bot.

Khi nghe thy tiéng banh xe rit Ién, phén xa tur vé ctia t6i [ap tirc phat tin hiéu. Mot chiéc xe dang tién vé phia ching t6i. .. Con RX-7 ctia Lucky.
Diéu nay khong hay cht ndo. “Quay vao xe emdi,” tdi ra énh.

Nhung da qué trd; chiée RX ciia Lucky chd mot d4m trong biang Blood dén va dimg ngay trude mit ching toi.

“Tao khong thé tin 1d my da théing cuoc ddy!”” Lucky hét vong qua cira xe bang tiéng Tay Ban Nha.

Toi ¢b ging gidu Brittany sau krng minh, nhung vo ich. RS nhur ban ngity 1 bon ching d nhin ra céip chan tran goi cam phia dudi 4o khoac ctia c6 dy.
“Céu ta dang n6i gi vay?” Co ay hoi.

T6i rat mudn coi quan minh dua cho ¢ dy. Néu Brittany biét v& vu ca cuge, ¢d Ay s& nghi d6 1 1y do t6i ngi voi 6 Ay. Toi phéi dua co dy ra khoi day
cang nhanh cang tot.

“Khong ¢6 gi. N6 chi dang néi lung tung thoi,” t6i n6i. “Em vao trong xe di. Néu khong anh s& ddy em vao diy.”

Toi nghe thiy tiéng md xe ctia Lucky cing Iic Brittany md cira xe minh.

“Anh dimg gidn Paco,” ¢b Ay n6i, sau d6 truon vao ghé l4i xe.

C6 4y dang n6i vé chuyén gi vay? “Di di,” t6i ra lénh, tham chi khong du thoi gian dé hoi cau ndi Ay nghia 1 gi. “Ching ta s& n6i chuyén sau.”
Va ¢b Ay lai xe di.

“Khi that,” Lucky n6, méit ddi theo dudi chiéc BMW véi sy kinh né. “Tao mudn biét ligu o Enrique ¢ lira minh khong. C6 that mity da ngi voi
Brittany Ellis khong? C6 quay phim lai khong day?”’

Toi tra 1i bang mdt ¢t dAm manh vao bung Lucky, m cho n6 ngi quy xubng. Toi phi én chiéc md t6 ctia minh va nd méy. Khi nhin thdy chiéc Canry
ctia Enrique, t6i nhin lai bén canh.

“Nghe ndy Alejo,” anh Enrique ndi véi ti qua ctra s6. “Anh xin 16i....”

“Em nghi viéc,” ti cit ngang trurde khi virt chiim chia khoa cira hing vao nguoi Enrique va l4i xe di.

Trén duong vé nha, moi suy nghil ctia toi hurdng vé Brittany cling viée ¢ dy ¢6 y nghia ddi véi t6i nhur thé ndo.
Su that 4y d4nh vao tAm trf toi.

T6i s& khong budn thudc.

Gior thi t6i da hiéu tat ca nhitng mdi tinh chong vanh ma t6i timg dtia cot. Boi gior day t6i i mdt dira ngd ngan ngu ngde, sin sang lidu finh moi thir cho
mot cd gai. Toi dang yéu. .. Toi dang yéu.

Biing Blood ch6 ma. Toi ¢6 thé béo vé gia dinh minh va truréie tién sdng that voi bén than. Brittany da déing. Cuc song ctia t0i rét quan trong, t6i khong
thé danh doi né cho mdt vo budn thudce. Thit sy, toi muon dang ky hoc dai hoc va lim dicu gi d6 ¢6 ich trong doi minh.

Toi khong gidng bd t6i. BS t6i 1 mot ngudi dan ong yéu dudi va 6ng da chon con dudng d& dang nhét. Toi s& d6n nhén thir thach, d6i mat véi viee roi
bo bang Blood, quén di nhitng riii ro. Va néu con sng sét, ti s& quay lai voi Brittany nhur mot ngudi dan 6ng dugc tu do. Toi thé!

Toi khong phéi thang budn thude phign. Toi da im Hector thét vong, nhung Iy do chinh toi gia nhap béng déng k& dé bao vé gia dinh va hang x6m king
gieng, khong phai dé budn thudc. Tir khi ndo budn ban thude tr¢ thanh viéc chinh vay?

K& tir khi t0i bi bét, moi viée ci thi nhau xay ra. Toi bj tam giam, Hector bao lainh cho t6i ra. Ngay sau khi t6i hoi cac thanh vién ky cyu khéc vé cai dém
bo t6i chét, Hector va me t61 da ¢d mdt cude tranh ludn ndy Itra. C6 nhitng vét bam trén ngudi ba. Sau d6, Hector Iénh cho t6i di budn thuoc.

Paco da c6 canh bao t6i, nd biét c6 diéu gi 6 khong 6n.



Suy nghi néit oc, cudi cing t0i chot thély cac minh ghép ciia sw viée dang dan duoc ghép lai. Chiia of, ¢6 phéi sy thit dang hién hign ngay trude miit toi
khong? Co mdt ngurdi ¢ the ndi voi toi tat ca.

Toi chay thing vao nha, tim thiy me trong phong ba. “Me biét ai da giét bd.”

“Alejandro, dimg”

“La ngudi trong bang Blood, ding khong? Téi hom dam cudi, Hector va me di n6i vé chuyén d6. Ong ta biét d6 1 ai. Me ciing biét.”
Nudc mit bit diu tudn ra tir mit me. “Me canh béo con, Alejandro. Pung lam chuyén nay.”

“Do 1a ai?” To1 hoi, phét 10 sy van xin ctia me.

Ba quay di né tranh.

“Hay noi cho con biét!” T6i hét 1én. Ba do du trude thai do cua toi.

P Iau r6i, vi mudn ba ngudi ngoai di ndi dau nay, t6i da khong hoi vé ci chét ctia bd. Hodc c6 thé t6i khdng nmudn biét, vi so phai nghe sur that. Toi
khong theé cu nhu thé i

Ban tay che miéng, me toi ip bép, “Hector. .. d6 1a Hector.” Khi sy that d6 thim dan viao nguoi toi, mt cam giac kinh sg, sdc va dau don lan toa trong
co thé t6i nhur mdt ngon hra hoang da. Me nhin t6i, d6i mat budn rudi ruoi. “Me chi muon bao vé con cting cac em con. Chi muon vay théi. Bo con
muon ra khoi bang Blood, va 6ng ay bi giét vi ly do d6. Hector muon con thay vi tri ctia bo con. Ong ta da canh bao véi me, Alejandro, rang néu con
khong chiu tham gia, ca gia dinh minh s& c6 két cuc giong nhur the...”

Toi khong thé nghe thém nita. Hector da dan dung khién t0i bi bit dé t0i phai mang on 1o ta. Va o ta cling sdp xép chuyén budn thube, lira bip t0i
rang d6 1a mdt budc tién, trong khi d6 hoan toan chi 1 céi bay. C6 the Ko ta da nghi ngd c6 ngudi s&€ somndira su that. Toi vi vang chay lai ti quan
40, suy nghi xem minh can phai lam gi dé duong dau voi ké da giét bo minh.

Khau sting d3 bién mét.

“May Iyc ti1 ctia tao 42" Ti gho vao mit Carlos, tim Ay ¢b 4o n6 khi né dang ngdi & ghé dai phong khach.

“Khong, Alex,” Carlos noi. “Tin emdi! Paco d3 t6i dy va vao phong ching ta, nhung anh 4y n6i chi mudn muron mot chiéc 4o khoéc ctia anh thoi.”
Paco da iy khdu sting ctia t6i, déng & t6i phai biét trrde. Nhung Bim sao Paco biét durgc t6i s& khong vé nha bt qua tang no?

Brittany.

Brittany dén chd t6i tbi nay 1 ¢6 myc dich. Co 4y noi t6i dimg gian Paco. Hai nguoi bon ho dang cb bao vé t6i, boi vi t6i dd qua ngu ngde va hén nhat
khi khong chiu bao vé cho minh va d6i mét voi sy that udn & ngay trude mat.

Loi Brittany ndi lic Ién xe vong lai trong tai toi. “Pung gidn Paco.”

Toi chay voi vao phong me. “Néu dém nay con khong vé, me phai dura Carlos va Luis v& Mexico,” t6i n6i voi me.

“Nhung ma, Alejandro...”

T6i ngdi bén mép girong ba. “Me, s& nguy hiém cho Carlos va Luis. Me hay ctru hai dira n6 khoi dinh ménh ciia con. Lam on di me.”
“Alex, dimg n6i thé. BS con ciing timg ni y hét viy.”

T61 muon noi rang t61 giong bo, va da ap lai sai lam cua 6ng, Toi s€ khong dé chuyén ndy xdy ra voi cac em toi. “Hura voi con di me. Con muon nghe me
hira. Con that sy dang nghiém tic day.”

Nude mit roi i cha trén mit me. Ba hon Ién ma t6i va 6m toi that chat. “Me hira. .. me hira.”

To6i nhay 1én chiéc Julio va goi dién cho mot ngudi toi khong bao gior nghi s& goi dé xin o1 khuyén - Gary Frankel. N6 giuc t6i im diéu ma t6i khong bao
20 nghi s€ lam - goi canh sat va bao voi ho vé nhitng gi dang xay ra.
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Toi ngdi bén 16 xe chay vao nha Sierra da ndm phit. Toi van chura thé tin minh va Alex da lam chuyén d6. T6i khong hdi hdn mot gidy phut ndo, nhung t6i
cting khong tin dugc.

Téi nay t0i cam nhan duoc ndi tuyét vong clia Alex, nhur thé anh 4y mudn chimg to v6i t6i mdt diéu gi d6 bang hanh dong thay vi 10i néi. T6i gian ban thin



minh d3 qud xtc dong, nhung t6i khong kim dugc. Nhimg giot nude mét tran ra tir niém vui suéng, hanh phtic, tinh yéu. Va khi thdy nurde nit chay ra tir
it anh Ay, t0i da hon kén no. .. Téi mudn giir giot mrdc mét d6 méi méi, boi d6 1a lin dau tién Alex khoc trude mit ti. Alex khong bao gidy mudn boc 1§
camxiic trude bat cir didu gl

Pém nay da am anh 4y thay ddi, dti anh 4y mudn déi dién v6i sur thét 4y hay khong,

Vi 6i ciing thay doi.

Toi budc vao nha Sierra. N6 dang ngdi trén ghé dai trong phong khach. B6 me t6i ngdi ddi dién véi nd.

“Piu ndy trong gidng mot sur can thiép nhi,” t6i nd véi ho.

Sierra n6i, “Khong phai Ia can thiép, Bri. Mot cudc néi chuyén.”

“Tai sao?”

“Khong ranh ranh ra d4y sa0?”B4 t6i ndi. “Con khong & nha.”

