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Tang Monika,

ban t6t cua toi.
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@i 1i€c nhin to’ gid’y trén ban minh.

Mot tor “Phi€u lam quen”.

Co6 Willibey da viét sin cdi tén “Charlemagne Reese” 1én d4u phiéu.

T6i lién gach xoet chir Charlemagne, roi viét “Charlie” ngay canh do.

Tén t6i 1a Charlie. Céi tén Charlemagne nghe that dan don d6i voi mot
dira con géi. Ma truedrc day t6i cling ting phan nan chuyén d6 véi me hang
ti ti Tan roi aY.

Sau d6, toi ngahg dAu nhin may dita nha qué xung quanh dang chidi mét
chidi mii vao quyén v¢ todn.

Alvina, ban than nha't clia toi, néi ring tA't ca tui nhéc & ddy déu la d6
nha queé.

“Cau s€ khong thich thi trdn Colby dau. O d6 chi toan nhtrng con
dwong da't dd va tui nha qué théi.” Sau d6, né ha't mai téc mwot ma ra sau
vai va néi ti€p, “Té ca 1a bon no an ca thit séc da’y.”

T6i voi li€c nhirng hdp thirc an trra dwdi may ngin ban quanh minh d€
ki€m tra xem c6 dira nao mang banh kep thit sé¢ dé€n treong khong.

Sau d6, t6i nhin xudng to gidy tredc mat. T6i phai dién hét may 6
trong nay d€ cung cap thong tin cd nhan cho gido vién moi.

O chd trong canh cAu Miéu td gia dinh em, i chi dién chi “Té.”

Em thich mén hoc nao nhdt? “Chealng mon nao ca.”

Liét ké ba hoat dong em thich nhat. “Bong da, mua ba 1€, va danh



nhau.”

Hai di€u trong danh sach trén la bia dat, nhwng céi con lai la that.

T61 thye sy thich danh nhau.

Chj t6i, Jackie, dwore thira hwdng mau téc den nhw muyc ctia bd', con toi
thi dwgc bd truyén cho tinh khi néng nhw Itra. Néu ctr mdi Tan c6 nguroi
noi “Pung la cha nao con ndy” ma téi1 dwgc cho nam xu, thi hin bay gio
t0i da gidu sy roi. B t0i &u da nhiéu dén ndi moi ngwoi déu goi Ong 1a
Thich Gay G&. That dd’y, ngay by gio ddy, khi to6i dang méc ket & Béc
Carolina, trong cdi thi tran Colby khi ho c0 gdy nay, va xung quanh rat mot
1t nhéc nha qué... thi bd™ gia Thich Gay GO cua tdi dang ng6i bée lich &
Raleigh vi t0i sudt ngay au da.

Va chealng can ¢6 qua cau thiy tinh nhw ma’y ba phu thay, tdi cling thwra
biét ring ngay lic ndy tai cin nha & Raleigh cta gia dinh tdi, du 1a gitra
ban ngay ban mit, nhung me t6i van dang nim bét trén giwdng, xung
quanh 13 rém ctra budng kin mit va ma’y lon sd-da rdng thi 1dn 16c trén t
ké. Me s& nam won nhu thé cd ngly trén giwdng. N&u bay gior tdi ¢6 & nha
thi me cling chealng them ban tdm dén to61 dau. Cho du td1 ngoan ngodn dén
trrong, hay hw don biing hoc va ngdi i trén gh& banh xem tivi va an banh
quy thay btra trwra, thi me toi cling mac ké.

“Nhung d6 chi 1a b& ndi théi,” ¢6 nhan vién xa hoi néi véi téi khi doc to
danh sach nhirng 1f do tdi phai chuyén d&n cdi thi trdn mic dich nay, va
phai sdng cung hai ngwoi chealng quen cing chealng than. “Song cung ho
hang van t6t hon ma,” cd Ay ndi. “Béac Gus va bac Bertha 1a ho hang cua
chau day.”

“Ho hang ki€u gi co’ a?” toi hdi van lai.

Sau d6 c6 &y bat dau giai thich vEé viéc bac Bertha la chi gai ctia me t6i,



con bac Gus 1a chdng bac &y. C6 &y ndi l1a bdi ho khdong ¢6 con cdi, nén ho
ra't vui khi dworc don téi ve do.

“Vay tai sao Jackie lai dwore & nha chi Carol Lee a?” Thyc ra toi cling
da hoi c6 ay cau d6 khoang mot tri€u Tan r6i ay. Carol Lee 1a ban than
nha't cia Jackie. Ba s6ng trong mdt can biét thy 1at gach xa hoa, va nha ba
con ¢6 ca o boi nira. Me ba ching bao gi nim 1i trén giwong mdi sdng,
va bd ba cling khong phéi quy ngai Thich Gay GO.

Co Ay ciing kién nh3n nhic lai rang ti gio Jackie c6 th€ dwoce coi la
ngwoi Ion r'oi, bdi vai thang nira ba s€ t6t nghiép trung hoc.

Tbi ciing nhéc c6 Ay ring tdi gio da 1én 1&p Nim, nén tdi ciing dau con
bé bong gi nira. Nhwng ¢d nhan vién xa hoi chi cwoi 187y 1€ va dap, “Chau
phai chuyén d&n nha bac Gus va bac Bertha mot thoii gian, Charlie a.”

T6i con chwa tong gdp may nguoi d6 Tan nao, vy ma tdi phai chuyén
dén song cung ho w? Sau d6 t6i ti€p tuc hoi, thé chau s€ phai & cung ho
bao l4u, thi co 4y néi rang toi s& & d6 d&n khi moi chuyén & Raleigh 1dng
xudng va me tdi binh on trd lai.

Hirm, chuyén do thi ¢é gi kho co chi? - To6i tham thic méc.

“Chau can mot gia dinh on dinh,” c6 &y ndi. Nhwng t6i biét di€u c6 ay
mudn néi la “Chéau can mét gia dinh hoan chinh, thay vi mét gia dinh tan
vo’ nhw nha chau.”

Sau d6 t6i ti€p tuc than van va cy cadi mai v&i ¢6 nhan vién xa hoi,
nhung cudi cung thi tdi van phai chuyén d&n Bic Carolina, t&i cdi thi trin
Colby d& hoi nay, va phai tra 1oi cac cau héi trong tor “Phi€u lam quen”
tred’c mat.

“Em dién xong chwa, Charlemagne?” D6t nhién cd6 Willibey dén dirng

ngay canh toi.



“Em tén la Charlie a,” tdi dap, va mot thing téc-day-dau ng'di dau 16p
phut ra mét trang cwoi ha ha. T6i 1ién ting nd cdi lwom chdy mait kinh dién
ctia minh va c ti€p tuc lwom nd, cho dén khi mat né dd lwng va chiu
ngdm miéng lai m&i thoi.

T6i ndp lai phi€u cho cd Willibey roi quan sét hai con ngwoi clia ¢6 li€c
qua li€c lai khi doc ma’y thdng tin trén to phi€u d6. Trén ¢6 ¢6 1am tdm vai
vét do, va khée miéng c6 hoi giat giat. Co thdm chi con chaalng them quay
lai nhin t6i thém T'4n ndo tredc khi quay vé chd ngdi & ban gido vién, va
vOi tha to phi€u cua tdi 1én mit ban, nhw th€ nd 12 ¢l khoai tdy néng riy co
moi 14y ra tw trong 10 nwdng vay.

To6i ngd ngwoi xudng gh& roi miét hai ban tay ddm md hoi 1én ong
quén dui. M¢&i thang Tw thoi, nhung ngoai trosi da néng nhw thiéu.

“Cau can t& chi cdch 1am may bai tdp d6 khong?” Thing nhéc ban
triede quay lai chi vao tor bai tip todn trén ban tdi. N6 ¢d mai téc do va deo
mot cdp kinh den x4u mu.

“Khong,” toi dap.

N6 nhin vai, sau d6 v& 14’y ciy biit chi trén ban roi budc dén chd got.

Ca.

Nhdc.

Ca.

Nhdc.

N6 budc di nhw thé” da'y.

Tbdi cdm gi4c hinh nhw chin thing nhéc ndy bi tat hay sao 4.

Tham chi n6 con phai 1€t m6t ban chan trén san 1op, nén, chié€c gy cla

noé cw phat ra ti€ng rit rit hoai.



Téi ngwdre nhin dong h'd.

Chét tiét! Lo mat 11 gior 11 phuit roi.

T6i ¢6 han mdt danh sdch cdc cdch d& wée nguyén, vi du nhw khi bat
ngo bit gip mot chid bach ma, hay thdi bay nhirng canh hoa b& cdng anh.
Va viéc nhin chinh xdc théi khic 11 gio 11 phiit trén dong h'6 ciling nim
trong danh sich d6. Ong gia & cira hang d'6 cAu ven h'd da day toi diéu do,
h'6i trede b va tdi thuong d&n d6 cau ca. Gio tdi dd 16 mat thoi khic 11
gio’ 11 phdt, nén tw gio t&i tredre niva dém t6i nha't dinh phai tim mét cach
khic d€ woe nguyén moi dwoe. Te h'6i cudi nam lop bon dén gior, toi
chuwa quén “nhiém vu” wdc nguyén nay mot ngay nao hét, nén chic chéin
hOom nay t6i1 s€ tim cach thyc hién n6.

Sau d6 c6 Willibey gat ddu véi thing nhéc téc dd dang got biit chi:
“Howard, em lam Ban Kém Cap ctia Charlie mot thoii gian nhé?”.

Co Willibey giai thich ring day 1a tuc 1& khi mot hoc sinh mé&i chuyén
dén, Ban Kém Cép ¢6 trdch nhiém din “ma m&i” di tham quan treong va
gidi thich ndi quy cén k&, cho dén khi né hoan toan hoa nhip dwgc voi
ngdi treong moi.

K

Thing Howard kia cwdi toét miéng: “Vang, thwa c6,” va th& 1a moi
chuyén an bai. Ty nhién t6i lai ¢c6 mdt dira Ban Kém Cap, du tdi ¢c6 mudn
hay khong.

Thoi gian niva budi chiéu con lai tréi chdm dén mic t6i suyt chiit nira
phat dién. T6i ng'6i nhin canh vit ctra sO, trong khi 1i nhéc trong 16p 1an
lwot 1€n khoe khoang vé may dé tai nghién ctiru mon khoa hoc xa hoi cia
tui né. Mwa bt dau 14t phat, va nhitng ddm may den ling 10 kéo dén ngu
tri nhitng dinh ndi trong fAm mét toi.

Khi chudng reo, t6i da cd phong that nhanh ra khoi 1op d€ 1én xe buyt.



Sau khi chi&m chd ng6i hang cudi roi ng'di phich xudng, tdi nhin cham
chim cdi ba keo cao su kho dét dinh chit & hang gh¢ trudc, va cd ging
truyén tin hiéu d&€n nao nhirng dira khac trén xe.

Dung dén ngoi canh toi.

Duwng dén ngoi canh toi.

Dung dén ngoi canh toi.

Né&u t6i budc phai ng'di chung xe buyt voi mdt ddm nhéc la mat, thi chi
it to1 cling mong dwgrc ng 01 mot minh.

Viéc truyén tin hiéu cé vé kha hi€u qua, nén t6i khong nhin cai ba keo
cao su nira, ma hwdng mét nhin ra phia ngoai ctra so.

Thang nhéc téc dd cé céi twong di ca nhic dang cd di thit nhanh t&i
chd xe buyt, ba 16 ctia né ctr giat twng theo mdi buwdc di.

Khi né dit chan 1én xe buyt, toi lién quay ngodt lai nhin cdi ba keo cao
su va ti€p tuc thi dung chiéu “tdm linh twong thong” thém mot Ian niva voi
no.

Nhung thdng nhéc d6 cheamg hé lang phi mot gidy phit nao, nd bwdc
nhanh gitra hai hang ghé& r'oi dit mong xudng chd ngdi canh toi.

N6 chia ban tay vé phia t6i va néi, “Chao ding 4y. Té 1a Howard
Odom.” N6 day cdi gong kinh den xau xi 1én cao va néi thém, “Ban Kém
Cdp cua ciu day.”

Troi da't, c6 dira nhéc ndo bt tay ki€u d6 khong? Toi thi chwa tirng
quen dira nao nhw thé ca.

N6 cr chia tay va nhin téi chong choc mot lic lau, cho dén khi toi

khdng chiu ndi nira va danh phai bét tay né.



“Charlie Reese,” t61 dap.

“Cau dén tw dau?”

“Raleigh.”

“Sao cau lai dén day?”

Thing nhéc nay toc mach that ddy. Nhwng toi nghi néu minh néi ra su
that, thi chic chén n6 s& 4 khau, va c6 the s tir bo ludn viéc 1am Ban Kem
Cap cua toi.

“B& t& ng'di t, con me thi ndm i trén giwdng sudt,” toi dap.

Nhung thdng nhée d6 tham chi con ching ke chdp mét. “Sao bd cdu lai
vao tu?”

“Vi tdi au da.”

“Tai sao?”

“Céau hoi the'la sao?”

N6 chii cip mit kinh mo vao vat 4o phong. Hoi néng hdm hip trong
chiéc xe buyt chit kin ngwoi 1am hai gdo ma né tng do. “Sao bd" cdu lai au
da v&i ngwoi khac?” né hoi.

Tbi nhin vai. Ong b& gia Thich Gy G& cla t6i ¢ th€ danh nhau ma
Chglng can Ii do gi cd. Va lai, ¢6 th€ c6 hang dong ly do khi€n ong phai
ngoi tu, nhwng chging ai chiu k€ cho t6i nhirng diéu do.

“Bé4c Gus va bdc Bertha da k& véi me t& 14 cau sap chuyén dén day. Hai
bac Ay cung di 1€ & nha tho véi gia dinh t¢. C6 Tan t& con cho bac Bertha
mdt chi meo nwra day,” Howard néi. “Mot chd meo hoang 16ng xdm gay
nhéing tron chui 18i dwdi hién nha t&.”

Sau do6 no ti€p tuc thao thao bat tuyét vé chuyén bac Gus da day n6 lam

sting cao su, va chuyén bac Bertha thi thoang ban mén dwa chudt mudi bén



vé duwong vao mua he. Tié€p theo la chuyén c6 Tan me né da phi xe xudng
cai ranh canh nha bac Gus va bac Bertha, thé’ nén bac Gus da phai dung
mady kéo d€ gidi ctru chi€c xe clia me nd, roi sau d6 moi ngwoi déu vui vé
an banh mi kep thit nwéng & sin truedec.

“Cau s€ s0ng cung hai bac &y nhi,” n6 ndi.

“T¢ khong sdng cung ho 1au dau,” toi dap. “T¢ sé vEé Raleigh.”

“O.” N6 ciii d4u nhin hai ban tay 1&m chdm tan nhang dit trén dii.
“Bao gio’ thé?”

“Khi me t& binh On tré lai.”

“Thé& me cdu can bao nhiéu thoi gian?”

T61 nhun vai. “Khong lau dau.”

Nhung trong tham tadm, t61 bi€t minh dang ty d61 1ong. To61 bi€t me
minh ¢6 & s& ching thé ndo trd lai nhw xwa nita.

Khi chiéc xe buyt bt dau lin banh tién vé thi trin, Howard bét dau
luyén thuyén mot trang vé luat 1€ xe buyt. Khong dwoc gitt chd. Khong
nhai keo cao su. Khong dwore viét 1én leng ghé€’. Khong chiri bay. Ca mot
dong luat 1é 13ng ba nhing - ma t6i d4m c4 1a ching ai them d€ tim ngoai
trie Howard.

Qua khung ctra sO xe buyt, toi tha’y thi tran Colby that tham hai. Mot
tram xang. M&t khu nha lwu dong. Mot tiém gidt ty dong. N&u ¢6 ai hoi, toi
s€ no1 no'l nay trong chealng giong mot thj tran cho 1dm. Khong c6 trung tAm
mua sim, ciing chealng c6 rap chi€u phim. Tham chi, & day ciling ch:fmg co
nha hang do Trung Hoa nao ca.

Mot Iiic sau, chiéc xe buyt bt d4u leo ddc 1én nii. Troi di nglrng mua,

va ldc nay nhitng 1an hoi nwdc nhd bat dau bay 1én tir mit dwdng nhura.



Con dwdng ndi hep cé ra't nhiéu khiic cua quanh co, ngoin ngoeo. Thi
thodng, bac tai lai dwng xe d€ trd tui nhéc vé may ngdi nha to6i tan dén
dang thwong bén mit dwong dat do. Khi chiéc xe dung lai gan nha bac
Gus va bac Bertha, Howard néi v&i t6i, “Hen gédp cu sau nhé.”

Mot thang nhéc téc d@d khic ¢6 vé nhd tudi hon Howard ciing xudng xe
cung né. Téi thd’y hai dira bang qua mot khoang san day cd dai d€ vao nha.
M4y chi€c xe dap, van treot, béng d4 va gidy the thao ndm la liét trén doan
dwong tr ngoai dwong cdi t&i ctra ra vao. Mot chi€c 6ng nwdc twdi cay
trird'n ngoin ngoeo tir cdi voi ri nuwdc d&n mot cdi hd' trong san. Mot thang
nh6c mit lem ludc dang ngdi thay da va soi vao cdi hd nwdce, khién lan
nudc duc ngau trong d6 bin 1én tung tée.

Howard vAy tay chao khi chi€c xe chuahn bi lin banh, nhung t6i lai tiép
tuc d4n mét vao cai ba keo cao su & bing ghé trirdc miit.

Khi bac tai ding xe bén con dwong trai so6i din vao nha bac Gus va bac
Bertha, t6i bwdc xudng va nhin bac ay 1di xe di. Ludng gié tw chiéc xe
buyt khié¢h mi’y déa hoa ca rot dai dAm nwdc mwa bén vé dwong lay dong
rung rinh. Khi b4t dau budc vé phia ngdi nha, téi chot phdt hién mot thi
12p lanh lan trong dam da't bén vé duong.

Mot dong xu!

Tbi lién lao nhanh d&n d6 va nhit né 1én. Sau d6 tdi cd” ging thdy dong
xu di xa hét ¢, roi thAm wde thit nhanh trede khi né cham mat da't va lan
veé phia ring cay.

Thé 1a xong nhiém vu wdc nguyén ngay hom nay!

Co 1€ Tan nay di€u woc cda tdi sé thanh hién thyc.
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@i mét nhoc 1€ bwdc, thi thoang lai nhdy qua nhirng viing nwéc
mua duc ngiu trén dwong, roi thic mic khong biét lic nay Jackie dang
lam gi. Chic ba lai dimg phi pheo thudc 14 v&i ma’y dng ban trong bai dd
xe cua siéu thi Piggy Wiggly d6i dién trweong. Moi ngwoi déu nghi ba chi
toi 1a thién thdn ngdy tho trong sdng, nhwng tdi thi di gudc trong bung ba
roi.

T6i dwng chan khi ngdi nha cia bac Gus va bac Bertha hién ra trudc
mét. Toi da & d6 bon ngay troi, vy ma van chua quen dwore cdm gidc ngdi
nha nhw dang lo’ ltng chénh vénh bén vich ndi. Mat tién ngdi nha dwoc
dyng trén mét dat véi nhirng bui cdy dwong tro hoa moc sat twong. Nhwng
mat hiu ctia ngdi nha lai dwoc xay theo ki€u nha san, voi may chié€c cot
chdng xudng vach ndi déc. Trén nhung chi€c cot dé 1a mot cdi hi€n nhd
xiu, hai chiéc gh& bap bénh va nhitng bon hoa dang dua nhau khoe sic trén
thanh lan can.

T&1 dau tién toi toi Colby, bac Gus da kéo mot chiéc ghé” trong bép ra
ngoai hién d€ t6i ng'di ngdm canh sau bira toi. Bic Bertha di lién tuc hoi
toi dé€n ca tri€u céu, ti du nhr mon hoc yéu thich caa chdu & treong 1a gi,
hay chdu c6 con s6 may man khong? Thi thodng chiu c6 mudn di boi &
YMCA* khong, hay chédu cé thich an lac luoc khdng? Nhung t6i chi Tam
bam va nhin vai cho dén khi bac &y ngung hoi. Toi ch?ing cO tam trang noi
chuyén v&i bac &y. Toi dang lam cdi khi gi trén cdi hién nha d6 v&i nhirng

ngwoi tdi thAm chi chang hé quen biét vy nhi? T6i cdm gidc minh vira bi
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qufmg ra vé dwong, hét nhw cich nguoi ta quéng tui meo con khong ai
thém nh4n nudi. Nén sau d6 tdi va hai bac &y da ngdi im ling ngim mit
troi twe toe 1an xuéng ndi, va nhirng danh dén dom dém nhd nhdp nha nha’p
nhdy gitra nhirng tén 14 thong.

Sudt ba ngay tiep theo, tdi di cd ging thuyét phuc biac Gus va bic
Bertha ring d&h trudmg vao thdi diém nay chang 6 tich su gi ca, vi ding
nao ciing sip d&n ki nghi he rdi. Nhung cudi cing tdi vAn phdi tréo 1én
chi&c xe buyt chit nich toan 1t nhoc nha qué dé d€’ dén trueong.

“Chao chdu,” bac Bertha dang ding triede ctra nha khi t6i budc vao san.
Mot chid meéo béo su 16ng cam phéng vut ra tir ding sau nha kho trong
viron, r'oi bit nhip lon ton chay bén tdi. Bac Gus va bdc Bertha c6 nhiéu
meo 14m, chiing thwong ngll dudi hién, phoi ning trén biu ctra s, hoic
von 1 ong ngoai veon.

T6i vao nha va quang ba 16 1€n chi€c gh& banh da son rach cia bac Gus.
Tt trong ciin bép, hwong qué am dp lan tda khip nha.

“B4c 1am béanh ca phé* ddy,” bac Bertha néi. “Bdc vin thic méc sao
ngwoi ta lai goi mon nay 1a banh ca phé, vi bac chfmg tha’y chd nao trong
cong thirc nhic d&n ci phé ca.” Bic &y gilt cra cho tui meo vao nha. “A,
bac biét roi. Bac doan chau dang dinh néi la ‘ vi ta phai udng ca phé khi an
loai banh nay thi m&i ding ki€u.” Phai khong? ffa, didng 1a nhw vy, nhung
minh mu6n an ki€u gi cheamg dworc, nhi?”.

Tw ngay ddu tién dén day to6i da biét bac Bertha 1a ngwoi thich néi
chuyén. Bac &y khong giong me tdi, vi me ¢ th€ im ldang lién tuc trong
su0t nhiéu ngay lién. Nhwng t61 da thyc sy ngac nhi€n khi thd’y ngoai hinh
cta hai ngwoi ho gidng nhau dén thé”. Ca me va bac Bertha d€u ¢6 mai téc

nau di€m bac. Ho giong nhau & ca nhirng ngdn tay thon dai. Tham chi dé€n
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ca nhirng n€p nhan trén khée mi€ng ho cling giong nwra.

T6i ng'di vao ban bép va quan sit bac Bertha cit mot mi€ng banh bong
lan ca phé to by chang. Sau do, bac &y dat mi€ng banh I&€n ta'm khan gidy
tred'c mat toi, roi kéo chi€c ghé lai gan t6i va ndi, “Ke cho bac nghe moi
dieu vé ngay dau di hoc xem nao. V€ cd gido cua chdu nay. V& cac ban
trong 1op chau. Lop hoc cua chau tréng nhw thé nao. Trwa nay chau da an
gi. Gio’ ra choi chdu lam gi. Tt ca moi chi ti€t, du 1a cdi nhd nha't nhé.”

“Trong 1&op chdu ¢6 mot con bé dn banh kep thit s6c a,” t6i dap.

Béc Bertha nhuén may nghi hoic. “Banh kep thit séc 4? Chdu c6 chic
khong?”.

To61 li€m ngoén tay roi quét not vun banh vao khan gidy. Toi khong
nguwrde 1én nhin béc Yy, chi gat dau va ddp, “Chau chic chin ma.”

Trén ké bép, mdt chd meo nhd 16ng xdm dang tdp trung li€m 16ng. Toi
d3 thic méc liéu d6 c6 phai con meéo thang nhéc Howard da ting hai bac &y
khong. Bac Bertha b& né 1€n, réi hon nhe 1€n dau nd. “Chi Charlie khong
mudn an banh ca phé dinh 16ng meo dau, Walter a.” R01 bac &y nhe nhang
ddt n6 1€n san nha. N6 lién rim dudi lai khi phat hi€én mot hang ki€n dang
hanh quan tr phia dwdi bon ria bat d&€n chd mot vat th€ nhd xiu, den xi
bén canh 10 nwong.

“O 16p chéu con c¢6 mot th?mg nhéc bi tit ca nhic nira,” tdi noi.

Bic Bertha ngahg d4u nhin t6i. “Troi da't, chiu néi thang nhéc bj tat ca
nhéic 12 sa0?”. Bac &y ngét mot chiec 14 da trén canh ciy & biu cira s& va
nhét vao tui 4o.

“Thang nhéc d6 tén 1a Howard. N6 c6 twdng di ca nhic ki€u nhw nay

a.” Toi bit chuwde kicu di clia Howard quanh chiéc ban bép.



“A, Howard Odom,” bic Bertha dap. “Cau Chua phu hd ciu bé d6. Cau
bé ngoan ngodn va biét vang 1o 1dm. Chau dirng hlia theo nhitng dira khac
khi ching tréu choc Howard, hay miét thi cdu bé bang nhitng biét danh t6i
té nhrr Pogo nhé.” B4c Bertha lic dau. “Bdc thé, cong nhan tré con bay gicr
nhiéu dira xau tinh that da’y.”

“Pogo a?”

“I\J’, cdi gdy nhay Pogo &y chau.”

“Lé& ra thang nhéc d6 phai tdng cho tui kia n§ dom dém mét chi,” toi
dap. “Néu chdu la né thi chau sé lam theé”.”

Béc Bertha tron xoe mét nhin t6i ro6i lic dau. “Cau bé dé sé khong 1am
vay dau. Bén con rudi ma ciu ta con chzamg gi€t ndi, hudng chi... Ca gia
dinh Odom déu gidéng nhw Howard. Ho déu la nhitng nguoi td't bung. Hai
dtra anh trai cia Howard thi thoang hoi ‘hoang d& mdt xiu thoi, nhwng néi
chung ca nha ho déu t6t bung cd.” Bac Bertha gat ddng vun banh trén ban
r'oi phii tay vao trong bon rira. “Mdi tuan trede thoi, ba dira con trai nha
Odom vtra qua nha bac d€ phu gitip bac Gus thay ma’y tAm van bi m&i gdm
ngoai hién. Th& ma ching chzamg chiu nhan 18y xu nao, nén tui biac danh
phai trd cong may dira bing mot bao cii cai to. VAy ma nom miit dira nao
dtra nd’y vui nhw tray hoi 8y.”

Cu cai 4?7 T6i thi nghi tdt cd nhitng d&ra nhéc cam thdy vui swéng khi
duoc ngwoi khac cho bao cu cai déu 1a 1 khong binh thwong.

Béc Bertha dén ng6i canh t6i. “Chau con chuyén gi dé k& ntra khong?”
Béac &y hoi. “Chau k€ thém chuyén trwong 16p di nao.”

T6i nhin vai. Téi khdng dinh k€ cho bac Bertha chuyén to “Phi€u lam
quen” cua toi bi cd6 Willibey thd 1én mit ban nhw ci khoai néng ray, hay

chuyén c6 &y chi dinh Howard tré thanh Ban Kém Cap cua t6i, nén tdi chi



dap, “Hétroi a.”

“Heétroi a?”

“Vang a.”

Bdc Bertha dép tay 1én mit ban. “Oi bdc suyt quén mat, bac ¢ thir nay
danh cho chdu day.” Bac &y ra hi€u goi t6i theo chan dén cdi phong ngt bé
teo cud1 hanh lang.

“Ta-daaa!” Bac Bertha dang rdng hai canh tay va toét miéng cuoi.

Theo 4nh mét béc &y, toi nhin vé phia chiéc giwong hep & géc phong. o
dé la hai chi€c g6i hong cé hinh cong chia Lo Lem dang tya lung vao
twong.

“Sang nay bac chot nhin ra la can phong nay chaalng giong phong con
gdi teo ndo, nén bac da t&i siéu thi Big Lots d& sam maYy cdi vd gdi dé. Bic
cling dinh mua lu6n ca ga trdi giwvdng cho da bd, nhwng ho chi ¢6 mdi loai
ga to cho giwdng ddi thoi. Cé the hom sau bac s& quay lai d6 d€ sdm ndt
chiéc tham 16ng min mau hong cho chau, né€u nhw bac Gus dong y gitp
bac khénh cdi ban lam viéc kia sang chd khéc. Béc ciing biét 1a minh phai
chuyén may chi€c hi thay tinh kia di, va cai ti vi cii kia ciing hdng roi,
nhung...”

Bac &y cir ti€p tuc thao thao bat tuyét mot lic 1au nira, nhwng toi chaalng
d€y. Vo gdi Lo Lem 4? Chic bac &'y nghi t6i mdi 1a tré 1én niim, trong khi
toi thye ra da gan mwoi mot tuoi dé€n noi r'oi. Bac &y ding la chealng bi€t gi
veé tré con ca.

Chiéu hom dé Jackie goi dién cho tdi tir Raleigh. B4 k& rang chi ho cia
Carol Lee da t&i choti, va chi &y cho ba mot chié€c do len cashmere* cii. Va
gan day bd cua Carol Lee dang day ba lai xe, vi 6ng bd Thich Gay GO cia

ching to1 sé cheamg bao gid 1am the’. Jackie néi ring ba dy dinh s& nhudm
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vai lon téc mau xanh dwong, va sip t&i mot anh chang tén 1a Arlo s& dwa
ba dén Charlotte d€ xem giai dua xe NASCAR*,

Jackie qud say swa néi vé cudc s6ng méi hanh phic cia minh, d&n mirc
ba chflng thém hoi han xem tdi sdng & Colby v&i tui nhée nha qué dn thit
sOc ra sao. Sau khi ching t6i gdc may, tdéi v€ phong, g61 dau 1€n chi€c go1
Lo Lem va ty thd'y minh that tham hai. Sao Jackie vui vé thé€ nhi? Hinh
nhw ba chéng them quan tam dén t6i ntra roi.

Chic bd gia Thich Gay G& ciing chfmg bu'dn nghi vé tdi nira. Chic ong
qué mai mé choi béng 18 v&i may ngwdi ban ti, nén chang con thdi gian
nghi d&n dia con gdi dang mic ket trén qua ndi nay, trong cin nha day
meo va phai s6ng chung v&i nhirng ngwoi né khong hé quen biét. Va toi
thtra biét rang me ciing chflng nghi dén to6i dau, bdi me con dang ban vat
vo trong nha, v&i chiéc 4o choang tim, ddi mit dd ngau va doi vai gay
lom khom.

Chéc chin t&i nay toi sé lai ra ng'di ngoai hién nha, va cho ngdi sao dau
tién 16 dang d€ woc thém lan nira. C6 khi n€u t6i wdre hai f'an mdt ngay, thi

diéu wdre cha toi s€ so'm trd thanh hién thuec.
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%i do, khi ng61 ngoai hién nha cung bac Gus va bac Bertha, toi da
tha'y ngdi sao dau tién 14 l4nh trén nhitng ngon ciy. T6i 1ién nhidm mat va
nhanh chéng tham worc.

“Chau vira woc da'y a?” bac Gus hoi.

T61 ngwong chin mét. “Khong a.”

Béac Bertha kh€ huych bac Gus. “Nay, anh k& cho con bé céi Tan anh
wdc 6ng chi Dean bién mat, sau d6 Ong bi€n ma't that di.”

Béac Gus phat nhe vao tay bac Bertha mot cdi. “Troi, Bertie. Con bé
khong mudn nghe cau chuyén nhat nhéo cii rich d6 dau.” Bac &'y khé dung
dwa chi€c gh€¢ lam san hién kéu kéo ca kéo ket.

Néu bdc Bertha 12 ngwdi hay chuyén va hau nhw ching bao gir chiu
ng'6i yén, thi bac Gus lai 1a ngwoi tram ling, dé tinh va cé vé ludn tir ton,
binh than tred’c moi chuyén. Bac &y doi mo6t chi€c mii bong chay ca ngay,
va chi bd no6 ra ldc di ngd. Dwdi vanh mil cda bac &y 1a mai téc nau loa
xda, 16n xdn khép t phia. Cdi lwdi trai mii mau nau dim Ay 1Am lem bin
va nhirng da'u van tay dau mo’ cia bac Gus.

“Kia la chom Phi M3a,” bac Gus néi khi chi vao chom sao lo Ittng phia
trén ddy nui dang xa.

“Péang 1€ bac Gus phai lam nha khoa hoc m&i phai,” bac Bertha ndi.
“Bac &y c6 the trd 1oi moi cau hdi cda chau vé cac chom sao, khong khi,
ciy cd, nwde, thoi tiét, hay nhirng thir khac trong thién nhién da’y.”

Bac Gus chi xiii mdt ti€ng.



“Bac Gus ctr twdng bac chiu ga cho bac &y vi cai ma bé ngoai.” Bac
Bertha nhdy mét v&i toi. “Nhung thuye ra bac yéu bac &'y vi bd ndo co.”

Béac Gus bat cwori.

Sau d6 t6i da dwoc chirng ki€n diéu ki diéu nha't. Ca hai bac da dwa tay
ra ciing ldc, roi ndm 12y tay nhau. Giong nhue ngwdi ta hay hen trude véi
nhau: “P&m d&n ba roi ndm tay nhé.” Ca doi nay toi chuwa tirng thay bd
me t6i nim tay nhau bao gi¢'. Cha, hinh nhu bd me to6i hau nhw con cheamg
thém nhin nhau bao gio’ ludén ay.

Tdi quan sat bac Gus va bac Bertha ciing ling ngdm bau troi dém va né
nu cwoi man nguyén. Thi thodng bac Bertha lai quay sang nhin bac Gus
mo mang, nhr th€ bac Gus 1a m6t ngdi sao dién anh, chi khdng phai
ngwoi dan 6ng dau téc bu xu dang lam viéc trong nha mdy san xud't dém &
Cooperville. Chiing tdi ndn lai ngoai hién cho t&i khi mwa bit dau ldc ddc
roi. Man mwa bui mdng tang nhung budt lanh, khi¢h 1 meéo dang nim
dudi chan ching téi phédi giat minh, phéng nhw bay vao nha. Pém do, toi
tréo 1én giwong voi cdi ddu quay cudng. Toi nghi vé dng b6 Thich Gay GO
clia minh dang ngdy kho kho trong nha ti quin, va me toi gid ny chéc
dang nidm nhin chdm cham 1én tran nha trong cin phong ngd t&i om. T6i
nghi v€ Jackie dang thi thAm tdm chuyén to nho va son moéng chan cung
Carol Lee. T6i nghi vé thiang nhéc Howard Odom bj tit ca nhéc, va ca gia
dinh tot bung ctia nd. To6i nghi vé cdi nim tay ctia biac Gus va bdc Bertha
dudi dnh sang cia chom sao Phi Ma. R6i t6i nghi vé s& phan ham hiu cta
chinh minh khi dang nim trong ciin phong nay, te hdi liéu diéu wéc cia toi
¢6 khi nao thanh hién thyc dwoc khong.

Ngay hom sau, tdi x6 doi bdt trong bd dong phuc diéu hanh cii cla

Jackie t&i treong. To6i biét minh dd méc sai TAm nghiém trong ngay khi vira



dit chan I1én xe buyt. Khi toi di gitra hai hang ghé&’, vai dira con géi chi trd
vao ddi b6t cua t6i, cweoi khic khich r'éi thi thidm to nhd v&i nhau. Toi thdy
néng mat nén da lwom tui n6. Howard ra hiéu cho t6i d€n ng'6i canh nd,
nhung t61 da ng61 phich xu6ng hang gh€ phia sau.

Ca sang hom do, tdi chi ng'di v& linh tinh 1én canh tay bang bit da mau
xanh lam va gid vor doc sdch. P&n gio ra choi, Howard da c& géng thuyét
phuc t6i dong y d&€ né din di tham quan treong.

“T¢ 1a Ban Kem Cép ctia cdu ma. Cau quén a?” né noi.

Tbi 1ic dau. “Quén chuyén dé di,” tdi dip. “Té khong hirng thi véi
chuyén d6 14m. V3 lai, t& ciing s& khong & lai thi tri'n nay lau dau.”

“Tai sao?”

Tbdi ddo mét. “T& dd bdo ciu roi ma. Té s& vé Raleigh.”

“Nhwng nhd me cau khdng thé€ binh 6n trd lai thi sao?” né héi.

O hay, cau héi kieu quai gi vay? To6i dung dung bd di, roi dé€n ngoi
dudi ctra s& cing tin va nhin chdm chdm vio mdy dira nhéc dang d4 béng
trén san. Tuy nhién sau do6 t6i cling li€c sang phia Howard do6i ba Tan. N6
dang ding chin v& vong tron trén dat, trdng mit né c6 vé 0 rii 1im.

Khi chuéng reo, tdt ca 1d nhéc trong trrong tranh nhau xép hang. Vai
dira con trai vo ki ludt chen 18n, x6 day nhau tredc mit Howard, nhwng né
ching phan g gi. Khi tdi budc dén chd x&p hang, mot con bé trong 16p
tén Audrey Mitchell bud'c dé€n bén t6i va noi, “Doi bot dep day.” Dt o,
n6 lién nhéch mép cwei khinh bi, con nhirtng dira khéc thi khic khich cwoi
sau leng no.

Tdi cim thd'y dong mdu néng ctia bd lan ra khip nguwdi, va con gidn

buda vay toi tor gbt chan 1én tin dinh dau. Ping 1a néng nhw ltra that. Sau d6



t6i ddp trad nd, “Cam on. Di d6i gidy nay dd ngwdi khéc thich 1m.” R6i toi
da vao céai 6ng chan khfmg khiu cia né mdt phat cwe manh.

Ngay sau d6, toi chi nh¢é mang mang la c¢6 dira da khoc ré 1én, va nhirng
dra khac thi la hét va huyén ndo. R6i t6i bi dwa vao phong thdy Hiéu
tredng Mason. Trong khi thiy ‘1én 16p” t6i V€ hanh vi sai trai ban nay, thi
t6i ng'6i ngdm nhitng ngdi sao va trdi tim nhd xfu ma toi da v& 1én canh tay
bang biit da trong ti&t hoc dau gio’ sdng nay.

Thay Mason hoi téi c6 bi€t viéc minh Iam la sai trdi khong, va néu
ngwoi khac da t6i dau nhw thé thi t6i co thich khdng, va thdy cling hoi toi
hang td nhtrng cau héi khac ntra, nhwng t6i cheamg them dé€’ tam. T6i chi dap
“Vang, thra thay” va “Khong a, thua thdy,” nhwng mét tdi thi dinh chit
vao canh tay day hinh v€, con chan tdi thi g6 lach ciach hai chi€c got cia
doi bot didu hanh vao chan ghé'.

T6i da nhdn vai khi thdy Mason néi s€ goi di€n cho bac Bertha dé néi
voi bac vE chuyén tdi da vao chan con bé Audrey Mitchell. Sau d6 t6i tré
veé 1op va phai néi xin 16i con bé do, du toi ch:fmg hé thay minh c¢6 16i gi
ca. Va do la ta't ca nhirng chuyén da xdy ra trong ngay thir hai toi di hoc &
Colby.

Chiéu hém do, trén xe buyt, Howard da mdt Tan nira phot 1o man tdm
linh twong thong va ti€n theamg dén chd toi. N6 lai ngdi phich xuéng canh
toi.

“Cau phai gitt chd cho t& chi, theo 1y thi nhing ngwdi Ban Kem Cép
nén ngdi ciing nhau m&i phai,” né néi.

“Nhu the”la pham luat ma,” t61 dap.

“T& chén chén 1a viéc gitt chd cho mot ngwdi Ban Kém Cip khong phai

pham luat.”



Tbdi ddo mét roi nhin ra phia ngoai cira s&.
“Sao cdu lai d4 vao chan Audrey Mitchell?” Howard hoi.

b

T6i k€ cho né chuyén con bé kia da néi “doi bot dep day” kém theo
diéu cwoi nhéch mép day khinh bi. N6 14c dau, “Khi that, Charlie, sao ciu
phai noi néng vi chuyén d6? C6 gi to tat dau.”

T6i lwdm né chdy mit. C6 1& chuyén d6 doi véi né ching 12 gi, nhung
d61 voi toi lai 1a cd van dé day. Toi suyt néi véi né ring tdi dwoc 6ng bd
Thich Gay G& di truyén cho céi tinh dé ni néng nay, nhuwng cudi cling tdi
quy&t dinh khong néi nira. Thay vao do, tdi k€ cho né chuyén h'di mau gido
minh bi dudi vé nha ngay ngay dau tién di hoc vi toi dung but chi choc mot
thing bé trong 16p.

“Thé& cau dung dau tay hay dau nhon?” Howard to mo.

“Pau nhon.”

“Khi that, Charlie.”

T6i nhin vai. “T¢ biét. Nhung lic d6 to byc minh that ma.”

“Cau byc minh vi chuyén gi co’ chr?”

“Thing d&y thoc ngdn cdi xuyén qua banh kep cta té,” tdi ddp.

Howard lai 1ic d4u, nhitng lon téc dd ctia n6 ril xudng 1doa xda trwde cip
kinh. “Tt gio’ cAu hay 1am th& nay nhé,” né néi. “Mdi Ian ciu cdm thd'y tirc
gian, hdy n6i ‘Dira.’”

“Dira 47”

AN

“Ua 1)
“Sao lai thé?”
“N6 gidng nhrr mdt 4m hidu d€ trr nhic nho ban than kim nén con gian

lai. Me t& da din em trai Cotton ctia t& noi twr ‘ci cai cye ceng’ mdi khi



thing bé mudn vé 1én twong.”

“Thé& cach d6 hi€u qua khong?”.

“Thi thoang.”

T6i nghi d6 1a cdi meo ngu ngdc nha't minh twng dwoe nghe twr lic cha
sinh me dé dén gio, nhung t6i khong néi vady voi Howard. Ching t6i chi
ng6i ldng im khi chi€c xe buyt tw tw leo 1én con dwong nii nhd hep. Thi
thodng, quang canh phia ngoai ctra sO chuyén ttr canh khu rieng rdm toan 14
thong, dwong xi va nhtrng phi€n da phu réu, sang mot khung canh quang
dang hon, v&i nhitng ddy ndi ngit ngin tAm mét. Phia trén nhitng ddy ndi
d6 lo Itng mot ddm swong mo* mau xam nhat, tvong phan v&i mau xanh
dwong dam cda day nii phia dwdi.