Toi ding trurde mt bb me minh, ty hoi tai sao ching toi lai thanh ra thé ndy. Me t6i méc mot bo d0 den va bui toc, gibng nhur vira di dam tang vé. B4 toi
n¥c quan jean, 40 SO 1M, it thi d6 ngau Ong da thirc subt dém, t6i c6 thé doan vay. Me t6i c6 & ciing thé, nhung ba khong thé hién ra ngoai. Ba s&
thoa chit kem Visien dé nguy trang diéu do.

“Con khong thé dién vai d(ra con gai hoan héo lau hon nita. Con khong hoan héo,” toi binh tinh ndi.“Bb me ¢6 thé chdp nhan diéu do khong?”

Ciip chan may ctia bd t6i nhiu lai, ¢6 18 ong dang d4u tranh tur twéng dé gitt binh inh. “Bb me khéng mudn con phai hoan héo. Patriacia, em hiy ndi cho
con suy nghi cia emdi.”

Me t6i lic dAu, nhur thé khong hiéu ndi tai sao t6i lai cam thiy viéc nay nghiém trong nhu vay.“Brit, chuyén nay da kéo dai du lau 101 Haly thoi hon ddi,
thoi phan khang, va dimg ich ky nhur vy nira. BS me khong mudn con phai hoan héo. B6 me mudn con trd thanh nguoi tot nhat ni con co thé, vy
thoi.”

“Boi vi Shelley, di1 ¢6 ¢b ging miy di nira, ciing khong thé dat duoc ky vong ciia bd me phai khong?”

“umng 161 Shelly vao chuyén nay,” BS t6i noi*Nhur thé khong cong bang

“Taisao khéng:?Tét ca chuyén nay la Vé Shelley.”T6i ¢6 cam giac thét bai, nhur thé du ti co ¢b ging giai thich thé ndo dinira cling van s& ching bao gid
dung ca. T61 ngodi phich xudng chiec ghé dém nhung ngay trude mit bo me. “Mong bo me nhd 13, con khong bo tron. Con dang & nha ban than ctia

Me phui miu xo vai trén dui. “Chuia phit ho cho con bé. Ngiy ndo con bé ciing bao cho ching ta biét nhitng gi xay ra voi con.”

Toéi nhin qua con ban than, ngudi van ng61 & gbe d6 va chimg kién toan bo sy bat dong ctia gia dinh Ellis. Sierra gior tay n vé ¢6 16i va di ra phia cira
dua keo cho bon tré vira bam chudng d¢€ choi tro Lira-hay-Loc.

Me t6i ngdi thing day trén mép ghé. “Con can bd me 1am gi thi mdi chiu vé& nha?”

T6i mudn rat nhiéu diéu tir b me 61, ¢6 1& nhiéu hon nhitmg gi ho c6 thé km. “Con khong biét.”

B4 t6i dat tay 1én tran nhur thé 6ng dang bi dau du. “Chéing & ¢ nha lai t0i t& dén vay u?”

“Da, khong té. Nhung cang thing, Me, me lam con cam thiy rét birc bi. Con bd, con ghét thiy bo di di vé vé ngdi nha clia minh nhu ¢ khach san.
Chiing ta song ctng mt nha nhung lai nhu nhimg nguoi xa la vay. Con yéu ca hai, nhung con khong mubn lic ndo ciing phai cb dé “lam nguoi tot nhit
con ¢6 thé trd thanh.” Con chi mudn 1 con. Con mudn dugc ti do dura ra nhitng quyét dinh ctia minh va hoc tir nhitng 16i lémma khong phai cam thiy
hoang so, 6 164, hodc lo ling boi vi minh khong dat dugc nhiing gi b me ky vong.” Toi bét khoc néc Ién. “Con khong mudn im bé me thit vong, Con
bict Shelley khong thé Iam duge nhur con. Con rat xin 101. .. bo me 1am on dirng giri chi ay di chi vi con.”

B t0i quy xubng bén canh t6i. “Con khong phai xin 16i, Brit. B6 me khong giri chi con di vi con. Viée Shelley b tat nguyén khong phai 18i do con.
Khong phai 13i ctia ai ci.”

Me t6i van im king va ngdi nhin chdm chiim vao birc tuong nhur thé bi théi mién.“La 16i cia me,” ba noi.
Moi ngudi don su chii G vao me t6i, boi d6 1a nhing tir ma chiing t6i nghi ba s& khong bao gior ni ra.
“Patricia?”’ B t6i goi, ¢ ging 16i kéo sur chi y tir ba.

“Me, me dang noi gi vay?”'Toi hoi.

Ba nhin théing vé phia trude.“Trong subt nhitng ndm qua me van tyr trach chinh minh.”



“Patricia, 36 khong phai I6i ctia em.”

“Khi ¢6 Shelley, me da dira con bé ra sin choi,” giong me t6i kh khang nhur thé ba dang ndi chuyén v6i chinh minh. “Phai thira nhan rang me da ghen ti
v6i nhirng ba me khic khi ho ¢6 nhitg dira con khoe manh binh thudng, ¢6 thé tr ngangdauva cam ndm moi vat. Ho nhin me voi anh mit thurong
hai.Me ghét dleu d6. Me tré nén dm &nh véi suy nghi néu me annhleu rau hon, tap thé duc nhiéu hon thi chi con s& khong bj tat nguyennhu vay —me tur
trach ban than vé tinh trang ciia chi con ngay ca khl b con ludn ndi ring d6 khong phai 1 15i ctia me.” Me nhin sang t6i va cudi budn. “Thé rdi con ra
doi. Nang cong chia toc vang mét xanh ctia me.”

“Me, con khong phai I nang cong chia, va chi Shelley ciing khong phai nguoi dang thong. Khong phai lic ndo con ciing hen ho véi nhimg anh chang
me muon con gip mit, nic nhitng bd d6 me mudn con miic, hay luén hanh dong theo y me mudn. Chi Shelley ciing s& khong sdng nhur nhiing gi me ky
vong,”

“Me biét.”
“Viy me s& cam thdy thoai méi véi diéu d6 chir?”

“Hin 1A khong.”

“Me that kho tinh. Oi cha oi, con s& lam bat ky diéu gi dé ‘me th6i khong trach cir con tir nhiing sai ]amnho nhiit nhét, yéu con boi con i chinh con, yéu
chi Shelley vi chinh chi dy. Pmg tap trung vao nhitng thir t3i t& nita, boi cude sdng ndy qua ngin ngii me a.”

“Con khong muén me quan tam, vi con da quyét dinh hen ho voi mot thing du con ding khong?” Me hoi.

‘Khéng, A ¢6. Con khong biét. Khi con cam thiy khf)ng phai me dang phan xét con, con s& chiz} sé voi me. Néu me ¢6 thé gip anh 4y. .. anh 4y khong
giong nhur nhitng gi moi ngudi nhin thay bén ngoai. Néu con bude phai Ién it chi d€ & canh anh ay, con s€ lam nhur vay day.”

“N6 [ mit dira du con,” me t6i n6i kho khéc.
“Tén anh 4y i Alex.”
B4 t6i dua vao ghé.“Biét tén cau Ay ciing khong thé thay ddi sur that, cau ta B mdt ké con dd, Brittany.”

“Ding, sy tht d6 khong thay doi Nhung biét tén anh dy s& B mot budc dé suy nghi ding dén hon. B& me mudn con thanh thit, hay mudn con kn lit va
16i dbi?”

Phai dén mot tiéng dong hd sau me t6i m6i dong y rang ba s& cb khong soi moi qua nhidu. Va bd t6i thi dong y s& vé nha hai lan mdt tun vao trude 6 gio.
Toi dong ¥ s& din Alex vé nha dé b6 me ¢6 the gap mit anh Ay, Va ti s& noi véi ho ti di dau, voiai. Ho chura hén da chap nhén hay thich thi véi sy la
chon ctia t6i, nhung day 1a mdt sy khoi dau. Toi mudn moi thir s€ dién ra t6t dep, bai tha rang co gidi quyet ting chut mdt con hon Ia d€ mic moi thir
nhu vdy.
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Alex

Cudc trao dbi hang s& dién ra tai ddy, trong khu rimg bao ton Busse Woods.

Bai db xe va khu vire phia trude t6i om, chi ¢6 4nh tring miu bac dang chi duong cho t6i. Khi vire nay bi bo hoang, trir mdt chit 4nh sang xanh toa ra
tr mot chiec 6 t6 kin bung. T6i di sau hon vao rimng va thoang thay mot bong den dang nam trén mat dat.

Toi chay t6i trong ndi o' hai bua vay quanh minh. T6i gan hon, ti nhan ra chiéc o khodc ctia minh.Cam gide nhu nhin thiy céi chét ctia minh ngay truée
it vay.

Quy gbi xudng, t6i chAm cham Iat c4i x4c kén.

Paco

“Oi, khong,” t6i kéu Ién ngay lic cam nhan durgc méu ctia thing ban, van con 4m, dinh uét tay toi.
Anh miit Paco d& dan, nhung n6 ¢6 ging chAm chim dit 1én canh tay toi. “Tao tiéu roi.”

Toi gbi dau Paco 1én dui minh.“Tao d4 bao miy dimg xen vao cudc doi tao rdi ma. Pung chét vi tao, khong diroc chét vi tao,” toi ndc 1n.“Trdi oi, may
dang bi mit mau nhiéu qua.”

Mau tuoi trao ra thanh tirng dong tir miéng no.

“Tao sg,” 16 thi thAm, oin minh dau dén.



“Puirng bd ta0.C4 1én, moi chuyén s& on.” Toi 6m chit Paco, biét minh dang lira déi no”[héng ban 5t nhit cta i sép chét. Khong thé clru van. Toi cam
nhan duoc sy dau don cia n6 nhur ctia chinh minh vay.

“Nhin kia, ddy I thing Alex gia va dong bon ctia n6, Alex that. Diing la mdt dém Halloween, phéi khong?”
Toi quay nguoi vé phia tiéng ctia Hector.

“T¢ qua, tao khong biét dan ban nhdm Paco day”, o tiép tuc ni. “Hur, ban ngiy hai dira tui bay trong rit khac nhau ma. Chédc tao phéi di kiém tra lai
nit thoi”” Néi roi o it sting ra chia vao t6i.

Toi khong so.Toi gidn dit. Va t6i can cau tra 1o, “Tai sao 6ng lai im diéu nay?”

“Néu mity mudn biét thi d6 & do 16i clia b miy. Hain mudn thoét khoi bang Blood. Nhung khong c6 cira déu, Alex. B6 may 1a ngudi gioi mﬁt ma bon
tao co. Ngay trude khi chet, han da c6 dé thoat ra. Vu ban thude cudi cing la thir thach ctia han, Alex. Vu budn ban cha-con C4 hai déu song sot trd v,
thi héin thang” Hin cudi, tiéng cuoi khing khuc ddi vao tai toi.” Thang khon ngu ngde d6 khong bao gior co co hoi. May glong b6 may lim. Tao da nghi
¢6 thé hudn Iuyen may dé thay thé han thanh mdt tay budn thude phién va tay sing cir khoi. Nhung khong, may thire sw giéng bd méay. Mot ké bo cude

.. ké bo cude.”