“D6 1a Iy do ngwoi ta dat tén né la Day Blue Ridge,” bac Gus da giai
thich ngay tor hdm déu tién tdi dat chan t&i Colby. “Vi ching ¢6 mau xanh
dwong ma.” Sau d6 bic 4y ndi ring diy ndi c6 mau xanh dwong do 14
thong & d6 phat tdin mot cha't dac bi€t vao khong khi. Thyc ra t6i chfmg
hi€u bdc &y néi gi ca, nhung van git dau nhw thwong 1€.

Khi bdc tai dirng xe tredc nha Howard, né tim ba 16 1én va nhic nhé
to1, “Nh¢ nhé. Dwa.”

T6i nhin theo Howard va em trai né bwde chan 1€n ting bap thang op ep
ngoai hién nha r'6i bi€n mat vao phia trong, d€ lai canh ctra dong sap
“ram” mot céi sau lwng tui nd. Canh ctra ra vao 1a mot chi€c trang ky trong
c6 vé cii ki dwore phit mét tAm ga giwong. Doc ria hién nha né 1a nhirng lon
ca phé trong nhung cdi cady vang da va nhung khém hoa kho ri. Co 1€
nhitng ngwdi nha Odom mai t6t bung dén mic ho ching can ban tim dén
viéc ca gia dinh minh dang phai song trong mot ngdi nha trdng hét strc

tham hai.



Chiéc xe buyt kéu binh bich va kéo ket trén con dwong nii quanh co.
T6i dang nghi xem minh nén néi gi v&i bac Bertha vé vu dd con bé Audrey
Mitchell & treong, thi chot nhin thd’y canh twgng rdi loan ngoai dwong.

Hai con ché dang danh nhau trén doan dwong dat canh may can nha di
dong. Mot con nhd hon va c6 bo 16ng den tuyén. Con con lai thi gay ding
ki€u da boc xwong va cé bd 16ng den ddm nau. M6t con bé lién tuc la hét,
trong khi mot dng gia gan d6 da bat sin voi twdi va nhadm dén con ché gay
g0.

“Cut ra khdi ddy ngay!” 6ng gia la 1.

Mot ngeoi phu nir chay ra t trong can nha Iwvu dong cd tom 18y con
ché den, con con ché gay go van tiép tuc cin va lién tuc gam gir. Sau dé
n6 ba't ngo' quay dudi bd chay. N6 chay trén vé dwong, dudi theo xe buyt
ctia ching tdi trong khoang mdt hay hai phit, doi tai dai clia nd vo phan
phét trong gié. Toi di mit vio ctta s& d&€ ngdm né phi nudc dai trén vé
dwong, sau d6 n6 dot ngdt quay nguoi chay bién vao trong ring.

Vai phdt sau, khi chi€c xe buyt dung lai tredc nha bac Gus va béac
Bertha, t6i xudng xe va nhin xudng d6i bot diéu hanh trén chin minh.
Trong Jackie luc nao cliing xinh dep khi dién doi bot nay, nhwng trong t6i
ding la ngu ngdc that. Hen chi tui con géi kia cwoi nhao t6i 1a phai.

Con tirc gidn quen thudc ldc nao cling bua vay toi, hét nhe mot chiéc
chan vay. Nhung an nay toi lai thdy gidn chinh ban than minh, b&i toi 1a
mot dira t0i té chg’lng ai can dén. T6i gidm chan roi dd ma’y vién séi, khi€n
chiing 1&n vao may bui dd quyén dworc trong doc vé dwong.

Sau d6 t6i nhd tham, “Dira", trede khi di bd n6t quang dwong 1€n nha

bac Gus va bac Bertha.



&Bon

@i da twdng twong canh bac Bertha noi gian 16i dinh vi t6i da vao
chan con bé d6, nhwng tdi da ba't ngor khi bac &y choang tay 6m t6i va néi,
“Ngay mai roi s€ khac.” Bac &y 6m chit t6i hon chit ntra, r6i néi thém
“C4 nhan bdc lai thd'y ra't thich doi bot d6 day.”

Béc Bertha khong hé nhic d&n hanh vi sai trdi ca t6i. Néu 1a me, thi
day khong biét da 1a Tan thir bao nhiéu me phai ray la va nhic nhé toi r'oi.
Me luén néi riang téi ding 13 mot dia chuyén giy r&i, hét nhe ong bd
Thich Gay GO ctia minh vay.

Sau bira t61, t6i da wdc khi dn mén banh nwdng nhan viét quat trang
miéng. N&u ban cit phan chép nhon ctia miéng banh d€ danh #n sau cling,
ban ¢6 th€ wdc trong khi dn mi€ng d6. T6i da hoc diéu d6 tw dng anh ho
Melvin. 6ng da thé voi toi la cach nay hiéu nghiém, vi anh trai 6ng ngay
sau d6 da tr6n khoi nha va 18y v, va Melvin duegec ddc chi€m toan bd
phong ngd ding nhw 6ng mong woc.

Tbi biét bac Gus va bac Bertha dd nhin thdy toi cit riéng dAu miéng
banh roi ddy ra ngodi ria chiéc dia, nhung ho ching hé thic méc. Va lai,
t01 nay bac Bertha c6 vé it n6éi hon moi hdm. Cé 1€ bac ay thuc sy buc
minh vi to61 da da vao chan con bé Audrey. C6 1€ bac 'y dang nghi, diing la
cha nao con ndy. Cé 1€ tredre khi di ngu, bac &y s€ tham thi véi bac Gus
ring 01 ding 12 ching khéc gi 6ng bd Thich Gy G& ctia minh, va ban vé
nhitng ric r6i ho sip phai d6i mit khi dén tdi vé nha.

Sau khi an mi€ng chép banh va thdm woc, toi ra ngoai san d€ xem bac



Gus cét c¢d trong vwon rau. Mot “qud béng 16ng” den co ngudi vao chan tdi
va lién tuc kéu g gue. Toi diing canh cay viét tén minh 1én mat dat r'oi lai
x6a di. Trong khodng san nay cheamg c6 ngon cd nao ma chi toan dat da,
dau d6 di€ém xuyét vai déa hoa dd sic mau. Vai bui hoa dai nép minh
khiém nhwong bén cot ddy phoi quan do. Nhirng déa thu du mau h'éng
khoe sic canh con duwong vao gara. Nhitng cdy bd cong anh x&p hang
théng t&p nhw nhitng chd linh doc theo hang rao lwdi quanh khu vwon.

Béac Gus vira huyt sdo vira x&i da't quanh ciy ca chua bé xiu. Bac ay
than trong budc tirng bwdc gitta nhirng mam dau que va bi ng6i m&i troi
1€n ter mgt da't A'm 4p mua xuan. Hom dau tién td6i d&€n Colby, bac Bertha da
bao bac Gus, “Minh dwa Charlie ra thim vwon di!”. Thé 1a toi phai theo
chan hai bac &y ra vwon d€ nghe gi¢i thiéu vé tirng cdi mam ciy nho xiu
ay. Bac Bertha da giai thich cho t6i cach nhirng cdy dau que kia leo gian,
va n6i rang nhitng cdy bf ngdi sé& tr& nhitng déa hoa vang thit to. Tdi chi
gat dau va dap, “O,” vi ban con c6 the néi gi hon vé nhitng ciy rau trong
modt khu vweon nira day? Nhung bac Gus w? Ban sé nghi minh dang lac
trong Vuon DPia dang khi nhin thdy cach bac &y cham sé6c khu vweon, ki€m
tra tieng chié€c 14 non ctia cdy muwdp tay, hay gat mot day bi khoi 167 di.

T6i ti€p tuc vi€t nguéch ngoac trén nén da't do, con bac Gus thi tap
trung huyt sdo va x&i dat. Thi thoang, bac &y lai ngwng tay d€ kéo cdi vanh
mil lwdi trai hodc dip mudi. T6i nghe thd’y ti€ng bdc Bertha trd chuyén
cung may chd meo trong b&p khi cho tui né an. C6 dra vwra bj bac &y
méng vi toi dn thit chim. Mot dira khéc thi bj bdc &'y ché 1a map qua.

T6i dinh vao nha thi dot nhién thady thir gi d6 chay swot qua. Mot con
vat vira chuyén dong phia sau ma’y lum ciy ngan cach gitra khodng san va

khu rirng. Chid meo den canh t6i dot ngdt lao vt di trdn phia sau nha kho



trong vueon. Tdi ditng im vA nheo mét nhin vao béng tdi trong ring. Dot
nhién, mot chi ché 16 dau ra tw phia sau nhirng bui cdy. Chd ché dé giy
g0, ¢6 bo 16ng den dom nau, va doi tai dai rd xudng. N6 chinh la chd ché
toi vira nhin tha’y chiéu nay!

N6 héch dau nhin t6i. T6i nhén chan khé budc mot bude vé phia nd.
NG cui dau de chwng va ti€p tuc quan sat toi. Nhwng khi toi ti€n thém budc
ntra, thi nhanh nhw chdp, né 1ién chay bi€n vao ring.

“Cheét tiét,” t61 ham hyec.

“Chau vira n6i gi thé?”, ti trong veon, bac Gus néi vong ra.

“Vira ndy c6 con ché ding ding kia a.” T6i chi vé phia may lum cay.

“Con ch¢ 16ng den d6'm nau a? Tai nd ra xuéng phai khong?”.

“Vang,” t6i ddp. “Vwa nay bac cling thd’y n6 a?”

“Khong, nhwng bac ting thd'y né d&€n day nhiéu l'an roi.

“N6 1a ché nha ai vy a?”

Bac Gus dyng cudc vao hang rao roi ngoi lén mot chi€c ghé€” gap trong
san. “No la ché hoang thoi,” bac &y ndi. “N6 thwong xuyén xud't hién &
day nhiéu thang r'oi. Bac Bertha vin mang thirc dn thira ra ngoai d6 cho né
day. N6 chéng phién khi phai an mén thit bam cta bac Bertha dau.”

Tdi nhin vé phia khu rirng. “Chéu c4 1a chdu c6 the bét nd,” toi néi.

Béac Gus nha’c chi€c mi bong chay I1én d€ gai dau. “Con ché lai gia nua
d6 c6 vé nhdt nguoi 14m day.”

“Néu chdu bét dwoc né thi chdu cé the gitt n6 lai d& nuodi khong a?”.

“Béac nghi n6 thich dwoc 1am ché hoang hon day,” bac Gus dap.

Nhwng t6i hi€u né hon bac &y. Toi hi€u cam gidc bi bo roi, khong gia

dinh, khong ai muén nudi dueong la theé nao. Va chi ché dé 1a mdt chién



binh. Hét nhw t6i &y. Toi va n6 ¢6 ra't nhiéu di€m chung. Pt nhién tdi cam
thdy yéu thwong chu ch6 gay go do that nhiéu.
To61 da 1ap mot 1ovi thé nghiém tdc ngay tai khoang san doé, va ty hira v&i

long minh rang to1 chdc chdn s€ bdt dwgrc chu choé do.



ENom

@i ctr chdc mam rang cudi tuan dwoc nghi hoc s& sung swéng 14m,
nhwng bac Bertha lai thong bdo 1a ching t6i s€ d€n nha tho vao Chi nhit.

Tw nho t6i da chflng dén nha tho rdi. Ong b Thich Gay G& cia toi
chiing bao gi> mudn dy duwa dén nha the. B t6i goi nhitng ngudi di nha
tho 1a nhieng ké “tay lam viéc thién, miéng tung Kinh thdnh.” Nhwng me
tng dan t6i va Jackie d&€n nha tho vai Tan. To6i khong nhd dwoc nhiéu vEé
chuyén do6, chi nho Jackie tirng rén ri va than van sudt quang dwong tir nha
t&i nha tho, @&n ndi me toi phai phat vao chan ba d& bit ba im ling. Nhung
sau nay, chirng lo 4u ctia me t6i ngay cang tram trong, khi€n me khong the
14i xe hay cdi 4o choang tim. Ngay ca viéc chai téc me ciing chéng lam
noi, nén twr d6 chung t6i khong dén nha tho nira.

Sang Cha nhat, khi toi vira budc chan vao bép, bac Bertha da nhin toi
mot lwot tir Fau xudng chan roi thot 1én, “Oi, troi.” Sau d6, bac Ay lau tay
vao tap dé. “Chdu c6 céi vay nao khong?”.

Tbi liéc xudng nhin chiéc quan bd ngén ciin va do phong cii clia Jackie
roi lic dau.

Béc Bertha phay tay. “ffm, th6i khong sao dau. Tuan toi bac chdau minh
di mua sim ciing dworc.”

Sau d6 bac Gus buwdc vao bép, va toi suyt chit nira khong nhan ra bac
a'y. Hom nay bac Gus dong by day du ca do vest va ca vat! Thay vi doi Gng
dinh ddy bun dat thwong ngay, hdm nay bac &y di d6i giay da den bong

budc day. Bac trong cling ra dang mot 6ng chi ngan hang giau c6 &



Raleigh phét, n€u nhu khong c6 bd mong tay dinh da't va mai toéc c6 tinh
vudt theamg duwdi chiéc mii bong chay kia.

Bac Gus ng6i vao ban bép, va bac Bertha da hon Ién ma bac ay. “Cha,
nhin anh kia,” cau dé da khi€n bac Gus ngwong chin mdt. Bac &y gat ban
tay bac Bertha trén vai minh xu6ng, sau doé lién tuc kéo ¢ do cho thealng
tho'm va lau bot mo hoi sau gay.

Sau bira sang, bac Gus ldi xe dwa ching t6i t&i Nha tho Thung liing
Rocky. Khi bwde vao nha tho, ti 1ién hi€u ra 1i do bac Bertha thot 1én “Oi,
troi” khi nhin thdy bd dang cta t6i sang nay. Tat cad nhirng dira con géi
khac trong nha tho déu mac vay. Toi cheamg dam nhin théng vao mit ai, vi
toi bi€t minh dang nguwong chin mat, con chi€c quan bo trén ngwoi toi thi
qua ddng la sai Tam.

To6i ngdi gitta badc Gus va bac Bertha trén bing ghé& g6. Khi chi nhac
cdng choi cac ban nhac nha the’, moi ngwoi dan dan kéo dén nha tho dong
hon, dau dau cling c6 ngwoi cwoi va gat dau chao nhau. Mot lic sau, bac
Bertha huych nhe tay t6i va tham thi, “Nha Odom kia chdu.”

T6i ngwde 1én thi thd'y Howard va ca gia dinh né dang ¢cdm quyén Kinh
thanh ti€n vé mdt bang ghé&” canh 167 di. Nam dra con trai v&i mai téc chai
muot xd day nhau va budc di sdm sap trong doi giay dep nhét cda ching.
Me Howard hoan toan phot 10 bon tré, bac &y quay sang trd chuyén voi
nhirng ngwoi quen va hdi thim nguwoi ba dang bénh ctia ho, trong khi 6ng
bd toc do cia Howard thi 18y khan tay lau mat.

Sau man cau nguyén va hat thanh ca, tui tré con chiing t6i phai di hoc
trrong Chia Nhat. T6i da vo cling ngac nhién khi d&€n 1op va thad’y con nhd
Audrey Mitchell ng'di d6. Con bé d6 ciing tr&” mét nhin tdi, ctt nhu th€ t6i

l1a nguoi sao Hoa vira bi rovi tir tau vi tru xudng day &y. T6i cd gang ngdi



cich xa con bé d6 hét mic ¢ the. Sau dé thing nhéc Howard ca nhic
budre vao 1op, roi d&n ng'6i canh toi.

Gido vién treong Chia Nhit cda ching toi 1a ¢6 Mackey, mot ngwoi
phu n&r dirng tudi ¢é mai téc mudi ti€u. Ngay dau gio hoc, co gidi thiéu
v&i moi nguoi tén tdi 1a Charlie Reese, va yéu cau moi nguoi chao don t6i
dén v&i cdng dong nha tho. Sau d6 cd day ching tdi bai hat “Noah Tot
bung.” Howard hat to hon td't cd moi nguoi trong 1op, va toi thd’y kha xau
hd vi né, nhwng hinh nhw chealng ai them ban tim dén Howard, trw toi.

Sau d6, cd Mackey néi ring ching tdi s& choi trd Thdm tir Kinh thdnh.
Co Ay s& doc to cdc ciu hoi trong bd thé bai Tham tw Kinh thanh, va mdi
khi ai d6 tra loi ding mot cau hodi, nguoi d6 s€ dwore nhan mot d6ng xu
Tham t&. Khi thu thdp dwoe da s6 lwong dong xu Tham tw, ban c6 th€ doi
ching 187y giai theong. Khi cd Mackey doc cau hédi, bon con trai lién tuc
nhtc nhich cya qudy, tui con gai méc vay dep thdm thi va cwoi khic khich
voi nhau, con tdi ng'di im 1dng cung chié€c quéan bo x4u xi clia minh.

Samson cé bao nhiéu bim téc?

Al dd chui xuéng ho’trong ki sa tuyét dé’ giét mot con sw tir?

Cdu chuyén vé mot hoa hdu tro thanh hoang hdu dwoc viét trong cudn

sdch, chiworng va cau nao?

Lan nao Howard ciing gio’ tay, va tdi biét chic chin minh s& khong bao
gior gianh dwoe ba't cir d6ng xu Tham tik nao hét.

Sau gior hoc treong Chida Nhit, tdt cad ngwoi 1on va tré nhd déu tap
trung lai trong phong giao Iwu. Bdc Bertha diéu t6i quanh phong ctr nhuw the
t0i 12 hoa hau; bac Ay gidi thiéu tdi v&i moi ngwdi ma ching them dé ¥ toi

dang nghi gi. Bic Bertha néi rang bac &y va bac Gus thuc sy rdt may mén



khi t6i d&€n song cuing ho. Moi nguoi déu gat dau tan thanh va néi, “Piéu
d6 that tot, nhi?” v maYy cau dai loai nhur the. Nhung t6i ddm chéc 12 trong
d4u ho dang tham thic méc, tai sao bd me rudt ciia con bé nay lai khong
thé’ cham lo cho ng, va chfmg 1€ n6 khong bi€t la khong dworc mdc quan bo
dén nha tho a?

Khi bac Bertha gi¢i thi€u t6i voi me Howard, bac &y da 6m t6i va néi
ring Howard da k& cho bdc vé tdi. Sau d6 bac &y rwén c& nhin quanh
phong. “Chéc biac Odom dang ding ngoai kia. Ma c6 18 bac khong the bt
1t tré hoang da nha bac chiju ding yén d€ gi¢i thi€u chau dworc r'oi.”

MaAy dira con trai nha Odom dang dudi bit nhau quanh phong, ca vat
n&i 1d6ng, con vat 4o so mi thi bay phap phoi. Trong khi Howard di khoe
voi moi ngwoi dong “chién tich” cia nd trong trdo Tham t& Kinh thanh, thi
may dira con lai di nhén nhirng mi€ng banh s6 ¢d la hanh nhéin trong dia
gidYy.

“Chau c6 the’ ghé choi nha bac ldc nao cling dwoc, nhé?” Me Howard
noi.

Béac Bertha cuoi toét miéng vi t6i. “Thé thi t6t qua Charlie nhi?”

To6i gat dau va dap, “Da, thwa bac,” vi tdi bi€t minh céan phai trd 101 nhw
the".

Trén dwong bac Gus l4i xe dwa chiing t6i vé nha, t6i di c¢d gdng quan
sat khu reng va nhirng khoang san nha véoi hy vong dwoe nhin thdy chd
ché hoang d6 Tan nwa. Nhung t6i chgng thd'y bong diang né dau ca. Tuy
nhién t6i lai thd'y mot chi€c xe tai chdt day cd khd. Chi Casey, ban cua
Jackie néi v&i toi rang, n&u to6i d&€m d&n mudi ba khi nhin thd'y mot chigc
xe tai chd day cd kho thi t6i ¢ th€ wdc mot diéu. Nén ta't nhién toi da lam

diéu do.



Chuyén hoc hanh & treong ¢6 vé ngay cang té hai.

M4y to bai tdp vé nha cia tdi déu bi ¢c6 Willibey dung bt chi dé danh
d&u chi chit, kém theo nhitng 1&i nhin nhw “Gdp cé nhé” va “Co’ gdng lan
sau nhé.”

D61 khi, td1 con chg'lng them lam bai tdp v€ nha. Chuyén nay chi lang
phi thoi gian thoi, vi t6i cling dau ¢ & lai day 1au. Thi thodng bac Bertha
lai héi toéi c¢6 bai tdp vEé nha khdng, nhwng t6i thi da qua thanh thao viéc
nhin vai va chuyén cha dé roi.

Va lai, toi cling da qua quen voi nhirng tor bai tip bi gach chi chit nhw
thé& bdi tredre day, khi con & Raleigh, t6i cling chglng phai dang “con ngoan
trd gidi” gi cho cam. Ca nha chi c6 mdi Jackie cin nhin chuyén tdi khong
di hoc hay khong 1am bai tap thoi. Nhung toi thwong cy cii rang ba khong
phai 1a me nén khong cé quyén can dy vao chuyén cta t6i. Khi gido vién
goi vé nha d€ mach me chuyén t6i bj di€ém kém mon todn, hay tra héi 1i do
t6i khong ndp bai tap, thi me s& chi quit méng t6i khodng nim phiit thdi,
sau d6 me s& gio’ hay cdnh tay gay go 1én, thé hit ra mot hoi dai thuot va
noi, “Lam th& thi ¢6 ich gi co chr?”. R'6i me sé 1& doi dép ngt khoi phong,
miéng 14m bam ring tirc gidn nhw thé that chging dang.

It ra thi khi & Raleigh, toi con ¢ ban & treong, nhung & day, mdi Tan
tO6i ng'6i vao ban an trong cing tin treong, tui con gai lai nhan mat nhw theé
chiing n6 vira ngtri thA’y mui gi kinh khiing 14m 4%y, r'di sau d6 ta't ca tui nd
d'6ng loat bé khay d'0 dn sang ban khac. Hau nhw ngay nao, toi cling gid vor
dau bung d€ vao phong y t& v& thém nhitng ngoi sao va tréi tim bang biit da
lén canh tay minh.

Pén gio ra choi, Howard bam duoéi toi di khdp noi d€ nhic nhé ring né

la Ban Kém Cép cua t6i, va li€n thoang hoi lué6n miéng.



“C4u da bao gio vao tu tham b6 chwa?”

“Sao chi cau khong dén day cung cau?”

“Cau mudn 18y vai dong xu Tham t& cha t& khong?”

Thi thodng toi trd 101 nd, va thi thoang t6i ¢4 tinh 1o’ n6 di.

Howard 1a dira vo tw lw nén né thwong nghi gi néi ndy. N6 ching thay
phién long vi ba't ct chuyén gi ca. R0 rang & treong khéng ai mudn day
dwa dén nd, nhung né ciing chzalng hé ban tim. Pra em trai tén Dwight cta
né lic nao ciing cdi 1on, danh dam, dd bong, hay cung tay v&i nhitng dira
con trai khac, nhung Howard ch.‘fmg bao gior tham gia hoi d6. M&y Tan vao
thi trdn cung bac Gus va bac Bertha, t6i thwong thdy Burl va Lenny, hai
anh trai cia Howard, dang da bong hay choi bong r6 v&i ban be, nhwng
Howard luén ng6i trén bac thém hi hody vi€t vao mdt cudn so, hodc 16ng
ngdng tw tdp dap xe trwdre cira gara.

Mot hom, khi xe ching tdi lwdt qua nha Howard, bac Bertha da binh
luan: “Cau bé t61 nghiép do6 that cd don qua.”

“Nhuw thé ¢ sao dau,” bac Gus noi.

Béc Bertha 1ic dau. “V&i mot dira tré thi ¢6 day. Tui nhd cin c6 ban be
chir.” Bac ay tho dai. “Em that khong hi€u n6i. Cau bé d6 t6t bung va ngot
ngao dén thé’ co ma.”

“Chau cd la do twong di ca nhdc cta nd,” t6i chém vao.

“Cha, no6i the” khong hay dau,” bac Bertha quay sang nhin t6i. “Chéu sé
¢6 nhiéu ban m&i & Colby, Charlie a. Bac tin 1a vay.”

T6i nhin ra ngoai ctra kinh va gid vo khong nghe bac &y néi vé nhirng
diéu t6i c6 th€ lam & day. Vi du nhw tham gia héi Nt Hedng dao sinh hay

t0 chirc 4H*. Bac Bertha k€ vé cd Jonelle, ban bac dy, hién dang s6ng &
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Fairview. C6 &y c6 mot dira con géi bing tudi t6i. Chiing tdi cé th€ dén
choi nha ho vao mot ngay thir Bay bat ki, né€u t6i mu6n; hodc ching ti ¢
the€ dén trung tAm thwong mai & Asheville. Bac Bertha néi nhw the doi toi
s€ mot phat I1én tién sau khi chuyén dén Colby vay.

“Em noi nhiéu th& thi c¢d bé nd’ dau ma't, Bertie a,” bac Gus noi.

Bac Bertha cwoi 1on va phat yéu vao canh tay bac Gus.

“Bac nghi gio’ chu ché d6 dang & dau a?” t6i hoi bac Gus.

“Béc ciing khong biét nira,” bac A’y ddp. “Con ché lai d6 rong rudi khip
noi ma.”

T6i da tim ki€m né khép noi. Toi dd gip lai né hai T'an k& tir Tan dau
thd'y né6 & nha bac Gus va bac Bertha, nhwng ca hai Tan d6 n6 déu chay
bi€n vao rieng sau khi nhin thdy bong t6i.

“N6 thich mén thit bim ctia bdc 1dm dd’y,” bac Bertha néi. “N¢ liém cdi
chdo dyng thit sach bong r'6i cong dudi chay bién, nhanh d&€n mirc bac con
chflng kip nhin thay n6.”

T6i twa ngwdi vao lung ghé roi thd dai. Chic i ching bao gid bét
dwoc chd ché d6 dau. Ma ngd nho toi bit dwore né thi sao? Toi c6 duoc
nudi né that khong? Chic chin me t6i s& nSi con tam banh khi nhin tha’y
n6. Nhung t6i cd 1a bd’ sé goi cho me tir trong tu d€ bdo me ngung rén 1i va
cho phép t61 nudi ché n€u tdé1 mudn the'.

Sau d6, khi bdc Gus queo xe vao con dwong 1on dan t&i thi trdn, tOi da
nhin thd'y mot chui ngya 6 ngoai dong dang an cd va ve vay chi€c dudi xua
dudi 1t rudi nhing. To6i 14c ndm dA'm vé phia né ba I'4n roéi thim wde. D6 1a
quy tic wéc nguyén khi nhin thay ngrra 6. N&u thd'y ngya bach thi ban c6
th& nhim mét wdc ludn, nhung néu gip ngwa 6 thi ban phai 1ic nim da'm

V€ phia n6 ba I'dn. T6i hoc diéu d6 to bo” Thich Gy G& nén ciling ¢ chiit



nghi ngo’, nhung cudi cling to6i van lam theo 101 b6,

To6i dad 1ac nam da'm va tham worc.
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%éy sau, cO Willibey da goi cho bac Bertha d€ phan nan vé thai
do hoc tap toi t& cta t6i. Sdng hdm do, c6 Willibey da hai téi: n€u em cé
hai phian chi€c banh nwdng, va em chia mot nira phan banh d6 cho chi gii,
thi em con lai bao nhi€u phan cta céi banh? Téi da dap: “Em chealng bao
gio’ chia banh cho chj gai minh cd.” Thé 1a ca lop déu cwoi lan cuoi bo,
ngoai trix c6 Willibey. Co gidn dd mit tia tai, mim moi lai, va ném cho toi
anh m4t hinh vién dan.

Chiéu hom do6, khi c6 Willibey goi dién cho bac Bertha, thi t6i dang
ndm dai xem tivi trén chiéc ghé tring k¥ cta bac Gus. Con meéo béo 16ng
cam tén Flora dang cudn tron nguoi trén dui toi.

Tbi nghe bac Bertha néi vao dng nghe: “Con bé néi vay u?”, va “Oi,
troi.” Sau d6 bac &y ha giong thi thAm nén t6i chi nghe dwgc lodng thoang
vai chir qua canh ctra bép.

“... mot giai doan kho khan...”

“... con bé nh¢ gia dinh...”

“... moi chuyén rat khé khan...”

Sau d6 bac Bertha gdc mdy, con tdi ti€p tuc dan mét 1én man hinh tivi
khi bac &y budc vao phong khach va ngdi xudng trang ky.

“Co Willibey vira goi, chau a,” bac Bertha noi.

Trén tivi, mOt chid din chwong trinh néi siéu nhanh dang dd si rd s6 ¢

la 1én san nha, r'6i lau ddng dé bang chiéc Choi lau Thin ki.



“Cd &y ndi la hdm nay chau da hoi khi€m nha trong 1op,” bac Bertha
ti€p tuc.

Liic nay thi chd trén tivi bit dau gidi thiéu vé bd dao duwoce ting kém khi
mua Choi lau Than ki.

Bi4c Bertha bét dau gidng gidi, rang bdc Ay biét t6i bu'dn ba d&n mirc
nao khi gia dinh tan vo. ffm, chinh xdc thi bac &y khéng dung tw tan vo,
nhung t8i chic chin bic 4y mudn néi vdy. Bac Ay bio chic toi thay sor
14m khi thA'y me trd nén nhw vdy. Bic 4y dodn chic toi dang lo 1ing vé bo’
minh d&n phit 6m Ién dwoc. Va chic tdi nhé Jackie nhigu 18m.

Mit toi tdp trung nhin vio chi dang quang cdo chdi lau nha trén tivi,
con trong dau thi thim nht, Da. Dira. Diva. Nhwng cau thn chd ngu ngd'c
cua Howard chrflng c6 tidc dung gi cd, vi ngay sau d6 tdi bt dau la 1on
tredc mit bac Bertha. Toi di dung nhitng tir ng t6i t& nhit d€ néi rang
bac &y khong can quan tdm d€n chuyén cuaa t6i, va ai théem quan tam dén
gia dinh tan v&, thdm hai cda tdi co chit. Chic chin ngwdi d6 khong phai
toi r'oi. Toi cang néi cang to ti€ng, va phun ra nhirng tw ngtr to6i t€ do voi
td'c d6 nhanh hon trede. T6i n6i minh ghét Colby va bon tré nha qué va céi
nha cii xdu xi cheo leo bén vach nui nay. T6i ghét ca nhirng chi€c hil trong
phong minh, va nha't 1a ma’y chi€c vé gbi hinh Lo Lem ntra.

R'6i t6i bd ra ngoai, d€ lai chi€c ctra kinh dap “sam” sau lwng. Toi c&
ging khong nghi t&i bac Bertha ng'6i lai trén trang ky v&i vé mit nhu vira
bi ngwoi khac ddm mot nhat xuyén tim.

Vai con meo lao ra khoi 161 di khi thay t6i dling dling gian dir bwdre that
nhanh ra phia dwong cai. Téi hdm hyc da chan vao dong dat, birt 14 cay, va
cd ném that manh nhirng hon sdi vao rirng. Khi dé€n noii, thdm chi t6i con

ching d& y mit dwdng nhwa néng rdy di dang di chan dat. Con tire gidn ci



quay cuong trong rudt gan t61, khi€n tai td1 ong ong va da day thi soi suc.
Nhung sau d6, toi lai ng'di thup xuéng vé dwong va khéc nirc nd mot lic
l1au, d&n mirc gan nhw khoéng théd dworc.

To6i bi sao th& nhi? Sao t6i lai n6i nhirng 101 t6i t€ d6 voi bac Bertha?
Sao t6i lai ¢6 thdi @6 hin hoc nhw th& & treong? Va trong khi van dang
khéc 16¢ vi tdi 10i, thi tdi nghe ai d6 cAt ti€ng hdi, “Cau lam sao vay,
Charlie?”

T6i ngang dau 1én thi thd'y Howard ciing chiéc xe dap ctia né ding ngay
tredrc mat.

T6i guc mat ti€p xudng dau g6i va [am bam, “Khong ¢ gi dau.”

“Chéc chén 13 phai c6 chuyén gi chit,” né néi.

“Cau di di.”

“Khong.” N6 dat chiéc xe dap gitta dam cd bén vé dwong roi ngo6i
xudng bén t6i. “Cau phai k€ cho t& nghe van dé cua ciu da.”

Thang nhéc nay ki ghé. P&i véi mot thing nhéc téc dd ca nhic, thi
Howard diing la dira vo cuing li lom.

“Té khong ¢6 nghia vu phai k€ cho cdu gi hét,” toi dap.

“Thé& thi cAu van phai k€ cho mot ai d6.” N6 18’y tay day gong kinh.

“Sao lai th&?”

“Me t& bao phién mudn la thir khong nén gitr cho riéng minh. Me néi
néu ta doc bau tAm sy v&i ngudi khéc, thi phién muodn it sé vori di.”

“Cau di di,” toi noi.

“Cau lai da vao chan ai u?”

Tbi ldc dau.

“Thé cau dung but chi choc ngwoi d6 a?”



“Khong!” t6i hét 1om.

“H6i tredc me t& ting théu birc tranh ¢6 ciu thanh ngl, ‘ Moi cay méi
hoa, méi nha méi cdnl’ ddy.”

Tdi ngwée dau nhin né. “Cau da’y c6 nghia gi?” toi thic méc.

“Nghia la ai cling ¢6 nhirtng phién mudn cua riéng ho, va cé khi van dé
ctia ho con t& hon minh &y.” N6 tién tay bt mot ngon ¢d r'éi ném ra ngoai
dwong. “Pai loai the *“ n6 ndi thém. Cha! Cai nay hay day. Toi chflng nghi
ra trén doi nay liéu cé nguoi nao khd hon minh hay khong. Sau d6 t6i nhin
sang Howard dang nhiu d6i 16ng may td vé lo lng thyc sw, va trude khi
kip dinh thién, thi tdi da d6'c hét bau tAm sy v&i nd roéi. Toi bao nd rﬁng to1
wéc bd tdi khong vao ti. Ring h'oi trede b va toi tirng ciing nhau choi bai
xi, xem chwong trinh Vong quay May mdn, va in mén macaroni phd mai
cho bira sang. To6i k& cho né rang toi da vé ciing so hii khi thd'y me dp mit
vao g0i khoc trong can phong nga tdi om, va me tham chi con Chglng hé
quan tAm liéu tdi ¢6 quan 4o sach d€ méc, hay c¢6 dén trweong khéng. T6i k€
chuyén b6’ me thwong cii co va la 167 nhau ca ngay. Moi T'an nhw thé toi va
Jackie thwong ngdi trén giwong ctia ba va bat dai to hét co d€ khong phai
nghe ti€ng b me cii nhau. Toi k€' vE ta't ca nhirng Tan b6 phong xe di, va
toi thwong 1én nhin theo xe b6 tir ctra sO phong ngt khi nghe ti€ng banh xe
ctia bd' rit 1én trén mat dwong, con me toi thi dirng trén hién nha hét 1n
“Bién di, d'0 rac rwdi! Ping 1a thoat no!” Toi k€ v&i nd rang tdi ra't nhé
Jackie, ba thudc long gén hét cac bai hat trén dai va thwong tét téc dep cho
toi. Jackie con cho t6i dung chung son méng tay nira. Va cudi cung toi ke
v&oi né vE nhirng lovi 1€ t6i té tdi da ndi voi bac Bertha.

Khi t6i dit 1o thi gitka ching t6i chi con lai bau khong khi im 1dng va

tinh mich. Mt tr&i dAn ha xudng dinh diy nii ding xa, va troi bit dau tré



lanh.

Trong mot thoang choc, to1 da nghi Howard thdy ngai sau khi nghe ta't
ca nhirng diéu tdi ndi, nén né khong bi€t phai phan wng thé nao. To6i da
tham wdc minh chwa ting tAm sy voi né ba't ¢ chuyén gi. Nhwng dot
nhién né quay sang nhin thglng vao mét téi va hdi, “Cau mudn nghe 1oi
khuyén cuda t& khong?”

“[j’m, co, to nghi vay,” toi dap.

“Gio thi cau chéng thay doi dwoe chuyén ctia bd me cu va Jackie &
Raleigh ntra r&1,” n6é néi. “Thir duy nhédt cdu stra chira dwoe 1a diéu cau
vira néi v&i bac Bertha.”

Tdi nghi n6 ¢6 1i. T6i khong thé han gin nhitng ton throng ciia gia dinh
minh, nhwng t6i ¢6 th€ xin 10i bdc Bertha ma. Toi lién dirng ddy va phui
da't sau mong quan dui. Va sau d6... téi that khong tin ndi vao mat minh!
Chu ché tai dai ¢6 b6 16ng den ddm nau dot nhién xud't hién & ven bia
ring, ngay trirdc mat toi!

Toi dat mot ngon tay 1€n mdi va khe “Suyttttt” mot ti€ng.

Chd cho6 d6 nghé&ch dau quan sat moi ct chi cia toi.

“Pung di chuyén nhé,” t6i thi thdm véi Howard.

T6i nhén chin ti€n mot buwde vE phia chi ché dd, va... ban biét sao
khong?

N6 vay dudi! Hai cdi vAy dudi ra't khé. N6 thich toi da'y.

“Nay, anh ban,” toi néi, sau d6 ti€n thém mdt bwdre nira.

Nhung ding ldc d6, mét chi€c xe hoi troi oi da't hoi bat thinh linh xua't
hién, gam rd trén dwong va lao vit ngay gitra ching toi, thé” 1a chd ché d6

lai chay vut vao rieng bién mat dang.



Toéi gidm chén. “Chét tiét!”

Suyt chit nira tdi quén béng mat Howard cling dang & do, thi n6 I1én
ti€ng, “H6i trede t& tirng gédp chd ché do6 roéi.”

“Cho clia to ddy,” toi noi.

“That 4?”

“Um, thue ra né sap thudc Ve t& roi.”

“Té céa la nguoi n6é day ran,” né néi. “Co6 th€ né con bi ghé nira. Bon
ch6 hoang thwong hay bi ghé 14m.”

“Thi sao?” t6i hoi vin lai. “Tén n6 1la Xwong Chac*.” Luc toi thd't ra tw
do, to1 biet do la lya chon ding din. Xwong Chac. Pung 1a céi tén hoan
hdo danh cho chi ché cua t6i.

“T& s& bét n6,” tdi qua quyét. “Sau d6 t& s& tim cho nd, bit ran, day né
that nhi€u tro hay ho, va cho né ngu cung t& trén giwong.”

“Té s& gitip cau bit n6,” Howard néi va nhic chiéc xe dap dang nam
gitra ddm cd ctia nd 1€n.

“Cau s€ gitp tor 477

“Chéc chén roi.”

Bong nhién t6i khéng nghi Howard 13 thing nhéc chan ca nhic toc
mach va hay ray ra t6i vé chuyén Ban Kém Cap ntra. Gio’ n6 la ngwoi da
doi t6t v t6i. La nguoi téi da do'c bau tam su.

T6i nhin né treo 1én xe va dap mdt mach vé nha. R6i tdéi hwong vEé khu
rirng va hét 1on “Tam biét nhé, Xwong Chac,” tredc khi tré vEé nha d€ xin

156i bac Bertha.
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%)téi vé dén nha thi troi da nhd nhem t&i. Bac Gus da di lam vé
va dd chiéc xe hoi ca tang cha bdc Ay trén 161 vao nha. Toi con ngri thay
mui nwdc xdt spaghetti quen thudc len 16i qua canh ctra ra vao ntra.

Toi cam gidc cang ti€n lai gan ngoi nha, hai ban chan tdi cang nang nhw
chi. T6i chi mudn vé phong, vo nhr moi chuyén hom nay chwa tirng xay
ra.

Nhuwng t61 khong 1am vay.

T6i ndng nhoc 1€ tirng bwdre chan chi ra ngoai hién sau nha, noi bac Gus
va béac Bertha dang ling 1& ngdm nhin quang cinh diy ndi.

“Chau chao hai béc...” t6i Ién ti€ng. Giong tdi gidng hét mot dira bé
dang khéc sut stii. T6i nhin chdm chiam vio tAm van pha diy 14 cdy g4n
do.

“Chao chédu,” bac Gus dép.

T6i khong the nhin theamg bac Bertha, nhung t61 thdy s¢ hai khi bac im
lang. T6i ng'6i xudng, nhin nhirng hinh vé trdi tim va ngdi sao da mo trén
canh tay minh. Pau d6 dwdi khu rieng vong lai ti€ng éch wong Op oap,
vang meg trong lan gié mat buodi tdi.

To6i d&m dén ba trong dau triede khi néi. “Chau xin 181, bac Bertha.”

To6i ty dan long khong dwoc y&€u dudi, nhung t6i khong kiém ché noi
minh.

To1 da bat khoc.



Va, du rdt mudn, nhung toi chzalng th& ngiin nwrdc mét rovi 13 cha.

Piéu té nhat 1a téi khong the tr néi v&i bac Bertha nhirng 167 tdi da dién
tap trong dau. Vi du nhw t6i khong cd y la 167 bac ay. Hay t6i khong hé
ghét ngdi nha cheo leo bén vach ndi ctia bac &y va birc twong Pegasus sang
loang trén mai hién kia. Va toi cling chrflng h€ ban tdm dén ma’y cdi hii thay
tinh trong phong. Va di€u cudi cung la toi rat thich c6 bé Lo Lem, vi trén
doi nay lam gi c6 ai ghét nhan vat d6 chix?

Nhwng t6i chi khéc thdi. Va sau dé bac Bertha da quy gdi xudng ngang
fAm mét toi, va dit ban tay Am 4p clia bac Ay 1én cdnh tay dAy hinh xim
muc cua toi.

“Chau chinh la phwdre lanh trong ngdi nha nay, Charlie a,” bac &y ndi.

Phwoc lanh 4?

Piang 1& bac &y phdi ming tdi 1a d&° xAu tinh, d4ng ghét, ngu ngdc va
tham hai, nhwng thay vao d6 bac &y lai ndi t6i 1a phwdre lanh.

Sau d6 bac Gus da dirng diy va néi cau kinh dién cua bac 4.

“Chung ta di dn chiit banh viét qua't trwedre khi an t6i nao.”

Vay nén chung t61 da di an banh.

Ba ngudi ching toi ngdi ngoai hién ngim nhitng vi sao 14 l4nh trén
bau troi Carolina, va an mén banh viét quat trede bira com tdi. Va trong
khi bac Bertha k& cho chiing t6i chuyén cd Racine ban bac ay da lui xe
dam vao cOt co’ & bru dién chiéu hom do, roi than nhién 1ai xe di nhw chwa
heé c6 chuyén gi xay ra, thi mot qua s6i twe canh cdy phia trén mai hién dap
ngay xudng canh chan toi.

T6i suyt ha't d6 dia banh khi nhdy dwng 1&€n d€ chdp lay qua soi. Suyt

chit ntra t6i quén béng ma't nhiém vy nguyén wdc hang ngay ctia minh.



Qua so0i nay xudt hién that ding lic, nhw thé’ Chda da ban né cho toi vay.
T61 hoi do dy, nhung sau d6 téi ti€p tuc thye hi€én diéu minh can lam. To1
nim chit qui s6i d6 roi xoay ngwdi ba vong trwde khi thim wde didu
minh mong mudn.

Sau do, toi tré lai phong va dat qua so6i Ién bau ctra so. Toi s€ d€ nd lai
d6 thém ba ngay nira d€ cing cd sirc manh cho diéu wdc ciia minh. Chi doi
tredng Hedng dao cda téi & Raleigh da day tdi cach wde nguyén véi qua
s$0i, va chic chin cich d6 phai hiéu nghiém, vi nhitng d6i trudng Huwdng
dao khong bao gio’ néi doi.

Sau burra t61, ching t6i dn thém chit banh viét quat. Khi bic Gus ra
vion ki€m tra va khoa lai voi twdi nwde, thi bac Bertha néi, “Chau ngdi
day nhé, Charlie. Bac ¢6 thir nay mudn cho chau xem.”

Béc &y vé phong r'6i mang ra mot hdp gidy di toi td. Bac Ay nhac nip
hdp 1€n va néi, “Chdu nhin nay.”

T6i nhom vao trong hdp. Trong d6 c6 rat nhi€u anh.

Bac Bertha luc 1oi d6ng anh ro6i 16i ra mét tAm. Khi nhin tA'm anh do,
bac &y mim cwoi, roi dwa né cho toi.

“Me chdu va bac day,” bac &y chi vao dong chtr sau tA'm anh. Bertha va
Carla, bing chit in c& dai.

T6i d6n 18y tA'm anh da bac mau tw tay bac.

Trong d6 c6 hai cd gai nhd khodc vai nhau trén mui xe hoi.

“Me chdu dau a?” t6i hoi bac aYy.

Bac Bertha chi vao cd bé nhd hon. Téi nheo mét nhin me. Lic d6 me toi
vtra bi nhé ma't hai chi€c ring ctra, trén khuyu tay con ddn mot miéng bang

ctru thwong.



Téi ci nhin ¢6 bé d6 mai. T6i twdng twong c6 bé Ay tréo tor mui xe
xudng dwong va lién tuc nhdy chan sdo thanh vong tron. T6i twdng twgng
cd bé ngdi hat cing ngwoi chi gai Bertha & bang ghé sau xe dng ngoai. T6i
twdng twgng cd bé &y néi ma’y ciu dd chir hai hwdce, tregt pa tanh va dn
kem trén hién nha mdi toi.

Co bé stin rang trong anh bién thanh ngwoi phu nir suét ngay budon ba
va nh6t minh trong can phong t6i & Raleigh tir khi nao thé& nhi?

“Bac va me chdu c6 yéu thwong nhau khdng a?” t6i hdi bac Bertha.

“C6 chir.” Sau d6 bac cho t6i xem vai tam anh khac. Me t6i mé mot hop
qua canh cay thong Gidng sinh. Me va bac Bertha cho1 dua cung mot chu
ché trong tuyét. Bac Bertha kéo chiéc xe day chd me trén mdt con dwong
dat.

“Sao bac va me chdu khong gidp nhau nwra a?”

Bdc Bertha thé dai thuwon thwot, roi 1ic dau. “Béc va me chdu déu tré
thanh ngwoi 1on,” bac &'y néi. “Khi ching ta 1om 1€n, cudc doi d6i khi phire
tap 18m chdu a.”

D6 khong phai cau trd 1o tdi mudn nghe, nhwng tdi biét d6 la diéu duy
nha't bac &y c6 th& néi, nén tdi chi dap, “0.”

Khi bac Gus xong viéc, ching toi lai ra hién ng'di. Hai bac &y nim tay
nhau trong khi bac Bertha k€ chuyén 6ng gia ban dau thdi sau thung xe tai
trén Qudc 10 14. Sau d6 bac &y bao, “Ngay mai chau cé the€ goi dién cho
Jackie n€u chdu mudn, Charlie a.”

“Khong can dau a, chdu cdm on bac,” toi dap.

Bau khong khi tinh 1ang d&€n murc t6i c6 theé nghe rd ca ti€ng thd cua bac

Bertha. T6i biét bdc &y dang nhin minh, nhung t6i chi nhin chdm chidm



nhtrng ngon cay.

“Charlie a,” bac 8y ndi. “Pung gian Jackie nhé.”

“Chau khong gian Jackie,” t6i ddp, nhwng 1oi n6i doi d6 giong nhw dam
may den bao phu trén dau chiing t6i vay.

T6i c6 gidn Jackie. B4 hanh xtt ¢ nhw thé ba chflng h€ ¢6 chiit phién
muodn nao ca. Va ba con cheatng thém quan tdm dén toi nira chir.

Sau d6 ching t6i lai im lang ngdi hit thd khong khi mat mé buoi tdi, va
nghe ti€ng dé& ric rich dwdi hién nha.

Pém d6, téi nim trong cin phong t6i va muwong twong mot doan day
phoi treo ddy phién mudn cia moi ngwoi. Toi tha 18y di phién mudn cua
ngwoi khac con hon. T6i cd twdng twrong xem moi ngwoi thwong rau ri
chuyén gi. C6 I€ la dau rang, hay diém kém bai ki€m tra mon todn. LG meo
cua ho di lac, hodc madi téc xau xi. Nhirng 6ng ban trai ngoai tinh, hay
chi€c xe hoi lan dung ra héng. Nhung chaamg cdi nao sdnh dwoc voi ndi
muodn phi€n cta t6i, nd nang triu ca day phoi nhwe mét chi€c tii dwng day
gach vay.

Tdi khé nhén chén ra ctra s& va ngdm nhin bau trdi dém, hy vong s& bit
gdp mdt ngdi sao bang d€ wdc nguyén, vang trang ngy tri phia trén dinh
nidi dang tda 4nh sdng 12p l4nh xudng sin, tao nhirng chiéc béng d& ngoan
ngoeo quanh thin ciy thu du, va nhitng chi€c bong len 16i dwdi chin hang
rao quanh khu vweon.

Tbdi biet Xwong Chac dang & ngoai d6 mot minh. T6i thic méic, khong
bi€t lic nay né dang lam gi nhi? N6 dang dn nhirng mau banh mi thuwa
trong thung rdc nha ngwoi ta w? Hay dang di dao dwdi anh trang doc theo
xa 10? Hay n6 dang say ngti dwdi hién nha ngwoi ta?

To61 hy vong bac Gus da Tam vé chuyén Xwong Chac mudn lam cho



hoang. Sau d6 t6i chgt nhé hdm nay né vira vdy dudi véi minh. Ching td
né6 thich tdi roi. Toi chic chin day. N&u né sdng cung toi, va khong phai
sdng lang thang phiéu bat ntra, thi tdi ca 1a n6 s€ yéu tdi luén Ay chir.

To6i dan hai ban tay vao nhau nhw khi cau nguyén, va khé tham thi voi

man dém, “Lam on hay quay lai nhé, Xwong Chac.”



i

@n% thi Bay, Howard hira s€ dén gidp t6i tim Xwong Chac, nhung
t6i phai di mua sdm ciing bdc Bertha trude da.

“Lau 14m ro6i bac khong d&n Asheville diy,” bac Ay néi khi ng6i vao
sau vO lang chi€c xe hoi ca tang cia bac Gus. Pau ti€n, dong co xe kéu
ram rim, sau dé chiéc dng pd phut ra vai ludng khéi den xi lan ra khip
san.

Biéc Bertha néi lién thodng sudt doan dwong tir khi xudng ndi dén khi
ra xa 15. B4c 4y k&€ vé T4n hai bac di cim trai va bi mot chid ga'u con dn
trdm xdc xich trong thiing wdp lanh.

“Chéu c6 tin dwgc khong?” bac Bertha n6i. “Con gd'u d6 dn xuc xich co
day!”

Béc 4y n6i minh ghét rin d&n mitc c6 [An mot con rin soc mau nau nhd
xfu da 1én vao nha, thé€ la bac &y phai dé€n & nha c6 ban Jonelle hin mot
tuan, cho d&n khi bac Gus phai thé truedc Kinh thanh 13 con rdn d6 da bo ra
khadi nha.

Va bac &y cr vira k€ chuyén vira creoi sudt quang dwong nhw thé”. Cau
chuyén ti€p theo v€ mot 6ng tén la Arthur Kruger trong Ian di da ngoai &
nha tho da say xin d€n mirc lam roi ludén bd rang gia.

“Bac chgng mudn nghi vé bd rang gia dé6 dau,” bac Bertha quét nwdc
mét. “Nhung k& tir Mn d6 béc ching bao gid in dwoc mén salad khoai tdy
nwa.”

Cudi cling, t6i quyét dinh ngét 1 bac 4.



“Thé& con bac va me chdu thi sao a?” toi thic mic.

“Chdu hoi thé 1a sao?”

“Bac k€ cho chdu chuyén gi vé hai ngwoi di.”

“A., cha... rm, d&bdc nghi xem..

Téi cho dovi va quan sat khudon mit bac Bertha.

Béc &y dang ¢6’ tim mot cau chuyén phu hop d€' k€ cho t6i.

“Khi bdc 1én mudi,” bac Ay néi, “tic 13, @& xem nao, lic d6 chic Carla
1€n bdy. Ca mua h¢ nam do, bac va me chau da t€t vong tay dem ban d¢
danh tién mua ca tha vao chi€c b& dwoc 6ng chi cuia tui bac tang.”

T€t vong tay 4?

T6i ty hdi sao tred'c ddy me chwa bao gior day t6i t€t vong tay nhi.

“Sau d6,” bac Bertha ti€p tuc, “thing nhéc xAu tinh nha doi dién da
ném ta't cd s& vong ma bac va me chdu hi hui t€t ca mua he 1én cay h'é dao
trong treedrc sdn nha bac. N6 ném maYy chi€c vong Ién tit tdn canh cao d€
tui bac khong 14y xudng dwoc.” Bac Ay 1ic dau. “Thing nhéc d6 xau tinh
nhi?”.

“The& bac va me chau da lam gi a?”.

“A, muc dich bic k& cau chuyén nay la d& chdu biét Carla h'oi nhd ra
sao ma,” bac Bertha ddp. “Me chau dd ham hyc tién d&n chd thang nhéc
x&u tinh va cin mot phdt vao ban tay né, dau d&n ndi thing bé la 1én nhw
th& vira bi chit tay &y. R0i thing nhéc d6 vira khéc vira bd chay vé nha,
con Carla thi ti&p tuc ding d6 chii ria thang bé.”

Bac Bertha khiic khich cwoi. “Me chdu ciling néng tinh ra phét day,”
bac 2y ndi.

Noéng tinh w?



Vay c¢6 khi tinh khi ndng ndy cta t6i khong phéi do gen ctia bd cling
nén. Co the' t6i dwore me di truy€n cho céi tinh khi do6.

Hoi do dw mot chit, nhwng sau d6 tdi quyét dinh héi: “Sao hai ngwoi
khong gap nhau ntra a?”. T6i hoi bac &y, voi hy vong nhan dwore ciu tra 1o
hop 1y hon Ian trwede.

Béc Bertha nhin thing phia trwde, “rm, chdu biét ddy, khi bt dau
tredng thanh, moi ngwoi thwong hay ban biu chuyén nay chuyén kia. Me
chau ty dung bd hoc ca’p ba, va bac chwa kip dinh than thi me chau da bd
nha di Raleigh r61.”

“Nhung tai sao sau d6 hai ngwoi khdng bao gior gdp nhau ntra a?”.

Béc Bertha mfm mdi nhin t6i. “Chuyén phtrc tap 1dm, Charlie ,” bac Yy
dap.

Lai thé& r'6i. Lai clu tra lovi t6i khong hé mudn nghe. Sau d6, ching toi
im ling sudt quing dwong con lai d&n Asheville. Tai khu mua sim, toi cir
nh& d&n Jackie sudt. Toi va ba tirng lwon 1o trong trung tAm mua sim ca
ngay, di hét tr cira tiém nay sang ctra tiém khéc, cuing thit nhirng chiéc do
Iéng va vdy ngdn ma bd me khong bao gior cho phép tui téi mua. Hay chon
nhitng d6i bong tai d€ deo n&u tui tdi dwore bA'm 10 tai. Tui t6i con xit 1én
ngwdi nhau nhitng mui nwdc hoa xa xi dit trén ké hang mau cla ctra hang
d6 my pham ntra.

“Ching ta d&n ctra hang Sears mua cho chdu vai chi€c vay d€ méc di
hoc treong Chiia Nhat nhé" bac Bertha néi.

Hai bdc chdu tdi da dao quanh khu mua sim cd sdng hom d6, va cudi
cung ching t6i mua dwoc hai chi€c vay va mot chi€c 4o khodc len mau tim
odi hwong. B4c Bertha nghi mot trong hai chiéc vdy c¢6 vé hoi ngin d€ miic

di nha tho', nhwng cudi cing bac 4y van quyét dinh mua chiéc do.



Khi ching t61 vé dén nha, Howard dang ngoi trén chi€c ghe” gap dit
canh khu vron va quan sat bac Gus stra hang rao.

“Chao chau!” bac Bertha n6i vong vé phia n6.

Howard di ca nhic vé phia chiéc xe, khi toi quay vao xe d&' 14’y ma'y tdi
do.

“Chau chao bac a,” né néi v&i bac Bertha, sau d6 quay sang phia toi,
“T¢ da v€ mot tA'm ban d6 day.”

“P& lam gi?”

“P¢ gitp tui minh tim Xwong Chac chir sao.” N6 16i tw trong tdi do ra
mot to' gid'y vo gap tw va chia ra tred'c mat t6i. “Té nghi tui minh ¢é the
ddnh da'u nhirng chd da tim d€ tién theo doi ti€n do.”

T61 nhdn vai. “Pwoc thoi.”

Béc Bertha red'n nguoi sang phia toi va ¢am ma'y tdi d6. “D€ bac mang
vao trong cho,” bac &'y noi.

Sau d6 t6i va Howard cuing di ra dwong cdi. Ching tdi nhom vao nhitng
bui cAy rdm rap va nheo mét nhin vio khu ring t6i doc con dudng.
Howard nghi chiing t6i nén ki€m tra lai ca con dwong ching tdi giap Xwong
Chac hém qua ntwra.

“T¢ ca la né thwong lang thang & diy,” nd qua quyét.

“Co6 the.” Toi gat nhirng cay cd cao sang hai bén r'oi nhdy phdc qua céi
ranh néng bén vé dwong. “Nhwng bac Gus bao t& 1a nd c¢é th€ lang thang
khip noi,” toi néi.

Ching toi cir mai miét tim ki€m, leo tréo 1én nhirng than ciy do va phai
lu6n tay gat nhirng ddy leo ddy gai nhon trén dwong. Nhwng sau mot h'di

ki€m tim, ca hai dira déu thad'y néng va mét It ma van chang thd’y tim hoi



Xwong Chac dau. Thé nén Howard rit tAm ban d' va chiéc biit chi ngin
tlin cua né ra d€ danh dau td't ca nhitng noi ching téi da tim ki€m, r'oi
ching t6i quy€t dinh vé nha nghi ngoi.

Ngay hom sau, t6i mac chi€c vdy méi dén trrong Chia Nhat va ngdi
xudng canh con bé Audrey. T6i chu dong néi, “Chao ciu,” nhwng con bé
d6 vo nhw t6i vO hinh. T6i nghi n6 da quén t6i cling 1a mdt phéan trong
cdng dong nha tho cha no.

Péu gio hoc, ching t6i lai choii tro Tham t& Kinh thanh, va Howard lai
thing dam. Tbi thi chealng tai nao nhét n6i ddng ki€n thirc vé Kinh thanh
vao dau nhw né.

Anh trai cua thdnh Moses tén la gi?

Lii qua mang thiec an dén cho Elijah may lan trong ngay?

Audrey ciing gio’ tay nhiéu g4n bang Howard, maYy chiéc vong tay clia
no leng keng khi no reo 1€n day phan khich, “Em bi€t! Em bi€t!” Sau do,
cd Mackey néi rang chiing t6i c6 nhiém vu trang tri bang tin trong phong
giao lwu, va thanh qua cda ching t6i s€ dwore goi 1a Khu vieorn Phwoc lanh.

“Chung ta s€ lam mo6t veon hoa phwdc lanh,” ¢ Mackey néi. Co &y
giai thich rang chiing t6i s& 1am hoa bang gid’y thil cong va viét mot phude
lanh ba't ki 1én mdi dda hoa gidy do.

Thi thyc 12 t6i chwa hiéu 16 yéu cau cta c¢d &y cho 14m, nhung t6i ci
theo chan moi nguoi va dwgc nhan mot tap gid'y thu cong nhiéu mau cung
h6 va kéo. Toi ¢6 tinh lam that chdm d€ xem moi ngwoi lam thé nao. Mot
14t sau, con bé Audrey da gdp xong ddéa hoa dau ti€n. P6 1a mdt déa hoa
ctic vang by chang. Sau d6 né 18y bt sap xanh dwong viét dong chir “Gia
dinh cta t6i” 1én modt canh hoa.

Da day t6i thit lai, va mit thi néng bung. Toi dit hai ban tay 1én dui d&



khong ai thd’y ching dang run ray.

Déa ciic vang clia Audrey nhéc tdi nhé ring minh khong thude vé noi
day. Nho ¢6 né, tdi nhan ra rang dil téi ¢6 dén nha the trong bd canh méi
thi to1 cling chaalng ¢ phwde lanh nao ca.

“Em xin phép a,” t6i n6i v&i ¢c6 Mackey. Nhung t6i tham chi con chgng
doi ¢0 tra 1oi. T6i voi lao ra khdi cidn phong d6 va chay ra ngoai bai do xe.

Nhung phude lanh di dén truede khi toi kip bit dau thay tdi than. To6i
cho't nhin thd’y mot chi chim h'ong twde 16ng dd thAm dau vit véo trén day

dién ngang dwong. T6i nham mat, khac ba Ian, r'oi tham worc.



Ghon
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ay mai tan hoc cdu qua nha to' nhé,” Howard hen toi trén xe

buyt sang hom sau. “T¢ ¢6 k& hoach r'6i.”

“Ké€& hoach gi co’?” t61 tO mo.

“K& hoach d& bt con ché do.”

“Xwong Chac,” to1 vdc lai. “Tén n6 la Xwong Chac.”

Howard cin mdt mi&ng banh mi nuéng né dem theo. “Sao ciing dworc,”
né dap. “Tui minh ¢an ¢6 mot k& hoach can than hon cdi ban do d6.”

“Té khong hi€u sao tui minh khdng thé...” t6i ngoi thaamg day va tim
12y dau gdi cia Howard. “Pwng ctr dong,” tdi ndi.

N6 tron xoe mét. “Sao vay?”

“Cau cdi kinh ra,” t6i néi. “That cham rai nhé.”

“Tai sao?”

“Cau cir 1am vay di,” t6i hoi to tiéng ngéit 1oi né dit khong cd’ tinh.

N6 c&i kinh r6i nheo mét nhin toi.

“Cé mot s¢i 16ng mi & ngay d6 kia,” téi chi vao mdt bén mét kinh day
cdm cda né. “T¢ ¢an s¢i 16ng mi d6.”

“Tai sao?”

“P€ woce.”
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“Néu cau thoi s¢i 16ng mi, cau ¢6 th€ woc mot diéu.” Toi 18y cdp kinh

trén tay né va di ngén tay vao mit kinh. Tdi gio' cao mét kinh 1én d&



Howard nhin thdy s¢ii 16ng mi mau do6 bé xiu. “Cau thdy chwa?” t6i néi.

Sau d6 tdi nhdm mét, thAm wdc, roi thdi phit mot cai d€ soi 16ng mi d6
bi€n ma't vao khong trung. C6 1€ né s€ ha canh xudng san xe buyt cing v&i
déng bui ban, ba keo va nhirng bai ki€m tra danh van bi 1i nhéc trén xe
giay x€o.

“Cau vura woe gi thé?” Howard to mo.

“T& khong k€ cho cau dwoee,” tOi dap.

“Sao lai khong ch?”

Tbdi nga ngudi vao lung ghé” va ddo mét. “Trdi a, Howard,” tdi ca cAm.

“G1?7”

Tbi gidi thich ring néu ban tiet 16 diéu wéc ciia minh cho ngwdi khic,
thi diéu wdc s€ khong bao gior thanh sy that dwoe nira. “Ca thé gidi déu
bi€t diéu d6 ma,” tdi nai.

Howard 18y vat 4o phong lau kinh r6i lai deo 1€n.

“Tw h'6i 1op bon, ngay nao t& cling wde.” tdi noi.

Howard tr& mét nhin tdi. “Chic cidu mudn cé nhiéu thi 1m nhi.”

Tbi lic dau. “Khong, chi mot thix thoi,” tdi dap. “Ngay nao t& ciling chi
woc ding mot diéu.”

Tbdi biét minh d3 16 161 ngay khi thdt ra cAu d6. Tai biét chic chén tiép
theo nd s€ nodi gi, va nd da noi vay that.

“Om, néu ciu wdc di wée lai mot didu, thi chic chén né khong thanh
hién thyc dwoe dau,” né néi. “Thé thi woe d€'lam gi? Td thady viée d6 that
ngd ngan.”

T6i tha'y mit minh dd birng, va cdm xdc gian dir quen thudc lai bat dau

suc sOi trong rudt. “Vi chac chan mdt ngay nao dé né sé tr¢ thanh hién



thyc!”. T6i hét 1on nén bi may dra hang trén quay ddu lai nhin chong
choc.

Howard nhin t6i qua cap kinh day cdp va néi, “Dira.”

T6i d4 manh vao ba 16 cda n6, khi€n chi€c ba 16 bay ra tan gitra 161 di.
Thi thyc 1a t6i da hoi h6i hadn mét xiu khi thd’y nhitng dira nhéc khac cwoi
hénh héch vi cdi ba 16 d6. Nhung thang Howard chi nhit c4i ba 16 1én, r'oi
phti bui trén d6 va néi, “Dira, Charlie. Cdu nh& chir?”.

To6i ti€p tuc gidn nd ca budi sing hom do, va tdi ldc nao cling chyc
lrom né mdi khi cé co hodi, hodc ¢d tinh va vao ngwoi nd that manh khi
dang cAm got biit chi. Pang 1€ t6i khdng nén k€ vé diéu wdc cia minh cho
né. Toi chwa ting k& chuyén d6 véi ai, va bay gio sau khi k& cho thing
Howard thi t6i thdy né ngd ngan thyc sw. Lam gi ¢4 ai ngay nao cling wéc
di wore lai mot diéu du biét né sé chflng bao gior thanh hién thwc? C6 1€ t6i
nén bd cudc thoi.

Nhung sau d6 ban biét toi da thd’y gi khong? T6i ngwdc 1én nhin dong
h'd, va né diém ding 11 gior 11 phit. Tdi 1ién nham chit méit va tham wdc
diéu minh hang mong mudn.

Pén khi v€ nha, t61 da hoan toan hét gian Howard. To1 thdy rat vui vi
no da lap k& hoach bt Xwong Chac. Khi tdi néi v&i bac Bertha rﬁng hém
sau t6i s& d&n nha né, bac Ay mirng ra mit. Bac Ay cit nhic di nhic lai ring
toi that t6t khi lam ban v&i Howard, vi nhitng dira tré khac déu tréu choc

7z

no.

“Ngay ca lii tré & nha thor,” bac &y ndi. “Chau thd’y ki khong?”.

Tbi chi nghi trong d4u chir khong néi v&i bac Ay ring toi thd'y chuyén
d6 hét sitc binh thwdng, vi bon nhéc & cdi nha tho kia chic ciing déu

giong con bé Audrey Mitchell ca thoi.



Chréu hom d6, Howard ng61 phich xudng canh t61 trén xe buyt va ndi,
“Cau c6 th¢ muon xe dap ctia anh Lenny.”

“Pe’lam gi?”.

“P€ vé nha chir 1am gi. Con hon 1a phai di bd.” N6 16i tw trong ba 16 ra
mot géi vun bim bim khoai tdy va d6c toan b ddéng d6 vao miéng. “Té ¢
k& hoach nay hay 1dm,” né néi. “K& hoach di bit Xwong Chac ay.”

Pung 1a chi ¢6 Howard md&i sén 1ong gitip do tdi, dit chi m&i hom qua
thoi, toi van con gian dir dd ba 16 va d61 xi that t€ v&i né.

Khi xe buyt dirng & tredc nha Howard, t6i da theo chan né va Dwight
buwdc qua khodng san ¢ moc um tum 1&én nhirng bac thang op ep, di qua
chi€c trang ky chudt gam cii ki d€ vao can nha tham hai d6. Khi vao do, t6i
chéng bi€t minh nén nhin vao dau trwde. Chi€c I'ong chudt hamster trén
ban nwde. B trdng trong géc nha. Sach bao chdt thanh chdng doc theo
may birc twong. Mot céi cdy dwore trong trong mot chi€c xo6 gi sét bén ctra
s0. Trén san nha veong vai ddy nhirng chan, gbi, giay dép, co ban, va
nhitng chié€c bat nhya van con chit bong ngd va vun banh pretzel dudi day.

Nhirng birc twong trong can nha dan chi chit nhirng tac pham nghé thuit
vé bing sdp mau trén gid’y tha cdng, nhirng bai ki€m tra & treong c6 hinh
d4n ngdi sao vang va loi khen “Lam t6t 1dm” ctia cdc thiy cd trén dau mdi
bai. C6 th€ thdy ciu than chd “ch cai cwc cirng” cia me Howard khong
hiéu nghiém 1dm khi 4p dung v&i dira em trai Cotton clia né, vi dwdi chan
trong c6 ra't nhiéu hinh vé bing biit da.

Howard bwdc qua dong chan g6 va nhirng thi khdc trén san nha, va ra
hi€u goi t6i theo n6 vao bep.

“Me o1,” n6 noi, “Charlie d€n nay.”



Bac gdi dang dirng & b'on rira bat 1ién quay ngwoi lai va mim cwoi rang
r&. “O, chiao chdu!” Bic &y lau tay 1én tap dé, roi vong tay 6m toi.
“Howard di k& v&i bac rang hai chau 12 Ban Kém Cip & treong,” bac &y
néi. “Va vé chii ché Xwong Chac d6 nira.” Sau d6 bac Ay ti&p tuc ndi riang
bac Gus va bac Bertha da vui mung khon xiét khi dwoe dén t6i vé Colby,
va diy Blue Ridge that xirng ddng dworc goi 1a thién dwong trén tran thé'.
Béc 2y 18y mot chi€c banh ga td c6 nhing dda hoa kem bo’ mau h'dng va
tim tw trong chi€c hop cta hang tap hoa, roi dat 1én ban bép va mei ching
toi an. Toi con chwa kip dinh thén thi m&’y dra con trai da lao vao cin bép,
x6 day va chen 1an nhau d€ dwoec an banh. Tui né tham chi con chaalng can
diing d&n dia hay nia, ma chi cin cét 14y mot miéng réi ding tay boc in
ngay tai d6. Va mac du tui n6 lam vwong vai day vun banh lén san nha,
nhung bac géi c6 vé chzamg heé ban tam.

Burl 1a anh cd, 6ng la ngwoi duy nhédt ¢ téc den trong may anh em.
Burl 1a ki€u ngwoi dn to ndi 1on, ong ¢6 gwong mit kha than thién va da
bit dau lin phiin ria mép. K& tiép 12 Lenny dang mic chiéc 4o dinh day
vét dau mo'. Hai canh tay dai, khflng khiu va day tan nhang ctia ong dang
cd thui Dwight va x6 day Burl. Sau Lenny la Howard va Dwight, hai dira
chi hon kém nhau khoang mot hay hai tuoi gi d6, va n€u Howard khong
deo kinh va khong bj ca nhéc, thi trong tui né cling gidng sinh d6i ra phét.
Pwra bé nha't nha 14 Cotton v&i khudén mét nhem nhudc va 1am 16t. Hai
chan no chi chit v&t xwde, v€t bAm va bang ca nhan.

Bac géi dwa cho ching t6i nhirng c6¢ gidy dwng nwde va lan lwgt 6m
hon ting dira con trai trong nha. Ching cin 12 thién tai, tdi ciing hiu dwoc
ring bac Bertha c6 1y khi néi vé long t5t ctia ngwdi nha Odom. BAt chot

toi thady minh thit ngai ngling va lac 16ng gitra nhirng ti€ng 6n a, ning



lwong d'61 dao va long t6t ngdp tran trong cdn nha do.

Howard va tdi ng6i trén chi€c trang ky ngoai hién, va né giai thich k&
hoach bét Xwong Chac cho tdi. N6 da viét tat ca moi thir trong mot cudn
s0, tham chi con can than v€ hinh minh hoa va td6 mau ntra.

“Cau nghi liéu k& hoach sé thanh cong ch?” t6i hoi.

“Chéc chén ro6i.” Howard gip cudn s& roi 6m chiit né vao 1ong. Chiing
t6i im ling ngdm Lenny va Cotton nhit ddy mot xd dd va kéo chigc xd dé
ra mép san d€ xay twong thanh.

Dwight thi di xe dap long vong lam ca khoang san mu mit bui da't do,
con Burl thi ray la bat né dirng lai, vi 6ng dang mudn thay dau xe tai.

Mot lic sau, t61 va Howard quyé€t dinh ra ngoai tim Xwong Chac thém
chit ntra. Ching t6i danh ca ntra buoi chi€u con lai lang thang tim Xwong
Chac khédp rirng va doc vé dwong, nhung cudi ciing hai dira danh bd cudc.
Dén khi ching t6i vé d€n nha Howard thi bac gai dang goi moi nguoi di
rira tay chuan bi an tdi.

“Chau & lai nha bac an tdi nhé, Charlie,” bac &y ndi.

Truwdc khi tdi kip mé miéng thi bac gai da ndi ti€p, “Bac s€ goi dién hoi
y kién béac Bertha xem sao nhé. B4c trai dang trén dwong chéd dong gd xé
sang Charlotte, nén chdu c6 th€ ngdi vao chd ctia bac 4’y nay.”

Vay la ching tdi ngdi vao ban, va trede khi toi kip dinh thian thi da bj
Howard nim 147 tay phdi, con Dwight nim tay trdi, va tit cd moi ngudi
déu cii du trong khi Burl néi 15 ta on. Ong ta on Chia vi t't ci moi thit
dudi vom troi nay, k€ cd mon trieng “quy”* trén chiéc dia tried'c mat ong.

Sau d6 moi ngwoi d6ng thanh néi “Amen,” roi tdp trung an udng nhw

th€ cd tuan nay chwa c6 gi bd bung vay.
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Bac gai lién tuc ding 1én d€ 187y thém swon heo, hay rét thém stra, va c6
vé bac ay ché’ing bao gio quén vo vai hay thom nhe 1&én dinh d4u cic con
mdi I4n di ngang qua chiing.

T6i thir twdng twong minh moi Howard dén choi nha & Raleigh. Ca can
nha déu im lang va toi tam. Bai ki€m tra cfa t6i khdng dwoe dan 1€n twong
nha, va me clng chaamg bao gior thom 1én dinh dau t6i. Cling chfmg co
chi&c banh ga t6 v&i nhirng déa hoa tim h'dng nao ca. Va né€u Howard & lai
an td1, thi tdi va nd sé cung nhau an moén thit heo ham dau dong hop, hoac
bim bim khoai tiy, hodc banh mi kep xtc xich bologna tried’'c man hinh tivi,
va sé chaamg c6 ai trong nha t6i néi ta on Chuia trwde khi an.

T&i thoi di€m nén rovi di, téi cdm on bac gai, r'oi dap xe cua Lenny veé
nha. Khi dap xe ra d&n dwong cdi, to6i quay ngwoi nhin ngdi nha cua
Howard mot Ian nira. L'an dau tién nhin thd'y cdn nha nay qua ctra sO xe
buyt, toi dd nghi n6 trong that budn ba. Nhung khi twdng twong 1d con trai
dwoc ngwoi me yéu thwong, vo vEé trong cin bép nhd xfu do, toi chéng

tha’y cdn nha d6 budn ba hay tham hai chiit nao nwra.



Mo

%) vEé dén nha, t6i da k€ cho bac Gus va bac Bertha vé k& hoach
bit Xwong Chac ctia Howard.

“Chung chdu s& 1am mot chiéc bay that 16m,” tdi dang rong hai cdnh tay
d¢ 4ng chirng kich thwde cia chiéc bdy. “Bang nhitng doan diy kém trong
xwdng cia bd Howard.”

Bac Gus nhwdn doi 16ng may, “Mot chiéc biy 47”.

To61 gat dau. “Vang, dai loai the” a. Thyc ra nd giong mot chi€c chudng
ché to. Tui chdu s& dit chiéc chudng ra chd bia ring canh nha kho trong
vuron, sau d6 tui chau s& gin canh va 14 cay 1én d6 d&€ nguy trang.”

Toi ti€p tuc gidi thich co ch& hoat ddng cia chi€c biy: tui toi s& cho
mot it thirc dn vao dd, va khi Xwong Chac mo vao chén déng thirc an,
ching t0i s€ sip cira bay lai.

“N6 thich thit bam,” bac Bertha néi. “Banh mi kep xtc xich. Va xic
xich bologna ntra.” Bac &y ném vai thanh ca chién gion con thwra sau bira
t01 cho hai chu meo dang ndm trén san nha. “Gi¢ thi, Charlie &, bdc khong
mudn dap tit hy vong clia chau dau, nhung nhé né 1a ché dir thi sao? Nhé
né cén thi sao? Hay nh& né c6 bénh truyén nhiém gi d6?”.

“N6 khong cin dau a. N6 thich chdu ma,” tdi bd qua ciu hdi vé bénh
tat.

“Anh Gus,” bac Bertha néi, “anh k& cho Charlie vé chi chd anh nudi
h'6i nhd di.” Va khong chd bac Gus dép lai, bac Bertha tiép tuc lién thodng

vé chi ché tén Skeeter ctia bac Gus. Chii ché d6 thwong di bét thd vé cho



bac Gus va cac em gdi cia bac &y dua nghich. “Cé I'an né con leo 1€n thung
xe tai chd hang va di dé€n tan Hendersonville co’. Th&” ma sang hom sau né
lai xuit hién trén hién nha v&i 16ng nhim cdm tua tha trén ngwoi. Phai
khong, anh Gus?”.

Bac Gus gat dau. “Dung vay.”

“R%i ¢6 I4n né dung tring t& ong bip cay nira chit,” bac Bertha néi.
“Chéc chi ché d6 phai c6 d&n chin mang gidng nhu lodi meéo aYy.”

“Cé6 th€14m,” bac Gus dap.

“Anh k€ cho con bé chuyén ngay nao né ciing cho' anh ngoai cong
treong di.” Bac Bertha 6m mot chid méo vao long. “A, anh k& ci chuyén
Skeeter thwong an vung gan ga ngay trén chao ran nira ay.”

“Chung ta s€ lam c6 nhéc to1 nghi€p nay chin chét mat thoi, Bertie a,”
bac Gus ddp va nhdy mét v&i toi. “Nhi, Butterbean?”.

Thi thodng bac Gus lai goi t6i la Butterbean. Céi t€n d6 khi€n t6i thay
minh gidng mot dira tré, nhung t6i khong y kién gi ca. Sau d6 bac Bertha
k€ chuyén hom nay & ctra hang tap héa ¢6 mot ba ngé't xiu tredrc quay ngii
coc, nhung t6i khdng tap trung nghe bac &y k&€ chuyén 14m vi con mai nghi
vé Xwong Chac. To6i twdng twong canh né doi téi ngodi cong treong hing
ngay. Sau d6 nd sé dudi theo chi€c xe buyt cla treong nhw hom téi tha'y nd
danh nhau. Ma ra't ¢6 th€ bac tai s€ cho no 1€n xe cung t6i vi nd ra't thong
minh, va né s& bi€u dién di tro khién tui nhéc trén xe buyt déu phai traim
tro.

N6 s& ngi trén giwong cing t6i hing dém, va t6i hat bai “Noah Tot
bung” d€ ru né ngu. Toi s€ mac cho né chi€c do ddng phuc cdp ba cii cua
Jackie & Raleigh, va c¢6 khi n6 s€ chiu de€ t6i son cho né mdt bd mong chan

mau dd ntra. Toi s& day né di ra dau dwong mdi sdng Chd nhat d€ lwom



bdo V€ nha truedrc khi ching t6i dé€n nha tho'. N6 canh gac khu vwon, khién
bon thd khong bao gior ddim bén mang vao d6 nra. Va né s€ ng6i ngoai
hién ngdm canh ciing chiing t6i mdi t&i. Toi van thay hoi s¢ hdi mdi khi
nghi d&n viéc me s€ noi gidn 16i dinh khi thdy t6i dem Xwong Chac vé
Raleigh, nhwng t6i ludn ¢& dep ndi s¢ d6 di.

Dén ldc bac Bertha dirng ddy d€ vao trong bép 148y hop banh quy gion,
nhitng suy nghi vé& Xwong Chac khi&n tdi vo cling néng long mudn bét
dwoc nd va yéu thwong nd. Toi thye sy mong k& hoach cia Howard s€
thanh cong.

“Bé4c chdu minh cling ra virdn 14p voi twdi nhé,” bac Gus néi vdi toi,
roi giat chi€c mil ledi trai baAm day bui da't.

T6i theo chan bac ra ngoai, theo sau ching tdi 1a ba chi meo tho than
budc nhip nhang. Toi gitp bac 4y g& 0ng dan nwdc va kéo nd ra veon.
Trong liic bac &y 14p voi twdi vao dng dan nudrc, toi di dao doc theo nhirng
ludng cay dau que, bi va ca chua dang 1on 1€n tirng ngay. Toi di chan dat,
nén cam nhan dwoc dat trong veeon rat x6p mém va &m ap. D6t nhién,
mot chd bo rua dau 1€n canh tay tdi! Toi chia ngdn tay d€ n6 bo 1én. Sau
do, té1 gio' ngdn tay ra va tham thi, “Bo o1, bo a, bay v€ nha di nhé”. Toi
nhin né bay 1én troi, roi tham wéce.

T&1 d6 Jackie da goi dién cho tdi. Ba k€' la ba da di nhudém mot lon téc
xanh dwong, va bay gio’ moi ngwoi & treong déu hoc theo mot cia ba.

“Chij thé da’y, Charlie,” ba ndi. ‘Bay gio tdt ca moi ngwoi & Raleigh
déu nhudém mot lon téc xanh giong chi.”

Sau d6 ba k€ la vira gdp mot anh chang choi ghi ta trong ban nhac, va
Ong anh nay con x4 khuyén mii ntra. Tén ong 1a Cockroach, va Arlo, ban

trai hién tai clia Jackie, khong thich anh chang Cockroach nay cho 1im.



“Gian 47" t6i hdi van lai, vi t6i con cé thé€ ndi gi day?

Nhung Jackie van ti€p tuc thao thao ba't tuyét. Ba néi rang dang ra't hdo
hirc mong dén ngay tdt nghiép d€ roi khoi céi treong d6. C6 1€ sau khi tot
nghiép, Jackie va mot chi ban t€n Shayla s€ chuyén dén Fort Lauderdale,
né&u nhu Ong bac cia Shayla c¢é th€ xin cho hai ngwoi mét chan trong nha
hang Mexico ctia 6ng. Nhwng néu k& hoach d6 khdng thanh, thi c6 1€ ba sé
nop don xin hoc lam trgr 1y nha khoa.

Jackie c6 dén hang ti k&€ hoach, nhwng cheamg k& hoach nao c6 toi.

“Chi c6 dinh dé€n tham em khong?”, toi rut ré hoi, giong 1i nhi nhw mot
dira tré 1€n ba.

“Chéc chén roi, Charlie,” ba dap. “Khi nao chi c6 thoi gian da nhé.”

T6i doan la ba tha danh thoi gian cho 6ng ban Cockroach hon 1a cho
toi.

T&1 do, ngoai hién nha, bac Bertha k& chuyén trong ngay cho bac Gus,
con toi lai tht tm linh twong thong de€ truyén suy nghi qua nhirng tan 14
ciy dén chd Xwong Chac. Tdi mudn né biét ring & day c6 ngudi quan tAim
dén nd ra't nhi€u, va mong né dwng lam ké khong gia dinh nhw t6i mai thé’
Va tdi mudn dworc tré thanh gia dinh cta no.

R'0i t6i nghi t&1i gia dinh Odom. Tai ty héi lic ndy ho dang 1am gi. Chéc
ho dang cling ndm trén san nha, dn bdng ngd va choi trd Crazy Eights*.
T61 nghi bac gdi dang dan nhirng bai ki€m tra cda tui con trai 1én twong, va
néi rang bac ra't ty hao vé ching. Va bic &y phai doc than chi “ct cii cuc
ctirng” d€ Cotton khong 18y biit da vé 1én twong nira.

Biéc Gus cét ngang mach suy nghi ciia tdi khi ditng ddy viron vai va noi,

“Chung ta vao nha tho6i.”
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T6i ghét phai nghi dén viéc di hoc & treong. Cai xe buyt t6i t€ do, ba
keo cao su trén gh€&’, va nhitng dira nhéc cwdi rinh rich mdi khi toi di qua
ching. C6 Willibey thi luén nhan tran cau may voi toi, va thé dai khi
quing bai ki€m tra chi chit ddy 10i cda toi 1én ban. Trong céng tin, tui nd
toan hat ddu vao nguoi nhau va hoan toan phdt 1o t6i. Thye ra cling chi
con vai tudn ntra 1a d€n ki nghi, nhung vi toi thi vai tuan d6 giéng nhw
hang tram nam vay.

Khong con nghi ngo gi nira. Xwong Chac chinh 1a thi t6i ¢an nhat ldc

N

nay.



EMlris mgs

%}? hém sau & treong, t6i ¢c6 cam gidc cdi dong h'd trong 16p bi
hdéng, va ca ngay hom dé toi bi mic ket trong vong quay tra tAn vo tin clia
toan hoc, khoa hoc xa hoi va th€ duc. K€ ca btra trira va gio’ ra choi cling
gidng nhr phim quay chim &y. Cu61 cung thi ti€ng chudng tan hoc ciing
reo 1€n, va to1 chay that nhanh ra xe buyt. T61 vao ngdi ding hang ghé
thwong 18 va cho Howard. Chéic né dang choi vui 1dm, vi tui nhéc dan
ngdi kin hét chd trén xe buyt ma tdi vin chwa thd'y nd xuit hién. Dot
nhién, t6i tha'y Audrey Mitchell di gitra hai hang gh&, mit dio qua lai d&
tim chd ng'6i. Toi that khong the€ ngd 1a né d&n ng'di canh tdi. NG lai con
dit ba 16 & gitra hai dira @€ khong bj 1ay chd’y ran tw t6i nira chir.

“Cau khong duoc ngoi day,” to1 noi.

N6 biu méi 1e lwoi voi toi, “Pwore chir.”