T6i nhin xudng Paco. N6 gan nhur tit thd, khong khi khong thodt ra dirgc tir phi ciia n6 nita. Nhin xuéng phan nguc dam mau, doi mét long 1én do
ngau, t6i nhd dén bo. Ciing canh turgng nay, nhung t61 khong con 1a thang bé sau tudi nita. Moi thir da sang to.

Mit t6i gap miit Paco chi trong mit gidy.
“Bang Latino Blood d ban dimg chiing ta, troi a,” 1 nhitng 16 cudi cing Paco néi trude khi nit né dai di v n6 gue xudng trén tay toi.

“Dit n6 xudng di! N6 chét rdi Alex. Ciing nhur bd iy thoi. Dimg ddy va dbi mit véi tao dil” Hector hét 16n, vay khau sting trong khong khi nhur mot gi
khing,

Toi nhe nhang dat co thé khong con s sdng ctia Paco xubng it dt va dimg ddy, sin sang tran chién.

“Bt tay Ién dAu di, dé tao c6 thé nhin théty ching, Mty biét chir, khi tao giét théing gia d6 méy da khée nhu mdt dira bé, Alex. May da khoc trong vong
tay tao, nguoi da giet bo may. Nuc cudi, phai khong?”

Lic d6 t6i m6i chi sau tubi. Néu biét Hector I ké sat nhan, t6i d& khong bao gidr gia nhdp bang Blood. “Tai sao 6ng lai hm nhu vay Hector?””

“Nhoc, may s& khong bao gio' khon ra phai khong? May thiy ddy, bd may nghi hén gioi hon tao. Han da khodc lac ring s& khong c6 bang dang nao ¢
Fairfield. Tao da thay dbi diéu d6, Alex. Tao da cho ngudi ciia tao t6i, tit ca cac cin hd ¢ d6 da thudce vé tao. Phai thudc vé tao, hodc mit tit ca. Chién
tich 4y, nhoc, da dura tao 1én lam th finh.”

“N6 lam 6ng trd thanh mot g dién.”

“Ga dién. Thién tai. Gidng nhau ca thoi.” Hector dy 61 bang khau stng, “Gior thi quy xudng Tao nghi day 1 noi thich hop dé may chét d4y. Ngay trong
khu rirng nay, nhur mdt con thi. May nuoe chét nhu mdt con thi dung khong, Alex?”

“Ong md6i 14 loai cam thi d6 khén. It nhit ong ciing phai nhin vao niit t6i khi giét t6i, nhu dng da km v6i bd t6i chir!”
Khi Hector di vong quanh t6i, ti da tim ra co hi. Toi tom Iy c6 tay o, vat io xudng dat.

Hector chiri thé, nhanh chong dimg Ien, van gilt sting trong tay. Téi loi dung sw chuéch choang d6 va d4 vao ngudi lo. Lio xoay mot vong dap chudi
sting vao dau toi. Toi ngd quy, nguyén ria viéc minh bj danh guc.

Suy nghii v& bb va Paco cho t6i thém sirc manh dé dénh tra trong bong t6i mip mo. Toi ¥ thire 16 rang Hector dang cd bén minh.
Khi d4 vao g o, t6i bd ddy duogc. Khiu Glock ciia o dang chiia théing vao ngure toi

“PAy I chanh sét Arlington Heights! Ha vii khi xung, gio tay 1én dé ching t6i c6 thé nhin thiy ching!”

Qua I6p cdy rimg va suong miy, ti da thiy thip thoang anh dén do xanh loe én tir xa.

Toi gio tay Ién. “Ha sting xudng di, Hector. Trd choi két thiic roi.”

Hector giir chat khiu sing, van chia vao nguc toi.

“Ha stng xubng,” vién canh st ra énh. “Ngay!”

Mt Hector trong thit dién cudng. T6i cam nhin duoc con cudng n ciia Fo tir khoang niim bude chn gitta ching toi.



Toi biét o s& ban. Lo & mot thing khon. Lo dang chuan bi kéo co.

“May sai 101, Alex,” o n6i.“Cudc choi chi m6i bat dau thoi.”

Moi thir dién ra rét nhanh. T6i lao sang phéi trong Ic tiéng sung vang lén.

Toi biét minh b tring dan khi bt ngd ra sau. Vién dan thiéu d6t dudi 16p da nhur thé ¢6 ai dang d6 ca chai twong ¢t Tabasco n do.
Sau do, thé gi6i trude mat t6i chi toan mdt mau den kit.
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Brittany

Liic nam gi' séng, tiéng chudng dién thoai reo vang lim ti bimg tinh. L Isabel, chdc c6 ban mudn ¢6 vai 1oi khuyén vé Paco.
“Céu co biét bay gi |a miy gidr sang khong?” Toi hoi khi vira nhc dién thoai.

“Anh dy chét rdi, Britany. Anh 4y di roi.”

“Ai?"T6i cubng cudng hoi lai.

“Paco. Va ... to khong biét co nén goi cho cau khong nira, nhung dit sao cudi cling cau ciing s& biét, Alex ciing & d6 va...”

Nhitng ngon tay clia t6i nm chit dién thoai, “Alex & dau? Anh dy ¢6 sao khong? Lam on hdy ndi véi t6 ring anh 4y khdng sa0. TG xin cau ddu Isa. Lam

on.
“Anh 4y da bj ban.”

Trong mdt gidy, t6i chd doi ¢ ban ndi ra nhitng tir con dang so hon thé - Anh 4y da chét. Nlumg khong, “Anh 4y dang & trong phong phau thudt cia
bénh vién Lakeshore.”

Trude khi Isabel kip noi hét cau, toi giat toac bd pajama khoi ngurdi va nhanh chong trong quin 4o vao. V& ly chim chia khoa, ti lao vé phia ctra,
trong tay van nam chit chiéc dién thoai dé nghe Isabel ké lai tit c4 nhimg gi ban 4y biét.

Vu buon thudc thit bai, Paco va Hector di chét. Alex bi bén va dang trong phong md. Isabel chi biét thé.

“Oi chiia oi, lay chua, cau xin Ngudi,” t6i cdu nguyén trong subt quang duong lai xe t61 bénh vién sau khi cip may. Sau dém qua cing Alex, t6i da chic
chin anh 4y s& chon t6i va tir bo chuyén budn thudc. Anh Ay c6 thé da phan béi tinh yéu ctia ching t6i, nhung t6i thi khong thé.

Ca nguroi t6i run Ién nirc n6. M6i hdm qua, Paco con chic chin véi t6i rang cau ta s& dam bao Alex khong dinh dang t6i viéc budn ma tiy nita, viy
ma... Oi, Chta oi. Paco da thay thé Alex va da chét. Toi nghi€p, Paco yéu quy.

Toi cb ging gat di suy nghil Alex s& khong qua khoi cude phau thuat. Mot phan trong t6i chiic chéin s& chét cling anh.
T6i hoi nhén vién & tan ctia bénh vién chd ¢ thé ngdi chd va ngdng tin vé tinh trang ctia Alex.

Nguoi phy nit ny yéu cau t6i danh van tén anh dy, va ¢6 ta danh may nd. Tiéng ban phim khién t6i mubn phét dién. That mét thoi gian, t6i chi mudn ndm
lay vai c6 ta Iic manh dé c6 ta lam nhanh hon.

Nguoi phu nit nhin t6i to mo. “C6 1a nguoi than ciia bénh nhan?”

“Quan hé nhur thé nao?”

“Em ghi.”

C6 ta lic dau to vé khong tin sau d6 nhin vai. “Alejandro Fuentes dugc dira vao trong tinh trang bi chn thuong do sting ban.”
“Anh 4y s& 6n, phai khong?” Téi khoc.

Cb ta lai tra tAn ci ban phim lan nira. “C6 vé nhur anh ta 6 trong phong md ca sang nay, ¢d Fuentes. Phong doi | phong miu cam & cudi hanh lang, phia
bén phai. Bac si s€ thong bao voi ¢6 vé tinh trang ctia anh c6 sau khi phau thuét.”

Toi vin chét vao ban tiép tin.“Camon cd.”



Tai phong doi, t6i nhur dong ctmg lai khi nhin thiy me va hai cu em cuia Alex dang ngdi mdt goc trén nhimg chiée ghé mau cam ciia bénh vién. Me anh
4y ngAng lén trude tién. Mt ba d6 mong, nurée it dong thanh timg vét trén mt.

Toi dua tay lén che miéng, rdi ciing khong thé ngiin minh nirc n6. Qua lan nurée mét mo mo, t6i thiy bac Fuentes dang dang rong canh tay don toi.
Qué nhidu cam xtc, 16i chay lai 6m By bac.
.
Tay Alex giat giat.
Toi ngAng dau Ién tir giwrdng anh. Toi da ngdi ddy subt dém dé doi anh tinh lai. Me va hai em anh ciing khong roi nira budc.
Bac sindi anh c6 thé tinh day sau vai gio.
Toi tham wdt mdt chiée khin gidy va dip no én tran Alex. Toi da lam nhur vAy sudt dém, vi anh lién tuc ra md hoi va cua quy trong gidc ngi.
Mit anh hip hay. Toi ¢6 thé thay anh dang chién dAu véi thudc giam dau va cb mo it ra, “Toi dang & dau?”” Giong anh khan khan, théu thao.
“Bénh vién.” Me anh n6i, chay voi t6i bén anh.
“Anh d bi ban,” Carlos thém vao, giong day dau kho.
Alex nhiu may bdi 161, ‘Paco. ..” anh n6i, giong 16n hon.
“Dlmg nghi v& chuyén d6 ngay lic nay,” t6i n6i, ¢b ging kiém ché cam xtic chinh minh. T6i cAn phéi manh mé vi anh, va t6i s& khong khién anh thit vong,

Toi nghii anh dinh nim tay t6i, nhung vé nit hién 13 sy dau d6n, anh rut tay lai. Toi ¢6 rat nhidu didu mudn ndi voi anh, rit nhiéu. Toi ude g cd Mot
Ngay Khoi Dau Lai va thay dbi qua khir. Toi ude minh c6 thé ciru Paco va Alex khoi sb phén ctia chinh ho.

Mit van do d4n do anh huong tir thube mé, anh nhin t6i va hoi, “Tai sao em & day?”

T6i nhin me anh dang xoa canh tay anh, ¢ khién anh cam thiy thoai mai hon. “Britanny d thirc sudt dém, Alex. Con bé rat lo cho con.”
“Me hay dé con n6i chuyén v6i co dy. Mot minh,” anh yéu 6t nbi.

Me va em trai anh rdi khoi phong, dé lai cho ching toi chit riéng tur.

Khi ching t6i chi con lai mdt minh, anh dbi tur thé trong dau dén. R6i anh nhin t6i.“Anh mubn em di di.”