“Khong dwoc!” t6i hét 1on.

N6 hoi ngac nhién va do dy khi tha’y tdi noi cau. “Cau khong dwoc gik
chd,” nd noi. “Luat & diy 1a the”.”

Drra.

Dua.

Drra.

Nhung cai meo ngd ngan cia Howard chaalng h€ hi€u nghiém, vi ngay
sau d6 toi da day Audrey ra khoi gh€’, khi€n né nga chong queo gitra 167 di.
Va ta't nhién t6i thdy h6i han ngay khi day con bé d6. Ta't cd moi nguoi

déu thich Audrey. Pang 1€ t6i phdi mang keo cho né va ninh hét vé mai téc



dep dé cda nd, thay vi day n6 ngd xudng san xe buyt. That may la Audrey
khong néng tinh nhw t6i va dng bd Thich Gy GO cda to6i. N6 chi ré 1én
mot tiéng, dirng diy phui bui, roi chii toi 12 con dién va chuyén sang chd
khéc.

bén lic Howard 1€n xe buyt, thi con gidn caa t6i da diu xuéng doi chuit.

N6 ng'6i phich xu6ng gh€”. “L'an nay cdu lai tic gidn vi chuyén gi da’y?”
no to mo.

To6i quay miit ra ngoai ctra s& d€ né khong nhin thd'y khudn mit van do
bwng vi gidn dir cua toi.

“T¢& ching buc tirc gi hét,” t6i ddp.

N6 day gong kinh va “H®” mot ti€ng. Sau d6 né luc loi trong ba 16 r'oi
161 ra mdt ntra chi€c banh kep phd mai. N6 16i mi€ng phoé mai ra cudn
thanh qua bong nhd, réi cho vao miéng. V&i banh mi cling vay, nd ciing vé
mi&€ng banh thanh nhitng qua bong nhd treedrc khi an.

Khi xe buyt bat dau chuyén banh, tdi nghi vé viéc lam by bit Xwong
Chac, va t6i khong con byc tirc ntra. Thay vao do6, tdi chi tha'y v6 clung
phan khich.

Khi chiing t6i t&i nha Howard, bac gai dang ngdi ngoai hién cung
Cotton. Bdc &y mim cwoi va vAy tay chao bdc tai x&. Howard, Dwight va
t0i cling ngdi trén may bac thém khi bac &y hdi chuyén & trwong: Co
Willibey da stra dwoc ctra sO thong gié chwa? Bai kieém tra ciia Dwight c6
kho khong? Hoi phu huynh lai ban banh cupcake & treong a?

Sau d6 Howard 16i may bai ki€m tra tw trong ba 16 ra cho bac géi va
cwoi toét miéng. “Ta-daaa!” Bac &y khen né nhiéu dén mirc c6 khi ngwoi
ngoai nhin vao lai nghi m&’y bai ki€m tra d6 la vang rong khéng chung. T6i

¢ mot d6ng bai ki€m tra di€m kém bi nhét tdn sdu dwdi ddy cdp nang triu



dang dit trén dui minh. T6i wéc minh cling ¢6 mot bai di€ém t6t d€ dwoc
reo 1én “ta-da” nhe Howard.

Thyc ra Howard chzatng can phai lam Ban Kém Cip cda toi ntra, vi gio’
toi da biét hét 167 di trong treong va thudc hét cac luat 1€ roi. Nhung néd
van dé nghj gidp to6i 1am bai tip. Va tdi ludn tir chdi, bdi chuyén d6 thi ¢6
ich gi ch®? Tbdi ludn nhic né rang tdi khdng hé c6 du dinh nan lai ngoi
treong d6 1au. Mdi Tan nhw thé, né déu xi mit va néi, “Cau khong biét
dwgc dau. C6 th€ 1dm chi.”

T6i ludn phot 1o cu néi d6 va nhét tap bai ki€m tra di€m kém vao ba
16, ngoai mat td ra khong hé quan tam. Nhwng khi ng'6i trén hién nha cling
me Howard, t6i da woc minh chiu nghe Howard giang bai.

Sau khi chung t61 an mén banh pudding chudi, Howard va t61 di ra cai
gara xiéu veo sau nha né. Tdi the, cdi gara d6 trong nhw sip sap dén noi
that &y. NO nghiéng hin sang moOt bén, va canh ctra lung lay c¢6 niu vao
trong bang chiéc ban Ié duy nha't con sét lai. B6" Howard ngdi bén chiéc
ban lam viéc trong goc gara, bac 4y nguwdc dau nhin khi tui t6i buwdc vao.
Va khi bac &y ding day, tdi cir nghi ddu bac &y s€ cham tran nha vi than
hinh badc &'y qua ddi cao 1on. Bac A’y ¢6 ddi ban tay d0i moi to, mai téc dd
rgc va doi mit xanh dwong tinh anh. Tt ngudi bac 4y tda ra mui cd, min
cwa va xang dau.

“Chao hai dwra.” Giong ndi sang sang cua bac trai vang vong trong bon
blrc twong gara, khién tdi cam twdng nhirng chi€c cwa va xéng cudc dat
treo trén twong ciing lung lay theo giong néi &y.

T6i da gip bd” Howard & nha tho, khi bac &y dung khan tay lau khudn
mit nhé nhai m6 hoi trong lic hit bai Gior danh sdch tuyén doc (When the

Roll Is Called Up Yonder), nhwng t6i chwa tirng néi chuyén véi bac &y Tan



nao. Trong ldc nhirng ngwoi 1on khac udng ca phé va tdm chuyén trong
phong giao lwu, bd Howard cing mot vai bac trai nira ra ngoai va ki€m tra
dong co xe tai cua nhau, hodac ngdi xem ma’y ciu thi€u nién choi bong ro
trong bai do xe.

“Cha, trong chdu kia,” bac &y néi v&i t6i. “Chau trong gidng me minh
nhw duc 2y.”

Me t6i 47

To6i that sy khdng ngo’ da'y.

“That a?” t6i hoi lai.

“Chéc chén réi. Hai ngudi giong nhau nhw hai giot nudc ay.”

“Y bac la chdu gidng bac Bertha a?” toi hoi.

“Khong, bac n6i vé Carla ma,” bac trai dap, “Me chau ay.”

“Bac quen me chau a?”

“Ciing khong hin 1a quen,” bac &y dap. “Bac teng gdp me chau khoang
mot, hai I'an tho1.”

“Bac gdp me chau & Raleigh a?”

“Khong, & nha anh chi Gus va Bertha ch.” Bac &y phui d6ng mun cwa
trén nguc 4o so’ mi. “Cr ngd nhw méi hom qua, nhwng bac biét 1a khong
phai the”.”

“0,” t6i ddp. Nhung nhitng suy nghi trong dau tdi bit dau r&i tung roi
mu 1én hét ca. Me t6i d€n nha bac Gus va bac Bertha khi nao? Sao khong
ai k& cho t6i chuyén d6?

“Howie nha bic k& vé chdu sudt day,” bac 4y néi, va nhdy méit v&i
Howard.

T61 ngwong chin mat.



“Thé& hai dira dinh bit con ché sin gia nua giy gudc dé ha?” Bic Ay
hai.

“Vang, thwa bac.”

“Tat cd moi ngwdi & quanh diy déu khong wa né. Béc chic chin daYy.
Moi ngwdi déu dd nhdn mit né quanh ma’y chudng ga, hay thing ric &
Colby r61.”

“Tén no6 la Xwong Chac bd a,” Howard noi.

Baéc trai cwoi khic khich. “Cadi tén d6 hay day.”

“N6 thich chau bac a,” tdi qua quyét.

“Charlie s& nudi n6,” Howard néi. “Nhung trudc tién tui con phai bét
dworc n6 da.”

Bic trai day tui toi cdch ching ddy thi€c vao tAm gd va cich 1&p ban Té
cho cdnh ctva. Chi mot ldc sau, tui tdi da hoan thanh chi&c bay hoan hdo
cho Xwong Chac. Khi Burl di lam & tram xang v€, ong da gitp tui toi
khénh chiéc biy 1én thing xe tai, roi chd tui tdi vé nha bac Gus va bdc
Bertha. Trong d4u t6i, nhitng ludng suy nghi vin dang danh nhau dién
loan, c6 luc t61 nghi vé Xwong Chac, luc khac toi1 lai nghi dé€n chuyén me
da d&n nha bac Gus va bac Bertha. Nhwng vi Burl m& nhac qua to, nén toi
Chglng tap trung suy nghi dwgc chuyén gi qua lau.

Khi vé d&n nha bdc Gus va bac Bertha, ching toi da dit chi€c bay gan
nhirng bui cidy & mép san. Trong lic Howard va t6i lworm 14 va canh cay de
nguy trang cho chi€c bay, bac Bertha lién tuc hoi Burl ca d6ng chuyén.

“Chau nghi me chdu ¢6 thich an muwdop tdy mudi khdong? Khi nao thu
hoach dwgc bac sé lam tdng me chiu.”

“Lenny con tham gia d6i nghi thiec di€u hanh khong?”



“Ba chdu da phiu thuit hong chwa?”

Burl lién tuc dap: “Co, thwra bac,” “Khong, thwa bac,” va “R'6i a, thwa
bac.”

Cudi cung thi Howard va tdi cling xong viéc, va toi thé, cdi bdy dé gan
nhwr vo hinh sau khi dwoe ching t6i gin 14 nguy trang. Tdi chay vao nha
18y hop thire an tdi d€ danh cho Xwong Chac. Mot miéng thit x6ng khoi.
Mot chi€c banh quy. Vai miéng nui xao ca ngw. T6i dit hop thic dn tin

trong géc chu'dng va néi, “Xong r'oi, gio’ ching ta chi can ng'6i doi thoi.”



EWlss hai

@i va Howard d¢i hoai ma chealng tha’y Xwong Chac xua't hién. Thi
thodng bac Gus lai ra ngoai ng'6i v&i tui tdi, nhai mot ciy tam va vudt ve
mot chid meéo den gdy go cudn nguoi trén dui bac &y. Thi thodng bac
Bertha lai 16 dau qua ctra truedre va hoi, “Hai dira bat dwoc né chwra?”.

Khi d6, ching t6i chi dwa ngén tré 1én moi khé “suyt” voi bac Yy, va
bac &y 1ién che miéng lai, “Oi. Bac xin 18i nhé.”

Khi mit trdi tir tir khud't dang sau ndi, va nhitng chd dom dém bit dau
1ap 1oe sang trong khu vwon, bac Gus twr tdn dirng diy va héi, “Chau ¢6
can bac dwa chau vé nha khong, Howard?”.

“Da khong, thwa bac.” Howard dédp. “Chdu s€ di bg a.”

Tdi tham thic mic khong biét bac Gus cé nghi giong tdi khong. Liéu d&
Howard ty di bd cd quing dwong vé nha véi ddi chan ca nhic thé kia ¢6 an
toan khong nhi? Nhung bac Gus chi veon vai va dap, “Puwoc roi,” roi
thong tha quay bwdc vao nha.

“Hen gdp sau nhé,” Howard néi v&i t6i roi ti€n vEe phia dwong céi.

T6i ng'di canh chiéc by va ngwde nhin ngdi nha nhd cheo leo bén vich
nui ctia bac Gus va bac Bertha. Sao bac Bertha khong k€ voi toi 1a me da
dén day nhi? Me c6 thich ngdi nha nay khéng? Me c¢6 ra veon hai dau que
cung bac Gus khong? Me c6 gitp bac Bertha lam mén dwa chudt mudi
khong? Budi t6i me c¢6 ng'di ngoai hién ngdm chom sao Phi M3 khong? Me
c6 ngu trong can phong day hii thuy tinh d6 khong?

Cudi cung, t6i quyét dinh ding diy va trd vao nha. Toéi nhin moi thi



trong phong khach: chi€c ghé” trang ky cii cia bac Gus, chié€c ban nwdce
phu bui bay la liét tap chi va cdc ca phé, roi ca chi€c tivi cé bat hoa qua
nhya bén trén. Liéu me c6 ting ng'oi trén chi€c gh&” d6 khong nhi? Liéu me
cé ting gac chan 1én cdi ban d6 trong lic ng'di xem phim truyén hinh trén
chi€c tivi d6 khong?

To61 nghe thady ti€ng bac Gus va bic Bertha dang tro chuyén ngoai hién.
Thi thoang, toi lai nghe thay ti€ng cwoi gion gia chia bac Bertha 1ot qua khe
ctra kinh. Cudi cung, t6i quyét dinh ra ng6i trén chi€c gh&” gap bén canh
hai bac 4. Anh séng trong b&p nhe nhang tda ra bao trim ca hién nha. T6i
hit mot hoi that sdu va hoi, “Me chdu tirng d&€n ddy mot Ian, phai khong
a?”

Hai bdc &y nhin nhau. Bic Gus hing giong va thay d6i tw the ng'di. Bic
Bertha thi nhoai ngwoi vé phia t6i, va nhe nhang dat ban tay bac dy trén
ban tay toi.

“f]’, me chdu da dén day,” bac &y dap.

“O.” T6i quan sat chi meéo dang von buém dém lwon 16 quanh hién.
“Khi nao vay a?”.

“Tt 1au 14m r'6i,” bac Bertha ddp.

“Nhung 1a khi nao a?”.

“Tw khi chau con nhd xiu,” bac &y ndi.

“Vay luc do6 chiu ciing dén day cung me a?”

Tw dwdi reng cdy, mot chd €ch wong ci't ti€ng Op oap, vang vong ca
maYy day ndi. Dwdi chan chiing téi, 10 d&” men ric rich trong dam cd rdi
dwdi hién nha.

Bac Bertha nhin t61 buon ba. “Khong,” bac 'y néi. “Luc d6 chau khong



dén day cung me.”

“Vay con Jackie?” t6i hoi. “Chi &y c6 dé€n khong a?”

“Khong, Jackie ciing khong di cung me chau.”

“Thé& lic d6 chdu va Jackie dang & dau?” tdi st sing. “Vay con bd
chau? B& chéu c6 dén day khong?”

Béc Bertha rwedn sat ngwoi vE phia téi hon nra. Ngwoi bac 8y ¢6 mui
bdt tan*. Bac &y ndi, “Charlie a, me chau da dén day. Nhung khi &y me bd
lai ca chau, Jackie va b6 chau & lai. Hom d6 ldic nira dém, me chau dot
nhién xuét hién tredc ctra nha bac va chi mang theo mot tdi nilon den cha't
day quan 40.”

“Me chau chi d&€n choi thoi a?”, t6i hdi bac &y. Nhwng trong tham tam,
toi da biét cau tra lovi.

“Khong, Charlie a,” bac Bertha dap. “Me chau quyét dinh tr6n chay, bd
lai td't cd moi nguoi & Raleigh va dy dinh khong bao gior quay lai d6 ntra.”
Giong bac Bertha dot ngo6t thay doi. Chua chat hon, va pha thém ca chiit
gian dir. Toi chua tirng nghi bac Bertha c6 thé tirc gidn dén thé’,

“0,” t6i dép.

Béc Bertha ti€p tuc néi, giong bac ay trd nén ngay cang chua chat va
gian dir hon. “Khi bac héi me chdu, ‘Em nghi sao ma lai bd tr6n nhw vay’,
thi me chdu chi nhin xody vio mét bac va néi, ‘Em chédn ngd’y cudc sdng
nham chdn nay r6i. Em sé lam lai cudc doii minh.”

Mot tia chdp rach ngang bau troi qua day nidi, kém theo mot trang si'm
nd dung dung.

“Sau d6 thi sao a?” t6i hdi ti€p.

Bac Bertha thé dai. “Cudc doi m&i cua me chau khong kéo dai 1au cho
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1&m.”

“Nghia la bao 1au a?”

“Vai thang.”

“Nhung da c6 chuyén gi a?”

“Bac da néu y ki€n ctia minh vé cudc doi méi cia me chiu, va bac
nhan ra ring me chdu khong thich diéu d6. Me chiu khong mudn ling
nghe suy nghi ctia bac vé mot nguoi me bod roii con minh d€ trdn chay. Thé
nén me chdu da dung dung ndi gidn va quy€t dinh vé v&i cac chdu. Nhung
k€ tr d6 bac khong gdp me chdu Idn nao nira.”

Mot hang sém nira vang vong phia dwdi thung liing.

“Bac da th lién lac, nheng me chdu khong mudn néi chuyén véi bac,”
bac Bertha néi. “Béc da gui thiép cling v&i qua cho chau va Jackie, nhwng
me chdu déu trd lai hét. Sau nhiéu Ian nhw vay, bac danh b6 tay.” Bac ay
vO nhe hai dau goi toi. “Bdc ra't xin 16i khi phai k€ cho chdu nhitng diéu
nay, Charlie a.”

T6i nhidn vai, vo nhw chuyén dé khong phai van dé gi to tat. Nhwng c6
1& chiéc cim run rdy da phan boi tdi. Bac Bertha quy tredc mit tdi, nim
18y ca hai ban tay t6i va néi, “Me chau yéu thwong chau ra't nhi€u, Charlie
a. Me chi thi thoang lac 167 chut thoi.”

Lac 187 w? Toi ra't sdn 1ong vé ra tAm ban d6 d€ chi dwong cho me tré
veé lam ngwoi me ding nghia cua toi.

T6i dwa mét nhin cdnh ring t6i duwdi chan, va cd ging truyén tim tw
qua nhirng ngon cdy va nhanh sdng, xudng nhirng con dwong trong thi trim
va bat ¢ noi dau c¢6 Xwong Chac. Téi mudn né biét rﬁng td1 thyre sy can

c6 no, va ching tdi s€ chung s6ng cung nhau that vui vé. Téi chang ban



tam liéu me c6 ndi gidn vi Xwong Chac hay khdng nira.

“Khong bi€t tdi nay Xwong Chac c6 d€n khong bac nhi,” t6i n6i.

“Néu n6 ma khong dén thi n6 ding la d6 dai ngbc,” bac Gus noi.
“Nhwng béc c¢6 linh cam la chd ché nay khong ngd'c dau, Butterbean a.”

Lan nay, khi bac Gus goi t6i la Butterbean, t6i khong cam thdy minh
nhwr mo6t dira tré nira, ma thay vao do, toi ba't gidc mim cwoi khe khé, du
trong 10ong t6i moi thit van dang rdi boi khi biét dwgc me t6i da bod chiing
toi chay tron. Sau dé, téi chic bac Gus va bac Bertha ngti ngon r'6i quay lai
phong ngli. Ti ng'di bén ctra s& va ngidm nhitng tia chdp rach ngang trovi.
Xwong Chac dang & dau nhi? N6 dang dudi bit ga nha ngudi ta w? Hay né
lai danh nhau v&i chd ché nhd 16ng den canh maYy can nha lwu dong?
Hodc, rd't ¢6 th€ ldc nay nd dang & ngay trong chi€c chudng dudi san nha
toi va chén mén nui xao ca ngu.

T6i treo 1én giwong va nghi vé me. Khong biét khi d6 me dinh lam lai
cudc doi nhw thé nao nhi? Liéu me c6 dinh & lai Colby mai mai khong?
Liéu me ¢6 dinh lam mdt ¢ gido, thu thw, hay mé mot tiém lam dep trén
dwong Black Mountain? Me ¢6 dinh tim mét ngwoi chdong mai it gy go
hon b6 khéng? Liéu me c6 sinh thém em bé, va sau gio hoc me cé cho
chiing an nhtrng chi€c banh bong lan dwoe trang tri voi nhitng dda hoa
mau hong va tim khong?

Nhwng nghi nhw vay thi c6 ich gi? Me da quyét dinh tré lai v&i ching
toi, va gio me dang & do, con t6i & day, va gio gia dinh toi da tan dan xé
nghé.

Ngoai kia, mwa da bit dau roi. PAu tién man mua chi nhuy mdt man
srong mi mong nhe, thwa thdt, sau d6 mwa ngay cang nang hat. Gié cling

manh dan 1én, va ludng khi lanh &m ngoai troi len vao phong qua khe ctra



0. Toi dot ngdt dirng ddy, va tim dap thinh thich. HOm nay t6i van chwa
wde! Toi bat dau luc tim trong dau mdt cich wdc nguyén. Gio trén troi
ch:flng con sao ntra. Trong phong cling khong c6 bo ria. Khong ¢é nhanh co
bon 14, dong xu hay hoa bd cong anh nao hét. Va sau do... that kho tin!
Mot ti€ng chim nhai tr ding xa vong dén tai toi. Nghe ti€hg chim hét
trong muwa ciling 1a mét cach wdc nguyén trong danh sach cua téi. Vay nén

A ~ < < N A Zz A N S A
t61 d2 nhdm madt va tham woc diéu minh hang mong mudn.



EWMiess b

M thé&’, toi lai ti€p tuc cudc s6ng buodn té & thi train Colby mién
bic Carolina. Hing ngay ngdi xe buyt cing Howard d&n treong. C§ phdt
1& nhitng dira tré ching bao gi niém n& véi t6i. Choi trd Tham ti Kinh
thdnh & nha tho. Cho doi Xwong Chac dén dn xidc xich trong by. Ngoi
ngoai hién ngdm sao cling bac Gus va bic Bertha mdi t&i. Va ngay nao tdi
cling worc.

Thi thoang Jackie lai goi dién d€ ba hoa vé cudc s6ng hanh phic cia ba
& Raleigh. Ba s€ di da ti€c cung anh chang ban trai Arlo nay. C6 thé h¢ nay
ba va ba Carol Lee sé lam viéc & Tiém banh Waffle. Va ba vira ddan hinh
xdm gia hinh con bud'm trén mét c4 chan nira.

Tdi k&€ cho Jackie chuyén Xwong Chac, v néi rang tdi s& nudi nd,
nhung ba chi hai liéu t6i lam vay c6 On khong. T6i ndi, chuyén d6 qua tot
dy chir, va sau d6 ching toi ctip may.

T6i da gdp Xwong Chac thém ba Tan nwra. Mot Tan 1a khi né suc sao
thung rac trong bai ddu xe cta ctra hang Dairy Freeze. L'an ti€p theo t6i
thd’y n6 chay doc theo Qudc 1§ 14 trong man mwa. Va mdt [an nwra khi né
dang dn mot thit gi d6 trong tdi gidy dudi chiéc ban iAn & khu cim trai sudi
Brushy.

Chiéc khuon banh dyng d6 dn trong biy da hai TAn dwoc chén sach sg,
nhung ca hai Tan t6i di tim xung quanh déu khong thdy béng ddng Xwong
Chac dau. That may la t6i chi phai di hoc hai tuan nwra thoi, sau do toi s€ cé

cd ngay ranh rdi d& canh bay. Nhung t6i lai bit dau thay lo rang minh s&



khong bao gio bat dwgrc Xwong Chac. C6 18 toi dang lang phi thdi gian vo
ich roi.

“Pém qua to nghe thdy ti€ng Xwong Chac sta da’y,” mot hom Howard
no6i voi toi khi hai dira ng'6i an kem trén chi€c trang ky ngoai hién nha no.

“Sao cu bigt d&y 1a Xwong Chac?” t6i hdi lai, mit van nhin thing bé
Cotton nhdy ra nhdy vao cdi thung dyng stra dat trong san. Nudc tw que
kem d4 vi cam chay dai ttr cim xudng cdi bung tran cfia no.

“Linh tinh mach bao théi,” Howard dap.

“Chéc ching ta khong bao gior bat dwoc né dau,” tdi than van. “Béac Gus
néi diing da’y. Chic né thich 1am ché hoang hon.”

“Pwng nhut chi thé” chir,” Howard ndi.

“T& ¢6 nhut chi dau.”

“Coéma.”

T6i huc hac gidm chéan. “Té khong nhut chi!”

Howard li&€m nwéc kem da chay doc ban tay né va néi, “Dtra.”

T6i nga phich ngwoi vao lung ghé r'oi quéng que kem ra ngoai san. Cau
than chd dita ngu xuah ctia n bit dau khién to6i bwc minh.

“Troi da't, Charlie,” Howard néi. “Dung hom ddi nhw em bé thé”.”

“Té khong phai em bé!” t6i la 1én.

Howard nhin vai. “Nhwng ciu dang cw xir hét nhw mot dira con nit
vay.”

Piing ldc d6, me Howard ra ngoai hién va lau tay bang chiéc khin lau
bat. Nhung con tire gidn da xam chi€m toan bd co’ the tdi, va tdi khong th€
chong cy dwore. To1 da budt miéng noi, “O, it ra thi toi khong phai dira nha

qué an thit s6c nhw ciu.”



Sau do, t6i dung dung di vé phia xe dap cua Lenny va phong nhu bay
v€ nha bac Gus va bac Bertha. Khi vé dén noi, téi virt chi€c xe xuéng sén
va dinh lao thzamg vao nha. Nhwng khi vira ddt chan dén cira, to6i nghe thay
c6 tieng dong trong chiéc biy. Toi quay ngudi vé phia d6, va tdi khong tin
ndi vao mit minh nita! Xwong Chac dang ding trong chudng in ngiu
nghi€n mon thit bam va khoai tay chién.

Khong chin chwir thém nira, toi 1ién chay nhw bay dén cdi biy va dong
“sam” ctra lai. Xwong Chac ba't ngo “flng” 1€n mot ti€ng, roi nhdy dung
1€n. Sau do6 né lui vao trong goc va guc dau xuéng, doi tai dai rd xudng tan
mat da't. Toi tha’y that budn khi khi€n né s¢ hdi dén the'’.

“Chao, Xwong Chac,” t61 tham thi.

N6 ¢6 huych that manh ddm day thép dén mirc tdi ctr s¢’ n6 sé pha hong
cdi by va tron di mat.

“Chj van con nhiéu thit bim 18m,” t6i néi.

N6 nghé€ch dau nhin toi.

“Ping ddy cho nhé,” t6i néi. “Chi s€ quay lai ngay.”

To6i cai then ctra va chay that nhanh vao nha d€ goi bac Bertha. Chiing
to1 suyt dam sam vao nhau khi t61 phi nhu bay vao trong bép.

Bac Bertha 6m tim va thdt 1€n, “Charlie! Lay Chaa! Chau lam bac s¢
gan chét!”

“Chdu bit dwoc né roi!”, téi reo 1én mung rd. “Chau bit dwoc Xwong
Chac r6i!”.

T6i m& toang ctra ti lanh va 18y mot O thit bam boc gid'y nhdm, sau do6
lai chay ra san. Bac Bertha duoi theo t6i va néi. “Bac bi€t ma! Bac biét

ngay 12 phdi ding mén thit bim clia bc thi m&i bit dwoc né!”



Khi chung t61 dé€n noi1, Xwong Chac dang dao ho canh hang rao day
thép, cir nhw th€ né dang dao dwong hdm d€ chay tr6n sang Trung Qudc
ay. bam bui da't va séi dd dan chat dong phia sau leng nd. Khi tha’y ching
to1, nd 1ién ngung dao b&i va lai 1ai vao géc chudng.

To61 boc gid'y nhom. “Chi dem thém thit bam nay,” t61 noi.

N6 rén 1én khe kh€ that dang thwong. Bac Bertha khuyén t6i phai can
than, va dwng tho tay qua hang rao thép hay dai loai th&. Nhwng t6i chi
chidm chi nhin Xwong Chac va db danh né dirng hoang s¢. Sau do, to6i dua
mot miéng thit bim qua mét lwdi gan chd né va cho doi.

N6 chun miii hit ha mui thit bim thom nirc. N6 quyét dinh dirng diy va

danh ho1 ki hon mot chuit.

“Nao, Xwong Chac,” tdi n6i. “Cho mi ca daYy.”
N6 tién thém mot budc, mit van dan chit vao mi€ng thit. N6 than trong
ti€n thém bwdc nira, va cit the budc dén chd tay toi. Sau d6 né dop gon

miéng thit bim, nu6't chitng trong mot nd't nhac, roi vay dudi.

Ba cdi vAy dudi that nhe, ¢6 1€ n6 mudn néi cdm on tdi vi mi€ng thit d6.

T6i quay sang bac Bertha. “Béc c6 thay khong a?” t6i hoi.

Biéc Ay gat dau. “Chéc chén ro6i. Thid thuc 12 bac da nghi n6 s& d&p mat
mot hay hai ngén tay cua chdu co dd@y.” Bac ay tho tay vao tii tap d€ va
12y ra hai chi€c banh quy man. “Chau cho n6 di,” bac &y néi.

To1 dwa banh cho Xwong Chac, va sau khi chén banh gon ghé, né lai

ngwde 1én nhin toi va vy dudi Mn nira.



Biéc Bertha tim gitp tdi chiéc vong c& dwoc Bac Gus ché tir chigc thét
lung cii. Chiing t6i 1y mdt doan day thirng tir trong nha kho r'di ching vao
vong ¢6. R6i tdi lai chay vao trong nha 18y thém chit thiec an. Mot it ngil
coc. Mot mi€ng banh mi nho. Va vai lat xuc xich bologna.

Sau d6, toi lai phi nhw bay ra chd céi biy, con bac Bertha co ging dudi

kip t6i. Bac &y vira chay vira hon hén, “D¢i bac voi nao!”.



EWlss bin

%@ng Chac khong thich cai vong ¢6 d6 chiit nao. N6 'ong 1én nhw
ngwra hoang, cdi dau qudy lac lién tuc khi bj tdi trong chiéc vong vao cd.
Sau d6, né ng'6i xudng va khoanh chan hét nhw mot chd la budng binh khi
t6i nim day thirng va c& kéo né ra khdi chiéc bay. Nhung sau mot h'oi kién
nhan rai teng lat xdc xich bologna trén dwong gidng nhw Hansel va
Gretel* rai vun banh mi, Xwong Chac ciling chiu theo chan t6i vao nha. Khi
ching t61 vao hin trong nha, bac Bertha Iién khéa ctra va t6i thao doan day
thing budc vao vong c¢d cia nd. Ching toi ciing ngdi trén trang ky quan sat
n6 kham pha can nha.

N6 danh hoi moi thir trong nha. Cai tham xanh 16ng xu trwdc ctra ra
vao. Gh¢€” tya ctia bac Gus. Giod len cua bac Bertha. Sau dé, né than trong
ki€m tra phan con lai cia can nha: ngwi cdi gia treo 4o canh ctra hau, roi
1li€m sach vun banh dwdi gam ban bép. N6 ca't ti€ng sua khi nhin thdy mot
con meo trén bau ctra s6. Chi meéo d6 1ién cong ngwoi va rit 1€n. Nhung
Xwong Chac khong gy sy v&i ndé ma ti€p tuc kham pha chd khéc, nén toi
th&y nhe nhdm. Bac Bertha di lo ring né sé dudi bon meo, va thi thyc 1a
toi ciing da hoi lo 1ing vé chuyén do.

Sau mot h'di ddnh hoi chan ché, Xwong Chac d&n nim ngl canh tring
ky. T6i khé nhon chan dé€n bén nd, r6i vudt ve va khé goi tén nd. T6i that
khong thé€ tin dwoe 1a minh da ¢ mdt chd cho.

T&1 d6, bac Gus vEé nha va td ra hét stiec hai 1ong khi nhin thd'y Xwong

Chac ng'di doii bac Bertha natt mén lwon ga chién va du tring trong bép.
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“O, ngac nhién that d&'y!” bac Gus thst Ién.

To6i ¢t vud't ve Xwong Chac mai. Téi vO nhe dau nd, vudt nhe doi tai
dai va gai bung nd.

“Trong né cling banh phét bac nhi?”.

Biéc Gus gat dau. “Chéc chin roi.”

“N6 ciing hoi ra phét ddy,” bac Bertha chun mii. “Ngay mai chdu phai
dwa né ra san va tdm cho né that sach nhé.”

“Vang a.”

Ngay mai la thir By, nén t6i ¢6 th€ danh ca ngay cho Xwong Chac. Toi
s& tdm cho né, roi dit né di dao. C6 thé toi s& day né mot ménh 1énh nao
d6, nhw ngdi hay ndm xudng ching han. C6 the t6i s& dwa Xwong Chac
dén nha Howard, n€u ngay mai t6i h€t gian né vi goi toi la ké nhut chi va
dta con nit. Nhung sau d6 t6i swc nhd ring minh dd goi Howard 1a dira
nha qué an thit séc trong khi bac gai dang dirng ngay gan tui toi. Rudt gan
toi thit lai, va mit tdi néng birng khi nghi vé cau néi d6. Toi biet Howard
chéng gian t6i dau, vi nd 1a ki€u nguoi chg'lng bao gior thu dai. Nhung t6i
chic chén 1a tr hom d6 me Howard ghét tdi roi. To6i cd 1a bac 4y khong
mudn toi xud't hién trong cin nha d6 nita, b&i nhitng tir nglk coc can, thd 18
cta toi chi td'lam va’y ban long thanh thién ctia ho ma thoi.

Pém d6, toi dit Xwong Chac ra ng'di ngoai hién ciing bac Gus va béc
Bertha. Thi thodng né lai gh€ch tai 1€n nghe ngdng ti€ng thd, hodc ti€ng
con gi d6 sot soat trong rirng. Nhung mét lic sau, né quyét dinh nim
xudng va gic cam 1én ma’y ngén chan toi. N6 con chflng thém bén tim t&i
1t m¢o dang lang vang xung quanh.

“Bac nghi chdu c6 mdt chu ché ngoan dd’y, Charlie,” bac Gus noi.



Téi cwoi voi Xwong Chac. “Chdu cd 1a né cling ngoan nhw con Skeeter
ctia bac vay,” toi dap.

Bac Gus gat dau tan thanh. “Bac cling nghi vay.”

“Hai bac chau bi€t em thich nhat di€éu gi v€ loai ch6é khong?” bac
Bertha lén ti€ng.

Béc Gus va tdi cho dgii cau tra 1o1.

“Chung ludn yéu thwong nguoi cha vo diéu kién.” Bac Bertha cuoi voi
Xwong Chac. “Hwm, em bi€t ¢6 nhirng ké gan d&, hom hinh, va thdm chi
ca nhitng ké hai mit déu cang, th&¢’ ma tui ché van yéu thwong va ton tho
nhitng k& d6, nhw th€ ngwoi chi cia ching 1a thanh than vdy. Hai nguoi
hiéu y em khong?”.

Béc Gus gat ddu va dap, “uvm.”

“Em ghét phai thi nhan di€u nay,” bac Bertha ti€p tuc, “nhwng em tin 1a
mot nira ddm meo kia s€ bé em né€u ai d6 dem ca moi dén du ching, va
n€u da di roi1 thi ching sé chg'lng quay lai v&i em nira dau.”

To6i cdi ngwoi va ludn tay xuéng dwdi man swon Xwong Chac. Long
ctia né that mém mai va &m 4p, va né dang khe khé€ ngdy trong gidc ngu
say swa. Sau do, t6i ngwdc nhin bau troii va thdy bi€t on vo han. Pa lau
14m r'6i toi khong c6 cdm gidc nay. Tdi bi€t on vi c6 mot chi chd, va biét
on vi chi ch6 doé s€ mai yéu thwong to1 vo di€u kién.

Sdng hdm sau, viéc dau tién khi t6i vira mé mét day 1a di ki&m Xwong
Chac d€ chic chén chuyén xay ra hom qua khong phai 12 mo. Va tat nhién,
né van nim dé, cudn tron ngudi trén san nha ngay canh giwong toi. Toi da
cho né mot chi€c gdi, va né lién nim ngay 1én d6 ma chéng h€ do duy.

Ca buoi sang hom d6 tdi tam rira, chai chudt, gap gai nhon gam vao



dudi Xwong Chac va bét ve rin trong doi tai dai ctia n6. Tdi biét n6 khong
thich, nhung né vin d€ tdi ki€m tra tirng bd phén co th€. Khi tdi xong viéc,
Xwong Chac tréong v6 cung banh bao va thom tho, nén bac Bertha cir xuyt
xoa mdi, va bac &y cr chay ra chay vao d€ 18y thém gan ga cho né. Xwong
Chac gdy d&€n murc ban chi cin nhin ciling c6 th€ d€m dwoc teng chiéc
Xwong swon trén nguoi no.

“Ching ta phai tdm bd cho né thdi” bac Bertha néi.

Sau bira trwa, toi tip dit né di dao v&i chiéc diy thirng ching vao vong
cO clia né. Pau tién, n6 td vé khong thich ra mit. N6 lién tuc lic 14c dau,
hoic Ii lom ngdi xudng va khong chiu nhiic nhich. Nhwng tdi da thii s&n
mot tdi nilon day phd mai, thit mu6i va may thir an vat khac d€ du né di
theo, nén mot lat sau, ndé da c6 the di dao bén t6i vO cung thuan thuc.
Chung t6i di quanh sén. Trong khu veon. B&€n dau dwong r'oi quay lai. Sau
do, tdi budc diy thirng vao ciy s6i to ddu cheo leo trén vach ndi sau hién
nha d€ Xwong Chac nim ngil, va bac Bertha dit mot tAm khin trdi ban
ngay canh chd né nam. Chiing t6i #n trira bang mén banh mi kep phd mai
Ot ngot, va udng tra ngot. Bac Bertha k€ cho t6i cdu chuyén vé 6ng gia
Cooter tung la thi truéng & Colby.

“Ong ta ltic nao ciing deo stng,” bac 4y néi. “Va néu ai d6 dd xe khong
ding quy dinh trwde toa thi chinh, dng ta s& ban xjt 16p xe ho.”

“That a?”

“That day. Va h'6i trede vor Ong ta gidt quan 16t xong toan budc vao ang
ten xe ho'i, r'oi 1ai xe vong quanh thj tra'n d€ hong kh6 quéan nira day.”

T61 chun mii va thot 1én, “Eo o1.”

Bdc Bertha cw¢i pha 1én. “Cong nhan 1a ghé that! Mdi I'4n bdc thd'y cai

quan chip to cii xi d6 bay phian phat trong gid, bac déu tedng twong nd la



qudc ky ctia Xr s& Mong to day.”

To6i va bac Bertha bat cwoi ha had sau cau néi d6. Thi thoang, Xwong
Chac lai khé gidt cdng chan va thé dai trong ldc ngd say. Tdi thc méic lieu
c6 phai n6 dang mo’ v€ viéc dwgrc chay nhay tw do vi bi tdi trong day xich
khong. Toi hy vong la khong phai vay.

Tdi nhap mdt ngum tra ngot va ngam 1l ong mat rdp ron gitra ddm cd ba
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14.

Co ba la! C6 the tdi sé tim tha'y mot nhanh cd bdn 14 trong ddm d6. Nén
khi bac Bertha ti€p tuc k& chuyén vor chong dng Cooter mua mot mod vang
& Nevada roi chuyén nha t&i d6, toi bat dau tim ki€m trong ddm cd. Va ta't
nhién tdi da tim tha'y mot nhanh ¢ bon 14. Nhung t6i khong ngit nhanh cd
d6. N&u ban ngit cd bon 14, thi ban s& gip may mén, nhung né&u ban d&€ né
ti€p tuc s6ng, thi ban ¢6 theé wdc mot diéu, nén t6i da thdm wdc v&i nhanh
cd bon 14 do.

Sau btra trwa, tdi quyét dinh s€ dén lam lanh v&i Howard, nén t6i da
budc day thing xich Xwong Chac vao ghi dong xe dap cta Lenny r'oi dap
xe vé phia nha Odom. Cé vé Xwong Chac rat thich chay theo xe dap cia
toi. POi tai dai ctia n6 bay phéan phat trong gid, con lwoi thi I ra d€ thé.

Khi t6i t¢i nha Howard thi nd, Dwight va Cotton dang choi mot tro
gom ném lon va dam nhau trong san.

“Nay, moi nguwoi!” T6i reo 1én. “Xem t& mang ai toi nay!”

Tui n6 chay nhu bay dén chd t6i, roi ding tim tum quanh Xwong Chac
va thi nhau vudt leng va vo vé dau né.

“Woa, Charlie,” Howard néi. “Cau bit dwgrc né roi!”

Toi croi toét miéng day tw hao. “Pdng vay!” tdi néi. “N6 that banh



phéai khong?”

Howard gai nhe tai Xwong Chac. “Hinh nhw n6 lai giong ché san thd
da’y,” né néi. “T¢ thich ddi tai cia nd.”

Khi ca 1 con trai nhang xi vi Xwong Chac, n6 chi ng6i im lang va lim
dim mét mim cuoi.

Tui tdi choi cung Xwong Chac ca chiéu hom d6. Cotton ném bdng ngd
cho né ddp, con Dwight ¢Am day thing din n6 di vong quanh sin, va 1énh
cho n6 nhay 1én ng6i trén mot chi€c thung wop lanh cii. Howard thdm chi
con day Xwong Chac bét tay nira, va né ti¢p thu rat nhanh!

“N6 thong minh that!” Howard than phuc, va ta't ca ching t6i déu gat
dau tan thanh.

“Tui minh dwa né d&n chd me bicu dién di,” Howard noéi, roi di ca nhic
l1én hién nha.

B&i moi nguoi déu nhing 1én khi thd'y Xwong Chac, nén t6i da quén
béng diéu tdi n6i hom qua trong con gidn dir. va toi da swc nhé ra nhirng
lovi 1€ x&u tinh d6 khi bac gdi xua't hién ngoai san d& gdp Xwong Chac. Mat
to0i nong burng vi xa'u ho, va tdi khong tai nao nhin thfmg vao mét bdc AYy.

Howard cho béac gdi xem Xwong Chac dién trdo ngdi trén thing wdp
lanh va bét tay.

“N6 that thong minh, me nhi?” Howard néi. “Chdc chin roi,” bac ay
d4p. “Va né that may méin khi tim dwoc ngwdi ban t6t nhuw Charlie.”

T6i cam tha’y that nhe nhom. Co6 1€ me Howard khong h€ gian toi.

“Con s€ di 18y chiit d6 an vat d€ day né lan,” Howard ndi.

“Y hay ddy.” Bac gdi xoa dau toi. “Mon banh thit séc ciia me vira méi

ra lo day.”



Khi nghe bac 4y néi thé toi chi wéc mit dat nirt ra mot 16 d€ toi chui
xuong. Hodc tdi c6 the’ dot nhién bi€n mat vao thinh khong. “Bam!” mot
ti€ng. R'01 bien ma't. Nhung ta't nhién to1 chg'lng c6 kha nang d6, nén tdi clr
ding tran trAn ngoai hién v&i khudn mit néng birng va rudt gan quiin thét.

Dwight va Cotton la hét va ddp bdm bop vao dau goi phan do1i, “Béanh
thit s6c 47”

Bac gdi quang tay 1én vai t6i, va khi t6i ¢6 da diing khi d€ ngwdre 1én, thi
bdc Ay dd nhdy mit v&i tdi. “Béc ra't vui khi & diy c6 thém mdt co gdi
néng ndy d€ gitp bac quan Iy ma’y dia con trai nay. Bic mong mai mé&i ¢6
dwo'c mot c6 gai vé phe minh day.”

Vé phe bac &y w? Bac gai can to1 vé phe minh 4?

Tbdi wéc minh ¢6 the lru lai mii mai khoanh khic dep dé trong khodng
sdn um sum cd d6: mot minh tdi dirng gitra nhirng ngwoi nha Odom t6t
bung va tredc mat 1a Xwong Chac ng'6i trén thiing da. Toi wé'c minh ¢6 the
dong khoanh khic d6 vao mdt trong nhitng chi&c hii thiy tinh bac Bertha
cha't ddy phong toi. Va sau nay, bt c khi nao t6i thd’y ban thin toi t&,
hodc cam thd’y qua tai vi phién mudn, t6i cé the’ m& chi€c hii d6 ra d€ hit
ha cai khodnh khic t5t 1anh, trong tréo ndy, b&i né cé thé khién toi thay
phan chan hon.

Nhung t6i chfmg th€ lwu lai khodnh khic d6. Howard mang mdt miéng
ga trong bép ra, va chiing t6i da the day Xwong Chac lan. Nhwng n6 chi
nham nhe chén mi€ng ga do thoi.

“Can nha & Raleigh cua t& ¢6 hang rao bao quanh, nén khi nao vé d6
Xwong Chac c6 th€' tha h'é chay nhay trong san,” toi noi.

Khuon mit twoi ceoi cia Howard xi xudng, va né néi, “Cau nghi liéu

me cau cO cho phép cu nudi Xwong Chac khong?”.



Chét tiét! Toi da mong nd khong hdi ciu do, vi diy chinh 1a ndi lo au
thuong tryc trong toi may hdm nay - di tdi dd c& gang hét sitc d€ kim nén
né lai. Thyc ra t0i bi€t thira me sé phan tng thé nao néu to6i din Xwong
Chac vé nha. Nhung t6i di xoay x& gat ndi lo d6 di va ddp, “Chic chéin
r6i. Me t& chic chéin s& thich n6.”

“Bao gio’ cau di?” Howard 1i nhi hoi ti€p. Giong né ¢6 vé hoi run ray.

Téi nhdn vai. “To chzamg biét,” tdi noi. “Sé'm thdi. Chéic vdy.” Nhung
trong thim tam, ti biét rang me to6i van chwa hé binh 6n tré lai. K& tir khi
dén Colby, t6i van chwa nhan dwoc tin gi tr me, du 12 nhing th vo ciing
nhd bé tdm thwong nhe mot tAm buwu thi€p hay mot cudc goi. Toi bi€t me
van dang nim bét trong ciin phong t&i, mic 4o choang tim, udng nuwdc cé
ga khong dwdng trit bira, va ching may may nghi dén toi.

Sau d6 Howard yén ldng, nén mot luc sau t6i lai budc day xich Xwong
Chac vao ghi dong roi dap xe quay vé nha biac Gus va bac Bertha. Khi t61
Veé t&i noi, bac Gus dang ng'di bén ban b&p, con bac Bertha ban thai nhirng
qua &t chudng xanh trong viron va néi lién thoing vé cdi hidu thudc “sang
chanh” ngwoi ta méi xay trén Puong 26.

“0, hai dira vé r'oi nay,” bac Gus néi khi thay t6i va Xwong Chac. “Co
bé Butterbean va chu ché Xwong Chac.” Sau d6 bac &y luc tim trong tui 4o
roi chia mdt vat vé phia t6i. D6 1a mot chi€c thé tén cho ché hinh khic
xwong, phia trén dwoc khic chit Xwong Chac. Bac A7 14t chiéc thé tén lai
d€ cho t6i xem s& dién thoai dwoc khic trén mit do.

“Gus!” bac Bertha reo 1én. “Anh ding la chang hoang t& trong nha nay.”
Béac &y thom nhe vao ma bac Gus. “Bac &y ding la m6t chang hoang twr
nhi, Charlie?”

To1 gat dau.



“Thé thi chic anh phai 12 vua m&i ding, hai ngwdi nhin cdi kia di,” bac
Gus git dau veé phia cdy treo 4o canh ctra hdu. Bén canh nhirng chiéc do
mua va 4o khodc len 12 mot chiéc day dit ché mau dd.

“Béc nghi né ¢an mot chiéc diy bang da xin thay vi cdi ddy thing cii xi
do,” bac Gus noi.

Béac Bertha lai thom m4 bac Gus 'an ntra. “Gio thi anh 1a vua that roi,”
bac &y noi. “Nhi, Charlie?”

T6i van chwra hét ngac nhién khi bac Gus d61 tot vai toi hét Tan nay dén
Tan khac nhw vay. “Da, thwa bac,” t61 tan thanh. “Pung vay a.”

Sau d6 bac Gus thdo vong cd ctia Xwong Chac, gin thé tén 1én d6, roi
deo lai cho né. Khi nhin Xwong Chac deo chi€c vong co va chi€c thé mang
tén no, téi cam thdy né s€ mai thudc v€ minh. Ngay lic nay & bén toi, nd
khong con la ché hoang ntra r'oi.

Va ngay gitra khodnh khic hanh phiic d6, dot nhién tAm tri tdi ndy ra
mot suy nghi khi€n tdi phai voi va gat bd ngay. Va suy nghi dé 1a: T6i thyc

st thudc vé noi dau trong thé” gidi rdng 1on nay?



EWMlss loom

@n% sau, trede gior hoc treong Chda Nhat, t6i chay téi bang tin
trong phong giao lvu d€ xem Khu veon Phwdc lanh. Téi tim ki€m trong
do'ng hoa cho dé&n khi tim tha’y d6a hoa ctia minh. T6i nghi chéc nhitng dira
nhéc khdc ¢6 nhiéu phwde lanh 1dm, vi tui né da lam ra't nhiéu hoa. T6i chi
vi€t ding dong chr “T6i khde manh,” vi Audrey cling vi€t nhuw vay Ién
mdt trong nhirtng déa hoa cua né. T6i nhe nhang go@ déa hoa ctia minh
xudng, va dung cay but sap mau tim vi€t thém: “Toi c6 mot chi cho tén la
Xwong Chac.”

Khi t6i t&i trrong Chia nhét, tdi da ¢6” k€ chuyén Xwong Chac véi tui
nhoc & do, nhwng cé vé chéng dra nao quan tdm dén chuyén cua t6i. Tui
n6 con dang mai liét ké ra du loai tdi 161 d€ cd6 Mackey ghi 1én bang.

Chutri raa.

Bt nat.

N6i ddi.

Khong vang loi cha me.

Nhirng t6i 16i bay lwon khip ciin phong hét nhw nhitng con qua den bay
lwon trén cdnh dong ngd vay.

“Charlie,” c6 Mackey goi t6i. “Em c6 nghi ra t0i 16i nao khong?”.

Tbi tin 12 viéc me tdi bd roi cdc con d€ bit dau 1am lai cude dovi cling 12
mot toi 10i. Nhwng ta't nhién t6i khong dinh néi ra chuyén d6, nén toi chi

dap, “Khong a, thwa c6.”



“The con da va x6 nga ban thi sao?” Audrey I€n ti€ng.

Khi &y Howard dang ngdi canh tdi, va né 1ap tiec thi thAm vao tai toi
cau than chd “Dika. Dwra. Dwa.”

Co6 th€ vi khi &y ching t6i ngdi trong trong nha tho, nén mot diéu ki
diéu da xay ra. T6i da ki€ém ché& dwoc con gidn cua minh va nén chit né
vao long. Téi mim cwoi va mim moéi d€ khéng budt miéng néi diéu gi té
hai trong khoanh khéc ki diéu 4y. Sau d6, mdt diéu ki diéu hon nira da dén
bén t6i, va thic giuc toi néi voi Audrey, “La t& da sai khi dd vao chin va
x0 ngd ciu nhw vdy, Audrey a. T¢ xin 16i.”

Cau n6i d6 khién Audrey vo cling ba't ngor. Long may né rwdn cao, con
miéng thi hd hdc, va sau d6 n6 dap, “Khong sao ma.”

Trén dwong tré vE phong giao lwu sau gior hoc, Howard da vo lwng toi
va néi, “Lam tdt 14m, Charlie. T& dd néi 1a cau than chi trdi diéa cia té sé
hi€éu nghiém ma.”

T6i d&€m nguwoc ting gidy phiat dé€n ngay cudi cung cda hoc ki. Cudi
cung ngay d6 ciing t&i, va toi lai x4 doi bot diéu hanh cia Jackie dén
trrong. Du d6i bd't d6 néng va khién toi tray got chan, nhwng t6i mac ké.
T6i hién ngang budc gitra hai hang ghé&” xe buyt va nhdy méit v&i maYy dira
con gai cwoi khic khich y nhw loi Jackie dan.

“Ctr nhdy mét v&i bon né,” Jackie khuyén toi qua dién thoai. “Em ma
nhdy mét thi tui né s& bdi rdi va khong biét phai 1am gi tiep dau.”

Vai dra van tiép tuc khic khich cwoi khi t0i ngdi phich xudng canh
Howard va dwa cho né mdt chi€c banh muffin chudi cia bac Bertha.

“Cam on cdu,” né dap. Sau d6 nd bé doi chi€c banh, nhit ra nhirtng qua

nho kho r'6i x€p thanh mdt d6ng gitra hai dira.



“HOm qua Xwong Chac da dao ma’y cay diu lén d2’y,” téi noi.

“Cha, cha.” Howard cdn mdt mi€ng banh réi nhin mit. N6 16i ra mot
qua nho kho trong miéng roi x&p ti€p 1én ch'dong nho trén gh€”. “Béac Gus c6
buc khong?”

“Khéng. Bac &y chi bao Tan sau té khong dwge cho Xwong Chac vao
vueon nira thoi.”

“The bac Bertha c6 byc khong?”

Tbi 1ac dau. “Béc &y chi k& chuyén vé chii ché nha hang x6m ciia bic
Ay h'6i trede thoi. Chu ché d6 ¢6 th€ dn ngd ngay trén ciy trong viron nha
Ong ngoai ctia bac hang xém d6, va né da an nhiéu dé€n mirc suyt chét vi
bdi thuc.”

Khi xe buyt xudng ni, téi bat dau nghi ngori mién man vé ngdi treong
cii & Raleigh. Tdi cdm gidc minh di & Colby lau 1idm roi. Va k& tir khi toi
chuyén dén day, chura dira ban nao & Raleigh lién lac v&i t6i trie Carlene
Morgan. N6 gtri cho t6i mot tAim bwu thi€p ¢6 hinh toa nha Qudc hoi, noi
ca 1op toi dwore di tham quan.

Cdu may mdn vi khong phdi di chuyén nay day, né viét trong buu thiép.
Ché do chdn om &y ma. HAHA.

Jackie k&' 1a da gap Alvina, ban than cda tdi & rap chi€u phim cung vai
thanh vién trong d6i Nir Hwdng dao sinh.

“N6 c6 hdi thim em khong?” t6i hoi.

“Khong, nhung chi néi v&i nd 1a em s6ng ra't 6n,” Jackie noi.

S6ng ra't 6n 4?

Ha!

Sao Jackie biét tdi on hay khong 6n co ch? Ba con dang mai mé dim



chim trong cudc sdng hoan hdo cuing Carol Lee thi lam gi ¢6 thoi gian ma
nghi dén t6i. Tham chi bay gi® b gan nhw con ching lién lac v&i toi nira
dy chu.

H6i 16p Ba, c6 I'dn t6i da cung b6” d€n nghia trang thim md 6ng noi.
Chiing t6i tim d&n tA'm bia d4 c6 khic tén Albert Eugene Reese. o phia trén
con khéc dong chit Doi dori twdng nhe. Toi thi chwa ndm dudi sau tic dat
nhw 6ng ndi Albert, nhung tdi cam thdy minh cling gi6ng nhw mdt ngwoi
da chét, nhwng khac voi 6ng ndi - t6i bi td't cd moi ngwoi lang quén ma't
roi.

Bic Bertha ldc ndo ciing goi ¥ rang t6i nén moi ban cii & Raleigh dén
Colby chot he nay. Té1 khong mudn lam bac budn dau, nhwng tha thyce to61
thay y twdng d6 kha té. Chung t6i s€ lam gi & dd’y ch? Ng'6i nhin cdy bi
moc trong vuron a? Ra ng'di ngoai hién ngdm chom Phi Mi ca t&i w? R6i
tui né s€ ngu & dau? Ca I sé cung chen chic tranh nhau cidp g6i Lo Lem
trén cai giwong bé ti cua to6i a? Khong, tui con gdi Raleigh ma dén Colby
thi s€ chan chét mat.

Khi ti€ng chudng cudi cung clia hoc ki vang 1én, t6i da cd hét suc lao
that nhanh ra khoi 16p. Ngay nao tdi cling d&€m twng phiit d€ cho' dén ldc
dwoc vé nha cing Xwong Chac. Bac Bertha néi rang né ludn dirng truede
ctra va rén ri mdi khi toi di hoc. “That dd’y,” bdc Ay khealng dinh. “Béac ma
no6i doi thi s€ bi sét danh tring dau luén.”

Khi chiéc xe leo doc, toi ngdim khung cidnh ngoai ctta s&, con Howard
van dang mai thao thao ba't tuyét vé chuyén Burl vira mua xe mdy, va me
n6 da noi con gidn dir chwa ting thay.

Va ban bi€t sao khong? T6i1 da thd’y ba chud chim diu cheo leo trén day

dién doc dwong. Ba chd chim déu trén day dién cling 1a mdt trong nhirng



cach wdc nguyén trong danh sich cua t6i. Theo 1o bac Ray ban b, thi
phdi ¢6 chinh xdc ba chd chim m&i ¢6 th€ wdc nguyén dwge. Nén toi da

nhanh chéng thdm wdre tredre khi mot trong sd chiing bay di mat.



EWlrss sdiw

%éu doan xem béc cé gi nay?” bac Bertha néi khi tdi vira dat chan
dén ctra nha. Bac dy tho tay vao tdi tap d€ va rit ra mot phong thw. “B6
chau gui thw day!”

“That a?” T6i nhin that ki phong thu trong tay bac ay. Pung la chw cua
b6 gia Thich Gy GO roi, khong thé€ 1an vao dau dworc. Trén phong thuw 1a
nhirng hang chr in lwon séng, to dung, hét nhw chir viét cia tré con 16p
mot aYy.

Tdi méc day xich vao vong c& ctia Xwong Chac va dit né ra truede san.
T6i ngdi vao chiéc ghé& gd’p cia bac Gus dat canh khu vweon, va quan sat

phong thw that ki.
Co6 Charlie Reese

Néu nhu me gii thu cho i (nhung tdi biét thira me ching bao gid» lam
diéu do), thi me s€ vi€t tén t6i 1a Co Charlemagne Reese d€ khi€n t6i thém
bwc minh. Va c6 thé trong thr me s€ ndi la tam biét nhé, me da bo con d€
bét 4u 1am lai cudc doi me roi.

To1 quan sat that ki phong thw thém [an nua. o gbc trén cung c6 dong
chw Trung tam Cdi tao Qudn Wake.

Cha, cum tir d6 nghe khong d&n ndi t& nhw nha ti qudn. T6i nghi 1a
ma’y ngwoi trong nha ti quin s€ phai ¢ lai d6 1au hon. Nhung né€u b6 t6i
chi bi céi tao, thi chic b s& s¢m duoe tha thoi.

T6i ngwri th phong thw xem ¢6 mui nwde hoa cao rau cia bd khong,



nhung n6 chgng c¢é mui gi. T6i rit ra tor gid'y sO gip doi roi vudt theamg trén
dui minh.
Charlie yéu quy,
Chao con, bé’ gia Thich Gay G& cia con ddy. Con vin khde chie?
Bo&'vdn on.
Noi nay ciing dwoc, ngoai trir mon nwoc sot thit lon nhon va mady
chiéc goi co rdn thoi.
Hom trwore Jackie da dén tham bo’va mang sé c6 la Hershey voi kem
ddnh rdng cho bo day.
B¢ dodn chdc la con & nha bdc Gus va bdc Bertha rat vui. Con ndi
vo'i hai bdc la khi nao bo” kiéim dworc tién, bo” sé giri cho hai bdc 4y
nhé.
Yéu con,

B&’gia Thich Gay GO ciia con.

T6i 14t mat sau tor gid'y d€ xem bén d6 con gi khong.

Chflng co gi ca.

Chi c6 vay thoi.

T6i1 nhin vao chir “yéu”, roi dung ngén tay cham nhe nhtrng chw cdi do6.
Sau d6 to1 gap 14 thw lai va nhét né vao phong bi.

Ngay hdom sau, toi m&i & nha tw sing dén triea ma da thd’y chan om. T6i
da luyén cho Xwong Chac trd ngdi va git nguyén tw the. T6i da gitp bac
Bertha d&m s6” qua mudp tdy d€ tinh xem chiing t6i ¢an bao nhiéu chié€c hi
moi mudi hét dwoec ddng d6. T6i da di tim cd bon 14 sau nha, nhwng lai

ch:flng tim dwoc nhanh nao. Sau dé t6i da chia cho Xwong Chac nira chié€c



banh kep bo’ lac, va thé 1a hét viéc. Toi cheamg con gi dé¢’'lam ntra.

Vay nén t6i da quy€t dinh dap xe ctia Lenny sang nha Howard choii. T6i
moéc day xich ciia Xwong Chac vao ghi dong, va sau d6 ching tdi khdi
hanh.

Khi t6i t&i noi, nha Odom dang nhdn nhip hét nhe médt t6 ong vay.
Thang bé Cotton dang ché tao thitr gi d6 bang da va canh cdy trong mdt
khodng nhd rAm mat canh hién nha. Burl va Lenny dang cling ngdm dong
co’ chi€c xe mdy Burl m&i tiu trén 167 vao gara. Thi thoang, mot trong hai
nguwdi lai 147y cor 1& dap thir gi d6. Dwight thi tip ném béng vao chiéc 18 1ap
trén cot den dwong ngay sat mép san. Con Howard 4? T6i that sy khong tin
nGi khi thay trdo né dang 1am. Trdi a! Ong twéng d6 dang ngdi trén chiéc
trang ky cii rach ngoai hién choi gidi 6 chir! Pira tré nao lai ngdi choi céi
trdo d6 vao ngay déu tién cia ki nghi he co chx?

“Chao cau,” né noéi, roi chinh lai gong kinh.

Xwong Chac nhdy phéc 1én ngdi bén né trén trang ky, va nam phich
xudng théd hon hén.

“Chao,” t6i vén toc sau gdy roi 18y tay quat cho mat. “Troi néng phét
nhi,” tdi noi.

“Cau muon On tap cho tro Tham t& Kinh thanh khong?” Howard hai.

Tro Thdm tir Kinh thdnh d?

T61 suyt budt miéng, “Cau dién a?” nhung t61 da kiém ch€” dwo'c minh,
“Khong, gio t& khdng cé tAm trang hoc Kinh thanh cho 1dm.”

“T¢& s€ cho cdu vai dong xu Tham t&,” né nai.

Tbi lic dau. “Khodng can dau.”

“Th& cdu mudn lam gi?”



T6i nhidn vai. “T¢ vira nhan duoc thw cua bd™

Howard ng6i thealng day. “That 4?” No dat tro giai 6 chir sang mdt bén.
“B0 cau gui thw tw trong nha th 47”7,

“Khong phai nha t,” t6i chinh lai. “P4a’y la trung tdm cai tao.”

“Ciing gidng nhau cd ma,” Howard n6i.

“Khong giong!”

“Gidng ma.”

“Khong phai!” T6i néi to d€n mic khi€n Xwong Chac gidt minh thang
thd't. N6 ngéc dau nhin t6i nhw the' toi bi dién vay.

Dira.

Drea.

Dira.

T6i khong mudn gidn ddi Howard ngay trong ngay d4u tién cta ki nghi
he dau.

Thu thyc 1a méc du tdéi va Howard chi m&i quen nhau chwa 1au, nhung
né hi€u ro tdi nhw di gudc trong bung vay. N6 nhan ra tdi dang phai vat 16n
chién da'u v&i con gidn dir ctia minh, nén da 14p tirc chuyén chi d@é. “Cha,
that t6t khi bd" cau gui thw.” N6 gdi tai Xwong Chac. “Thé& b6 cau bao
sao?”.

T61i mudn k€ cho Howard rﬁng b6 ndi ra't nh¢ t6i, va bd rat mong dworc
vé nha d¢€ lai dwogc xem chwong trinh Vong quay May mdn cung tdi. Rang
b6 s€ nd'u mdt bira t6i sang chanh cho me, v&i nén sang lung linh trén ban
va giong hat ciia Willie Nelson vong ra tw chi€c dai nhd, va c6 th€ me sé
mac chi€c vay dé bd thich. Va khi Jackie c6 bﬁng lai xe hoi, bo to1 s€ cho

ba 1di xe chd ca nha toi vE ving qué d€ mua ngd va dau tdy & mdt quay



noéng san bén dwong. Sau d6 chiing t6i s€ vé nha va to chirc tiéc nwdong
trong san. C6 thé ching toi s& nam tay cling ta on Chia trwde khi in gidng
nha Howard. Nhung t6i khong néi vay. T6i da néi voi né sy that.

“B& t& bdo & d6 ¢6 mon sdt thit 10n nhon, va g&i thi ¢6 ran.”

“T¢€ qua nhi.”

Tbi suyt k& véi Howard ring bd téi da két thw bang hai chit yéu con,
nhung sau d6 to6i nghi ring chuyén dé nghe khd ngé ngah d6i v&i dia con
trai ngay nao ciing dwgrc b6" me thwong yéu twr khi méi lot 1ong nhw né.

“Nay, ¢6 th€ hom nao d6 me t& s€ gitp tui minh nwdng banh quy de€ gii
cho b6 cau.”

“That 4?”

“Chéc chén rdi,” Howard néi. “Cau mudn ra sdng choi khong?”

“Cung dwoc.”

Vay la t0i, Howard va Xwong Chac di ra phia sau gara va do dim men
theo con dwong mon hep udn lwon gitva canh rirng mat mé va am wot. Toi
thich ngtri mui da't va réu trong khong khi, va cam giac nhot nhot khi dam
l1a dwong xi bén dwong khé co vao cealng chan. Xrong Chac di ngay k& bén
toi, thi thodng né lai dirng chan d& danh hoi mot céi cay hay doan ré bj phii
kin b&i nhitng chi&c 14 rung. Tdi thic mac liéu trede day né da tirng di qua
con dwong nay chwa. Téi nghi né biét rd khu rieng nay hon ba't cir ai. C6
khi trede diy n6 da tieng ngtt dwdi nhirng tan ciy nay roi 'y chi.

T6i rat mudn thdo xich d€ né dwoc chay nhay ty do, nhwng lai thay so'.
Nho n6 chéan t6i va quy€t dinh chay tro6n d€ lai dwoc 1lam ché hoang thi
sao?

Khi chiing t6i ra d&n bo song, suyt chiit nira Xwong Chac da kéo t6i nga



theo khi nhdy iim xudng dong nuwdc trong vit, réc rach. Howard va tdi cdi
giay, roi nhdy tw hon da nay sang hon da khac, va Xwong Chac cling chay
nhdy bi bdm khi&n nwdc lanh bin 1én tung tde.

“Vui that dd’y,” toi nai.

“Pung vdy.” Howard cwoi toét miéng khi dirng trén mot phi€n da tron.
Toi ¢t nghi n6 s€ ngd nhao, nhung thit may 1a né van dirng virng. Xwong
Chac kéu 1én mot tiéng rat ngd, va lién tuc dop vao dong nwde. N6 dang
c& bét nhitng chi ¢4 tu& nhd xiu boi cwre nhanh xung quanh ma’y ting da.

“Trong nd kia!” chiing t6i cing thdt 1€n. T6i nhdy tw phié€n da 1én bo
song roi vay tay goi Howard. “Dé&n day nhanh ndo,” t6i hét 16n. “Ngoic
tay to di.”

“Gi co?”’

“Ngodc tay,” toi néi. “Ching ta déu duoc wéc mot didu.”

“That ha?”

Toi gat dau. “Néu hai nguoi ciing lic thot 1én mot ciu, ho ¢ the ngodc
tay va wo'c mot di€u,” toi néi. “Jackie day to day.”

Thé 12 Howard ciing nhdy 1én bo song, va chiing tdi cling ngodc tay. Toi
nhim mat va tham udrc.

“Cau c6 woe gi khong?” toi to mo.

“Khong.”

“Sao lai khong?”

Howard cii nguoi quo tay trong lan nwdc lam may con ca tu€ s¢ hai
lao viit di. “Thue ra t& ching c6 diéu gi d& wée cd,” n néi.

Tbi 14c dau. Lam gi ¢6 ai khong c6 ditu gi d€ wéc cor chk? Y i 13, c6

the ban chi woc nhirng di€u nhd xiu nhw khdng bi mun com trén ngdn cii,



hay khéng phai dn chdo y&€n mach cho btra sang, d6i v&i tdi nhw vdy cling
1a ¢6 cdi @€ wore roi.

“O, chén that @y, Howard,” tdi néi. “Chéc phai c6 gi d6 chit.”

“A, thyce ra t& ciing ¢6 mot diéu wéc da’y.”

Sau d6 chiing t6i lai ngodc tay T'4n nita, vi Howard nhim mat lai.

“Cau uwdc chwra?” toi hoi.

“R'6i.”

“T¢ nghi minh biét cau vwra woc gi.”

“T¢ khong thé néi ra dwge, néu t& ndi ra thi lam sao né thanh hién thyc
dwoc. Cau khong nho a?”

“[j’, ciu khong dwore néi,” t6i ndi. “Nhung t& thi dwgc. NEu t& nodi thi
khong sao cd.”

T6i khong chic c6 duoc 1am thé khong, nhung tdi nghi 13 dworc.

“Cau dung ndi to ding hay sai 1a dwore,” t6i noi.

“Puoc ron.”

“Cau da woe minh khong bi ca nhéc,” toi néi.

Khi vwra th6t ra nhitng loi d6, téi thwe sy da nhin thdy ching lwdt
nhanh trong khong khi vé phia Howard nhw nhitng lwdi dao lam séc bén.

Mt Howard chuyéhn thanh tring béch, va né cii gam xudng dat.

T61 da lam gi vay?

Sao toi lai n6i thé chi?

T6i chi mudn rit lai nhirng lwoi dao lam d6, nhung t6i bi€t minh khong
the.

Dot nhién t6i cdm thd’y moi thir xung quanh ngwng lai. Van vat déu im



lang nhw to'. Nhw th€ nwdc dwdi song kia dot nhién ngung chdy, va lit chim
cling ngirng hét. Nhw the€ nhirng ddm may trén dau chdng to6i ngung troi
lrng 1o’ trén nhirng day nui. Va ngay ca Xwong Chac cling ng6i im nhw
teong bén toi.

Nhung Howard da phd vo sy im lang d6. N6 tim 18y doi gidy roi di
mot mach vé nha, bod lai t6i mdt minh ngoai dé v&i trdi tim triu ning day
xau ho.

Tdi ng'6i lai bén b song va bat dau ddm minh vao b& hdi han. Jackie
thwong néi thé’ mdi khi tdi tha'y thwong hai ban than.

“Vi Chia, Charlie,” ba néi, “dtrng chim dim trong cdi b& hdi han cta
em nwa.”

Nhung téi khong the€ ngung suy nghi. Sao t6i lai néi may loi khing
khiép d6 voi dira nhéce duy nhat & Colby doi tot voi t6i? N6 1a dira mudn
cho t6i nhirng d6ng xu Tham t&, va g banh quy cho b tdi ddy. La dia
nhéc chiu nghe to1 trit bau tam sy co' ma?

Toi lai twdng twong cai day phoi quan 4o treo dd’y phién mudn, va thay
minh bj treo 1€n mot cai day phoi khac. T61 ng6i lai bén dong song va vo
cung hdi han khi nghi vé viéc minh da hdy hoai ngay he ctia Howard.
Nhwng chuyén sau d6 con té hon nira. Mot con s6¢c nhd lung soc bat ngo
lao ra tr than cAy muc ven song, va Xwong Chac da giat phang day xich
trong tay tdi d€ dudi theo con séc d6. Trwde khi tdi kip phan Gng, thi

Xwong Chay da chay ma't dang vao rung.
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@i da tim Xwong Chac khip rirng d&n tan ldc t&i mit. Toi da goi tén
n6 dén khan ca giong. To6i da di qua di lai doc quang dwong dén khi hai
chan moéi nhw. Cudi cliing, t6i danh quay vé nha Howard d€ vao san 18y xe
dap cta Lenny. T6i nghe ti€ng gia dinh ho dang an tdi trong nha, ai ndy
cling croi va néi “Chuyén bo di” hay dai loai the”. Téi da thi twdng twong
canh ho quay quan bén nhau quanh ban b&p. Tui con trai x6 day dé tranh
gianh chi€c banh cudi cung. Bac géi ran thém ga va hon nhe 1€n dinh dau
tui né. Po6i mét béc trai 14 la 14 ldnh khi nhin ngdm gia dinh hanh phic
ctia minh. Tdi thic méc liéu Howard c6 k& cho moi nguwdi didu ddc 4c toi
vtra n6i voi né chiéu nay khong. Va néu né k€ that, thi khong biét nhirng
ngwoi nha Odom t6't bung d6 s€ nghi thé nao vé t6i nhi?

Khi vé t&i nha, toi 1ién di theamg vao phong minh va lan vao cdi bé€ hoi
han 1&n nhat doi. Toéi ndm 1én chiéc gdi clia Xwong Chac trén san nha,
nglri mui ngwoi nd con veong lai trén gdi, va khéc dén khi vo tinh nga
thi€p di.

T6i choang tinh khi bac Bertha kh€ goi tén t6i. Ca can phong t&i om, chi
cé chiit anh sang yéu &t te phong khach lot vao qua khe ctra.

Tbi 1ién nhdm chiit mat d€ vor nhw minh vaAn dang ngd. Toi khong mudn
ke cho bac Bertha v€ nhirng chuyén da xdy ra hom nay. Chuyén Xwong
Chac chay tron vi khong muén & cung tdi ntra. Va chuyén t6i da ndi ra
nhirng 1oi 4c ¥ vori Howard.

To6i da nghi bac Bertha s& ra ngoai, nhwng béac &y van & lai. Bac &y khé



lay ngwoi va goi tén toi.

“Chéu ra dn chat gi di,” bac &y noi.

“Chéau khong doi,” to1 up mdt vao gd1 [am bam.

“Bac nd'u moén chdo yén mach v&i phd mai va thit xdng khéi chau thich
day.”

T6i 1ic dau. To6i tha'y minh gidng hét mot dira nhéc dang hon ddi.
Tham chi tdi con mudn mit ngén tay nira. Hoi & Raleigh, mdi khi tdi cw
xt nhw thé” me t6i thwong néi, “Pung ¢6 rén ri nhw em bé thé nira, khong
la me danh cho daYy.”

Nhwng bac Bertha lai néi: “Chau bi€t day, thi thoang né€u chau cé mdt
ngay xui xéo, thi mén chido y€n mach sé lam chdu thdy phan chan hon.”
Béc &y dung khuyu tay khé huych t6i. “Kinh nghi€ém cda bac da’y.”

T6i ng'6i day, hai tay 6m dau goi. Téi nhich ngwoi gan hon vé phia bac
Bertha, d&€n khi tay va dau gdi toéi cham vao tay va dau gdi cua bac ay. Bac
4y ¢6 mui nhu mot ngwoi da deng bép nd'u an cad ngay. Ngwoi bac ay tda
ra mui thit xdng khoi, ca phé va qué€. Nhung trong bic &y lai gidng mot
ngwrdi di 1am viée ngoai troi cd ngly. Lan da r4am ndng va than hinh rin
réi. Va nhirng dau méng tay dinh dat.

“Xwong Chac di ma't roi a,” toi li nhi.

Bac Bertha gat dau va vén mot lon téc ra sau tai. “Bac Gus dang di tim
noé roi,” bac &y néi. “Chau cé th€ tin twdng bac &y ma.”

T6i cdm thd'y do bu'dn hon mot chut. T6i tin 101 bac &y. Bac Gus ding
la ngwoi toi c6 the trong cdy dworc.

“Nhung nho' Xwong Chac lai mudn lam ché hoang thi sao a?”

Bac Bertha ng61 thflng day va nang cim t6i. “Né Charlie Reese,” bic Ay



noi. “Chau nghi chu ch6 d6 khong phan bi€t dugre tot xau sao?”.

“Cédi gi tot cora?” toi rau ri.

Bdc 4y gio tay 1én dém. “Thit nha't 1a n6 dwge dn xdc xich bologna mbi
sang nay. Thit hai 12 né dwoc ndm trén gdi. Va thit ba 1a né dwoc mot thién
than yéu thueong.”

Thién théan 4?

Ha!

T6i quy€t dinh hily hoai hinh twgng thién than ciia minh ngay tredc mat
bac Bertha. “Chau da n6i voi Howard mot diéu ra't 4c doc,” toi i nhi.

Im I3ng.

Sao t6i lai k€ voi bac &y diéu d6 chir? T6i wéc minh c¢6 the rit lai diéu
minh vtra n6i. T6i mudn dung lwdi vot hét nhieng tir d6 lai nhw ngwoi ta di
b4t budm &y. Va bdo toan hinh twong thién than trong mét bac Bertha.

Sau dé t6i lai suy nghi ti€u cyc. Nho' diéu biac Bertha n6éi vé chuyén tui
ché thwong yéu chu vo di€u kién la sai thi sao? Nho' Xwong Chac chay
tron vi thd’y td1 xa'u tinh thi sao?

T6i cam nhan hoi &m cda bac Bertha, va nghe ti€ng thé nhe nhang cia
bac trong bong t61i tinh mich bao trum can phong nhé d6. Cudi cling bac Yy
v0 nhe d4u goi toi va néi, “Chdu phai &n chit chdo yén mach di.”

Sang hom sau, khi vwra tinh gidc, t6i 1lién nhin ngay xudng chiéc gdi
trén san nha, v mong dwoe nhin thi'y Xwong Chac nam do.

Nhung chd d6 trong khong.

T6i lao vao bép. Bac Bertha dang twdc vo ddu bén ban bép.

“Béac Gus dau a?”

“Bé4c 4y di lam ro1.”



Tbdi ngdi vao chiéc gh& doi dién bac Ay “Chic bic Ay khong tim thay
Xwong Chac a?”

B4c Bertha budn bi nhin tdi va lic dau. “ff, bac &y chua tim thdy né.
Nhung bic Gus nho bac nhin lai v&i chdu 1a chiing ta cé thé tiép tuc tim
ki&€m no khi bac 4y di 1am vEé. Pém qua bac Gus da dung lai chiéc bdy cla
chdu, va bac da dat mdt it thirc dn vao trong d6, nén gior ching ta ¢4 th€
ngdi canh biy. Va ding quén 1a Xwong Chac c¢6 thé tén trén vong cd day
nhé. Chic chin ngudi ta sé lién lac v&i ching ta ngay khi ho thd'y né.” Bdc
ay day hop ngii c6c vE phia toi. “Chau an sang di.”

Nhung lam sao t6i nu6t ndi voi cdi bung da r6i boi thé nay? Téi con
mot van @€ khac nira. D6 1a Howard. T6i phai lam sao v&i Howard day?

T6i lai cdm tha’y t0i 161 suc sao trong 10ng khi quan sét bac Bertha twdre
vO dau. Thi thodng bac Ay lai ngwdc 1€n nhin toi, va mdi an nhw thé toi lai
li€c that nhanh sang chd khéc. o phia bén kia chi€c ban, bac Bertha dang
nghi tdi 12 mot thién than. Nhung & phia nay, toi biét chic chin rdng minh
con 1du m&i 1am thién than dworc.

“Bac khong dinh héi xem chdu da néi gi ddc ac voi Howard a?” toi thic
méc.

Béc A7y lic dau. “Khdng, bac khong td mo chuyén d6 dau.”

“Sao lai thé€" a?”

B4c Bertha ném mot nim dau vao trong bat v nhoai ngwdi vé phia tdi.
“Charlie a,” bac &y noéi. “Ta khong th€ ddnh gid mot ngwdi qua 16i TAm cida
ho dwgc. Ta phai xem cdch ho stra chira 16i Tam d6 chiz.” Bac A’y v ban tay
toi. “V&i lai, chdu nghi bac chwa ting 16 1oi néi diéu gi xau xa w?” bac

Bertha nhdy mét. “Chdu khong tin thi cit hdi bac Gus ay.”



T4t nhién bac Bertha tirng néi rat nhiéu th trong doi r'oi, bac &y hay
chuyén th&’ co ma. Nhung toi tin chic 13 bac &y chua tirng thot ra diéu gi
x&u xa nhw diéu t6i da néi voi Howard. Bac Bertha va xdu xa chaamg an
nhip gi v&i nhau hét.

“Nao, chau di thay quéan 4o di, roi chung ta sé ti€p tuc nghi cach tim
Xwong Chac nhé,” bac Bertha noi.

Nhung trwde khi tdi kip nghi xem minh nén bit dau cdi ngay tdi t& nay
th& nao, thi ¢6 ngwoi go cira, va d6 1a Howard! Ban thir twdng twong xem
khi @6 t6i da ba't ngo dé€n mirc nao!

T6i van dang mic bd quan 4o ngi, di chin dat va dau tc 161 bl nhw t&
qua. Khi thay Howard, t61 da b61 rd1 khong bi€t nén ndi gi. Nhung bac
Bertha da chay t&i va néi, “Cha, xem ai dé€n nha minh nay, Charlie!”. Bac
Ay gilr cdnh ctra m& toang. “Chic 12 Howard Odom d&n #n mén bdnh mi
qué cua bac diy,” bac Bertha ndi. “Hay 1a ngii c6c. Trieng. Hodc mén chéo
y€n mach. Chdu an chit chao y&€n mach nhé, Howard?”

N6 budc vao trong va lic dau. “Da khong, thwra bac.” Sau d6 né quay
sang noi v&i toi, “Cau mudn di hdi dau dai khéng?” N6 gior mdt thing stra
céc tong rdng khong nip 1én. “Té biét chd nay c6 nhidu dau 1&m.”

“A...Om..” tdi gat té¢ trén mét. “Té.. .om..”

“Hai dra ctr di hai dau di,” bac Bertha néi. “Bac s€ canh chirng ma’y thi
& nha,” Bdc &y gat dAu vé phia chiéc bdy & mép san.

Sau d6, td6i da rau ri ng6i thup xudng trang ky va k& cho Howard
chuyén Xwong Chac chay mat. Khi dirt 161, tdi chi mudn ndm khéc, nhung
Howard lai n6i, “The€” cdu con ngoi day lam gi? Tui minh di tim n6 thoi!”
Dirt 101, Howard lién di ngay ra ngoai 18y xe dap, con t6i chay vao phong

thay quéan 4o roi lat dat chay theo né.



EWMlss tiim

% budi sang hém do6, td6i va Howard dap xe long vong dwong nii d€
tim Xwong Chac. Ching t6i cudc bo trong rung, di xuyén qua nhirng bui
cdy um tum va nhdy qua nhtrng bui cay gai. Ching t6i da quay lai con song
sau nha Howard nhirng ba Tan, cung huyt sdo va goi tén Xwong Chac.
Chung t6i tim ca dwdi nhirng hién nha, trong nhitng cdi kho va chu'6ng trai
lan can. C4i ning budi dau he néng nhw thidu khién mit dudng nhya ciing
phai chdy ra, va sau lwng chdng tdi, m6 hoi da chay rong rong wot do.

Chiing t5i hau nhw ching néi ning gi v&i nhau, va i thd'y dn. Toi ctt
suy nghi xem minh nén xin 16i Howard chuyén hom qua th& nao. Nhung
mdi khi t6i nghi 12 lic d€ xin 13i, thi miéng tdi lai khd khdc, ¢ hong thét
lai, va nhirng 1o t6i mudn néi chaamg thé€ nao thoat ra ngoai dworc.

Ching t6i ciing quay lai nha bac Gus va bac Bertha vai an d€ ki€m tra
chié€c bay, nhwng ddng thirc &n van cdn nguyén trong d6. Ching tdi cling
an trwa trén chié€c trang ky ngoai hién nha Howard, v&i mén xidc xich vién,
thit heo va dau doéng hdp trong nhirng chi€c dia gidy dit trén dui. Ngoai
san, Dwight va Cotton dang choi ném dd vao hom thw. Mdi Mn tui né ném
trung, cai hom thw kim loai lai kéu “choang” mot ti€ng va c6 thém mot vet
16m. Me Howard ra ngoai va bt hai dira né dirng trd d6 lai, sau d6 bac Ay
ng'di xuéng trang ky va an Gi t6i dirng lo 14ng. B4c Ay néi 1a chic chéin
Xwong Chac sé quay veé.

“Chau phai nghi lac quan 1én chix.”

“Da, thwa bac,” t61 i nhi.



Liéu bac &y c6 biét diéu t6i da néi véi Howard khong nhi? Néu bac &y
bi€t diéu toi ndi, thi tdi ddm bdo 1a bac &y s€ khong mudn kéo tdi V€ phe
minh ntra dau.

Chiéu hom dé, Burl 14i xe ché tui t6i di tim Xwong Chac trong cac bai
dd xe va bai rdc trong thi trAn. Dwight va Lenny da lam vai to roii tim ché
lac d€ tui tdi ghim ching I1én cac c¢6t dién va hang rao.

Khi t6i va Howard dap xe v€ nha bac Gus va bac Bertha d€ kieém tra
chié&c biy thém T4n nira thi cling da gan dén gio’ 4n t6i. Toi va nd cling
nhau ngdi trén gh& x&p ngodi virdn va ngdm may con chudn chudn rap
ron bay lwon trén nhirtng déa ciic van tho.

Trong d4u tdi thiAm nghi, “Howard, t& xin 15i vi da n6i nhw vay vé diéu
wdc clia cau. Vé tat ca nhic clia cau ay?”.

Va sau dé6 toi s& néi, “Gidi a, chd ai thém quan tdm dén cdi tat ca nhic
cua cau dau.”

Nhwng tdt nhién n6 s€ bié€t 1a tdi néi d61, vi n6 da tirng bi biét bao nhiéu
dira nhoc khong cho né nhdp hoi choi dd bong, hay ¢6 tinh chen hang ngay
trird’c mat né va coi né 1a nguoi vo hinh roi.

Thé nén t6i ng'di im ldng cing m& suy nghi hdon don trong dau. C6 the
noé Chzalng ban tAm dén diéu tdi néi dau. Y toi 13, hién tai né van doi x& ra't
t0't v&i tOi ma. N6 van gitip toi di tim Xwong Chac ma.

“Trong cau sau tham that da’y,” Howard néi.

T6i khong biét liéu c6 dira tré nao khac trén doi nay dung twe sdu tham
khong. Nhung d6 1a tr chinh xdc d€ dién ta tAm trang toi ldc Ay.

Séau tham.