“Anh khong c6 y nhur vy phai khong,” t6i n6i, ndm Iy tay anh. Anh khong thé muén diéu do.

Anh rut tay lai, nhu thé cai cham ctia t6i d4 kim anh phai bong. “Pling, anh ¢6 y d6 d6.”

“Alex, chiing ta s€ vuot qua dugc chuyén ndy. Emyéu anh.”

Anh 4y quay d4u di, nhin xudng san nha va nudt mrde bot. “Anh da quan h¢ voi em vimot vu ca cuoc, Brittany,” anh ndi kh, nhung timg chir rét 15
rang. “N6 ching ¢6 y nghia gi véi anh. Emkhong c6 y nghia gi véi anh hét.”

T6i i lai boi nhitng tir ngft nhu dao cira clia Aex dang ngim dan vio ndo t6i“Khong,” t6i thi tham
“Emva anh. .. d6 chi 4 tro choi théi. Anh d cuge voi Lucky con xe RX-7 ctia nd néuanh quan hé dugc véi em trude 1 Ta on.”

Khl Alex ding tir “quan he” & ni vé nhitng gidy phut yéu duong cua ching t6i, 161 ring minh. Goi no I tinh dyc khién miéng t6i dang ngit. Goind
uan hé” khién 61 dau quin. Toi budng thong hai tay bén ngudi, mudn anh Ay rit lai nhitng gi vira ni. “Anh néi dbi”

Anh &y quay Ién nhin théing vao miit t6i. Oi, Chia oi. Toi khong théty mdt chit céim xtic ndo. DOi miit clia anh Ay thit lanh Rng nhur i noi. “Em thét |

ngoc néu tin rang nhitng gi xdy ra gitta chiing ta 14 that.”

Toi lic dau qudy quiy. “Dimg lim em ton thurong, Alex. Khong phéi anh. Khong phéi bay gio.” Doi mbi t0i run én khi toi thi thim van xin. “Lam on.”

Khi anh ay khong tra 101, t6i i thém bude nita, gan nhu vap ngd khi nghi vé ban than minh, con nguoi thure cua t6i ma chi minh Alex bict. Trong tiéng thi

tham dang thurong, t61 noi voi anh, “Emda tin anh.”

“P6 I sai Am ctia em, khong phai anh.”

Anh cham vio vai tréi v cong ngudi dau don trude khi dam ban anh bude vao phong, Ho giri 10i chia budn ca cam thong, trong khi t6i dimg chét king &
g6c phong, hoan toan khong ai chi y dén.



“Co that tAt ca chi vi mdt vu ca cuoe khong?” Toi ndi at tiéng bon ho. Khoang sau nguoi ¢ d6 nhin t6i chim chim Ké ca Alex. Isabel budc lai gﬁn 101,
nhung t6i dua tay ra hiéu cho ban ay ding lai.

“C6 that khong?” Toi hoi lai, boi tam tri vin khong thoét nbi khoi nhitng cau n6i phil phing ctia Alex. Pidu ny khong thé [a that.

Moi con méit d6 don vao Alex, nhung 4nh it anh xody vao toi

“Hay cho c6 Ay biét,” Alex ra lénh.

Mot g tén Sam nging dAu lén.“Um, tr, ding vay. Céu ta da thiing chiéc RX-7 ctia Lucky.”

Toi budc i lai v& phia cira phong, ¢b gitr diu nging cao. Khudn mit Alex danh lai, lanh king

Cb hong t6i nhur nghen lai, “Chiic mimg, Alex. Anh théing roi. Em hy vong anh s& thich chiéc xe moi ciia minh.”

Khi t0i niim Fy niim dém cira, cdi nhin lanh nhu thép ctia Alex dju di. Toi binh ith buéc ra khoi phong, Hinh nhu Isabel di theo t6i ra ngoai hanh lang,
nhung t6i chay tron khoi ban dy, khoi bénh vién, va khoi Alex. Khong may, t6i khong thé chay tron chinh trai tim minh. That dau don, con dau sau tham
trong co thé t6i. Va tdi bict, minh s&€ khong bao gi¢ trd lai nhur ¢li duge nita.
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Alex

Toi da ¢ trong bénh vign ca tuan. Toi ghét y t, béc i, kim chich, xét nghigm,... va diic biét & do bénh nhén. O noi ndy cang lau, hinh nhur t6i cang cau
kinh hon. Puoc 16, I& ra t61 khong nén quét nat cd y ta da lay ong thong tieu ra khdi nguoi t6i.Chinh tinh khi vui vé ctia ¢6 ay khien 61 kho chiu.

Toi khong mudn gap ai, hay ndi chuyén véi bt ky ai. Cang it nguoi lien quan t6i cude song cua tdi cang tot. Toi ddy Brittany di, lim ¢6 4y ton thurong
khién tim t6i tan nat. Nhu‘ng 61 khong ¢6 Ira chon ndo. Cang & gan toi, cude sdng clia ¢ Ay cang hiém nguy. Toi khong thé dé chuyén xay ra véi Paco
lap lai véi cd gai ma t6i..

Dung nghif v& ¢6 4y nita, t6i tur nhii.

Nhirng ai t6i quan tim déu phai chét. B toi. Gidr 1a Paco. That ngu ngde khi nghi minh c6 thé c6 moi thir. Bong ¢6 tiéng g6 cira phong, t6i gao Ién, “Cut
dir”

Tiéng o kién tri hon.

“Chét tiét, dé t6i yén!”

Khi cira bat mo, t6i ném céi cde vao n6.Cai coe khong dép tring mdt nhan vién bénh vién, ma tring ngay giira nguc cd P.
“Oi, khi that. Khong thé 1a ¢6,” t6i noi.

Co6 P day gong kinh mdi ¢6 dinh da Ién. “Pay khong phai la s chao dén toi mong doi, Alex,” c6 ndi. “Toi van c6 thé cho emmdt phiéu cAm tiic vi chiri
ria, em biét day.”

Toi i quay it di dé khong plni nhmvao co éy “Co dén day dé cho emphiéu cém tiic? Néu déy I nhimg gi ¢6 dinh lim, ¢6 c6 thé quén n6 di. Em

“T6i khong di d4u cho dén khi em nghe i n6i.”

Oi, im on. Khong, Bt cir diéu gi ngoai trir viéc phai nghe bai thuyét giang ctia cd. Toi 4n niit goi y ta.
“Ching t6i ¢6 thé gitip gi cho anh, Alex?”” Mot giong ndi vang lén qua loa.

“T6i dang bj tra tin.”

“Anh n6i gj thé?”

C0 P bude qua chd toi va git loa ra khoi tay t0i. “Cau dy noi dua ddy. Xin 101 lam phién ban.”” Roi ¢6 dt céi loa kn trén ti diu giwong, xa tim voi ctia
t01. “O day ho khong cho em thude hanh phic 4?”

“Em khong mudn dugc hanh phuic.”

C5 P nghiéng ngudi vé phia trude, toc méi ctia ¢6 cham vao vanh kinh. “Alex, t6i rat tiéc vé nhitng chuyén d xay ra dén voi Paco. C4u Ay khong phai 1
hoc tro ctia t61, nhung t61 nghe ndi hai em 1 ban than.”



To6i nhin ra ngodi cira s6 dé tranh ¢6. Toi khong mudn n6i vé Paco. Toi khong mudn ndi vé bt cir thir gi. “Tai sao cd dén day?”

Toi nghe tiéng st soat khi ¢6 16i cai gi d6 tir tii ra. “Toi mang t6i cho em mdt s6 bai tap dé km, dé em theo kip cho dén khi em quay lai 16p.”
“Emkhong quay lai. Em da ndi 1oi. Embo hoc. Viée d6 khong nén khién co ngac nhién, c6 P. Em I3 mot ké du con, ¢6 nhé chir?”’

C6 di vong qua giurdng, dimg trude tim miét cia toi. “Toi nghi minh da sai v& em T6i curoc réng em s& 1 ngudi phé 18.”

“A, ding, ¢ & d6 1 trrée khi thing ban thén nhat ctia em bj bén. L& ra d6 phéi | em, ¢6 biét m.” Toi nhin cudn sach Héa trong tay 6. N6 nhéc toi
nhd ve tat c nhitng gi minh da cé va nhiing gi khdng bao gio' c6 dugc. “LE ra Paco khong phai chét, khon kiep! Ma phdi 1a em!” Toi hét Ién.

C6 P khong nao ning. “Nhung em da khong chét. Emnghi s& tra on Paco bang cach bo hoc va bo cude u? Hay coi do 1a mbt moén qua céu éy danh cho
em, Alex, thay vimdt 1oi nguyen. Paco khong the quay lai. Em thi ¢6.” C6 P dat cu6n sach Hoa trén tranh ctra s6. “T6i da ¢6 nhieu hoc tro chét hon toi
nghi. Chong t6i thic giuc t6i tir bo Fairfield, dén day tai mdt truong ndo khac khdng ¢ nhitng tay du con song chi d€ chét hodc rot cude trd thanh nhitng
ké budn ma tiy.”

Ngdi trén mép giurong t6i, ¢ nhin xudng doi tay minh. “Toi vén & lai Fairfield v6i hy vong minh ¢6 thé im mdt dieu gi d6 khéc bigt, | mot tim gwong,
Tien si Aguirre tin rang chiing t6i ¢ thé rit ngan khoang cach, va t6i cling tin the. Néu t6i co thé thay doi cude song ctia mdt hoc tro, t6i cd the s€...”

“Thay doi thé gi6i?”

“C6 & thé.”

“C6 khong thé. Doi la doi.”

C6 nhin t6i, khong chin bude.“O, Alex. Emqué sai 161 Do 1 do em Néu em nghi em khong thé thay 7déi thé gioi thi ct Eiép tuc dén thinvao con
duong da dinh san cho em Nhung van ¢6 con dudng khac dé chon, ching chikhoé dihon thoi. Thay doi the giéi khong de, nhung t6i chéc chan s& ticp
tuc ¢ gang, Con em?”
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“D6 1 quyén ctia em. Toi thi van s& ¢b ging” C6 ngimg lai, sau d6 ndi tiép, “Em c6 mudn biét ¢ ban hoc chung mén Hoa ctia em dang gling grong thé
nao khong?”

Toi lic dau.“Khong. Em khong quan tim” Tir ngit nhu nghen lai trong hong toi.

C5 thr dai tht vong, sau do di tdi thanh ctra s6 va nhit én cudn sach Hoa.“T6i nén mang n6 vé, hay dé né & lai day?”

Toi khong tra 1oi. C6 dat cudn sach tré lai 46 va quay dau di ra cira.

“Ude gi emda chon mdn Sinh thay vi Hoa,” t6i n6i lic ¢6 md ctra budc ra.