Truwdc bira t61, Jackie da goi dién va k€ chuyén ba dén tham bd’ trong ti,



va chuyén b6" vira ¢6 hinh xam moi.

“Em khong mudn biét bd xim hinh gi 4?” ba thic méic khi khong thay
t01 nO1 nang gi.

“ffm, c6 chi.”

“M0ot con chim,” ba néi. “Mdt con chim den bi nhdt trong I'Ong. O ngay
trén mu ban tay. Ki quéic nhi?”

“[j’m, em dodn vay.”

Sau d6 ba ti€p tuc néi v€ chuyén ba da vo* mdng hoan toan sau khi tGt
nghiép trung hoc, va chuyén ba ghét cong viéc & Tiém banh Waffle ra sao.

“Nguoi ta lam rot day si rd ra ban roi mic ké cho ngwoi phuc vu don
dep,” ba ndi. “R6i c6 nhirng khach con mang may dira con nit khéc nhe
dén, va doi chi phai 1am xong banh kep viét quit biang van tdc dnh sing
nwra co.”

Ba k& ring anh chang Arlo, ban trai ba, 3 1am hdng xe hoi, va héa ra
ong 1a mot ké tha't bai toan tap.

“Cé Tan Carol Lee thay hin di ciing Darla Jacobs trong siéu thi,” ba néi,
“va chi da bao hin 1a chao nhé, @6 khén, va sau d6..”

“Chi khong dinh hoi tham em va Xuong Chac a?” toi néi.

“Gi co?”

L'an nao Jackie goi, t6i cling k&€ chuyén vé Xwong Chac. T6i k€ la n6
that thong minh, va n6é da hoc duge tro ng'6i va gir nguyén tw the, va hom
nao no cling ngd trén giwvong cung toi.

“Xwong Chac,” t6i néi. “Ché cua em ay. Chi c¢6 dinh héi tham né
khong?”

“O, wm, ta't nhién roéi,” ba néi. “Xwong Chac thé nao roi?”



“Di mat roi!” toi la 1én. “N6 di mat roi.” Va sau d6 tdi budt miéng ke
toan by chuyén n6 chay ma't, va t61 da tim ki€m né khéip noti, va ca chuyén
toi nghi né tha lam ché hoang con hon phai & cling tdi. T6i muén ngung
lai nhing khong the. Va t6i tiép tuc néi rang Xwong Chac ciing gidng moi
nguoi, tat cd déu khong mudn & cuing t6i, va toi bao Jackie ctr ti€p tuc vui
vé v&i cudc sdng hién tai va mic ké tdi mic ket & Colby cung lil tré nha
qué an thit s6c. Sau d6 t61 dap mdy, roi ngoi bét xudng san, tra leng vao
twong. Bac Bertha dang qud’y mon gi d6 trén bép, va bac ay gia b khong
nghe thd’y nhitng di€u t6i vira noi.

Khi chudng dién thoai reo I'an ntra, tdi chi nhin tran tran chi€c 6ng nghe
ndm trong tay minh.

Bac Bertha ngung khud'y.

Reng.

Reng.

Reng.

“A16?” t6i run ray tra loii dién thoai.

“Charlie a...” La chat giong nhe nhang nhung rin rdi ctia Jackie truyén
tr Raleigh d&n Colby. T6i twdng twong giong néi d6 phat ra tr can nha lat
gach xa hoa cta Carol Lee, qua nhirng con dwong cao td'c, nhirtng ngon cay,
r'oi ti€p tuc vong qua nhirng con dwong quanh co vao trong ngd hém, dén
can nha nhd cheo leo bén vach nii nay, va cudi cling 1a dén tai toi - dira em
gai dang ng6i bét trén san nha va ¢an nghe giong néi dé hon bao gior hét.

“Chi rat ti€c vé Xwong Chac,” Jackie n6i. “That dd’y. Chi mong né s€
tré vé voi em.”

T6i nhin mot con ru'di bay vil ttir ngodi ctra s6 dén chd bong den, r'oi lao



thang 1én tran nha.

“Charlie nay?” Jackie noi.

“Gia?”

“Chij biét tinh hinh nay ra't kh6 khan d6i véi em.”

Tinh hinh 4?

Phai vay khong? C6 th€ goi dong ric rdi nay 12 tinh hinh w?

“Chj nghi tinh hinh clia me bat dau khd hon roi,” Jackie néi. “Hom qua
chi vtra n6i chuyén v&i me, me ¢6 vé 6n dinh hon r'6i.”

Nghia la sao? Me da ra khéi giwong dwoe r'6i w? Me da on dinh hon?
Nghia la me quan tdm dén t6i sao? Nghia la t6i s€ tré lai Raleigh, va gia
dinh vyn vo cta t6i s€ bi€n thanh mdt gia dinh that sy, va cdc thanh vién
trong gia dinh d6 s& cling nim tay cdm ta Chia w?

“C6 th€ chi s€ dén tham em s&'m thdi,” Jackie ti€p tuc. “Vai tuén nira
chi 18y dworc bing 14i roi. Chj da k& cho em chwa nhi? Carol Lee dwgc bo
me tiu xe mwng t6t nghiép day. Em ¢6 tin khdng? N&u chi dwoe nghi phép
thi chi s€ dén Colby. Tui minh c¢6 thé’ d&€n Asheville choi. O d6 ¢6 nha
hang do6 chay day. Em bi€t nha hang d6 khong? Chi dang dinh an chay
treong, va chi tin 1a néu..”

Jackie ti€p tuc huyén thuyén vé nhirng di€u tui t6i c6 th€ cling nhau
thuc hién & Colby, nhung ba khong hé nhic dén chuyén ba sé trd lai
Raleigh va tiép tuc sdng cudc doi hoan héo, va tdi sé van phai & lai ddy ma
khong c6 Xwong Chac, va wéc rang minh di khong 16 miéng néi 1o cay
nghiét v&i Howard.

T&1 d6, khi bac Gus di lam vé, cd ba ching t6i da 1ai xe vong quanh d¢

tim ki€m Xwong Chac. Chiing t6i da 1di xe dén trweong va quay vé nha d€



in t6. Sau d6 chiing toi lai ti€p tuc 14i xe t&i bai cidm trai va khip cdc ngd
hém. Trong khi bac Gus ldi xe, bac Bertha k€ chuyén bac dy tirng doc trén
bdo vé& mot chi ché vo tinh bi ngé tw thuing xe tai xudng dwong cdi & bang
Béc Carolina, vy ma né van md vé duoc nha chil & tin bang Indiana.

“Gan bon trdm ddm da’y!” bac 2y n6i. “Khi &y gia dinh nha chi né da
dén thung ling Maggie nghi mat. That khong the tin dwore.”

Béc Gus ling im va lién tuc day chiéc tim qua lai trong miéng, mét bac
Ay van chdm chd quan sdt hai bén vé dwong, cdc bai dd xe va quanh khu
rirng. Thi thodng bac 'y lai trdn an t6i, “Chau dwng lo, Butterbean a, chiing
ta s€ tim dwgc né ma.” Nhung tdi thi nghi, cé 1€ day la thoi di€m thich hop
d€ t6i thay doi diéu wde ctia minh. C6 1€ an tdi, néu ¢ co hoi, toi sé wde
Xwong Chac quay vé véi minh.

Dén khi troi t67 mit, va ching t6i khdng th€ nhin dwong dwoc nira, bac
Gus danh ldi xe dwa ching t6i vé nha. Khi bac &y danh xe vao con dwong
nho din vao nha, cdi xe ca tang ctia bac Ay lai dwoc dip x6¢ ndy va kéu 1én
cot két khi di qua nhirng 6 ga va ti€ng banh xe ma sat trén dwong soi vang
1én trong béng t&i tinh mich. Anh sdng tir chiéc den pha cta bic 'y nhay
muda trén tan ciy nguyét qué va anh dao dai bén duong.

Cudi cling, ngdi nha cling hién ra trong tAm maét, va tim tdi suyt vot ra
khéi I'6ng ngwe khi thay con vat dieng tred'c mat minh.

Pung 1a Xwong Chac roi! N6 viy dudi mirng riu rit va chay that nhanh

vé phia ching tdi, chiéc ddy dit ché trén mit da't ciing dwoc n6 kéo theo.



EWlss chin

0t mot tuan sau do, tdi nao Xwong Chac cliing dwgec dn xuc xich
gan va tring bac. N6 hoc dwoe cdch lan, xoay vong, hd't banh quy tw trén
mili xudng va dop gon tredc khi mi€ng banh cham da't. K€ to hom dé né
khong ngt trén san nha ntra. N6 dwoe ngi trén giwong cung t6i. Toi chflng
ban tdm d&n hoi thd mui xdc xich gan cia Xwong Chac chit nao. Toi yéu
bd 16ng mém mai, Am dp clia nd va ti€ng tim dap nhip nhang trong I'6ng
nguc né mdi khi dm né vao 1ong.

Sau bura td1, to6i cing biac Gus va biac Bertha ngdi ngoai hién, Xwong
Chac ngdy ro ro day hanh phic khi t6i dung ban chan tran cha Ién tadm
leng &m 4p cta nd. Thi thoang noé lai nhay dyng 1é€n sua mot ti€ng khi nghe
tha’y ti€ng dong dwdi khu ring. C6 the d6 1a ti€ng mot con ga'u meo, hay
Opot*, hodc chi Ia ti€ng 14 cay khé xao xac trong gio.

“N6 dang rat hanh phuc day, Butterbean,” bac Gus ndi.

Va sau d6 bdc Bertha lai bit bic Gus k& thém chuyén vé chi ché
Skeeter.

“Con cai Tan Skeeter nga xudng song trong luc tui anh dang cau ca, va
em trai anh nhdy theo n6 khi€n chi€c thuyén bi 14t y?”” bac Bertha ndi.

Béac Gus cwoi khiic khich, nhung tredc khi bac &y kip dap loi thi bac
Bertha d tiép tuc: “A, em biét r'oi! Anh k& cho Charlie chuyén em gdi anh
mac dong phuc Ni* Hwdng dao sinh cho Skeeter di.”

Gan nhw ngly nao tdi ciing dit Xwong Chac qua nha Odom choi. T6i

van chwa néi xin 161 Howard vi chuyén hom triede, nén trong long toi ldc
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nao ciing tha'y nhdn nhao. Howard chua tirng nhic lai chyén hom do,
nhung toi van thd'y gidn minh vi khong chd dong xin 16i né. To6i ctr nghi
mai V€ diéu bac Bertha néi, chuyén danh gia mot con nguwoi qua cach ho
stra chira 10i TAm &y. VA t0i biét 16 minh khong gidi stra chira 161 TAm cho
1am.

Bat cr khi nao t6i va Xwong Chac xua't hién tredc ctira nha Odom, mot
ngwoi trong gia dinh ho déu niém né chao chung toi va vAy tay moi ching
toi vao nha. Sau do, téi thwong bi cudn vao khong khi tap nap cia gia dinh
do, cam twdng nhw mdt cdi voi rong ay.

T6i va Howard choi tro ca ngya bén ban b&p. Ngay ctra bép la chiéc
quat k&u vo vo, con Xwong Chac thi suc sao khip cin b&p d€ tim nhitng
banh quy hay nwdc ép hoa qua bi rot trén san nha. Sau dé, Cotton chay dén
di sat mat vao I'ong quat va hu 1én nhw Tarzan. Gi6 quat lam giong n6 rung
rung nhw ti€ng r6 bdt, va ti't ca tui toi déu pha 1én cuoi.

Burl va Lenny vao b&ép lam mot it banh kep ca chua, va d€ lai dau van
tay dau nhot den xi 1én td't cd moi th hai ong cham vao. Hinh nhw hai
ngwoi d6 Iic nao cling thich ch& tao va stra chira dong co’ thi phai. Tw xe
hoi. Xe may. P&n mdy cit cd. Thi thodng lai c6 ti€ng chii ngoai sin, va
bdc gdi sé dich than ra ngoai d&€ bit may ké “tdi 6 nglng chiti biy ngay
1ap tirc.

Dwight tham gia trai h¢ bong chay & YMCA. N6 vé nha trong b6 dang
nhé nhai m6 hoi va toan than lem ludc dat dé. Hau nhr ngdy nao né va
Cotton cling vat nhau hodc thi nhau ném g&i twa vao ngwoi dira kia, cho
dén khi Cotton khéc toang 1én va di mach me mai thoi.

C6 nhitng ngdy troi néng d&n mirc téi va Howard chi nim nga ngén

trén hién nha, dat vai vién da lanh trén tran va choi d6 chir. Mot hom, bac



trai dat tAm bat vao trong thung xe ban tai r'oi d6 day nwdc vao dé lam
thanh mdt chi€c “b€ boi” nhan tao. Sau d6 ta't ca tui toi, trong bd quan dui
do phong, déu ng'di trong chi€c “be boi” &y va an kem soda cdc gidy.

“Udc gi tui minh dwoc d&n b& boi that nhi,” Howard néi.

“Khi nao vé Raleigh,” tdi néi, “T¢ sé ti€p tuc di hoc boi gidng mua he
nam ngoai.”

“Thé bao gio’ ciu vé Raleigh?”.

Tbdi nhiin vai. “T& khdng chic nita. T& chi néi la... khi nao t& vé thoi..”

“Néu cau con ¢ lai Colby, thi hdm nao bd t& s€ 1di xe dwa tui minh ra
h6,” Howard néi. “Tui minh c6 th€ dwa Xwong Chac di cung. T¢ tin 1a né
thich boi 18m day.”

“Co6 the.”

“Tui minh ra song di,” Howard noi.

To6i thé dai. May ngay nay Howard d€u ra tdi ra con séng sau nha nd
choti, nhung tdi tha’y lo 18m.

“Nho’ Xwong Chac lai chay ma't .thi sao?” tdi néi.

“Cau nim day that chic vao,” Howard ddp. “Nhung thuc sy né khong
mudn chay tr6n ciu dau, Charlie a. L'an tredc n6 16 Tam thoi ma.” N6 ném
banh quy man xudng san cho Xwong Chéc. “N6 da quay vé voi cdu ma,
phai khong?”.

Nén cudi cung tdi danh dong y, va ca ba ching t6i cing di by ra song.
Nhirng chiéc 14 dwong xi trén dwong khé co vao chan ching toi, va Xwong
Chac lai danh hoi tdt cd moi thir trén dwong. Nhung khi dé€n noi, long t6i
dot nhién nang triu.

T6i khong tha'y nhirng con cd tu€ than bac lu'on lach gitra nhirng tang



da rong réu, ma chi thd’y khuén mat Howard khi t6i néi, “Cau wdc minh
khong bi ca nhic phai khong?”. Mic dit né ludn td vé khdng ban tim vé
ciu noi d6, nhwng véi t6i, 161 TAm to 1dn d6 van tiép tuc lor léng gitra hai
dra nhr dam may gidng vay.

To6i thdy mot vién da cudi xuéng song khi€n mat nwdc gon séng va tui
cd tu& boi todn loan dwdi nwde. “Té xin 16i vi chuyén hdm no nhé,
Howard.”

Khi thdy n6 ¢6 vé boi rdi, téi néi thém: “Chuyén té ndi 1a ciu wdc chan
khong bi tat ca nhic ay.”

“A.” Howard ciing thiy mot hon dd cudi xudng dong nwéc. Sau dé
Xwong Chac ciing nhdy tdm xudng khién nuwdc lanh dudi song bin 1én
tung toe.

“T& biét cau néi d6 that doc ac, va to khdng nén thd't ra diéu d6. Té xin
10i,” toi n6i.

T61 da do1 Howard dap, “Khong sao ma,” nhwng n6 khong noéi vay.

T6i da doi n6 ndi, “Pung ban tdm chuyén d6,” nhung né ciing ch?ing
noi vay.

T6i mong né ndi, “Oi gidi, Charlie, t& quén béng chuyén d6 roi,”
nhung no6 cing khong h€ noi the'.

N6 chi im lang h'6i 14u, sau d6 nhun vai va néi, “T¢ da qua quen voi
nhirng diéu doc 4c ma ma’y dira khac néi veé twong di cta té roi.”

Oach!

Cau néi d6 vira dam thiang vao tim t& d&’y, Howard a!

T6i cdm thdy minh vira bi ném toet vao gitra nhém tré con xau tinh &
Colby.



Va t61 tha'y minh that gidng con sau bi vui xuéng tan viing bun [ay.

Trong khi ¢ gdng nghi xem minh nén ddp lai Howard ra sao, t6i dua
mat nhin hét cdi cAy nay, sang phién d4 khdc, réi lai nhin dong song, canh
dwong xi. Va t6i phat hién ra mét chi€c 16ng chim mau den gitra dam 14
cay va la thong rung ven song.

“Nhin nay!” tdi chay dén nhat chiéc 16ng chim va gio ra tredc mat
Howard.

N6 nheo mét roi chinh lai gong kinh trén chiéc miii tan nhang.

“Co6 thir d€ wde nay,” tdi néi. “Cau dit né trén mét dat 1a co th€ woce
mot diéu dd’y.” T6i dwa né chiéc 16ng chim. “Nay, cdu cam di. Hay woc gi
di.”

N6 lac dau. “Khong.”

“Sao lai khong?”

N6 c&i kinh va dung vat 4o lau nhirng giot nwdc trén d6. Sau d6 né deo
kinh 1én va néi “Vi t& bi€t diéu wdc cua minh sé€ khong bao gior thanh hién
thue.”

Cha, bay gio thi dén lwet téi thd'y ngac nhién r'oi diy. N6 lic nao cling
l1a Quy ngai Tich cyc co ma.

“Sao ciu bi€t?” t6i to mo.

“Linh tinh mach béo t& thé?’

“Cau nhin t& nay,” toi néi. “Tw h'6i Iop Bon ngay nao t& cling woe di
wdre lai mot diéu, va dén gio' nd van chua thanh hién thyce day thoi.” Toi
vudt ve cai dau wot swot cia Xwong Chac. “Nhung néu t& wde di nhiéu,
thi mot ngay nao dé diéu wdre cha téd sé€ thanh hién thye.”

“Vay t& hy vong diéu wdc cia ciu s€ thanh hién thye,” Howard dap.



Tbi lai gior chiéc 16ng chim trird'c mit né Tan nira. “Cau chic khong?”

No gat dau.

Sau d6 toi da dit chiéc 16ng chim trén nén da't wdt ven song, nhadm mat,
va thim wéc diéu minh hang mong mai.

Ngay hom do, trén dwong vé nha, tdi thd'y cdm gidc tdi 161 trong 10ng
minh d3 ph#n ndo voi bot. Toi khdng chic minh di stra chira dwoc 16i Tam

chua, nhung it ra téi di co géng.



B ruesi

%)béc Bertha néi Jackie sip dé&n choi, moi suy nghi va cdm xic
trong t0i déu hon loan. MOt mit, toi cdm thd’y vo cling phan khich vi cudi
ciing ciing dwoc gidp Jackie. T6i nhé ba phat dién, va ludn mong rang ba
cling nhd minh. Nhwng mat khac, mot chidt nong gian tw bo” gia Thich Gay
GO lai suc soi trong t6i. C6 vé dao nay Jackie mai s6ng sung swdng qua
nén chaalng con thoi gian nghi dén toi nira.

Trwdc khi bac Gus 1di xe dwa t6i va bac Bertha t&i tram xe buyt &
Asheville d€ dén Jackie, t6i da danh ca sang d€ 6n lai cho Xwong Chac
nhitng trd t6i ting day né. To6i mudn Jackie dwore tin méit chirng kién mot
chi ché Xwong Chac vo cung thdng minh va né yéu quy tdi d€n nhwong
ndo. Sau d6 tdi c¢d ging don dep cin phong d& bién né thanh mot phong
ngl thyc sy, cht khong phdi cai nha kho trir ddy hil thly tinh cda bac
Bertha ntra.

Pu tién, t6i kéo ga trai giwong 1én d€ che di hai chi€c g6i Lo Lem. Sau
d6 tdi duing mot chiéc khin tdm phi 1én ma’y chiéc hii thily tinh trén gia
sdch. T6i x&p gon d6 choi cua Xwong Chac trong mot hdp giay, roi dung
but da vi€t tén nd 1én d6. Xwong Chac ngh&ch dau quan st toi, thi thoang
no lai 161 mot trai bong tennis, hay mdt cdi xwong cao su ban tw trong hop
ra, va toi phai xép lai ma’y thir d6 vao hop.

“Chiting minh phai sdp x&p moi tht that gon gang dep dé d€ con dén
Jackie chr,” t6i bao Xwong Chac.

Ti€p dén, t6i day may chié€c do khodc va 4o len cii cia bac Gus vao sau



trong gdc tu, rdi treo vai chi€c do cdc tay cia minh 1én d€ vor nhw tdi dwoe
doc chie€m ca chiéc t d6. Sau d6 toi phit mot chiéc khin tim 1én chiéce
mady khau cua bac Bertha, va treo ba 16 cia minh 1€n chi€c moc trén ctra ti
quan 4o.

Khi hoan thanh, t6i ditng & ctra va nhin khip ciin phong. Trong né do
16n x6n hon trede, nhweng toi bi€t nd chflng th€ nao xin nhw can phong cua
Carol Lee va Jackie dwore. T6i doan hai ngwoi d6 c6 ga giwong hoa 14 tdng
xuyét tong v&i ma’y chi€c gdi twa hinh trai tim, va trén dau giwvong thi dan
d4y 4nh ngdi sao nhac rock. Chic chin hai ngudi d6 cé ti xin, khay dung
son mong tay di mau, va mot hdp trang sirc day vong veo cac ki€u. Co 1€
hai ba da ra nhau mua nhitng cuén s0 nhat ki c6 khéa mau h'ong di€m
xuy€&t nhil vang 1ap lanh, va gidu may géi bim bim khoai tdy dwdi gam
giwvong d€ dn dém khi cung tdm chuyén vé cudc sdng hanh phic cta hai
ba. Va tdi chéc chén trong phong hai ngudi d6 ching c6 bat ki chiéc hi
thay tinh nao hét. Khdng mot chi€c nao.

Trén dwong t&i Asheville, bac Bertha da gidi thiéu thém vai thé Tan
triedre bac &y chua kip noi.

“Chd @6 c6 mén lac ludc ngon nha't Bic Carolina day.”

“Pai 16 Blue Ridge & ding kia kia chdu.”

“Con dwong d6 dan t¢i nii Blowing Rock, trén ddy c6 cong vién giai tri
Tweetsie Railroad nay.”

Toéi dap “O” va “Vang” va “Da,” nhung thuc ra trong d4u tdi chi nghi
dén Jackie. C6 1€ t6i khong nén stra soan phong minh ki cang dén th&". C6
khi néu t6i cr d€ nd 16n x6n nhw cii, Jackie s€ tha'y thwong hai toi va dwa
toi V€ Raleigh cung ba.

“Qi, Charlie,” ba s& th't 1én nhw the". “Em khong th& & trong cin phong



nhd xiu voi hai chi€c g6i Lo Lem kia dwoc.” Ba s€ ha't toc ra sau vai va
né6i, “Nay, c¢6 khi em chi c¢an hit xi hoi manh mot cdi, ngdi nha nay ciing s&
dG sup xudng chan ndi khéng ching. Em nén vé nha cung chi thoi.”

Trong khi bac Bertha lién thodng thuy&t minh vé ciy ciu treo Mile
High trén nidi Grandfather, tdi twdng twong minh va Xwong Chac dwoc
dén nha Carol Lee. Nhung ngay sau d6 t6i bt dau lo ling. Nh& bd me
Carol Lee khong thich ché thi sao? Nho' hai bac &y khong thich t6i thi sao?

Trudce khi toi tré nén lo lang tot do, chiétc xe clia bac Gus da dirng trudc
tram xe buyt.

Khi chiing tdi xudng xe, bac Bertha khé 14c vai t6i va hoi, “Chau tha'y
phan khich khong?”.

“Ciing hoi hot a,” té1 dap, nhung thye ra luc d6 rudt gan té1 dang ndo
loan.

Ching t6i ng'di vao hang gh& nhwa cho xe buyt ctia Jackie d&€n bén. Bac
Bertha néi chuyén v&i me cia may dira nhdc kho bao dang chay nhdy lung
tung quanh tram xe. Tui n6 thdm chi con 1am d6 ké bdo ma cd &y cheamg noi
ning gi ca. Bac Gus chi m&i ng'di cho dwoe vai phit di bt dau budn nga,
dau bac &y ga gat, roi mot luc sau bac &y ngoeo hin dau sang mOt bén va
b4t dau thSi bong béng theo mdi nhip thd déu din. Tdi hy vong bic &y
khong goi tdi 1a Butterbean tredc mét Jackie.

Sau mét h'6i cho doi thi cudi cung chd & quédy ban vé ciing thong béo,
“Xe buyt s& 94 tir Raleigh sip vao b&n!”.

Trwdc khi toi kip dinh thén, thi Jackie da lao dén trwd'c mat tdi. Than
hinh ba cao rdo, rdm néng va trén mdi 1 nu cwdi twoi tin. D chi bing mét
thwong, toi cling nhin tha’y rd dnh hao quang hanh phiic tda ra tir ngwoi ba.

biéu dau ti€n Jackie lam la nghi€ng dau qua mot bén cho tdi xem lon



toc xanh dwong gitra ddm téc den va hoi: “Em thich né khong?”.

“ffm, cling dwore,” toi dép.

“B& da cau nhang xi 1én ddy.” Ba cuoi toe. “Nhwng nhéc biét chi néi gi
véi Ong khong?” Ba lic dau va hat mdi téc ra sau lung. “Chi bo la, B&
nghi gi cling dwoc, con chaalng quan tim dau. Vi ddy la con ngwoi mdi cia
con.”

Con ngwoi moi w?

Jackie néi vay la sao?

Cai do6 c6 giong viéc me lam lgi cudc doi khdong?

Co 1€ Jackie ciing di tim cho minh mot cudc doi mdi gidng me toi ting
lam nhi€u nam veé tred'c. Mot cude doi khong co toi.

Khi chung t61 1ai xe quay vé Colby, Jackie va bac Bertha chuyén tro
rom ra ctr nhw thé ho da than nhau tir 1au 18m r'6i. Khi ching t6i vé dé&n
nha, hai ngwoi ho da 1ap xong k& hoach cho mdi ngay, mdi gior trong ky
nghi cua Jackie.

Bac Bertha sé day Jackie 1am moén ga chién va may khoa kéo cho chan
vay.

Hai ngwoi ho s€ dén ctra hang d6" cii & Fairview d€ tim mua mot chiéc
40 d6ng phuc béng bau duc d€ Jackie mic biéu dién trong vé kich nha thor.

Hai ngwoi ho s€ cung thu hoach bi trong veon d€ Jackie mang vé
Raleigh, va bac Bertha s€ truyén day cho ba bi kip ndu mén bi ham kem
na'm tuyét-mét ctia bac aYy.

Hai nguoi cir ti€p tuc tro chuyén.

Huyén thuyén, lién thoing.

O, nay? To1 nghi. Th& con t61 thi sao? C6 ai mudn di dau hay lam gi



cung to1 khong?

Chic bdc Bertha doc dworc suy nghi cia tdi, hofic bic 4y di nhin thay
do6i vai thong xuéng cua toi, bdi khi chiing toi ra khoi xe, bac &y ndi, “Va
bdc tin 1a Charlie dang mong dwoc dwa chdu di thim thd thj tran Colby 1im
day. Gior con bé thanh din thd dia & ddy roi.” Bac &y nhdy mit véi tdi.
“Nhi, Charlie?”.

“Chéic vay a.”

“Va chdu sip dwoc gip Xwong Chac ngay biy gio diy!” bdc Bertha
no6i. Ngay khi chiing téi vira buwdc chan vao nha, Xwong Chac mung ro lao
nhw bay vé phia chung t61, do1 tai dai bay phan phat, con cai dudi no thi
vay riu rit. Toi quy xudng cho nd li€m mit minh.

“Eo o1,” Jackie néi. “Pung d€ né 1i€m miéng em da’y.”

“N6 thom em thoi ma.” Toi cham ma vao mui Xwong Chac. “No yéu
em 1im.”

Jackie nhan mat.

“Chi xem nay,” to1 néi. T61 Iénh cho Xwong Chac ng61 xudng, bt tay
va lan nguoi.

“Cha, Charlie,” Jackie néi. “Chi khong bi€t em lai c6 tai huan luyén ché
day.”

“A, day Xwong Chac d& 1§m, tai n6 thong minh sin roi. Dén khi tui em
quay vé Raleigh, thi em tin 1a n6 con bi€t nhi€u hon th& nay &y chix.”

Jackie nhwdn d6i 16ng may va mim chat moi, nhwng sau dé ba chf:)ing
nd6i thém gi hét. Ba di dao quanh cin phong khach bé xiu, nghién ctru d6ng
anh chup nhirng 6ng ba gia dét trén chi€c ban canh trang ky, nhom chiétc r&

len cia bac Bertha, roi ngé vao bép.



“Ch4u thich cin nha nay 14m bdc a,” Jackie néi v&i bac Bertha.

“Ng61 nha nay do chinh tay 6ng ndi bac Gus xay day,” bac Bertha ty
hao. “Phai khéng, anh Gus?”.

Béac Gus hoi @6 mat, va gat dau.

“Chau ra ding sau xem hién nha nita nay,” bac Bertha chi tay vé phia
ctra hau.

Ngay sau dod, Jackie lién ra d6 tram trd vé quang cdnh ngoai hién va
nhirng day nui va ta't cd nhitng thir ngoai d6. To6i ngdi bét trén san phong
khich v&i Xwong Chac dang ric vao 1ong, ling nghe that ki nhitng diéu
con ngwoi méi cia Jackie dang ndi va ty hoéi chuyén gi da xdy ra voi
Jackie ngdy xwa. Mot Jackie ting d&n duy budi bi€u dién khiéu vii clia toi
khi b& me & nha quét ming nhau. Mot Jackie tirng 14y tién tiéu vit d&€ mua
cho t6i chi€c vong tinh ban gidng may dira con gdi khac & treong. Mot
Jackie trng nwdng banh cupcake d€ to6i mang t&i 1op vao ngay sinh nhét
minh, trong khi me tdi vin nim bét xem phim truyén hinh trong tim 4o
choang tim.

Jackie trong ky trc ctia t6i da bi€n mat, thay vao do la Jackie m&i cé lon
téc xanh va dang ding ngoai hién néi véi bac Bertha ring ba vo ciing thich
quang canh day Blue Ridge. Va sau d6 Jackie méi ti€p tuc néi ra mdt ciu
Chglng h€ giong Jackie ngay xwa chut nao:

“Charlie thdt may mén khi dworc dén ddy song cling hai bac.”

May mdn w? Ba nghi t6i may mdn khi phai roi khdi noi duy nha't toi
ting biét trong doi va chuyén dén s6ng cing nhirng ngwoi trede d6 toi
chwa ting gdp mit w? Toi may mdn khi ca gia dinh tan v&, va moi nguwoi di

mot néo w?



Sau d6 bac Bertha ddp, “Khong, bac va bac Gus moi 1a nhirtng nguoi
may mén chit, phai khéng, anh Gus?”

“bung vay,” bac Gus dap.

Khi ba ngwoi ho trd vao nha, bac Bertha néi, “Charlie a, chau dwa
Jackie vé phong dé chi cat d6 nhé.”

To6i din Jackie vao cidn phong bé xiu clia minh, va cho doi ba néi ra
nhirng diéu toi twdng twong tredre d6, vi du nhw can phong nay that khing
khiép chrflng han. Ngay c4 khi t6i da ¢ ging don dep gon gang, ba s& néi
cin phong nay qud bé. Ba sé 14t tung nhitng chiéc khin tdm 1&én va thay
dong hii thay tinh, va khi d6 ba s& néi ring tdi nén tré vé Raleigh ciing ba.

Nhung khong. Jackie m&i da ndi, “Chi thich cian phong nay, Charlie a.
Nhéc swong that day, dwgc ddc chi€m ca can phong ma khong phai chia sé
nhw tui minh & nha h'di trede.”

O, ngac nhién chwra? “Nhung em thich & chung phong vé&i chi cor,”
giong to1 day thé lwong.

T6i dang dinh cho Jackie xem ddng quan do cua bac Gus bi t6i nhét vao
tit géc trong cung cda chiéc ti quéan do thi ba da ng'6i phich xuéng giwong:
“I\J’a, nhung c6 phong riéng van thich hon. S& khong c¢6 ai virt tA't ban 1én
san, hay chi€m hét chd trong ti quéin 4o ctia em.” B4 dd doi xdng dan
xudng da't roi tyra lung vao tweong. “Nhoc dung hi€u IAm chi nhé. Chj thich
Carol Lee, va moi thir trong can nha d6. Nhwng d6i khi chi mudn dwoc &
mot minh. Chi khong muén né luc 1oi 6 cua chi, hay ty ti€én dung may
moén do trang di€m cda chi ma khong hé xin phép.”

B4 ha't téc qua vai va néi tiép, “Chi quy bac Gus va bac Bertha 1dm, con

em thdy thé¢' nao?”.



Thu thyc 1a cau hoi d6 da khi€n t6i giat minh. Va t6i con ngac nhién
hon ntra khi thd’y minh trd 1o Jackie khong chiit do dy, “Em ciing vay.”

T6i quy bac Gus va bac Bertha thit sao? Thuc sy trede day toi chwa
tirng nghi vé diéu d6, nhwng ¢ 1€ 1a toi quy hai bac Ay that. Nhwng, & day
al ma chrflng yéu quy hai bac dy, vi hai nguoi d6 thye sy rd't dang quy ma.

“Va em con ¢6 mot chd ché ntra chir, Charlie!” Jackie cha ban chan tran
doc lwng Xwong Chac. “Cé vé moi chuyén & diy déu toi dep dd'y chir. Em
c6 phong riéng, r'oi lai ¢c6 ca ché nira nay. Em lai con dwoc & cung hai
ngudi siéu tot bung khong bao gid chiri riia va cii nhau hing ngiy nhu by
me minh nwa.”

Sau d6 ba dirng day va néi, “Ne nhéc, dwa chi ra xem khu viron nao.”

T61 hom d6, bac Bertha lam mén banh kep phoé mai nwong va salad
khoai tdy, sau d6 ching tdi cing ng'6i ngdm bau tréi hong cam diém xuyét
nhirng vét mdy xanh xdm ngoai hién. Pau dé phing phat mii mwa hoa
cung hrong hoa kim ngan ngot ngao, va vang Vé)ing tiéng d€ ruc rich trong
nhirng bui viét qua't moc ven bia rung.

Bertha va Jackie cling ban tan V€ tui con trai. Va néu toi chwa tirng quen
bi€t hai ngwoi d6, thi that khé d€ nhin ra dau la ngwoi da tredng thanh,
con nguwoi nao van 1a tré vi thanh nién. Bdc Bertha k&€ cho Jackie vé Tan
dau tién bac Ay gidp bac Gus trén Pwong 14. Khi &y bac Gus da sira 16p xe
Xit ciia 6ng ngoai toi.

“Bdc chwa ting thay ciu thanh nién nao dep trai d€n thé trong dovi,” bac
Bertha néi. “C6 ban Jayme cia bac cling thi tan tinh bac Gus, nhung bac
biét minh m&i chinh 12 ngudi lot vao mét xanh clia bic Ay. Diing khong
anh Gus?” Bac Bertha khé huych tay bac Gus, va bac Gus vura giat dau vira

ti€p tuc nhai tam.



bén t61 mudn, t61 cung Jackie quay vé phong va choi tro Crazy Eights.
Bé k& cho t6i vé anh chang ban trai méi tén Scooter ctia ba. Ong 12 nha vo
dich sing son quan Wake, va ong dang dinh mai m&i cho Carol Lee mot
ong anh ho lam linh thuy danh bg.

Jackie mang theo ca son mong tay, nén tui t6i da ng'6i soon mong tay cho
nhau, va hoi nhau ma’y cau d& chuw tui t6i da choii ca ti Tan.

“Qua ca bung hoc goi la gi?” Jackie néi.

“Ca bung*,” toi dap. “Thé& nguoi ta goi noi ¢6 nhi€u canh cay la gi?”

“Cénh dong*.”

Ching t6i cwoi phd 1én nhw th€ d6 1a nhirtng cau d6” chir hai hwde nhat
the gi¢i vay. Pay 1a Tan dAu tién trong ngay, k& tir khi Jackie bit dau khoe
lon t6c xanh v&i toi & tram xe buyt, to6i mdi lai dwoc thd’y Jackie clia ngay
xwra. Va téi nhan ra minh thyc sy nhé ba nhwong nao.

Jackie ngli thiép di ngay sau khi tdi tit den. Tiéng ngdy khe khé ctia ba
nhe nhang lo’ Ikng trong khong khi, goi nho trong t6i nhitng dém hai chj
em con & cung nhau. Tdi nhé d&n canh hai dia tui tdi ndm nghe tiéng bd
me cdi co va ddnh nhau trong cdn phong t&i. Khi con bé, thi thodng t6i lai
bo 1én giwong nam trong 1ong Jackie, va khi 4y ba thwong hat cho t6i nghe
d€ nhirng ti€ng chiri ria va quat thdo cia bd me khong lot vao tai tdi. Gio
chiing tdi lai dwore ng@l chung phong, nhung Jackie ndm trén giwong, con
t6i thi ndm trong tii cing Xwong Chac trén san nha. LAn nay t6i khong
phdi nghe ti€ng bd me rtia x4 14n nhau, ma chi nghe thd’y ti€ng Jackie ngdy
khe khé va ti€ng éch wong 6p oap dwdi khu ring. Sau d6 t6i nghi mién
man vé chuyén Jackie tram tré khen can nha, cai hién va can phong ngu
cua toi. Trong tAm tri, t6i vAn nghe thd’y ti€ng ba ndi rat quy bac Gus va

bac Bertha, va ba nghi moi chuyén & day déu t6t dep. Nhung sau do toi lai
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nght: cheamg 1€ bi da ra khdi chinh ngdi nha clia minh, phai dén treong cling
14 tré cwoi khic khich chdm choc d6, va ludn cam thdy trong thé” gidi nay
minh chealng khéac gi mot chi ché hoang khdng nha khong ctra la tdt dep
sao? T6i 6m chdt Xwong Chac hon chit nwra, réi khé hon 1én mii né. Toi
ctr ban khodn mai vé nhirng diéu dé, cho dén khi tim tri mét ra roi, va ty

thi€p di lic nao khong hay.



Bt 1musci mé%

%éy sau d6, Jackie di khiap Colby nhw thé b da sdng & diy ca
doi roi ay. Ba k€ cho chi dwa the vé doi bong bau duc & treong trung
hoc, va dem moén ga chién trong ti lanh dé€n cau lac b dan len cua béac
Bertha. Ba con mé& mot quay ban rau & cudi dwong va trd chuyén véi tat
ca nhirng ngwoi d€n mua dau va bi. Ba k€ cho ho vé Raleigh, vé cong viéc
b'%i ban va chiéc bang 14i xe m&i dau. Va trong ctra hang &0 cii & Fairview,
toi thd’y ba cwoi duia v&i ngwoi chd cira hang vé chiéc mi to dung, xau xi
ngwoi ta viea mang dén. Toi cam gidc nhw vira m&i gap Jackie Tan dau vay.
Co 1€ day chinh la con ngwoi mdi caa Jackie. Sao trede day t6i chwa tung
nhian ra moi ngwoi déu yéu quy Jackie nhi? Ngay ca tui meo cua bac
Bertha ciing thich ba kinh khing, Iic nao tui né cling dui dau vao chan
Jackie va kéu g gwr trong 1ong ba.

Ngay cd md’y dira con trai nha Odom khi dirng tredc mét Jackie cling
déu dé mat, liu lvoi, va ganh ti, tranh gianh nhau d€ dwgc mé cira xe hoi
cho ba, hoic d€ dworc mang nwdc chanh da moi ba mdi khi ching t6i qua
do choi.

“T¢& that sy ngac nhién khi cdu biét 18p dong cor day,” ba néi v&i Burl
ngay hom déu tién hai ngwoi gap mat. Va sau do, ba li€n ra xem mot bd
ch& hoa khi hay mét loai ddng co’ nao do, va td vé quan tim nhw the€ do la
thi thd vi nha't ba ting thd’y trén doi. Thi thodng Jackie lai ha't téc ra sau
vai, va mdi Ian nhu the tdi déu cdm twdng Burl sip tan chdy thanh viing

bun dudi chan ba dén noi &Y.



Me Howard mang banh vong pht dwong bot ra ngoai hién, va ching t6i
cung quay quan lai d€ nghe Jackie k& chuyén Ti€ém banh Waffle.

“Va c¢6 mdt Tan,” ba ndi, “cé mot ba gia dwore tai x€ ri€ng chd dén cira
hang bing xe limo.” Jackie phiii dwdng bot trén dui. “Moi ngudi ¢ twdng
trong dwoe cam gidc c6 tai x& riéng ché di dn banh waffle bang xe limo
khong?”

TAt cd moi ngwdi déu cong nhan rang diéu d6 that qua sirc twdng
twong.

“Nhung ba gia 8y boa cho chdu nhirng hai mwoi d6 cho mdt chi€c banh
waffle gid bon do, nén chau chfmg con gi d€ phan nan ntra,” Jackie noi.

Howard va Dwight tr& mét than phuc, “Woa!”

Jackie k& rrfmg ba va mot chi phuc vu khéac goi tiém banh dé la Tiém
banh T0i t&, va cé 1u con trai rd 1én cuwoi, c& nhw thé do 1a diéu bu'dn cuwoi
nha't ho trng dwoc nghe trong doi vay.

Sau d6 ba k& vé Raleigh. B4 néi rang Raleigh that rong 16n, va c6 cuc
nhiéu si€u thj, thim my vién, va & d6 c6 cd mot san gén mini trong nha
nura.

“Néu c6 dip moi ngwoi hay dén choi nhé,” ba néi. “Chéau vua thi dwoc
bang 14i r'di, va khi moi ngwdi dén chdu c6 th€ muwon xe cta Carol Lee.”

Moi ngwoi déu gat ddu cwoi toe toét va ndi rat mudn dén Raleigh chori.
Toi thd'y ghen ti va tré nén ldng ting d&n ndi chzamg bi€t nodi gi.

Chiéu hom do, t6i va Howard dan Jackie va Xwong Chac xudng song
choi, va ba cdi ngay gray ra, roi chfmg hé chdn chw 16i xudng dong nwde
mat lanh. Ti€ng cwoi gion gia cha Jackie vang vong gitra nhirng tan ciy. Ba

tra loi ta't ca nhirng ciu hoi hi€u ki cia Howard ma chang hé dao mat, va



d6i xtr v&i né nhur thé ngdy nao ba ciing di choi v&i ma’y dira ca nhic nhw
nod ay.

“Chi thd’y th&" nao khi vao tham b6 trong tu a?”” Howard to mo.