Co ¢cb y nhdy it Vi toi. “Khong, emkhong chon thé dau. Va bao cho embiét, thay Aguirre s& t6i thiam em hom nay ddy, som thoi. Toi khuyén em nén
kim ché ném thir gi d6 lic thay ay budc qua cra.”
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Khi t6i roi bénh vién hai tudn sau do, me dua chiing t61 vé& Mexico. Mot thang sau t6i nhin cong viéc phuc vu phong tai mot }dﬁch san & San Miguel de
Allende, gan nha. Mot khach san dep voi nhitng burc trong son trang va hang ¢t o miit tién. Toi lam phién dich lic can vi tiéng Anh ctia t61 kha hon hau
hét nhan vién & day. Khi toi di choi véi miy anh ban sau gioy lam, ho ¢b gan ghép t6i véi nhitng ¢ gai Mexico xinh dep. Nhing c6 nang hap dan, goi
cam, va chac chan biét cach quyén rii mot chang trai. Van dé 1a, bon ho khong phai Brittany.

T6i can déy ¢6 4y ra khoi dau minh. That nhanh.

Toi da thir. Mot t6i, mt co gai ngwdi MY dua t0i kén phong khach san ctia ¢6 dy. Liic dau, t0i nghi quan hé voi mdt c6 géi toc vang khéc s& x6a bo dieu
t01 da cd véi Brittany. Nhung ic chuan bi vao cudc, 61 sttng nguoi.

T6i nhan ra sau Brittany, t6i ching thé hoa hop vdi ai duoc nita.

D06 khong phai la khuon mit Brittany, khong phai nu cuoi, khong phai doi mét ctia cd 4y. Bén dudi ve bé ngoai xinh dep, con ¢6 thir khac an su bén
trong khién co éy tré nén khac biét. Pdy 14 cach ¢o dy nhe nhang lau it cho chi minh, cach c6 4y nghiém tic khi hoc mbn Hoa, cach c6 4y bay 0 tinh
yéu ngay khi ¢b Ay biét toi am gi, t6i 4 ai. T6i da di budn ma tiy, thir ¢d Ay cuong quyét chdng lai, viy ma c6 4y van yéu toi.

Nén béy gio, ba thang sau khi bi bin, t6i quay vé Fairfield, d6i mit v6i nhing gi co P s& goi ki ndi so' hii I6n nhat doi toi.

Anh Enrique dang ngdi tai ban lim viéc trong tiém sira xe, Fic dau. Ching t6i da néi chuyén vé dém Halloween 4y, va t6i d3 tha thir cho anh chuyén anh
tiet 16 cho Lucky bict t6i & clng voi Brittany.



Enrique thd' mdt hoi dai, chim ri sau khi nghe t6i néi chuyén minh dinh im.“Em ¢6 thé s& chét d4y,” anh n6i, ngude nhin toi.
Toi gt dau.“Em biét.”

“Anh khong thé gitip gi cho em. Khong dira ndo ctia em trong bang Blood ¢6 thé giip em. Nighi lai dii, Alex. Quay vé& Mexico, tan huréng ndt phan doi
conlaidi.”

Toi da Iya chon va khong hé 6 y dinh bo cude. “Em s& khong lim mdt ké hén nhat. Em can lim diéu ndy. Em can hoan toan thoét khoi bang Blood.”
“Vico ay?”
“Phai.” Va vi ca bd t6i. Vi Paco. Vit6i lan gia dinh toi.

“Nhur thé c6 tot khong néu cudi ciing em phai f:hét?” Enrique hoi. “Cu gia nhip ctia em so voi diéu ndy chi nhu mdt bita tiéc gidi lao. Bon ching thim chi
s€ cho ca nhitng thanh vién ky cyu tham gia day.”

Thay vi tra 1i, t6i dwa anh mdt mau gidy véi s6 dién thoai trén do. “Néu 6 bt cir chuyén gi xay ra véi em, hiy goi cau dy. Cau dy 1 ngudi ban duy nhét
cta em khong lién quan.” Khong dinh dén bang Blood, ciing chang dinh ti Brittany.
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Dém d6, tai nha kho, t6i ddi mit véi rat dong nhimg ké coi t6i 1 tén phan boi. Mot tiéng trude, t6i da ndi véi Chuy, ngudi tiép nhan vi tri ctia o Hector,
rang t6i muon thoat ra — doan tuyét hoan toan voi Latino Blood. Véi dicu kién t6i can song st sau tran don trirng phat cta ho.

Chuy, cimg rin va lanh ling bude t4i trude v6i mdt cai khin rin (}éu hiéu cuia bang Latino Blood. T6i nhin hrét xung quanh. Ban t6i Pedro dimg ngay
sau. Mat nhin di huéng khéc; Javier va Lucky cling ¢ déy, anh mét sang ryc phan khich. Javier i mot thang dién khon kiép, con Lucky thi khong vui vé
gikhi b thua cuoc, di réng t6i ching bao gio ky chice xe. Ca hai s& sung sudng duge danh dép t6i khi t6i khong the chong cu lai. Enrique dang dimg
dya vao tuong ¢ goc nha kho. Anh dugce dy kien s& tham gia vao trén thir thich, giop dap nat xuwong t6i cho tdi khi t6i chet giac. Long trung thanh va
camket la tat cd doi voi bang LB. Ban phé bo long trung thanh, pha v camket d6.... ban chi con 1 ke th trong miit ho. Thim chi t€ hon, viban da a
mot phan trong s6 d6. Néu Enrique budc t6i trude dé bao vé toi, anh ay s& bi xir ngay.

Toi dirng hién ngang trong Iirc Chuy bit it t6i bing khén ran. Toi ¢6 thé im didu ndy. Néu né giop t6i cudi cling duge & bén Brittany, nd déng gid. Toi
khong nghi t6i la chon nao khac.

Sau khi tay t6i bi troi ra sau lung, t0i bj dan vao trong mdt chiéc xe va ddy vao bang ghé sau, c6 hai g ap tai hai bén. Toi khong biét minh sap di dau. Tir
ic Chuy Ién nam quyén, bat ctr dieu gi déu c6 thé xay ra.

Chuyén gi xdy ra néu toi chét va Britanny khong bao gios biét t0i cam théy thé nao vé ¢d dy? C6 & d6 ciing B mot chuyén tot. C6 dy s& c6 thé vui song
tiep Vo1 y nghi t6i 12 mot cai gai, ké da phan bdi co ay va khong bao gio' phai hoi ticc.

Bén muroi Bim phut sau, xe di vao khi virc duong gap ghénh. Toi biét nho tiéng soi lao xao dudi banh xe. Co I biét minh & dau s& 1 mot loi the nhlmg
61 khong thé nhin thy mot thir chet tiét nao.To61 khong hoang hét. Chi khao khat mudn biét liéu minh ¢6 phai b mdt trong nhitng ngudi may mén song
s6t hay khong, Va ngay ca khi toi song st, ai s& tim klgm t6i? Hay c6 I& t6i s& chét co don trong mot ci cl}uong, mot nha kho, hay mbt toa nha bi bo
hoang nao d6? Cé the ching s€ khong danh to1. Co thé ching s& dura 61 lén ndc mdt toan nha va chi can day toi xuong, The 1a hét.

Khong, Chuy s& khong nhur vdy. Ga thich nghe tiéng la hét, cAu xin ctia nhitng gi trai manh m3 bi budc phai quy gbi

Toi s& khong dé han duroc hai ong

Toi duge dan ra khoi xe. Toi nghe thay tiéng budc chan minh dap trén s6i d4, Chiing t6i dang ¢ gilta viing xa x6i héo lnh. Nhiéu chiéc xe d3 lai, nhiéu
tiéng bude chan theo sau ching toi. Tiéng mdt con bod rdng ¢ xa.

Tiéng bo rong bao hiéu w? Thire ong, t6i mubn diéu ndy dién ra cang nhanh cang tt. Néu né bi ngit quiing, nd s& hodn lai viéc khong thé tranh khoi. Toi
tu nguyén. Toida san sang, Bat dau thoi

“Ngimg lai day,” ké ndo do bao toi.

Lam nhu t6i ¢ noi ndo dé di y. Ai d6 dang bude vé phia t0i. Toi nghe tiéng soi kéu riing réic dudi mbi bude chin gi. “May 1 ndi 6 nhyc clia anh em
ching ta, Alejandro. Bon tao bao v€ may ca gia dinh may, may lai quyet dinh quay heng véi ching tao. Ping khong?”

Toi wée doi minh nhur trong tiéu thuyét cta John Grisham(1]. Nhitng nhén vat cia 6ng 4y duong nhu udn cach cai chét 6 mdt budc nhung ludn thoét ra
v6i mot ké hoach tuyét voi. That dang tiéc, doi thure khong nhur trong tiéu thuyét.

[1] John Grisham (sinh ngity 8/2/1955): 1a mdt tac gid nguodi My ndi tiéng véi nhing tiéu thuyét trinh thim hinh sur.
“Hector mdi la ké phan bdi bang Blood,” t61 dap.”K¢é phan bi.”

Pép lai chuyén t6i goi Hector 1 ké phan boi i mot nim dim giang thing vao ham toi. Chét tiét, t6i chura sin sang cho diéu ndy, boi t6i khong thé nhin



thiy c4i quai gi voi bang vai bit ngang mét. Toi ¢ khong nhan mit.

“May hiéu hau qua ctia viée rdi khoi bang Blood chir?”

T6i nghién chit ham lai. “Hiéu”,

Toi nghe tiéng d4 lao xao nhur c6 mdt vong tron ngudi dang tién lai gin. Toi 1 tAm ctia vong tron Ay.

Mot sy im lang ky la ling xuéng, Khong ai cuoi, khong ai giy ra ﬁéng dong Mot s6 thing vay quanh da timg la ban cta t6i. Nhu anh Enrique, ho dang
dau tranh voi chinh minh. T6i khong trach ho. Nhiing dira may min hon thi khong bi chon dé danh nhau hdm nay.

Khong canh béo trude, t6i inh mdt ¢t dam vao mit. C6 it minh dimg thang 1 rét kho, ddc biét vi toi s& bj tan cong tir nhiéu phia. Ban c6 thé gianh
chién thang nhung mat khac ban ciling biét minh khong cé co hdi nao.

C6 c4i g d6 sic lanh chém qua lung t6i.
RAi t6i bi ddm vao mang suon.

MG cii tAn cong déu nhdm vao phan trén ciia t6i — khong tic da nao duoc chira lai. Toi ko dao mdt chit di lai bi kéo dimg Ién, ngi diii vao mdt ndm
dam ran danh khac.

T6i da c6 mot vét thurong & phia sau, nd dau nhur ¢6 ngon lira dang liém qua da. T6i c6 thé nhén ra ndm dém ciia anh Enriquem vi né khong chét chira
nhicu cuong nd nhur nhitng ké khac.

Ky tic vé Brittany gir t6i khong bat khoc vi dau don. Toi phai kién cudng vi cd dy. .. vi chiing t6i. Toi khong thé dé ho kiém soat, di toi séng hay 1a chét.
To61 Iam chii s6 phén ctia minh, khong phai bang Blood.

ba bao lau 10i nhi? Nua tiéng? Mot t1eng‘7 Co thé t6i yéu dan, kho ma dimg viing duoc. Toi nguri thy mii khéi. Bon ching s& déy t6i vio ira? Chiée
khéin rin van bit kin mét t6i, nhung né ching con quan trong nita boi toi chéc chén mét minh d sung phi.

T6i cam thdy minh sép guc xudng nén dat, nhung t6i bude minh phai dimg lén.

Hinh nhu miu néng dang chay ra tir nhing vét ¢t sAu trén mit va co thé toi. Toi cam thiy 40 so mi ciia minh bi xé toac thinh tirng manh nho, phoi bay
vét seo noi Hector bén toi. Mot nim dam giong ngay vao d6. N6 qua dau don.

Toi sup xudng dét, mat ca vao Iop soi da.

Negay lic ndy, t6i khong chéc minh ¢6 thé lam gi. Brittany. Brittany. Brittany. Mién con lip lai cau thin chu dy trong dau, t6i biét minh con song Brittany.
Brittany. Brittany.

La i khoi tht sw, hay | mii ctia cai chét?

Qua lan swong day trong tAm tri,hinh nhur t6i nghe thiy ai d6 néi, “May khong nghi né da chiu du rdi sao?”
Toi nghe théy tiéng vong lai tir xa nhung 15 rang, “Khong”

Nhirng 1i phan ddi vang Ién. Néu ¢ thé di chuyén, t6i s& lim vdy. Brittany. Brittany. Brittany.

Phén d6i nhicu hon. Khong ai duge phan déi nhig thir thach nay. Khong dugc phép? Chuyén gi xdy ra vay? Tiép theo a gi? N6 han i phéi ¢ hon
danh dap vi t6i nghe thay nhi€u tiéng tranh cai.

“Gitr n6 {ip it xudng,” giong gd Chuy vang lén. “Khong ai duoe phén boi bang Latino Blood trong thoi tao. Hay coi ddy  bai hoc cho bt cir dira ndo
0 phan bd lai ca hoi. Co thé Alejandro Fuentes s€ ludn durge danh dau, mdt 16i nhdc nhd vé sy phan bdi clia nd.”

Mii lira dét lai gn. Toi khong biét didu gi séip xay ra cho t6i khi vimg ung trén cham vao cai g d6 nhu than néng,

Toi nghii toi da rén Ién. Hodc gim gir. Hodc i hét én. Toi khong biét bt ctr thir i nita. Toi khong thé nghi. Toi chi cam thiy. Ching c6 1§ da ném t6i
vao lira, day 1a tran tra tankmhkhunghonbat ctr thir gi t6i ¢6 thé tuong turong, Mui khét ciia da chdy xdc vao miii khi t6i nhén ra than hoan toan khong
phai 13 than. Thing con hoang d6 da déng d4u 1én ngudi toi. Pau, dau qué. .

Brittany. Brittany. Brittany.

57

Brittany

Gio 13 d4u thang Tu. Pa nam thang t6i khong gip Alex, ké tir sau vu nd sting, Nhing tin don vé Alex va Paco cudi ciing ciing Fing xung, céc chuyén gia
tam Iy lan chuyén vién xa hdi ciing da roi khoi trudng.



Tuén trude, t0i néi véi chuyén vién xa hdi ring minh ngi hon ndim tiéng modt ngiy, nhung d6 1 mot 101 n6i déi. Ké tir ngay Ay toi ludn mét ngil, gidt minh
tinh giéc e nira dém vi tAm tri khong ngimg nhé lai cude trod chuyén cing Alex trong bénh vién. Chuyén vién xa hoi bao phéi mit mot thoi gian dai toi
m6i ¢6 thé quén di cam giac bi phan boi. Van dé 14, t6i khong cam thy bi phén boi. Budn va miét tinh than thi ding hon. Sau timg d6 thdi gian mbi Iuc di
ngi t6i van nhin chiim chiim vao hinh anh anh trén dién thoai, birc anh chup vao dém chiing t6i téi cau lac bd Noi Huyén Bi.

Sau khi xut vign, anh d& bo hoc va bién mit. Anh ¢6 thé budc ra khoi cude doi t6i, nhung anh s& luon B mot phén trong toi. Toi khong thé tir bo, diu
¢ muon.

Mot diéu tich cuc df:n sau tht ca nllfmg chuyén rc")iﬂ ren do 1a gia dinh t6i da dua chi Shel!ey dén Colorado xem trung tm Sum]y Acres, va chi thuc su
thich n6. Ho ¢6 nhiéu hoat dong moi ngay, choi thé thao, tham chi ca nhiing nguoi ndi tiéng cling ghé qua thim ba thang mot lan. Khi Shelley nghe n6i ho
6 nhitng ngurdi noi tieng dén tham, t6 chirc cac budi hoa nhac va gy quy, néu ic d6 khdng dugc that dai an toan han chi ¢4 nhoai ngui roi ra khéi xe
lan.

Chép nhan dé Shf;lley ua chor} con‘du(‘)ng cho riéng minh [ diéu rat khé nhung t6i da lam diéu d6. Va t6i khong qua lo au. Biét duoc né 1 Iyra chon ctia
chi lam t6i cam thay kha hon rat nhicu.

Nhung gio t6i chi c6 mot minh. Alex da mang theo mot phén trai tim ti khi anh bo di. Toi dang bao vé quyét liét nhimg gi minh con lai. Cude doi toi s&
chi do chinh t61 kiém soat. Alex chon di con duong khac. Con duong d6 khong 6 cho cho t6i.

Toi ngo loban bé ciia Alex tai trurong, va ho ciing lortoi. Tt cé chiing t0i déu gia vo nhur khodng thoi gian dau niim cudi cap i khong ton tai. Ngoai trir
Isabel. DBoi khi chiing t61 ndi chuyén véi nhaw, nhung thirong 1 chuyén buon. Gitra ching t6i c6 sy thau hiéu tham lang, diéu d6 gitip t6i cam thay c6 ai d6
cting dong hanh véi minh va chia sé chung mjt ndi dau.

Mot ngy théang Nam md ti db trude khi vao tiét Hoa, t6i bong thdy mdt doi i tay dugc treo trén moc trong tit. Ky tre vé& dém tdi té nhat trong doi toi
dir doi tia vé.

L& ndo Alex dang & dy. L& nio chinh anh da dt doi t tay vao ti dd cua toi?

Du rat mudn quén anh, nhung t6i khong thé. Toi doc duroc ring c4 vang ¢6 tri nhd chi kéo dai nim gidy. Toi ganh ti voi ching, Ky tre vé Alex, tinh yéu
t01 danh cho anh, sé theo t6i suot cudc doi.

T6i 6m doi i tay mém mai vao ngue va sup xudng canh ti1 dd, khoc rong, Tam hon t6i da chét, toi chi con lai than xéc trdng rong,
Sierra dimg trude mét toi. “Co chuyén gi vy, Brit?”

Toi khong thé cir dong, khong thé vurc chinh minh.

“Thoi nao” Sierra n6i kéo t61 ding én. “Moi ngudi nhin kia.”

Darlene bude t6i. “Nghiém tic di, ching phai da t6i lic cdu quén thing ban trai du con rac ruéi d6 sao? Trong cau that tham hai,” nd n6i, ¢b y dé dam
dong tu tap xung quanh nghe thy.

Colin lai gan Darlene. Anh ta nhin t0i cau c6. “Alex dang phai nhan nhiing gi n6 da nhan,” anh ta rit Ién.

Cho di chuyén nay diing hay sai, miy phéi d4u tranh cho nhitng gi may tin twong, Tay t6i nim lai thanh ném ddm, t6i x6ng vao anh ta. Anh ta né ¢t dAm,
chuyp tay t6i va bé ngodt ching ra sau.

Doug budc toi. “Bé ¢6 4y yén, Colin.”

“Tranh ra Thompson.”

“Thing ban, m nhyc ¢6 4y vi c6 4y da bo may dé chon mdt chang trai khéc thi 16 cha ra thé thng gi.”

Colin dAy t6i sang mdt bén va xin tay 40 lén.

Toi khong thé dé Doug xen vao cude chién ctia minh. “Néu anh muén danh cau dy, budc qua xAc t6i trrdc” tdi noi.
Trudce sy ngac nhién ctia t6i, Isabel budc t6i chén trude mét i, “Va cau mubn danh cd éy thi budc qua xac t6i.”
Sierra budc tdi canh Isabel. “Va ca to1 nira.”

Mot céu nguoi Mexico tén Sam day Gary Frankel 61 canh Isabel “Thing ndy ¢6 thé bé gy tay méy chi voi mdt cai bung tay gon o, thang khon. Cit
ngay cho khuat mét trude khi tao ¢6 16 bao nd lam the” Sam néi.

Gary, mic chiéc 4o so mi mau san ho va quﬁn tra'ing, hAmheé ra vé kho chiu.

Colin nhin tr&i nhin phéi, kiém sy tng ho nhung ching thiy mot ai.



Toi chop miét khong tin ndi. C6 I8 vii tru da timg r6i tung, nhung gid 16 lai dau vao diy.

“bi thoi, Colin,” Darlene ra Iénh. “Du sao chiing ta cling ching cn lng phi thoi gian trrde cai man Am ly ndy.” Bon ho ciing nhau bé di. Toi gan nhu thiy
ti€c cho ho. Gan nhu thoi.

“Emty hao vé anh, Dougge,” Sierra ndi, lao vao vong tay cau chang, Ho ngay Bp tirc 4u yém vudt ve nhau, khong quan tim ai dang nhin hay c4 huat
cam thé hién tinh yéu cong cong cua trudng Fairfield.

“Anh yéu em,” Doug n6i ltic hai ngudi budng ra dé tho.

“Em ciing yéu anh,” Sierra ngot ngao thi thim

“Pi kiém cai phong ndo di,”” mot dira cing 1op kéu Ién.

Nhung ho van tiép tuc hon nhau cho dén khi tiéng nhac vang Ién trén loa. Pam dong gidi tan. Toi van ndm chit d6i i tay bén minh.

Isabel quy xubng canh ti. “Té chura bao gidr ndi voi Paco vé cam giac ctia minh. T& chua timg dam danh iéu, i thi da qua tré.”

“T& rét tiée, Isa. TG da danh iéu, thé ma van mét Alex, vay nén c6 khi nhur cau lai t6t hon.”

Isa nhin vai, t0i biét c6 ban dang 6 kiém giir dé khong guc ngd tai truong, “Chéic t6 s& vurot qua chuyén nay vao mdt ic ndo d6. Hodc 1 khong, nhung
o cd the hy vong, phai khong?” C6 ban udn ngudi, giit thing vai va dimg én to ra minh 1 ngudi diing cam. Toi nhin Isa budc vao 16p, tw hoi iu ¢o ban
¢6 ndi vé chuyén d6 véi nhitng ngudi ban khac khong hay chi tim s véi toi,

“Thoi ndo,” Sierra n6i, 1di khoi vong tay Doug va kéo i vé phia cira ra. Toi dua tay 1én quét mit, ngdi bét xudng vé dudng canh xe Sierra, khong quan
tam minh dang tron hoc. “T6 6n, Sierra. That day.”