T6i chi muén dam ngay dau xudng da't khi n6 thot ra cau hdi dé, nhung
c6 vé Jackie ch:flng hé ban tam.

“Khong ngau nhw trén tivi dau, chi th€,” ba dap. “B& va chi chi ng6i
vao ban, r'oi néi vé chuyén treong hoc va nhieng thir linh tinh khiac. B&
than phién v&i chi vé may moén an tu d& t€, va ndi rﬁng viéc dau tién bo
mudn lam sau khi dweee tha 1a di an mwoi bon cdi banh ham-bo-go’ 1ién.”

T6i mudn héi li€u bd va Jackie ¢é ndi chuyén veé t6i khdong, nhung t6i
s’ ba s€ ndi khong, va néu thé that thi t6i s€ tré thanh dira nhéc dang
thwong tredc miat Howard mat.

Tbdi dinh nhic nhé Howard ring bd tdi dang & trai cai tao chit khong
phai nha tu, nhwng né va Jackie da chuyén chu d€ sang tro Tham ti& Kinh
thanh & treong Chiia Nhat.

“Chj dodn 12 Charlie choi tro d6 d& 1dm,” ba huych tay toi. “¥ nha chi,
moi nguoi chging doc Kinh thanh ma’y, Charlie nhi?” Jackie lai huych tay
toi [an nwra.

bém d6, me Howard moi t6i va Jackie & lai cung an toi. Burl va Lenny
dem hai chi€c gh& xép kim loai tir ngoai sdn vao cho chiing t6i, va hai
ngwoi do suyt chit nira ddnh nhau chi vi tranh gianh chd ngdi canh Jackie.
Ba gilp bac gdi bay bién dia thit heo, bat xa lach tron va ddu ham 1én ban
an, va sau dé ba cheatng h& chép mét ngac nhién khi thA'y moi ngwdi cAm
tay cau nguyén. Dwight da néi cam ta Chida vi da ban cho né mén dau ham
va nhirng ngroi ban mai.

T6i thd'y minh hét nhv ngwoi vo hinh khi moi nguoi khéng ngung



huyén ndo bén chiéc ban dn dé. Jackie k&€ chuyén ting tham gia doi diéu
hanh h'6i 16p mwoi, va trong ngay Chién si Tran vong ndm d6, doi cia ba
da phai diéu hanh trong man muwa tam ta.

“Hom d6 ding la den hon mwc!” ba ndi, va moi ngwoi pha Ién cuoi.
Sau d6 Jackie hdi bac trai vé cong viéc 14i xe chd gd clia bac 4y. Khi bac
ay k€ veé cong viéc 1ai xe tir Colby dén Charlotte, t&i Greenville va nhirng
dia di€m khdc nim gitra ba thanh phd” d6, Jackie Iién tram tro, “Pi nhiéu
noi nhw vy chéc 12 vui 1dm a.” Sau d6 Jackie k& cho béc trai vé chj ban
Loretta 1am viéc ca dém & bai dd xe tai trén doan dwong giao 10 gitra hai
bang. Bd ndi, 6i cha cha, chi ban Loretta d6 da dwoc nghe bi€t bao cau
chuyén kinh dién vE€ cac bac tai x& luon aYy.

Béc trai hoi dd mat sau khi nghe cau dé, va bac gai chen ngang gitra cau
chuyén d€ khoe Howard la quan quén tro Tham ti Kinh thanh & nha tho.

“That a?” Jackie ndi. “Sao em 2y chealng k€ v&i chau chuyén d6 nhi?” va
the¢’1a d€n lwot Howard dé mit.

Xwong Chac ndm trén san nha ngay canh Cotton, vi né biét Cotton s&
1am rét d6 #n xudng day. Va né ching phai chd’ doi 1au, bay gid né dang
nhai ngd'u nghi€n may mi€ng thit heo va it vun banh mi ngd roi. Jackie
17én méing né, “Xwong Chac! Dirng lai ngay!”.

Nhung bac gdi chi cwoi, “Khong sao ma. Cha, né dang giip bac don
sach san nha da’y chi.”

Jackie bat curdi gion gia, va trong khodnh khic d6, t6i mudn minh dwoc
tré thanh ba. T6i mudn minh cé th€ dé dang khién moi nguoi yéu quy nhw
ba. Tdi mudn dwge nhin moi thi bing con mét tich cyc nhw ba. Tdi mudn
ca mai téc den 6ng mwot cung lon téc xanh dwong d6. Nhung du tdi khao

khét d&n ma’y, thi toi van chi 1a Charlie thoi.



@n% Cha nhit, bac Gus ldi xe dwa ti't cd chung td6i dé€n nha tho.
Jackie da t&€t téc dudi cd cho tOi nhwr h'di & Raleigh ba van hay lam, va sau
d6 bac Bertha ct tram tr'dé mai.

“Béc thich Charlie d€ ki€u téc nay 1dm!” bac &y néi. “Jackie, chdu nén
di lam & may tham my vién &y. Chau thyc sy c6 nang khi€u daYy.”

Jackie dap tay vao tran va néi sao tredrc diy ba chwa ting nghi dén diéu
d6 nhi. “C6 1€ chau sé thir tim hi€u khi vé Raleigh a,” ba néi.

Sau d6 bac Bertha k€ cho ching tdi v& mot nguoi ban clia bac &Yy, bac
Denise, ting bd hoc treong day nghé tham my.

“C6 nang do di hoc dwoc ding ba tuan roi nghi hin d& 1én xe hoa véi
mdt anh ch'ong giau ¢6. Nhung chi hai thang sau, nang ta da lai chay tr6n
dén Atlanta ciing ngwoi anh trai cia 6ng chdong giau c6 ay.”

Jackie ra't thich nghe nhirng cau chuyén cua bac Bertha, va ba luén bat
cwoi gion gid, hodc thdt 1én “Khodng the nao” hodc “That khdng the tin
dwoce,” con t6i va bac Gus chi im lang gid vo' quan tim dé€n may cau
chuyén do.

Sau khi k&t thic hanh 1&, Jackie 14y mdt nim banh quy trén ban tiéc nhe
trong phong giao lwu r'oi ra bai ddu xe choi cing may nguoi trac tudi, ba
td ra than thiét v&i may nguoi d6 cir nhrr the ho di quen biét tir 1au 1dm
roi. Sao Jackie va toi lai khdc biét nhiéu d&n th&? To6i chic chin ba chua
bao gio phdi lo ling vé chuyén moi nguwdi c6 thich minh hay khong.

Nhung 16 rang 12 ai cling thich ba, nén ba viéc gi phai lo ldng chir?



Chi€u hom d6 ca gia dinh Odom t&i nha bac Gus va bac Bertha én t&i.
Ddi voi bac Bertha, btra t67 ngay chu nhit ludn 1a bira quan trong nhat
trong tuan. Nhwng vi hom d6 cé cd nha Odom tham gia, nén bac ay da
chuan bi hén moOt btra ti€c thinh soan.

Jackie va t6i cung khénh ma’y chi€c ban nho ra ngoai san. Ching t6i ké
sat ching vao nhau réi phi mdt tdim khan trai ban Ién trén. Sau dé Jackie
bay bién trang tri ban dn bing nhitng chiéc hii thiy tinh cim d4y hoa dai.

“Trong nhw thé Nit hoang Anh sip ghé thim nha &y nhi,” bic Gus nhin
xét.

Bac Bertha ban ron ndu an trong bép, va khong lau sau dé, ca can nha
bit d4u tran ngdp mui thirc dn thom phirc. Chiéc ké& bép bét dau duwoc 14
kin bing nhitng bat d4u tring va ct cai turnip. Bf hdm va ca chua thai lt.
Muép tdy chién va mén xao thdp cam goém ngb va cac loai ddu. Banh
nwdng x6p va nudc sdt thit. Banh s6 ¢6 la hanh nhin va banh ga t6 nhan
dao. Sau d6 bac Bertha 161 mdt con ga nwdng by chang tir trong 10 ra va
noi, “Xong hét r'oi d6! Gio bac chi ¢in duoi tui meéo di 1a minh ¢6 the€ d6n
khach dwore r6i.”

Trong lic d6 Xwong Chac ngdi chau ngay ctra bép; né héch miii 1én
ngti mui thirc d4n thom nirc trong khong khi va lién tuc vy dudi ming hon
ho.

“Chuwa dwoc dau, nhéc a” t61 ndi. “Lat nira nhé.”

Sau d6 ching t6i nghe tha’y ti€ng xe tai ciia Burl loc xoc trén con dwong
so6i. T6i va Xwong Chac da chay ra d6 d€ don gia dinh Odom.

M4y da con trai téc dd nhay phdc xudng twe sau thung xe tai. Khoang
san nha bac Bertha binh thwong ludn im ling, thi thodng 14m mdi c6 tiéng

chim kéu hodc ti€ng voi phun nwdc trong veon; vy ma gio’ diy né trd nén



nhon nhip hon bao gio' hét. Dwight va Lenny chay dudi vong quanh, ddm
da nhau va leo tréo hang rao nghich ngom. Cotton thi dudi theo 1G meo.
Béc gai mau chéng x4n tay vao nha d& phu gidp bac Bertha cong viéc bép
nuc. Bac trai ng61 cung bac Gus trén ghe¢” x€p va ban luin vEé cudc dua xe
NASCAR & Charlotte tuén tredc. Con tdi va Howard thi thi nhau ném
béng cho Xwong Chac bit.

Mot ldc sau, Jackie ti trong nha bwdce ra, toan than 10ng 13y hét nhw hoa
hau nwdc My. Toi nghi Burl suyt nga xudng da't vi choang qua. Moi nguwoi
& day déu mac bd trang phuc di nha tho*, ngoai tri Jackie. Khi ba bwdc ra
ngoai trong chiéc vdy hai ddy mau tring va d6i chan tran, tdi nghi trudc
ddy minh chuwa tirng tha’y Jackie xinh dep dén thé&". T6i van gitr mdi téc &t
dudi c4 tir sdng, nén tdi nghi minh ciling kha xinh xin di dang mic quan
dui va ao phong cu. To1 hy vong vady. Nhung t61 bi€t minh chealng bao gio’
xinh bang Jackie dau.

Mot lic sau, bac Bertha goi ching tdi vao 18y thirc dn, va ma’y dira con
trai nhao nhao chay vao bép. Sau dé ta't ca ching t6i ng'6i vao ban dn ngoai
san va cling ndm tay nhau khi b& Howard néi cdm ta Chida. Bac Gus va bic
Bertha khong c6 théi quen ta on, nhwng t61 nghi hdm nay hai bac &'y chiéu
long khach. Bac trai c6 ca ta thir d€ ta on, toe chuyén ngay hdm nay bau
troi that dep, cho d€n mon ci cai turnip trén ban. Cudi cing bac &y ndi,
“Va cam on Ngai vi da g toi ddy hai ¢6 gai tot bung nay, nhirng nguoi
da soi sang cudc so6ng cia ching t6i & thi trin Colby.”

Tbi biét dang 1& minh nén nhim mét, nhuwng t6i khong nhin dwoc nén da
hé mét nhin trdm. T6i tha’y Jackie cudi toét miéng, roi con nhdy mét véi
to1 nura.

Ngay khi chiing t6i néi “Amen,” moi nguwdi bit dau tip trung #n ngiu
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nghién nhw th€ khong c¢6 ngay mai vdy. Bac Bertha va me Howard ct di ra
di vao b&ép d€ mang thém chiit ca chua hay mén xao thiap cam, con Jackie
ludn tay rét tra ngot va bac Gus thi lo duoi 10 me¢o. Xwong Chac ng6i canh
Cotton chau chyc d€ doi Cotton tha mot chi€c chan ga xudng da't.

Khi bac Bertha mang moén trang miéng ra, thi moi ngwoi déu xoa bung
vi no, nhung ta't nhién 12 ching t6i van ¢6 th€ ném thi chit banh dao roi.

Cotton nhoai nguwoi 18y banh s6 ¢6 la hanh nhan va thét 1én, “O’, moi
ngwoi oi! Co cdi xwong chac nay!”.

Chiéc xwong chac nim ngay gitta chiéc dia diy mo ga.

Va ta't nhién, chu ché cia t6i, Xwong Chac, da lao ngay t&i chd Cotton
khi nghe tha’y t&n minh. N6 twdng minh sip dwoc cho dn mén gi ngon lanh
day.

“Ai mudn cung em bé gdy chi€c xwong nay nao?” Cotton noi.

“Cho anh!” Dwight nhdy dgng 1én.

“Khong!” tdi hét 1én r6i day Dwight ra. “Cho chi di!”

Cotton gia'u chi€c xwong sau lwng khi Dwight c& gianh 12Yy.

“Em ndi trede chi ma, Charlie,” Dwight ndi.

T6i gidm chan. “Khoéng! Cdi xwong dé la cda chi!” Téi thdy con gian
dir bit d4u suc s6i trong ngwdi minh, va tdi ging 1dm md&i kiém ché” duworc
de khong x06 ngd Dwight.

Howard vdi chay dén bén t6i va thi thim cau than chid “Dwa” khi thdy
toi lai gidm chan I'an nwa.

Jackie 14c vai t6i va bat ngén tay ldch tdch, “Gioi a, Charlie, dirng cai
nhau chi vi cdi xwong ngd ngan dé chi.”

Nhwng Howard da can dw, “Thoéi nao, Dwight, nhwong Charlie céi



xwong chac do di.”

Tiéu r'6i. Howard dinh k€ cho moi ngwoi chuyén ngay nao toi cling woc
nguyén u? T6i quén mat chwa din né ding ndi v&i ai, va chic chin 1a né
sip stra néi ra diéu d6 ngay bay gicr. Chic moi ngwdi s& nghi tdi dién mat.

Nhung n6 khong néi di€u tdi nghi.

NG chi hira sé cho Dwight may d6ng xu Tham t&, n€u nhw Dwight chiu
de’ toi bé cdi xwong chac cung Cotton.

“Anh dinh cho em may dong?” Dwight hdi.

“Banhé.”

“Nam d6ng moi dwoc.”

“Dong y.”

Sau d6 Dwight chay di 18y thém banh s6 ¢6 la hanh nhan, con Cotton
gio chiéc xwong ra trirde mit téi. Mdi dira chiing tdi nim mot dau xwong
va nhim chit méit. T6i thAm wdc roi kéo that manh.

Tach!

Chi€c xwong gy lam ddiz va ban bi€t sao khong? T6i da bé dwgrc phan
to hon. N&u ban bé dwoc phin to, thi diéu wdc cia ban s€ thanh hién thuc!

“Khi that!” Cotton hdm hyc ném mau xwong cta né 1€n ban.

Trwdc khi téi kip cdm on Howard vi da gidp minh cé dwoce chiéc
xwong, thi bac trai da néi tam biét, va ca nha ho da tréo 1€n xe tdi cia Burl.

Pang ra t6i phai phu bac Bertha va Jackie don dep va rira bat dia, nhung
to6i nan lai ngoai san, choang tay 6m Xwong Chac va nhin theo chi€c xe tai
ctia Burl ché nhirng ngwoi nha Odom t6't bung tién veé phia dwong cdi. Khi

'?’

Burl chuih bi r&, t6i hét 1én, “Cam on nhé!”. Tdi da nghi chic Howard

khong nghe thdy cau cdm on d6, nhung sau do, trwede khi chi€c xe di



khua't khdi tam nhin, t6i da tha’y né gio’ ngdén céi dap lai.



B ruets b

%géy cudi cung Jackie & Colby, bac Bertha day ba cach may
khéa chin vay, va hai ngeoi cling tro chuyén vE tui con trai, thoi trang va
cac ngdi sao dién anh. T6i dwa Xwong Chac ra ngoai veon. Trong khi nd
say swra ngt dudi anh mat troi, téi nhd hét dam cd dai bon chen gitra nhitng
ciy hoa cic moc canh vwon.

To6i ghét phai nghi d&€n chuyén Jackie 1€n chuyén xe tré vé Raleigh do,
va ba lai ti€p tuc dwgrc s6ng hanh phic, duwoc son moéng tay cung Carol
Lee, dwgc hen ho voi anh chang quan quan sting son Scooter, va ¢é th€ ba
con dwoc di hoc & treong dao tao nghé thaim my nira. Mdi ngon cd t6i birt
ngoai san gidng nhw mdt lwoi dao dam tring tim khi td6i nghi d&€n chuyén
Jackie bd roi t6i ¢ lai Colby. Khi bac Bertha va Jackie may xong khéa kéo
cho chi€c chan vdy, thi ngoai san ciing chang con sét lai ngon ¢d nao nwra,
nhung tim to1 thi dau muon khoc.

Chiéu hém do, t6i, Jackie va Xwong Chac cung t&i nha Howard d€
Jackie tam biét moi nguwoi. Trén bac thém, may dng con trai mit rau ri nhw
sap di dwa ddm Y.

“Moi nguwoi hay dén Raleigh tham chi nhé,” Jackie né6i. Ba dang hai
canh tay that rong. “TAt ci moi ngwdi phai d&n nhé. O d6 vui 1im.”

MaAy &ng con trai git dau budn b, va Cotton 1én quét nurdre mit.

“Né&u moi ngwoi dén choi ma chj vin lam viéc & cdi Tiém bdnh Waffle
do, thi chi s& ddi moi ngwdi mén banh waffle sd ¢o la chip mién phi.”

Cotton ng6c dau diy. “Béanh waffle so c0 la chip 4?7



Jackie gat dau. “Ua. Va chi s& bdo may ngudi & day ric cho em that
nhi€u so c6 la nhé, dwoc khong nao?”

N6 cuwoi toe.

“Chéc Charlie s& nhé chi nhiéu 1dm da’y,” Howard noi.

Jackie khodc tay lén vai tdi. “Wra, chj ciing s& nhd Charlie 1dm. Nhung
né co the’ vé Raleigh tham chi ma.”

“Tham chj 4?” t6i n6i. “Em s€ vé sdng & Raleigh.” T6i vudt ve tdim
leng Xwong Chac. “Chj bi€t ma, khi nao me binh On tré lai &y.”

Jackie ciii gim mit. Xwong Chac ngdi ve vay dudi trén khoang sian dat
do.

“Puoc ro1,” Jackie n6i. “Chi nght da dén ldc tyi minh 6m tam biét ro61.”
Bé dang rong hai tay.

M4’y dra con trai budc d&€n 6m ba ddy ngwong nghiu.

Sau d6 bac géi bwdre tw trong nha ra va ndéi, “Chiing ta thit vui va may
mén khi dworc gip chdu & Colby, Jackie a.”

Va Jackie da 6m tam biét bac gdi triedre khi ching téi vé nha.

T61 hom do, bac Bertha da nd'u mot btra siéu thinh soan, v&i moén thit
bam, diu lima, ca chua xanh chién gion va banh khoai lang. Xwong Chac
ng'6i chidu chyc bén t6i, cho doi moi ngwoi ném cho ma’y miéng thit bam.
T6i phai thtra nhan 1a ching t6i da 1am hw né va khién né tré thanh mot ké
%n xin déng cAp the gidi.

Sau bira t&i, bon ching toi ra ngoai hién cting ngdm canh mot lic trudce
khi t6i va Jackie trd v€ phong. T6i chai 16ng Xwong Chac trong lic Jackie
ban x&p d6. Ba nhét may chi€c quéin dui va td't ca nhirng thir khac vao

chi€c tdi trong, va nhac lai rang t6i that may man khi dwgc & mot noi tot



dep thé nay.

Tdi quan sit Jackie vor ddng son méng tay vao trong tii, va tdi bit dau
th&’y minh con tham hai hon trede.

“Th& con em thi sao?”, t6i muén hdi Jackie nhw vdy. Nhung t6i lai
khong noi the'.

Sau khi tit den, t6i nhin trdn nha v ngim béng cidy son thut du nhay
muda dwdi dnh trang. Toi hit mot hoi that sdu va néi, “Em c6 the vé Raleigh
v&i chi khong?”.

Sy im lang sau cau néi d6 gan nhw nudt ching 18y t6i. T6i nghe 1o
ti€ng tim minh dap thinh thich trong I'6ng ngwc va cam nhan hoi thd &m
ap cua Xwong Chac trén ma. Jackie tréo xudng ng'6i bén toi.

“B0" me s€ khong thay doi dau, Charlie a,” ba néi. “H6i tredc chi ting
tin 12 b6 me sé thay ddi, nhung gior chi khong tin vao diéu d6 nira. Bo' van
s€ ngwa quen dwong cii, va me cling vay, nén chi em minh phai tw lyc thoi.
Chéng c6 phép nhi€ém mau nao chtra lanh dwoc van vat dau nhéc a.”

Tdi khong mudn tin vao 1&i Jackie néi, nén tdi di ¢d ging khong nghi
V€ chuyén d6 ntra. Sau do6 tdi ti€p tuc hoi Jackie: “Chi bi€t me tung bd di
khi chiing minh con nhd khéng? Chuyén me tirng dem theo mét tidi nilon to
dung toan quan 4o d&€ bit dau 1am lai cude doi Ay?”

Jackie thé dai thuwon thwot, “wa, chi ¢6 biét chuyén do.”

“Sao chi biet?”

“Néu em la dra nhéc 1én bay, va dot nhién me em di ra ctira ma chflng
heé néi 1o tw biét... cha, lam sao chi quén dwore chuyén d6 chir?”

“Sao tredre day chi khong k& cho em?”

Jackie xoa lwng t6i nhe nhe. “Vi chi khong mudn nhéc ghét me,” ba



dap.

“The& chi c6 ghét me khong?”

“Khong.” Ba vén tdc tdi ra sau tai. “Chi khong thich, nhung ciing khong
ghét me.”

“Nhwng sao em lai khong theé’ d&€n s6ng cung chi dwoc?” t6i khé hoi.

Jackie 6m g67i. “Charlie, chi dau th€ s6ng nho’ nha Carol Lee mai dworc.
Chi dang tiét kiém tién, va dy dinh sip t&i sé thué chung mot cin ho v&i
Wylene Jarvis. Chi khong the cham s6c em can than nhw bac Gus va bac
Bertha dwoc,” ba néi. “Troi, chi by gior tham chi con khong cham noi ban
than &y chir.”

Ching t6i ng'di lang im mot h'6i 1au. Sau d6 Jackie néi, “Em sdng & day
tot ma, Charlie. Bdc Gus va bac Bertha ra't yéu thwong em, va hai bac &y
coi em nhw cong chia &y. Em c6 ca gia dinh Odom ta oon Chda vi sy hién
dién ctia em & Colby ntra kia. Va em con c6 Howard ntra, thﬁng nhoc do la
dira ban t6t bung nhat trén doi ddy. Em con c¢6 ca day ndi dep tuyét kia,
mot khu veeon va mot cdi hién nha bén vach nii hét nhw dang ngdi trén
thién dwong vay.” Xwong Chac giay giua va khé “eamg” mot ti€ng, hinh nhw
n6 dang mo. Jackie lién gai bung nd, “Va em con cdé mot chu chod yéu
thwong em hon ta't thdy moi thir trén doi niva chir.”

T6i nhin Xwong Chac va nghi vé diéu bac Bertha néi h'6i trede vé tinh
yéu vo diéu kién cua loai chd, va tim téi gan nhw vo Oa.

“Pwng ghét chi nhé, Charlie,” Jackie noi.

Ghét 47

To6i yéu ta't cd moi thir vé Jackie. T6i yéu ca con nguoi cii va m&i cla

ba. Sao t6i khong thé& néi vay véi ba nhi? Toi dodn la vi tdi chwa c6 théi



quen ndi “yéu” bat cir ai. Th& nén trong bong tdi bao trum can phong do,
ng6i bén Xwong Chac dang khua chan mua tay trong mo, téi chi khé€ tham

thi, “Thyc ra em ra't thich lon toc xanh cta chj daYy.”



B rruns tw

u khi Jackie tré vé Raleigh, tdi bat dau di hoc tredng Pao mua he
& nha tho Rocky Creek. Toi da n6i vé&i bac Bertha ring minh khdong mudn
di, nhung bac Ay ct thuyét phuc rang tdi sé thich noi dé.

“H6i con nho, hé ndm nao bac cling di treong Pao mua he,” bac Ay ndi.
“Béc thich moi thtr & d6. Nhirng tro choi, d6 thid cong, va ca nhirng bai hat
nwa.”

Bac &y ti€p tuc thao thao bat tuyét vé chuyén bac &y dwgcc hoc lam
méng &n cho chim bing cich quét bo lac 1én mot qua thong rdi ldn né vao
dong hat cdm chim. “Con diy deo 4? Chéic bac da lam gan trim céi day.”
Béc Ay pha 1én cwoi va lic dau. “Con ca méc chia khéa macrame* nira
chir. Bac yéu tat ca nhirng th d6. V&i ca,” bac &y ndi, “Howard va nhirng
ban khéc & trerong Chida nhét cling sé€ toi do.

Cudi cung toi cling danh dong ¥, va tredc hom tdi di hoc, bac Bertha
mang v€ cho té1i mot hop do an trra ¢c6 mot dong hinh ngya con va cau
vong.

“Bac khong th€ d€ chau dung d6 dn trong mot chi€c tdi gid’y nau xau xi
dwoc.”

“Nhung chau khdng th€ mang chi€c hop dé dén treong dwgrc!” t6i noi.

Nu cudi trén mit bac Bertha tit ngim. “O,” bac &y chung hing. “Puoc
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roi.
T6i bi€t minh vira lam bac &y ton thwong, nhwng t6i khong the€ dem cai

hop d6 dén treong dworc.
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Béc Bertha nhét chi€c hop mau hong 1én tit ngin trén cung cua chan
bat. “Béc chgng hi€u minh da nght gi ntra,” bac &y néi. “Cai hop hong d6
ding la ngo ngan that.”

Hom sau bac 8y da bd d6 an trwa cia t6i vao trong tii gia'y nau, va dwa
toi dén treong dao.

Chung t61 ng'61 thanh vong tron trong béng raim va nghe c6 Rhonda néi
ring ca 1&p sé dwoe hoc nhiéu trd vui & treong. Va mic dit ching tdi déu
biét nhau & trerong Chida nhat cd r'oi, nhwng ¢d6 Rhonda van yéu ciu, “Dau
tién, cd mudn cac em tw gidi thiéu tén minh, va sau dé hay néu ba diéu tha
vi V€ ban than nhé.”

Naio t6i ngay 14p tirc nghi ngay dén ngay dau tién di hoc & Colby va cai
to’ “Phi€u lam quen” trén mat ban. Nhwng an nay, khi dén lwot gidi thiéu
ctia minh, thay vi ndi thich bong d4, mua ba 1€ va danh nhau, t6i da néi,
“Té ¢6 mdt chii ché tén 1a Xwong Chac. Chi gdi t& lam viéc & Tiém banh
Waffle. Va bac Bertha cia t& nudi nhirng bay chd meo.”

Ca sang hom d6 chung t6i lam bat gidy b6i va ng6i hat vé Moses gitra
ddm ¢b6 hwong b6. Dén gio dn trua, tdéi dem tdi d6 an tdi ng'6éi canh
Audrey Mitchell. To6i da quyé€t dinh twr gio s€ hoc theo cach Jackie cu xi
voi ngwoi khac. Ty tin, diém tinh, va k&t ban voi ta't cd moi nguoi.

Nhwng trwedc khi tdi kip nghi ra chuyén d€ néi voi Audrey, Howard da
ng 01 xudng bén toi.

“Burl viet thw cho chi Jackie da’y,” n6 néi.

“Pelam gi?”

N6 nhiin vai. “Lenny dot nhién giat phit 14 thw trong tay 6ng, nén hai

ngwoi d6 da danh nhau mot trdn toi boi. Burl vira chiri vira dudi theo



Lenny quanh nha, lai con lam v& ca dén nira.” N6 nha’c 1at banh mi d€ xem
nhan xuc xich thit va mu tat & gitra.

“Thé Burl ¢6 187y lai dwgc birc the khong?” t6i to mo.

Howard 147y hai tay ép chat chi€c banh kep. “C6 ch,” né néi, “nhung
dén ldic Burl 18y dwore thi 14 thw cling rach toi ta r'oi. Gio ca hai nguoi doé
d€u bi cam tdc vi tdi chiri thé” va lam vor deén.” N6 dwa tay vust mdi toc day
dd rrc. Hai cdnh tay né bj chdy ning dd tng va I1Am tA'm tan nhang. Sau dé
n6 k& sang chuyén Dwight bi giy ngén tay ut khi di trai h¢ bong chay.

Trong ldc Howard thao thao ba't tuyét, toi li€c mét quan sit Audrey. N6
ng6i khoanh chan va phua 1én dti mdt td'm khan gidy. Trén dau né la chi€c
kep téc hinh budm, va doi giay dwdi chan né khdng hé dinh chit bui dat
nao. N6 dem theo mét hdp d6 an trwa hét sirc gian don. Trén d6 khong cé
ngua, ciing chéng c6 cau vong. N6 mé nip hop va nhom vio trong. Sau d6
no 161 ra mGt chi€c tui nilon ddy nho, mdt mon gi dé dwoec boc gidy thi€c,
va mot tor gidy gap tuw.

Tdi ghé sat Audrey hon chiit nira va gid vor chiim chi 14ng nghe Howard
khi n6 mé& tor gidy. D6 1la mdt mau the nhd, véi nhitng dong chir to viét
voi. Khi Audrey dit manh gid'y canh tdi nho trén dam cd, t6i nheo mét c&
doc dong chw trén do.

“Va trén nguoi Cotton c6 hai con ve,” Howard néi. “Nén me t& da bét
noé 16t hét quan 4o tran trudng ngay giwa san.”

Vai dira tré bat cwoi khic khich, nén t6i da lwom Howard mot cdi.
Ch?ing ai mudn nghe twr tran tru'6ng khi dang dn trwa ca. Nhung Howard
tiép tuc néi, dwong nhw né ching hé ban tim dén nhitng da tré khéc.

Va sau d6 mot dira con gai tdi khdong quen da goi Audrey, “Audrey o1,

ng'0i diy nay,” va vo 1én chd ngdi canh né. Audrey lién thu don d6ng nho



va thirc &n d&€ dén chd con bé d6. N6 bo lai tor gid'y ban ndy trong ddm co.
T6i 1ién gidm chan lén to gid'y do.

Trong khi Audrey va con bé vira nay tam chuyén vé 1&p hoc boi va trai
he bong da, t6i da tom 187y to gid’y va nhét né vao tdi ao.

“Cai gi day?” Howard toc mach.

“Cai gi la cai gi?”

“Cai to gidy ay.”

“Cai to gidy nao?”

“To gid'y trong tdi 4o ciu 4y.”

“Khong c¢6 gi dau.”

Howard lau giot mu tat rét trén quéan dui. “Pwore r'61,” nd néi.

Ca chiéu hom dé, ching t6i phai doc to nhirng cau chuyén Kinh thanh
va ng'6i xem anh con trai dang hoc trung hoc cia ¢d Rhonda biéu dién trd
ao thuat, Nhung trong dau t6i ludn nghi v& manh gidy trong tdi 4o. Thi
thoang t6i lai tho tay vao tdi va khé cham manh gid’y do.

Cudi cung tdi ciling tim dwoe co hdi d€ doc 14 thw. Howard ban gitp co
Rhonda bé ddng truyén Kinh thanh vao trong nha thor, con Audrey thi ban
lam than v&i td't cd moi nguoi, trie toi. Va t6i da tranh tha 18y to gidy ra
doc.

Di hoc vui con nhé. Me sé nho con lam ddy. Me yéu con rdt nhiéu.

Me ciia con.

T6i nhanh tay gép birc thw lai r'oi ca't vao tdi. Toi nhin vé phia Audrey;
n6é dang ngodc tay va tham thi v&i mot con bé khdc. Téi nhim mét lai va

twdng twong minh 1a Audrey. M6t dira con géi c¢6 dbi giay sach nhw lau



nhw li va c¢6 nhirtng c6 ban gai d€ thi tham to nhd. M6t dira con gdi dwoc
me viét “Me yéu con ra't nhiéu” trong thur. Nhung khi mé mit, toi lai tha’y
minh 1a Charlie.

T&1 d6 bac Bertha da 1am mén ngd twoi nwéng bo. Téi d&€m s6” hang
trén bip ngd ctia minh, va that khong thé tin dworc: N6 ¢ ding mudi bdon
hang. D6 cling 1a mot cach d€ wée nguyén. Téi d&€m thém mdt [an nira cho
chic, sau @6 nhim mét lai va thim wéc.

“Qi, suyt thi quén mat!” Bdc Bertha chot ditng phit ddy. Bic &y 1ay
cho t6i mot thi tw trén chan bat.

D6 1a m6t hop dwng thire an.

Mot chiéc hop dung thic dn don gidn, khong cé ngwa, cling cheamg co
cau vong.

Béc &y nhwdn may hoi t6i “Chau nghi sao? Chau thich chi€c hdp nay
khong?”

To6i vira ngac nhién, lai vira thd’y toi 10i. T6i thd'y minh that t€ khi bac
Bertha phai chi tién mua mdt hdp dung do an khac cho t6i. Pang 1€ t6i nén
nhén chi€c hop cé cau vong va ngua con, va tdi phai bi€t on vi chi€c hdp
d6 m&i phai. Toi cé la Jackie s€ lam vay. Nhwng toi thi khong, vdy ma bac
Bertha van d61 vai toi that tot.

“Co a, thwa bac,” t6i dap. “Chau cam on bac a.”

Sau d6 chirng toi ra ngoai hién va ném béng cho Xwong Chac bit, d&n
khi né mét Itr va g&i ddu lén ban chan t6i ngh thi€p di. Trong lic mét troi
tw tw 14n xud'ng ni, toi lai khé cham tor gid’y trong tdi 0. Toi twdng twong
me Audrey bd nho vao tdi va viét cho né 14 thw d6. To6i thic méic khdng
bi€t gia dinh Audrey th& nao nhi. Vi né da vi€t “gia dinh t6i” 1én déa hoa

trong Khu veeon Phude 1anh, nén tdi chdc chin bd né khong can phai vao



trai cdi tao nhw bd" tdi. Va tdi dodn né c¢6 mdt ngwoi chi hodc em gai d€
cung choi bai trong nhirng ngay mwa, va cing nhau trum chan thi tham to
nhd mdi tdi. Va tdi chic chin 12 me n6é khong ba't 6n nhw me tdi.

Khi tr&i t67 hin va 1d mudi bit dau 16ng hanh, t61 va Xwong Chac quay
vé phong. T6i luc tung ba 16 d€ tim modt manh gidy va mot chi€c but muec.
R'6i t6i ng'6i trén san nha, xé manh gid’y lam doi, va viét 1én do:

Me yéu con rdt nhiéu. Me cuia con.

Sau d6 toi gdp manh gidy lai va nhét dudi gdi truedre khi tit den. Toi nhe

nhang hon Ién dau Xwong Chac truedc khi chim vao gid'c nga.



B, rruets levm

%}? th hai & treong Pao, ching t6i da hoc lam nhirng chi€c nam
cham bang ndp chai va chép Mudi Piéu Riin 1én d6é. Sau d6 chiing toi da
quan gidy k&p dd mau 1én ngwoi nhw tdm 4o choang sic s cia Joseph, va
chay dua vwot chudng ngai vat trong san. Toi dodan khi c6 Rhonda nghi ra
trd ndy, ¢d &y ching hé nhé 1a trong 16p c6 Howard chan-ca-nhéc. N6 1a
ngwoi cudi cung vé dich va xé tim “do choang,” nhwng c6 vé diéu dé
chflng lam n6 ban tam.

Sau d6 ching toi lai ngdi an trira dwdi bong ram. Howard béan gitp c6
Rhonda don dep cac manh gid'y mau, nén tdi da ra ng'di canh Audrey.

“Chao,” toi noi.

“Chao,” n6 dép, va sau d6 n6 nhich mong d€n ngdi gan con bé Lainie
chan day vay. To6i that khong thé tin 1a Audrey tha ngdi gan mdt con bé
chan vay hon 1a phdi ng'di canh t6i, nhwng né da lam thé” that. Hom trudc
t0i da xin 18i n6 vé chuyén t6i d chan va x4 day né roi ma nhi? Toi ching
bi€t minh phai l1am gi d€ c6 the’ k€t ban v&i nd nira.

T6i m& hop dyng thirc an mdi va 18y ra nhirng mén bac Bertha da
chuan bi. Mt chi€c banh vong phét bo’ lac. May qua dau tay dyng trong
mot hop bo’ cli. M&y chiéc banh nwong x6p ¢6 phan ddy hoi chdy xém vi
bac &y tw lam. Sau d6 tdi 18y ra 1a thu minh vira viét dém truedre. La thu ¢6
dong chir “Me yéu con nhiéu 1dm. Me ciia con.” Y.

T6i mé 14 thw va gio’ né trede mit. Sau dé tdi hing giong d& Audrey

quay sang nhin minh va 1a the dé, nhwng n6 con dang mai khudy hdp stra



chua. Nén t6i da c6 tinh ném 14 thw 1én ddm cd ngay sat chan nd.

“Cau nhat rac di kia,” n6 noi.

“Cai gi co'?”

“Réac cna ciu kia.” NO chi vao 14 thw cua toi.

“Y c4u 12 14 the d6 477

N6 nhun vai. “Sao cling dvoc.”

“Me t& viét day,” toi ddo mat. “Me t& lam vay sudt ma.” Tdi cd tinh
day to’ gid’y ra gan chd no.

“To twdng ciu sdng & nha bac co ma,” nd noi.

“Om, khong phai lic ndo ciing vdy ma. Y t& 13, t& chil y&u song clng
hai bdc. Nhung me t& cling hay d&n ddy thim t& 1dm. Va Ian nao dén day,
me cling viét cho t& maYy 14 thw nhw thé.” Toi biét mdt minh dang dd lyng
nhw g&’c chin, nén toi cli gdm mit xudng.

Audrey biu mat. “Cdu khong dwgrc néi doi & treong Pao.” N6 néi tw
Pao ra't to, va con c6 chit cay nghiét nwra.

Trudce khi toi kip nhan ra, thi téi da thA'y minh ding diy gio' nim dam
voi Audrey, va tim tdi dap thinh thich vi gian d. Con tirc gién bao trim
khip ngudi tdi nhw mot chiéc chin bong ning trich. Tdi mudn gidm 1én
doi giay sach s€ hoan hdo cda nd. Téi mudn giat tung may cdi cdp téc
bwdm trén téc n6. Nhung Howard da chay dén ding sau lung tdi va ndi,
“Dtra! Dra! Dra!”

Audrey tim lay hop stra chua va hdp dung thirc dn roi dirng bat day.
“MAaYy nguoi dién roi,” né ndi, va di pham pham veé phia nha tho.

“Cau lam cdi quai gi th&’, Charlie?” Howard néi. “Cau dinh danh nguoi

& nha tho a?”



Tdi ng'di xudng tham cd va bt dau don dep banh trdi vao hop dung
thirc an.

Howard ng6i xudng bén t61. “Sao cau lai ndi ndng the?”

“N6 béo té n6i doi.”

“Thé& cdu c6 n6i d6i khdng?”

“Khong.” Té1 lwom 14 the ngu ngd'c d6 1€n rou qu?;ing vao hop do an.

N6 Iwom tdi qua cdp kinh nhw mot 6ng gia. “Thé thi ciu viéc gi phai
noi néng chir.” N6 nhom vao hép do an cta toi. “Cau c¢6 dinh an céi banh
vong kia khong?”

Phai mat mot lic 1au téi m&i ha hda dwoc, va cudi cung toi cling xudbi
xuoi. Nhung t6i chaamg con tdm trang nao d€ hoc thudc ma’y cau trong Kinh
thanh. Ldc chuan bj tan hoc, c6 Rhonda bao chiing t6i vao trong nha tho
gitp c6 x€p ghé cho 1&p hoc ngay Chiia Nhit.

Khi Howard bét dau budc vé phia nha the, thing TJ. Rainey da bam sét
theo va bit chudc twéng di ca nhic cia né. N6 nhin nhé cuwdi cot va ligc
qua liéc lai d& chic chin ta't cd moi ngudi xung quanh déu ching kién tro
dtia clia né. Chic né nghi minh Ia ngwdi hai hwde nhat trong vil tru nay
vay.

Howard d6t ngot quay ngoét lai, nhung T.J. vin khong chiju dirng budre.
N6 tiép tuc budc dén chd Howard.

Ca.

Nhdc.

Ca.

Nhdc.

Va t6i that khdng th€ tin noi chuyén sau d6. Howard chi quay nguwoi



bude tiép vé phia nha the, nhw the chang c6 chuyén gi xdy ra vy.

Chéc chin 1a ching trdi dta nao dd sitc ngdn t0i chay ngay dén chd
thing T.J. d6. Toi gitr chic hai canh tay phia trwdc, va ram! To6i huych né
manh d&n mic dau né da ngtra ra phia sau trede khi né nga oach xuéng
hon dat.

Thu thye 12 tdi d3 hoi bat ngo khi thang kia dirng ngay ddy sau ci ngi
va phan phéo, va ci huych cta né da khi€n téi ngd nhao xudng dat. Toi
dirng bat ddy trong tinh than sdn sang chién dau va chuah bj thui né thém
phét nra. Nhung khi dé ¢6 Rhonda da kip chen vao can ngan cudc chi€n
gitra toi va nd. Trong c6 &y vd cung hoang loan.

“Dwng lai ngay!” c¢d6 Rhonda la 1€n. “D6 khong phai cach ching ta cw
Xt ¢ trrong Pao.”

Va sau d6 t6i va T.J. Ramey da phai ng6i trong nha tho d€ nghe ¢6
Rhonda giang dao vé tha thix, t& t& long tot va lich sw, hay dai loai th&". Toi
nghi dang 1€ Audrey Mitchell cling phai ng'6i day cung do6i gidy hoan hao
cta né d&€ nghe my cau c6 Rhonda trich dan trong Kinh thanh vé cich con
ngudi ta d6i nhan xt the. Thi thodng, thing T.J. lai quay sang lwo'm tdi, va
toi ciing 1ap tiec trirng mét lwom lai né ludn.

Khi bac Bertha d€n don t6i1, c6 Rhonda da ra mach bac &y chuyén t61
d4nh nhau v&i thing T.J. Bdc Bertha lién tuc gat ¢du va néi, “Oi, troi,” va
“Vang, thwa ¢6,” va “T6i s€ bao ban chdu,” roi sau d6 ching toi im lang lai
xe vé nha. N&u 12 me, thi téi di phdi nghe mot trang quét ming khip ca
doan dwong vé. Me s€ hdi t6i ¢ van dé quai quy gi vay, va liéu t6i co the
nging giy chuyén chi mot ngay dwoc khong. Nhung bac Bertha khong
méng nhiéc t6i. Bic Ay chi quay sang vd nhe dau gdi tdi va néi, “Chau

ding la ngwoi ban tdt cia Howard, Charlie a.”