“Khong, cau khong 6n Brit. TG 1 ban than ciia cAu. T s& luon & ddy ca trurde 1an sau nhing anh ban trai ctia cau. VAy cdy hay trit hét ra di. Té mudn
nghe.”

“T6 yéu anh dy.”

“O chuyén bi mit qué nhi. N6i cho 6 diéu gi d6 t6 chura biét di.”

“Alex d4 loi dung t6. Anh 4y quan hé véi t¢ dé thing vu ¢4 cugc. VA t& van yéu anh dy. Sierra, t6 that tham hai”

“Cau da quan hé ma khong ké voi t6 4?2 Thé ma 6 cir nghi nd 1 tin don. Kiéu tin don v van y.”

Toi 6m dau tuyét vong,

“Té chi dua thoi. Té thim chi clﬁng mudn biét. Duoc 101, t& mudn bi'é"g nhung chi khi péo cau mudn ké v6i t6.” Sierra noi, “Gioy quénnod di. To da tlﬁy
cach Alex nhin cu, Brit. P96 1 Iy do tai sao t& dé cho cdu thich cau ay. Alex khong thé nao dang dong kich duoc. Té khong biét ai da ndi véi cau ve vu
ca cuogc...”

T6i ngude én. “Anh Ay d4 n6i. Va ban anh 4y d xac nhan. Tai sao t& khong thé tir bo anh 4y chir?”

Sierrab lic dau, nhur thé mudn xéa b6 nhitng diu t6i n6. “Piéu thir nhat.” N6 ning cam toi Ién, budc t6i nhin thing vao minh. “Alex c6 tinh cam voi cau.
Bit clnp cau c6 thira nhan v6i cau 4y hay khong, bat chap ¢6 vu ca cuge ndo hay khong. Cau biét diéu nay, Brit, khong thi cau da ching 6m doi i tay
nhu thé. Thir hai, Alex da roi khoi doi cdu va cdu phai co ging sdng sao cho xig dang véi ban than, véi cau ban Paco ngde nghéch kia va ca véi té
nira, dAu lim thé ching hé dé dang.”

“Té chi nghf anh 4y ¢6 y lam vay dé day t& di. Gia nhur ¢6 co hdi ndi chuyén vi anh 4y, t6 da c6 thé c6 cau tra Ioi.”

“C6 18 Alex khong c6 cau tra 1o, Thé nén cau dy moi bo di. Néu cau Ay mudn tir bo cude doi, b di nhitng gi ngay trude nit, thi ké thoi. Nhung cau phai
cho cdu ay thay cau manh mé hon thé nay.”
Sierra noi ding, I_z‘ln dAu tién, toi cam théy minh ¢6 thé vurot qua nét ndm cudi. Alex da iy di mot phin trai tim t6i vao cai dém ching t61 yéu nhau dy, va

anh s& méi ndi ndm gitr n6. Nhung diéu d6 khong c6 nghia cude sbng ciia t6i da dimg lai vinh vién. Toi khong thé mai dudi theo nhitng bong ma. Gior t6i
da manh m& hon. It nhét, t6i hy vong 14 thé.

skksk

Hai tuan sau, t6i B ngudi cudi ctng con 6 lai trong phong thay d6 thé duc. Tiéng budc chan khién t6i ngude Ién. La Carmen Sanchez. Toi khong bo
chay. Thay vao d¢6 t6i dirng nhin thang vao no.

“Anh 4y da quay lai Fairfield, cu biét chir,” né bao toi.



“Toi biét,” t6i n6i, nhd t6i doi i tay trong ti minh. Nhung anh d ra di. Nhu con gié thoang qua, anh da t6i va bién mat.

Con bé trong ¢6 vé bon chon. “Cu ¢ biét nhitng con thit nhoi bong khong 16 duoc ding am giai thrdng trong céc 1€ hoi khong? Chéing c6 ai thing ndi
ngoai trir rat it nguoi may man. Toi chua timg thing lan nao.”

“O. Nhu nhau, t6i ciing chura timg thing”

“Alex I giai thurong I6n cta toi. Toi ghét ciu da gianh Ay anh 4y,” né thira nhan.

Toi nhtn vai. “Vay, thoi, dimg ghét t6i nira. Toi ciing dau c6 dugc anh dy.”

“Toi khong con ghét cau nita,” n6 noi, “Toi dd vrot qua chuyén do.”

Toi nubt nurde bot.“Toi ciing thé.”

Carmen kh& curoi. RO, ngay lic n6 bude ra khoi phong, t6i nghe tiéng Am bam “Alex thi chéc nhur quy 1 khong”
N6ithé i co ¥ gi?

Brittany

Nam thang sau

Huong vi thing T4m & Colorado hoan toan khéc xa ¢ Illinois. Téi ic e méi toc méi ngén ciin, tham chi ching budn vubt cho nhitng lon toc quan thing
xudng trong lic d& hanh 1y trong cin phong ky tiic x4 tai truong dai hoc.

Ban cing phong véi t6i, Lexie, dén tir Arkansas. Ban dy trong nhur mdt c6 tién bé nho dé thuong; chic chin di chudn dé 1 con chéu ciia Tinkerbell. Toi
thé t6i chura timg thiy ban Ay chau ny. Siera hoc tai trurdng dai hoc cua Ilinois, lai khong may mén thé véi ban cing phong ctia nd, Dara. Ho chia tii
quan 40 va phong ngd thanh nhitng khu riéng va phai thirc ddy tir lic nim rudi sang mdi ngdy (k& ca cudi tudn) dé don phong, Sierra kha khé s&, nhung
16 danh phén 16p thoi gian & chd Doug, vi vy moi chuyén ciing khong qué té.

“Nay, c4u nhét dinh khong mubn di cing bon t6 ha?” Lexie hoi toi. Ban Ay s& di v6i mdt dam sinh vién nim nhét dén san trong, noi dang t6 chire tiée
chio don gi day.

“Té phai do d6 cho xong, i con dén chd chi td niva. TG da hira s& ghé thim chi Ay ma.”

“Pugc r6i,” Lexie n6i, lui ra va thir hét b niy dén b khéic dé c6 “vé ngodi hoan hio” cho dém nay. Khi da tim duoc trang phyc, ¢d ban chéi toc va
dam lai lop trang diem. N6 khién t6i nghi dén minh ngay xua cii, uén c6 hét stic d€ dap g nhitng trong doi ctia moi nguoi.

Nira tiéng sau, khi Lexie d4 di, t6i ngdi trén giuong, ly di dong ra. Lat m6 1o, t6i nhin chim chidm vao birc anh ctia minh va Alex. Nhiéu lan t6i ¢6 ép
minh phai x6a birc anh di, x6a bo qua khr, nhung t6i khong the.

Toi thod tay vao hoc ban, 16i ra chiéc khin rdn ciia Alex, n6 da duoc gidt sach va gip gon ging vudng virc. Toi sd chat vai tron min, nhd lai ic anh trao
n6 cho t61. PO1 véi t61, nd khdng trong trung cho bang Latino Blood. N6 thay mit cho Alex.

Dién thoai toi reo vang, kéo t0i quay lai hién tai. Cudc goi tir trung tAm Sunny Acres. Khi ti bit méy, giong mdt phu nit vang Ién & dau day bén kia.
“C6 phai Brittany Ellis khong?”
< CV ﬁng 2

“T6i Ia Georgia Jackson, goi tir trung tim Sunny Acres.Moi diéu vi Shelley déy 6n, nhung c6 4y mubn biét lic ndo 6 s& dén day, trude hay sau bita

toL

T6i nhin ddng hd.Gid 1 bbn rudi. “Néi véi chi dy khoang murdi Bim phii nita t6i s& dén. Toi di ngay ddy.”

Sau khi ciip may, t6i dat chiéc khan ran vao lai hoc ban va thdy dién thoai vao tii xach.

Di xe buyt ti dau kia ctia thanh phd cling khong hn qué xa. Lodng mdt cai toi da c6 méit & phong cho tai Sunny Acres, nhén vién I€ tan ndi chi toi dang
¢ day. Toi nhin ra Georgia Jackson trude tién. C6 dy la moi lién hé giira Shelley va t6i khi ctr vai ngay t0i lai goi dién t6i hoi tham chi. Toi dwoc ¢6 ay
chao don rat than thién, nhiét tinh.

“Chi Shelley dau r6i?”"T6i hoi, nhin quanh phong,

“Choi co, nhur thuong 18, Georgia i, chi vé phia goc phong. Shelley khong quay miit vé phia t6i, nhung ti ¢6 thé nhén ra mai dau cta chi va céi xe in
chi dang ngdi.

Chi t6i ho hét, mdt diéu cho thay chi da choi théng.



Khi lai gin chi hon, t6i thoang thiy mdt nguoi dang choi cing chi. Mai toc den sAm béo hiéu ring cude doi toi sp bi dao 1on hoan toan. Toi nhur bi dong
bang,

Piéu ndy khong thé xay ra. Tri tudng twong cta toi hén phai ¢ chit qué da.
Nhung khi anh démg 1én va nhin thing vao t6i bing cip mét den tuyén quen thude, sur thire ap vao t6i nhur sét danh.

Alex ¢ déy. Chi cach t61 muroi bude chan. 01, Chtia 01, moi cam xtic t6i ¢6 véi anh ap t6i nhur song tricu dang, Toi khong biét phai lam hay néi gi. Toi
quay qua Georga, thic méc liéu ¢o Ay c6 biét Alex & ddy khong, Chi nhin qua grrong miit day hy vong ctia c6 4y, t6i d hiéu rang: c6 4y biét.

“Brittany t6i rdi,” t6i nghe anh n6i v6i Shelley trude khi dimg Ién va can than quay xe dé chi co thé d6i mat toi.

Nhu mbt con ro-bt, t0i bude vé phia chi va miy moc dmchi. Khi t6i buong chi ra, Alex dimg ngay trude mt toi, méc chiéc quin kaki Omva 40 so mi
ké ca-r6. Toi chi co thé nhin anh cham cham, da day nhon nhao khién t6i nén nao. Ca theé gi¢i nhu mo di, i xa va tat ca nhiing gi t6i cd theé thay chi la
anh.

T6i ¢ tim lai tiéng n6i cia minh. “A...Alex...? Anh lim g & dy?” Toi hoi, liu ca hrdi.

Anh nhiin vai. “Anh da hira d4u lai voi chi Shelley mot tran dung khong?”’

Ching t6i dimg déy, nhin dam dam vao nhau, c6 mdt sirc manh vo hinh khong cho t6i nhin di chd khéc. “Anh di ca mdt ching dudng xa dén Colorado
chi dé choi ¢ v6i chi emu?”

“Phai, va khong chi c6 Iy do d6. Anh dén hoc dai hoc ¢ dy. C6 P va thily Arguirre d gitp anh ¢6 dugc gidy chimg nhén hoan thanh chuong trinh trung
hoc sau khi roi khéi bang Blood. Anh da ban Julio. Bén lam viée ¢ hoi sinh vién va thoat ng.”

A{ex? Hoc ~dai hoc? Tay 4o anh dugc cai cic cén}hz_in, che khu:?it’di nhﬁng hinh Xam “Anh ;(‘)i khéi bang Blood u? Anh da n6i voi em ring né qua nguy
hiém dén noi khong thé thoat ra ma? Anh da néi tat ca nhirng ai co lam dieu d6 déu phai chét.”

“Anh gin nhur tin chiic thé. Néu khong c6 Gary Frankel, ¢6 18 anh da khong thoét ra duoc. ..”

“Gary Frankel?” Cau chang tir té nhung Bp di nhét truong? Toi nhin chiim chi khép khuon rmt Alex va phat hién thiy mot vét seo md trén mi mét anh
ctng vai vét xdu xi khéc ¢ ving tai va ¢6 anh. “Oi, Chia toi! Ho d4 I-lam g-gi anh thé nay?”

Anh nam y tay t0i va dit n6 kn ngye ctia minh. DOi mit anh sim ki va méinh liét, hét n du toi nhin thiy ching ¢ bai d6 xe, vao céi ngdy dau ti
truong pﬁm cudl cép trung hoc. “Anh’dﬁ phai mat mdt thoi gian d§: nhan ra minh cé}n ]ém lai vai dieu. Sy lya chon cua anh. Bang de”mg Bidanh dap dén
suyt chét va dong dau nhur stic vat chang Ia gi so véi viée danh mat em Néu c6 thé ly lai tirng tir anh da n6i trong bénh vién, anh nhdt dinh s€ lam Anh
da nghi néu day em di, anh s& bao v& dugc em thoat khdi nhitng chuyén xay dén voi Paco va bd minh.”Anh nhin Ién, d6i mét Xody vao toi.* Anh s¢

khong bao gio> ddy em di nita, Brittany. Khong bao gio. Anh thé.”
Bi danh dap? Bi dong dAu? Toi cam théy bung quin dau, mrde it trdo 1én nhire nhdi.

“Suyt...”” Anh vong tay 6m t6i vao Iong, xoa nhe lung toi. “Moi chuyén di qua. Anh 6n rdi ma,” anh v4 vé an i, giong anh nghen lai.

Anh cam thiy 6n. Thé 1a 6t rdi.

Anh tira dau vao tran toi. “Em can phai biét diéu ndy. Anh dbng y danh cuoc vi trong thim tim anh biét néu anh dé cho tinh cam xen vao, 16 s& giét chét
anh.Va suyt nira thi nhur thé. Em 12 mdt c6 gai khién anh lidu finh chép nhan moi riii ro dé danhdm Jay mdt trong lai troi sang hon.” Anh budc I lai, nhin
thang vao mit toi. “Anh that long xin 16i. Co ghi ctia anh, hdly n6i cho anh biét nhitng gi em mu6n va anh s& ]amdleu d6 cho em Neu viéc anh roi di, dé
emduoc yén mjt minh trong subt quang doi con lai khién em thiy hanh phuc, iy n6i ra. Nhung ne}l emcon can t6i anh, anh s& ¢b hét strc dé lam diéu
nay...” Anh chi vao bg quan 4o ctia minh. “Lam thé nao dé€ chirng minh cho em thay anh da thay d6i day?”

“Em ciing da thay d6i,” t6i néi v6i anh. “Em khong con 1 c6 gai nhur trurde kia. Va em xin 161, nhung bo quan 4o ndy. . . ching khong hop voi anh ti ndo.”
“N6 13 nhitng gi em mudn ma.”

“Anh sai 1di, Alex. Emmuén chinh anh. Khong phai mot hinh anh gia tao. Em thich anh méic quin jean va 4o thun hon nhiéu, béi vi diy m6i chinh i anh.”
Alex nhin lai trang phuc ctia minh, rdi cuoi khing khuc. “Em ndi ding”” Anh ngwéc 1én nhin t6i. “Em da timg néi em yéu anh. Gio con khong?”

Chi t6i nhin nhing trao di giia hai ching t0i. Chj mim cui m ép, tiép cho toi sirc manh dé noi véi anh sy that. “Em chua bao giv hét yéu anh. Ngay ca
khi em ¢ gang mdt cach tuyét vong dé quén anh, em ciling chang thé lam duoc dieu d6.”

Alex thc’r, ra mot hoi dai, chAm rdi va xoa tran nhe nhdm D(}i it anh trong nhu' thity tinh, chira chan xic cam Cam tlﬁy nude mit lai dang lén lan nita,
01 tim Iy 40 so' mi anh gitr chit trong tay. “Em khong mubn phai dau tranh sudt ngy, Alex. Hen ho nén 1 chuyén vui. Yéu nén la chuyén tot.” Toi kéo
anh v€ phia minh, mudn cam thay d6i mdi anh trén mdi t6i. “N6 s-s€ uon t6t voi ching ta phai khong?”



Moi chiing t6i gin nhu cham nhau truéc khi anh né ra, nhung r6i anh. ..

Oi... Chta... Oi...

Anh quy gdi trude mit t0i, ndm chéit Hy tay t0i, va trdi tim t6i 16i nhip. “Brittany Ells, anh gén dé chimg minh anh chinh 1 ngudi mudi théng truée emda
tin, va s& trd thanh ngurdi dan ong thanh dat nhir em ttrng mo wde. Ké hoach ctia anh 14 cau hon em, bon nam sau, vao ngdy ching ta tot nghiép.” Anh
nghenh dAu, giong pha chit bong dua. “Va anh cam doan s& mang lai cho em mdt doi vui vé, ¢6 & déi e ciing c6 chit ci co, cho em thém chit gia vi
nong nan, emyéu. ... nhung anh chic chén d6 s& 1a nhitng nam thang dep d& nhét doi ching minh. C6 1§ s& quay Ve Fairfield va gitip n6 tro' nén t6t hon
nhu b6 anh d3 timg mong udc. Em, anh, chi Shelley. Va bat cir thanh vién nao trong gia dinh Fuentes hay Ellis mudn 3 mot phan trong doi ching ta.
Ching ta s& la mot gia dinh Ion, mot sy ket hop dién 16 gitra ngudi My goc Mexico va nguoi My chinh goc. Emnghi sao? C6 gai cua anh, emda ndm
gilt linh hon anh it r6i.”

Toi khong thé khong mim cuoi khi lau di giot mrée mit dang kin dai trén ma. Sao ti c6 thé khong phat dién Ién vi yéu anh chir? Thoi gian xa céch ching
lam anh thay d6i ti nao. Toi khdng thé tir choi cho anh mdt co hdi khac. Nhur thé s& dong nghia véi vi€e tir choi chinh minh.

Pa dén lic danh lidu, dén lic tin twong anh lan nita.

“Shelley, chi c6 nghi co dy s& lai don nhan em khong?” Alex hoi, mdi toc cua anh dang gip nguy hiém khi & gan nhitng ngén tay chi 4y. Nhung chi khong
kéo téc anh. .. chi vd nhe dau anh. Nudc mit dang thi nhau roi trén ma toi.

“Yeah!”Shelley la hét véi nu cudi ngdy ngbe. Chi trong ¢6 vé vui hon va boc 16 nhidu hon sau mdt thdi gian dai. Hai nguoi ma t6i yéu nhat dang & déy,
ngay canh t6i, t6i con cé the doi hdi gi hon the?

“Anh hoc chuyén nganh gi?”
To1 hoi.
Alex curdi rang r& véi t6i, nu cuoi khéng-thé— cudng-lai“Hoa hoc. Con em?”

“Hoa hoc.” Toi vong tay quanh c¢6 anh 4y. “Hon em di, & xem chiing ta con nhur xura khong, Vi anh da sor hitu trai tim em, linh hon em, va moi thir khac
nita roL.”

Do6i mdi anh cubi ciing ciing dong du 1én moi t6i, ménh liét hon bao gior hét.
Cha. Cubi ciing thi mt troi cing khong con léch khoi quy dao, va t6i ciing da co duoc Mot Su Khoi Pau Lai, dAu cho t6i khong hé hoi xin diéu do.
Ban dang doc truyén Xuic Tdac Hoan Hao dugc tai mién phi tai wWWw.EbookFull.Net.

Téi mién phi nhiéu truyén hon & wWw.EbookFull.Net.

Chuwong 31

Hai nuroi ba nam sau

C6 Peterson khép cura l6p hoc.“Chao mirng cac em dén 16p Hoa nam cudi.” Co di dénban minh, twa vao canh ban, m danh sach I6p. “T6i danh gia
cao viéc cac emda tyr chon cho ngodi, nhung vi dy 1a 16p hoc ctia t6i, t6i s€ sap x€p lai cho ngoi. ... theo abe.”

Nhirng tiéng rén ri vang Ién tir miéng dam hoc trd twong tw nhur nhitg 4m thanh da chéo d6n 6 trong ngay dau t6i truong hon ba muroi nim qua tai
truong trung hoc Fairfield.

“Mary Alcott, em s& ngdi & ban dau nay, ban bét cip voi em Ja Andrew Carson.” Nhin xudng danh sach, ¢6 Peterson tiép tuc, Iii hoc sinh mién cudng
ngoi vao cho cta minh.

“Paco Fuentes,” ¢6 ndi tiép, chi vio ban phia sau Mary.
Cau thanh nién dep trai voi cap mét xanh thAm nhu me va méi toc den tuyén nhu bd ngéi vao chd duoc chi dinh ctia minh.

Co Pet’erson nh]n mit ot 1 hocjrb ctia minh qua cap klnh dinh trén miii. “Cau Fuenges, durng nghii 16p hoc nay 1a mot miéng béanh d& xoi vi bd me cau
may man phat trien duorc loai thuoc giup ngan lai tien trien cua can benh A]dleimer Bo cau chua bao gio hoc xong 16p clia toi, cau ta tham ch1 con truot

~~~~~~

Co Peterson nhin xudng quyén so trén tay ctia minh. “Jilianna Gallagher, héy dén ngdi canh Fuentes.”

C6 nhén thiy Julianna d6 nit khi ngdi vao chd ctia minh va Paco né ny cudi tur méin ngay bén canh.C6 & chidu huéng da bt dau thay ddi sau ba muroi


http://ebookfull.net

nam giang day, nhung c6 s& khong lam bét cr chuyén gi liéu finh.
“Va néu bt cir ai co ¥ dinh bt dau giy rdi, t6i co chinh sach khong khoan nhurong. ..”
Ban dang doc truyén Xuic Tac Hoan Hao dugc tai mién phi tai wWWw.EbookFull.Net.

Tai mién phi nhiéu truyén hon & EbookFull(dot)Net.
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