Khi ching t61 vé nha, to1 cung Xwong Chac ra ngoai san ng 61 hong mat
dudi bong cdy son thit du. Khong khi ngoai nay tinh lidng va néng nyc, véi
khoang san kh6 ddy bui dat d6. May canh sen can tredc ctra ngoeo qua
thanh chau, va rii hin xudng dat. Trong veon ciy, chi€c voi phun nwdc
khip vuedn. Nudc dong trén nhitng chiéc 14 mudp tdy bit dau nhd giot
xudng thanh tirng viing nwdc dong nho nhd trong nhirng déa hoa dwa chudt
mau vang.

Khi t6i m&i d€n Colby, trong khu veon d6 hau nhw chi toan nhirng
mam cdy nho ti xiu m&i nh6 1€n khdi mat da't va dwoe trong theo hang 161
th:flng tap. Nhung gior ddy, nhitng mam ciy dé da truedng thanh va dom hoa
k&t trdi: nhirng trdi ca chua dé 1'n nhanh nhw théi tirng ngay, nhirng trai bi
ng'6i mau xanh bt dau nhd ra ti bén trong déa hoa vang, va nhitng chim
dau que triu ning treo ling ling trén nhitng doan day leo bd khip hang rao.

Mot chi chim gié cui vira ha cdnh xudng gan chd tdi va Xwong Chac
dang ng6i. N6 lién ddng tai nghe ngdéng, sau d6 nghiéng dau quan sat chi
gié cli nhdy qua nhdy lai gitra nhirng bui hoa cuc van tho doc hang rao. T6i
choang tay 6m Xwong Chac va khé lua nhirng ngén tay vudt ve doi tai dai
va mém muot nhr nhung cda né. N6 rwdn 1€n 1i€m mat t6i, va chiéc dudi
i rit ve vay trén nén dat bui bam.

“B4c tin 14 chii ché d6 yéu chau nhiéu 1dm diy,” bac Bertha thuwong néi
Vo toi.

Va toi ciing tin 1oi bac &y. Bay gio Xwong Chac ldc nao cling bam 18y
t6i: né theo chan toi di tir phong nay sang phong khic, nim canh chd toi
ng'oi trong bép, va gbi dau 1én chan tdi ngd ngon lanh ngoai hién. Gio’ toi
cing chéng can phai dung diy xich dit n6 ra ngoai san nira, vi n6 ludn di

theo tdi nhw hinh v&i bong. Thi thodng né cling chay di danh hoi mét bui



cy, hay di von chd ong mat bay la la phia trén dam cd ba 14 ngoai hién.
Nhung né ludn ngodi lai nhin d&€ chic chin t6i vin ng'di nguyén vj trf cil.
Va mdi Tan Xwong Chac ngodi lai nhin t6i nhw th€’, tinh yéu cda tdi danh
cho n6 lai day thém chiit ntra.

Mot luc sau, bac Bertha dem banh quy man va bo’ lac ra san cho t61 va
Xwong Chac. Bac &y cho phép Xwong Chac dop banh ngay trén tay minh,
va bdc &y ching hé ban tdm khi né rd nudce dai 1én ngwdi. Va dot nhién
bac Bertha néi, “Charlie nay, bac thyc sy ra't ngwong mod chdu vi hom nay
chau da ding l1én bao vé Howard.”

Nguwong mo toi 47?

Cha, I'an dau tién t6i nghe tha’y ¢6 ngwoi ndi vay do.

Tdi chic chén 1a trede ddy chwa ai ting ngudng mo tdi ca.

“That a?” to1 noi.

Béc &y gat dau. “That day.”

Thé 1a ching t6i cung ngdi tAm sy dwdi bong cdy son thu du trong
khoang san dit va anh mait trosi mua he nhw do Itva. Bac Bertha k€ cho toi
chuyén mua h¢ h'6i bac va me con nhd, hai nguoi da cing dé€n mot cdi h'o.

“Liic 4y Carla chua tirng di boi & chd nao sau hon cdi bon tdm trong
nha bac,” bac Bertha néi. “Nén khi me chau nga khdi tau xuéng long h'6
t0i om d6, moi ngwoi déu phat hoang. C6 th€ bac ndéi chau khong tin,
nhwng me chdu da ngay 14p tirc n6i 1én nhr mot céi ndt bac ma chfmg can
ai gidp d&. Sau d6 me chdu cir tiép tuc boi ngtra va thong dong ngdm may
troi, trong khi moi ngwoi trén boong tau la hét va chay todan loan vi mat
binh tinh. Ong chi Jarod ctia tui bac dd nhdy xudng nwde ciru me chau, va
ong da hy sinh lu6n cdi dong h'6 deo tay m&i tdu.” Bac Bertha khic khich

cuoi, va tién tay dap ma’y con mudi dang lwon 1o phia trén Xwong Chac



dang say nga. “DPoi khi bac thd'y me chau ding 1a ki quan s6ng da’y,” bac
ay néi.

T4t nhién, t6i dd v cung thic méic, khong hi€u ndi tai sao mdt nguwoi
phu nr khong the ty dirng ddy va binh tinh lai ¢6 th€'1a ki quan sdng dworc.
Nhung lic d6 tdi van dang mai dim chim trong cdm gidc ty hao khi c6
ngudi ngwong md. Nén tdi da quyét dinh im ling ling nghe bic dy d¢€
khong pha hdng bau khéng khi vui vé.

“Va c6 Tan,” bac Bertha tiép tuc, “me chdu da cit hét cic 4o trén cdi 40
khodc ctia bac.” Bac Bertha gio’ ngén tay gia lam kéo. “Xoet, xoet, xoet.
Thé 1a dong cic 4o ro1 hét xudng da't.”

“Sao me chau lai lam thé a?”

“Lam sao bac bi€t dwoec,” bac 2y dap. “Me chdu ludn lam nhtng tro
dién r'6 nhat trén doi.” Bic Ay ba't ngd redn ngwdri vé phia tdi va nim 187y
dau goi toi. “Khong phai dién ki€u di€n loan dau, chi 1a, chau biét day,
dién ki€u... ki quic ay.”

Bdc Ay budng tay khoi dau gbi toi roi ti€p tuc xua bon mudi dang bay
legn phia trén Xwong Chac. “Va bac chi nhé 1a me bac da ndi, ‘Carla,
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dung lai ngay.”” Toi gat dau. Trong tdm tri, t6i da twdng twong ra ngay
hinh anh ¢d bé Carla cam kéo ct ciic do0. Xoet. Xoet. Xoet.

Mot 14t sau, ching t6i nghe thay ti€ng chiéc xe cuia bac Gus cot ket, 6n
ao trén con duwong vao gara.

“Chao chéu, Butterbean,” bac @y ng61 trong xe néi vong ra.

Sau d6 bdc 4y xudng xe, thom md bdc Bertha, vd dau Xwong Chac, va
néi ring t6i ding 12 tia ndng A'm sau ca ngay dai mét moi cta bac Ay.

bém d6, tdéi nam trén tam ném lam maét, bén canh la Xwong Chac am



ap va mém mai. Toi nghi vé cdi gia dinh tan v& cia minh & Raleigh, va ty
héi li€éu ho c6 dang nghi dén téi nhw tia nang A'm sau cd ngay dai mét moi

nhur bac Gus khong.



@%mm

%i gi day?”

Audrey Mitchell chi vao ban tay tdi khi ca 1op choi tro bingo Kinh
thanh trong phong giao lwu. Ca sang nay troi mwa nén chuing tdi khong the€
ra ngoai dua bong theo k& hoach cua c6 Rhonda dworc.

Tbi cidi xudng nhin hinh vé& bing muc trén mu ban tay minh.

“Do6 1a mot chu chim den bi nhot trong 1'0ng,” td1 nodi, va bit chwde diéu
ha't téc cua Jackie.

Audrey nhan mat, ¢ nhw theé nd vira nhin thd'y mét con 6pot bi xe can
nat bét gitra dwong vay.

“Xem nay,” tdi gio' mu ban tay 1&n trede mit né roi nhdy mét. Toi da
thtr dung tAt cd moi chiéu ctia Jackie. HA't téc va nhdy mét. Td ra ty tin va
diém tinh. Nhung cho dén gio’, ma’y cach d6 van chwa thanh cong. Hau hét
tui nhéc & treong Pao van xa lanh t6i. Ching né 1am nhw trén ngwoi tdi ¢6
ran khong bing.

“Cau vé cdi hinh d6 lam gi?” Audrey noi.

Chuyén x4y ra ngay sau dé da khi€n t6i vd cling ba't ngo. C6 1€ viéc
nghi minh 12 mot tia ndng da mang lai cho tdi sw ty tin that sy, chit khong
phai ty tin gia vor, vi sau d6 tdi da nhin thzatng vao méit Audrey va ddp, “Vi
trén tay bd t¢ cling ¢6 hinh xam d6.”

Thé& nhwng, ngay khi toi vira thot ra nhirng loi 1€ ddy tw tin d6, “Ong
ban gia nghi ngai” trong toi lai v vai toi va néi, “Ciu xem minh vira 1am

cai gi kia. N6 chuan bi hdi bd' cdu dang & dau da’y. Gio’ cau dinh tra 1o cau



d6 thé nao ha?”.

Nhung chuyén sau d6 con lam t6i ngac nhién hon nwra. Audrey khong
h& héi bd to6i dang & dau. N6 chi dap, “O,” va lai chii miii xem may tim
thé bingo.

Téi dwoe da day “Ong ban gia nghi ngai” ra, va néi ti€p, “Tén bd t& 1a
Thich Gay G0, va bay gio bd t& dang dwore cai tao.”

Audrey dit thém mdt dong xu 1é€n tdm thé bingo cta nd. “Nghia la
sa0?” n6 thic méc.

“Nghia 12 bd" t& dang & trong trai cdi tao,” toi néi. “Nhung bd t& sip
dwoc vé nha roi.”

“The luc dd’y cqu sé veé Raleigh a?”” nd noi.

Howard lién ng6c dau diy va nhin t6i cham chu.

“rm, ddng vay,” tdi n6i. “Chdc chin ro6i.”

“Khi nao?” Howard noi.

T6i nhiin vai. “T¢ khong biét nira. C6 1€ khi nao bd to cai tao xong thi
to’ v€ thoi.”

Dot nhién t6i tha'y minh khdng th€ ki€m soat noi s tw tin d6 nira. N6
nhanh chéng 1on déan 1én r6i thoat ra khoi nha tho Rocky Creek, tan vao
trong khong khi, bd lai minh téi & lai trong can phong giao lwu véi cdi da
day quin thit. To6i li&€m wdt ngdén céi va cd chiii cdi hinh xim gid kia di,
cudi cung tdi d€ 1ai trén mu ban tay mot d6ng myce den nhem nhudc.

"’

Bat thinh linh cé dra reo 1én, “Bingo!” C6 Rhonda 1ién vo tay va chi
1&€n chi€c ban day phan thwdng, bao gom sach td mau, bit nhii va nhirng
chi€c tay hinh reong kho bau cta Noah.

“Chting ta bt dau van m&i nhé,” c6 Rhonda néi.



Chréu t61 hom do, td1 va Howard cung ng6i trén hién nha nd va quan sat
Xwong Chac cuing Cotton nghich ngom dwdi voi phun nwdc. Cotton nhay
qua nhirng viing nwd’c duc ngau, va ngay sau d6 Xwong Chac lién dudi
theo v&i doi tai phén phat va cdi dudi ve vay roi rit.

“MA4y hdm nay t& cit thic mic chuyén nay,” Howard gii may ndt mudi
dot trén chi€c caalng chan 16m do'm tan nhang. “Céu nghi gi ma lai x0 nga
thiang TJ. & ngay trong treong Pao the?”.

“Cau noi thé'la sao?”

“Y t& 13, sao cdu lai x6 ngd n6?”

“Luc d&y né ch& gi€u cdu ma, Howard.”

“T¢ biét.”

Tbdi nhin né chidm cham. Phia trén cip kinh, ddi 16ng may cfia né nhiu
lai, va trong n6 nghiém tic d€n mic t6i suyt chit ntra bat cwoi. Nhwng r'oi
né néi, “No giéu t&, chir ¢6 giéu ciu dau?”.

“Thé thi dang ra cau phai x6 nga né chir,” ti noi.

“Khong.”

“Sao lai khong?” t6i héi. “Sao ciu cir d€ im cho tui né ché nhao, tréu
troc cdu mai ma khong bao gio’ phan khang lai vay?”

“Vi n€u thé  thi ngay nao t& cling phai x6 nga ai d6 mat.”

“Thi sao?”

“Lam th& c6 ich gi dau?”

Chiing t6i ng6i 1dng im mot h'6i. Ngoai san, Cotton dang nhdy vao viing
bun, con Xwong Chac thi dop 18y dop d€ nhirng giot nwde tée ra tir chi€c
vOi twrdi cdy.

“Nhwng sao ciu lai xd ngad T.J.?” Howard thic mic.



“Vi n6 tréu choc cdu.” Toi quét nude ban trén cang chan. “Chir con gi
nwra,” toi néi ti€p.

“Sao cdu lai quan tAm dén chuyén no tréu choc t&?”

“Vi céu la ban t&,” t6i néi. “T¢ khong thich ban minh bj ngwoi khac
tréu choc, duwoc chwa?”

“T¢ 1a ban ciu 47”

“Ta’t nhién r'oéi,” toi ddp. “Con sao nwra,” toi lai néi.

“That 4?”

AN

“Ua.”

“Thé thi diéu wde cha té thanh hién thye r'oi!”

“That 477

“Ua.” Khuon mit 16m dom tan nhang cia Howard chot tng hong. “A,
m&i chi mdt phan thanh hién thyc thoi. To da woc hai diéu. Gio mdt diéu
da thanh sy thit, nén t& c6 thé tiét 16 v&i cau dwoe roi. To da woc ching
minh 1a ban day.”

Cha! Sao ma t6i dodn dwgc la Howard s€ wdc the cor chir. Moi ngwoi
chic chin s& nghi ring mdt dira con trai téc dd deo dit chai va c6 ddi chan
ca nhic phai c6 nhiéu thit @& wéc hon 12 dwoc 1am ban véi mot dira nhu
toi. Nhwng tdi phai thwra nhén, khi d6 t6i dd@ mim cwoi va cam thdy trong
long tran day hy vong, b&i c6 1€ nhitng di€u wéc hoan toan cé the thanh sy

that. C6 1€ mot vai diéu woe trong s&” d6 chi cén thém chut thoi gian thoi.



s smunoi by

@n% sau, sau khi tan hoc treong Pao, Xwong Chac va tdi ra san
ng'6i hong mat, con bac Gus thi ban rén cham séc ciy trong veon. Nhirng
chi chim sé va chim hdng twdc nhdy nhét trong san, va bay 1én dn cdm
chim trong chiéc dia dwng thirc dn trén coc rao. Mot lat sau, bac Bertha
cling ra ngoai, va phia sau bac &y la m&y chi meo ndi dudi bdm theo chan
chi. Nguoi bac &y phang pha't mui oai hwong, va tdi thd’y bac 4y ¢6 nhiéu
diém that giong me. Bac &y cling ¢ mdi téc 6m khudn mat va nhirng nép
nhin & dudi mét.

Toi twdng bac &y dinh k&€ chuyén vé mot thanh vién trong cau lac bd
dan len cua béac 2y hay dai loai th€ nhung bac &y lai néi. “Bac da thdy 14
thw d6.”

Trong thodng chd'c, da day toi quin thit lai vi so hai.

“Da...”

“La thu trong hop dung thirc an trwra cia chau 8y ?” bac &y noi.

Cha, tdi nén ndi gi day? To6i thad'y minh ding la dira dai ngdc vi da viét
14 the d6. T6i khong mudn bac Bertha ti€p tuc ng6i day va ndi veé 14 thw
do.

Nhung bdc Bertha van nén lai. Bdc 4y ngdi xuéng bén tdi, vudt ve con
meo nhd dang rén gt gir trong 1ong, va ngdm bac Gus nhd cd trong vuron.
Sau d6 bac 2y ndi, “Chéu bi€t day, Charlie, bac va bac Gus luén mong c6
con cai.” Bac Bertha dung ban chén tran xoa bung Xwong Chac. “DPung la

tui bac da dwore nhan nhiéu phude 1anh trong doi, nhung lai ching ¢6 phic



phan vé dwong con cdi. Nén la, vm...”

T6i quan sat bac Bertha xoa bung Xwong Chac va cho' doii bac &y néi
ndt cau.

“Cha,” bac &y ndi. “Béc nghi 1a minh chwa biét cach lam médt ngwoi me
cho 1&m.”

Tim tdi tring xudng, va toi c& ging nghi ra cach dap lai bac &y, nhung
d4u toi trong rong.

“Khi bac doc 14 thw d6, bac chi mudn ty danh minh mot phat,” bac ay
ti€p tuc. “Sao bac lai khong nghi dén viec mdt c6 bé nhw chau s€ mudn
dwoec doc mot birc the nhw thé” trong hdp dung thirc dn nhi? Bac da ludn
woc ao ¢6 ngay dwoe lam diéu do, nhwng bac lai bd 160 co’ hoi mat roi.
Cing gidng nhr viéc bac khong h€ nhan ra chi€c hdop cau vong do trong
ngd’c nghéch dén nhwong nao ay.”

Sau d6 bac Bertha didt ban tay 1én dau go61 t6i. Ban tay bac &y ngdm
ngidm rdm ning do thwdng xuyén ti€p xiic v&i 4nh ning. Méng tay clia bic
&y kha cirng va dinh da't vi thwong xuyén nho ¢ trong veon.

“Béc s& cd ging hoc cich 1am me. B4c hy vong chdu s& kién nhin trong
Itc d6 nhé,” bac Bertha noi.

Tbi cdi gdm mit va khé gt dau. Pang ra téi nén néi diéu gi d6 d& khich
1¢ bac Ay. Péng ra t6i nén néi, “Oi, bac dirng ban tim chuyén d6 a. Cdi hop
cau vong d6 c6 van dé gi dau bac.” Pang ra t6i nén nodi, “Chau khong
quan tam dén 14 thw ngu ngéc d6 dau a.”

Nhung khi d6 t6i chi c¢6 th€ ng'6i yén va cdm nhan hoi Am tr ban tay
bac Bertha, va ngtri mui 0di hwong tda ra tir nguoi bac ay.

“Bac chdu minh cung ra d6 giup biac Gus nhé,” biac Bertha noi.



Va sau d6 ca ba chiing t6i da cung nhau nho cd, héi dau va tia bd nhirng
dda cic van tho da da tan. Xwong Chac phai ngdi ngoai cong veon cho
doi. N6 da rén ri doi vao, nhung ta't nhién ching t6i khong cho phép vi an
tredc né tirng dao boi trong vieon r'oi.

Khi ching t6i xong viéc, bac Gus da 14i xe dwa ca nha dé€n dén Howard,
sau d6 ching toi cung xudng nii mua kem. Xwong Chac tho dau qua ctra
sO xe hoi va doi tai dai ctia nd vAy phan phat trong gid; con t6i va Howard
cung hat nhirng bai dwoc hoc & trrong Pao.

Thi thodng, xe ching t6i lai bang qua mo6t khodng ring thwa, va ching
toi lai dwoc dip ngdm nhitng ddy ndi trdi dai ngit ngan trong tAm mét va
lan khéi xanh thodt ra to nhitng ngon cdy. Khung canh d6 ggi t6i nho lai
ngay dau dén Colby. Hom d6 bac Gus da giai thich cho t6i 1i do day ndi
nay dwoe goi la Day Blue Ridge. Thi thodng t6i cam thdy ta't cd moi
chuyén nhw chi vira m&i xay ra hom qua thoi: chuyén t6i ng6i trén xe buyt
dén truomg cling mot 1ii nhéc 1a hodc, ngdm nhin thi trdn niy qua ctra sd xe
buyt va nghi moi thir & diy thit tham hai, tw tiém gidt 1a toi bai xe lwu
dong va cad nhitng cén nha nhd toi tan doc dwong. Vay ma gio’ toi c6 the
ng'oi trong xe hat cac bai Thanh ca v&i cdu ban Howard cua t6i, va choang
tay 6m chii ché ciia riéng minh. L'An nay khi ngdm nhin canh vat da trd nén
than quen & Colby t6i nhin ra moi thir khong hé thé thdm nhw t6i tung
nghi.

Trén ghé trude, bac Bertha ng'di néi 1ién thodng ca quing dwdng tir nha
Howard dén thi trdn, con bac Gus chi im ldng gat dau. Ching t6i mua kem
& hang San pham Stra Pong Lanh, cing ngdi xuéng mot chi€c ban an
ngoai tréi va cd ging xir 1y chiéc kem that nhanh trwée khi 4nh ndng mua

h¢ néng nyc lam né chay hét xuéng dui. Bac Bertha xtic mot chit kem vao



cd’c gid” cho Xwong Chac, va Howard nhwong né mi€ng 6¢ qué’ cudi cung.

Trén dwong veé, t6i va Howard da day bac Gus va bac Bertha vai bai
thanh ca, va sau d6 t6i da tha’y mot phwde lanh. D6 1a mot toa xe Itra mau
vang. Nho 0ng gia hang xém dién khuing Fulton Banner cda gia dinh t6i &
Raleigh, t6i da swu tAm thém dwoc cach wdc nguyén nay.

“MAYy toa xe Itra mau vang hi€m 18m day,” 6ng &y ndi. “Nén n&u chdu
nhin thd'y mot toa xe Itra vang thi hay wdc mot diéu nhé.”

Trong gidy lat, t6i da nghi c6 khi minh chfmg nén wde nira. C6 khi toi
dang lang phi thoi gian vo6 ich. Nhwng c¢6 gi d6 trong long da ddong vién t6i
dtrng ttr bd va phai tiép tuc c& ging. Biét dau ba't ngd ma, phai khong?

Nén t6i da ngodi lai nhin toa xe Itra vang d6 va tham worc.
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% mua he cda t6i & day Blue Ridge da trdi qua nhw vay d6. Toi
tha’y vui kinh khing vi khéa hoc treong Pao mua he da két thuc, va nhirng
ngay sau d6 toi dwoe ty do d&€n nha Howard choti bai, hodc tui t6i lai dan
Xwong Chac xudng sdng choi. Cé nhirng ngay ching téi chi dap xe lang
thang vO dinh, va c6 Tan chung t61 da ban rau va dwa chudt mudi cho moi
ngwoi trong mdt toa xe & cudi dwong. Me Howard da day t6i cach méc len
va gidp t6i méc mot chi€c khin quang cd cho bac Bertha. Bac Gus day toi
cAu c4, va toi da thang dwoc vai dong xu Tham ti & trrdng Chida Nhat.

Thi thoang Jackie goi dién cho t6i. Ba vira ¢6 ban trai m&i tén la Jake,
va anh chang nay biét l1di xe mdy. B6" me ctia Carol Lee khdng thich Ong
chut nao.

“Nhwng chi cha quan tdm cac bac &y nghi gi dau,” ba ndi.

Jackie khong dwoc nhan vao lam giao dich vién nhw ba mong mudn.
Nhung ba d3 may min gip dwoc mdt chi & cong ty bdo hiém dang can
tuy€n nhan vién van thw, nén cudi cung ba da thoat dwoe cai Ti€m banh
Waffle do6.

T6i nhan dwoe vai bire thue nira tee b6 B chang k&€ nhiéu chuyén, ma
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chi viét: “Dao nay troi néng that da’y” hodc “B6 bi mdp Ién vi com tu day

nay. Haha.”
T6i van wéc hing ngay vi thd'y minh van chwa sin sang bd cudc. Toi da
wdc khi mot chd bwed'm dau 1én ngwoi, khi nhin thd’y mot ddm may hinh lac

da, khi bit gip mot chid d& trong nha, va khi mot chi dom dém dau 1én



ngén ap ut. C6 an t6i con tim thdy mdt nhanh cd bdn 14 khac trong veeon,
va moOt dong xu trong bai db6 xe. Va I'dn bac Gus ldi xe qua ranh gidi vao
dia phin bang Tennessee, toi da wdc sau khi v tay ba lan.

M6t hdom, mot ¢ nhan vién xa hoi xud't hién tredc cira nha bac Gus va
bac Bertha. C6 &y sdm soi toan bd can nha va ki€m tra that ki ting chi tiét
nhd. C6 &y nhan mat khi nhin tha'y 16ng meéo trén trang ky, va nhwdn may
khi tha’y hii thuy tinh chdt dong trong phong t6i. Biac Bertha theo chan c6
Ay va néi lién thodng vé viéc toi hiru ich ra sao trong cin nha niy, va bic
a'y néi toi rat thich di hoc treong Pao mua he. (Tat nhién bac &y khong k€
vu thang T.J. Ramey va 14 thu ngu ngd'c trong hop d'6 #n roi.)

“Va c¢6 bé con c6 mot chi chéd nwra!” bac &y gat dau vé phia Xwong
Chac dang ngdy ro ro bén ctra hau. “Chi khong twdng twgng dwoe cach co
bé chiim séc chii ché d6 dau. Ngay nao cd bé ciing cho né dn va dit né di
bd. Va tdi nao né cling dwore ngd cuing ¢6 bé.”

C6 nhan vién lai nhin mit, va hdi bac Bertha liéu cé chd ndo khic d&
ng 01 noi chuyén khong.

“Chung ta ra ng61 ngoai hién nhé?”, bac Bertha noi.

Chiing t6i di ra ngoai d6 néi chuyén trong 4nh ning git dau gio’ chiéu.
C6 nhan vién xa hdi ng6i vao chi€c ghé cua bac Gus va ndi tinh hinh &
Raleigh da kha hon.

Tbdi tha'y mit bac Bertha chuyén sang trang béch, con da day tdi thi quin
lai.

Kha hon 4?

C6 nhan vién tiép tuc gidi thich rang tinh hinh cta me t6i d kha hon,
va me tdi dang cd” ging d€ c6 cor hdi bit dau lai v&i gia dinh minh. C6 Ay

néi rang tré con dwgc sdng cing bd me rudt van 1a td't nhat.



“Ba’t cr khi nao ¢6 the,” cd &y ndi thém.

Sau d6 co6 aYy ti€p tuc néi mdt trang dai, nhwng tdi chi nghe thad’y lang
mang nhirng cum tw nhw vi phiic lgi cia Charlie va gidm sdt va moi
trieong on dinh.

Bac Bertha run run vén toc va lién tuc git dau. Sau d6 c6 nhan vién xa
hoi néi ring vai tuan nita cd &y sé ct ngudi d&n dén t6i, va the 14 xong.

Co6 the€ ban khong tin, nhwng dau 6c tdi da thwe sy quay cuong khi nghe
cd &y ndbi vay. Sao ty nhién t6i tha'y s hai thé nhi? T6i ng'di ngoai céi hién
d6 ma long da r6i boi-nhw th€ trong t6i dang ¢6 mot ngwoi dan dng gidn
dtr I'ong 16n. Pang 1€ t6i phai thd'y hanh phic chk? Cheamg phai t6i ludn
mudn quay vé Raleigh v? Chgng phai t6i ludn ghét ma’y dira nha qué &
Colby u? Chealng phai t6i mudn thodt khoi cdi noi ma ngwoi ban duy nhat:
clia toi lai 13 mot dira con trai chan ca nhdc, cdi noi ma toi phdi nim trén
ma’y chi€c go1 Lo Lem trong mdt can nha toi tan cheo leo bén vach nui v?

Va sau d6, mot chuyén da khién t6i bat day va chay voi ra ctra nha, noi
bac Bertha dang dirng nhin theo chi€c xe ctia ¢6 nhéan vién xa hoi.

“Vay con Xwong Chac thi sao a?” téi hét 1on. “Bac hday bao c6 dy la
chédu khong doi nao chiu bd lai Xwong Chac & day dau!”

Bac Bertha quét nwdc mét trén md, roéi om tdi vao long va an ui, doé
danh.

“Béc s& co ging thu x&p moi thit &n thda, Charlie a,” bic &y néi. “Béc

hira ddYy.
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%}? hém sau me t6i goi dién. Bac Bertha da néi chuyén v&i me
trede. Bac 4y quay miit vao tong b&p va cd ging néi that khé.

“Chi biet, Carla, nhung...”

“...nght dé€n Charlie.

“... that khong cong bang...”

Cudi cung bac &y cling chuyén mdy cho toi.

“Al6?” t6i 1i nhi nhw m6t dira so sinh. Sao t6i khong the td ra manh mé
va ba't can doi nhw Jackie dwoc nhi?

Me néi véi tdi rang me rad't mong toi vVé nha, me ra't cd don, va ch?ing ai
hi€u noi nhirng chuyén me dang phai chiu dyng.

“Va Jackie thi nghi né dd 16ng da canh roi nén khong thém vé voi me
ntra. Me bdo nd, w, thé thi di ludn di,” me néi.

Sau d6 me bit dau than phién vé bd. Ring con nguwdi b chéng ra cai
tha gi, chéng tich sy gi, va chinh b6  1a nguoi da khién me 1am vao tinh
canh toi t€ nay.

“Chealng 1€ khong ai nghi cho me sao?” me ndi.

T6i bi€t d6 chi 1a cdu hoi tu tw, nén t6i da chuyén cha de.

“B6 vira xdm hinh mot con chim den bi nhot trong I'dng trén mu ban tay
me a,” tdi nodi.

Va ban bi€t sao khong?

Me t61 dap may!



Cach.

The la xong chuyén.

“Co chuyén gi vay chau?” bac Bertha hoi.

To61 nhun vai. “Chau nghi me khong mudn nghe chau n6i vé hinh xam
dé.”

Béc Bertha ha h6c mi€ng nhin td1, roi1 bac 2y quay sang nhin chi€c dién
thoai, sau do6 lai nhin t61.

“Chéic do dwong truyén truc tric thdi chdu a,” bac Ay néi. “Bdc tin 1
me chau sip goi lai ngay bay gio thoi.”

Vay nén chiing tdi ti€p tuc dirng nhin chiéc dién thoai chim chim, xung
quanh 12 ti€ng td lanh kéu ro ro va ti€ng chi meo bén canh rén gu gu.

Nhuwng dién thoai chaamg hé do chudng.

Béc Bertha lic dau. “Me chdu chéng thay doi gi cad,” bac &y n6i. “Carla,
Carla, Carla. Lic nao moi thi cling phai xoay quanh Carla.”

Sau d6 bdc &y 1ién nim d6i vai tdi va néi, “Béc xin 16i, Charlie 2. Pdng
ra bac khong nén noi the™.”

“Khong sao a.”

“Khong,” bac &y néi. “Co sao chir. Carla 1a me chdu co’ ma.”

T6i muén hoéi bac Bertha ligu t6i cé thwc sy phdi quay vé Raleigh
khong, nhwng tdi thad'y s¢’. Khong phéi bac &y da hira s€ lo liéu moi chuyén
sao? Nhwng bac. &y ndi the" la sao? Sau d6 té1 quy€t dinh di b d€n nha
Howard va hy vong mé suy nghi x4o tron trong dau minh s& ldng xudng.
Tdi méc day xich vao vong cd ctia Xwrong Chac, va ching tdi bit dau khéi
hanh. Thi thoang t6i lai ding chin d€ né danh hoi mot bui cd, hay ngii

mot chié€c lon ldn 16¢ trén I€ dwong. Mai dén khi nhin thdy can nha cda



Howard ding xa, toi m&i thay tinh tAim tré lai. Toi cdm thdy nhe nhdm
ngay khi vira nhin thd'y can nha vé&i khodng sdn um tum cd dai va la liét
day bong, 6 nghé stra chira dong co’ va giay dép d6. To6i nhin thay cging
chan ctia Burl tho ra t phia dwdi gam xe tdi trén 161 vao gara. T6i nghe
thay ti€ng nhac phat ra tir chi€c dai clia bac trai trong cai xuwdng ki€m gara.
Cotton dang xép gach ven dwong, con Lenny ding gdy bong chay dap da
vang tring bién bdo giao thong, khién chié€c bieén bao kéu “keng” 1én mot
ti€ng. Va con Howard ntra, né dang ng'6i trén bac thém choi tro gidi 6 chir.
Khi tdi di t&i hién nha, bdc gdi da dirng cho' sdn ngoai ctra d&€ cho Xwong
Chac mi€ng phd mai.

T6i ng'6i trén bac thém mot Iic va im lang quan sat Howard gidi 6 chtr.
Howard Ia vy do, ban c6 th€ ngdi canh né tan chuyén, hoac im ldng ciing
dworc. Cho du ban 1am gi, thi n6 van s& quy ban thoi.

Sau d6 chiing tdi cling vao trong nha choi co ti phd. T6i thi thdy tro d6
kha nhat nhéo, nhwng Howard lai thich choi. Xwong Chac chay vao lam
san nha I&'m bun, nhung bac gai chging ban tam. Bac 'y cho ching to1 an
moén thach cam dyng trong cd'c ca phé, va cho phép Cotton dwgc nhdy nhét
trén trang ky.

T6i dinh k€ cho Howard v€ cai ¢6 nhan vién xa hdi siéu sam soi do, va
ca chuyén tinh hinh & nha da ca thién. To6i mudn cwoi that twoi, sau d6 hit
mot hoi thit sdu va thong bdo v&i né, “Cau biét sao khong? Té sdp duorc
ve Raleigh day!”.

Nhung t6i chi ng6i lealng lang an cOc thach cam trong khi Howard lai
xay thém khach san trén dwong Boardwalk.

T&1 d6 Jackie goi dién t&i va ndi rat mong dwoc gap lai téi. Ba ndi anh

chang Jake, ban trai m&i clia ba, s€ ché t6i di choi mdt vong bang xe mady,



va néu t6i mudn thi ba c¢é the€ nhudém cho td6i mot lon téc xanh dwong.

“Va chi sap thué dwore ca mot can hd riéng da’y, Charlie a. O’ d6 em s€
¢O phong riéng, va...”

“Em khong mudn vé Raleigh dau,” tdi ngit 1o Jackie.

Im lgng.

“Em vwra n6i la em khéng muén vé Raleigh ddy,” t6i hét 1én.

“Sao lai the?”

“Viem mudn ¢ lai Colby.”

“Nhwng chi twedng em néi muén vé co ma?”

Jackie thé dai thuon thwot, ning né, va bit dau 13i nhai chi néi v&i em
th&" nay th& no roi. Va tdoi con 1am dwore gi khic ntra, ngoai dong y voi ba?

y : . y

Tredc diy ba tirng néi voi tdi tdt cd nhirng diéu d6 roi. Ba da ndéi rang &
day t61 dwgc bac Gus va bac Bertha coi 1a cong chua, va bén ban dan hom
do6, gia dinh Odom t&t bung da ta oon Chua vi sy hién dién cua tdi & Colby.
Rang Howard la nguoi ban tdt nhat toi ¢ th€ gap duoc trong ca cudc doi
nay. Ring & diy cé diy ndi tuyét dep, va mot cai hién d&€ ngdm sao trovi.

y y y yet dg .
To6i biét chir, chi la... dé€n tin bay gior toi m&i nhan ra gid tri thyc sy cla
nhtrng diéu d6. Toi mai wdc nguyén qud, nén chang con tdm tri d€ nhin su

ye )

vat theo ding nghia cua né ntra.

“Nhung bac Bertha da hira sé€ lo liéu moi chuyén r'6i,” t6i bao Jackie.

“Nghia la sao?”

“Em khong bi€t ntra.”

Jackie bao s€ goi lai cho t6i, va sau d6 toi 1én giwong. Nhwng rudt gan
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to1 cir 101 bo'l nén chang tai nao nhdam mat noi. T61 4p mé vao chi€c lwon

Am 4p clia Xwong Chac, va ling nghe tiéng thd déu déu, khe khé cta né.



T6i tham chi con chang the twdng twong ra céi day treo phi€n mudn d6
ntra. Gio’ tdi ¢ nhi€u phién mudn d€n mirc cdi day do c6 the dit phyt bat

cur lic nao.
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%}? hém sau, me t6i lai goi dién t&i. Te ngoai phong khach, toi
van nghe dwoc tiéng me rd mdn mot trong dién thoai khi me va bdc Bertha
no6i chuyén.

Me t6i cir néi lién thodng, lai con to tiéng nira.

Biéc Bertha lién tuc phai nhic me “Ttr tir ndo, Carla,” va “Em dang néi
givay?”.

Sau d6 bac ay ndi, “Khoan da, céi gi co?”.

“Chattanooga 4?”

“Voi ai co?”

“Trong bao lau?”

Béc Bertha lién luc 1ic d4u, va khudn mit bac 4y ngay cang thém dd
bwrng vi gian dir. Sau d6 bac &y hét 1on, “Thé con Charlie thi sao? Em con
nh& Charlie khdng, con gdi ctia em ay?”.

Bac Bertha hu nhw ch:flng bao gior gian dir, ngoai trir cdi TAn con meo
ctia bac &y dem chudt chét vao nha, nén t6i da hoi soc khi thdy bac &y hét
16n dén thé. Nhung chuyén sau d6 con té hon. Bdc 4y bt dau méang me,
va bdo me phéi ki€m soat ban thin va cw x& cho giong moét nguoi me di.
Ring me phai nghi cho ngudi khdc nita chit.

“Em dinh di Chattanooga, roi quay vé ti€p tuc lam me cua Charlie khi
em tha’y 6n dinh va s&n sang cho chuyén do, phai vy khong ha Carla?”

Sau d6 bac Bertha nhin chdm chim vao chiéc dién thoai trong tay. Su



im lang & dau day bén kia khi€n cd can bép trd nén thit nang n€ va bu'dn
ba.

“Chéau phai vé Raleigh a?” du da din long nhwng t0i van budt miéng
héi.

“Khong, chdu khong phai vé dé dau,” bac Bertha dap.

Béac &y ndi la phai goi dién cho mot s& ngwoi, va bao téi sang nha
Howard choi mot lic.

To6i da k€ cho Howard moi thir, ttr chuyén ¢6 nhin vién xa hoi siéu sim
soi ndi v&i toi va bac Bertha la tinh hinh & Raleigh da kha hon, cho dén
chuyén bac Bertha néi “Khoéng, chdu khong phai vé d6 dau.”

Khi t6i viea dirt 101, Howard 1ién néi, “Bdc Bertha van 1a tuyét nhit
nhi?”. Buing 1a Howard, né lic nao cling thd’y di€u tich cyc du tinh hudng
c6 toi t& d&n maYy. Toi thic mic khong bigt né nghi sao vé mdt ngudi me
trdn con di Chattanooga, trong khi dang 1€ nguwoi me d6 phai lam thach
cam cho cdc con minh trong nhirng c6¢ ca phé mdi ding. Trong gidy lat,
tdi thAm chi con thic méc liéu né con mudn 1am ban t6i sau khi biét gia
dinh t6i tan vo' thé khong.

Nhwng suy nghi dé da tan bi€n ngay khi Howard néi, “Tui minh di xay
phdo dai di.”

Thé& 1a ching t6i danh ca buoi chiéu trong chi€c gara bui bam, xi€u veo
ctia nha Howard d€ tim nguyén liéu va dung cu lam phédo dai. Ching t6i
lrom dwgc may manh gd vun. Mot cdi mit ban cong. Va mot chiéc bién
bdo xe bj dan bin xuyén thing 15 chd.

Cotton bdm dudi chitng t6i khip noi va hdi, “Thé con cdi nay thi sao?”
va mOi M'n hoi nhw thé, no déu gio’ 1én mot thir gi d6 cheamg lién quan, vi du

nhe mot chi€c chudng chudt hamster hong, hay mot thieng son rdng,



Xwong Chac hdo hitc lung suc khip noi; né ddnh hoi chudt, séc chudt
hodc con vat nao d6 da 1én vao gara va khoét bao dyng hat thirc dn cho
chim, hay lam t0 trong mot b6 tan nhiét cil.

Lenny va Burl gidp ching t6i 16i moi thir tor gara ra mép san géan bia
rirng, nhung Howard néi mu6n ng6i trén hién vé thtr so do phdo dai da.
Con toi 4? T6i mudn bét tay vao 1am ngay co, nhung Howard lai khong
phai ngwoi nhw the”. N6 1a dira ra't thich 1€n k& hoach.

Ching t6i hi hui xay phdo dai mot ldc, nhwng vi ngoai troi néng qua
nén chiing tdi lai bd vao nha va nam Ié la trede quat trén san phong khach.

T6i nhin 1én tran nha ddy vét &m moc va ndi, “To hy vong la t& khdong
phdi vé Raleigh.” Giong t6i tr nhién run ray, va t6i phdi ging 1im mdi
ngan duoc ban than bat khéc.

T6i da mong Howard khong néi: “Té twdng cdu mudn vé Raleigh cor
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Va dung 1a n6 khong he€ n6i vay.

N6 da néi, “Cau khdng phai vé d6 dau.”

“Sao cau biet?”

“T¢ linh cam the”.”

Giong né nghe that kién dinh va chic chin, nén t6i 14p tirc thay nhe
nhdm han.

Mot 14t sau, bac gai budc vao phong khich va néi rang bac Bertha vira
goi dién nhén tdi vé. Toi danh budc day xich Xwong Chac vao ghi dong xe
dap clia Lenny, roi ching tdi cling vé nha. Rudt gan tdi lai bit dau diép
khiic quiin thit quen thudc.

Nh¢ bac Bertha khong thu x€p on thda dworc moi chuyén thi sao?
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%)téi va Xwong Chac veé toi nha, thi bac Gus cling da di lam vé,
va bac &y ng'6i nhing ct cai turnip vao mot xd nuwdc.

“Chao chéu, Butterbean,” bac @y n6i khi nhin tha’y t6i.

Sau d6 Xwong Chac da thi 1i€m lap mdt it nwdre riva cd cai day cat duc
ngéu trong xd, nén to6i va bac Gus déu bat cwoi. Chd meo Lula Mae ctia
bdc Bertha thong dong budc t¢i bén Xwong Chac roi dui dau vao cang
chan né. Nom 4nh mat Xwong Chac thiat mién cwdng, nhung né vin d&
mac cho chud meo ti€p tuc dui dau.

T&d1 hom do6, sau khi dat dia ci cai turnip, banh mi ngé va cd ngee ham
1én ban in, bac Bertha dd bao toi rang chiing tdi s& néi chuyén sau bira toi.

T6i khong bi€t bac &y dinh “ndéi chuyén gi”, nén t6i chi ddp “vang a.”
Nhung trong 1ong t6i thdy v cung so hai. T6i dung nia day mén cd ngw
quanh dia va gan nhw chéng néi nang gi, trong khi bac Bertha k&€ chuyén
con trai cia ban bac &’y da tr6n nha di linh.

“Phai thd thyc 1a,” bac &y ndi. “Nhin céi ki€u khoc 16c thé lwong cta ba
&y, chdc moi ngudi sé& nghi 14 con trai ba Ay vira nhdy vach ndi ty ti chir
chiing phai di linh dau.”

Sau btra td1, tdi gidp bac Bertha don dep bat dia, réi ching t6i ra ngoai
hién #n dao twoi véi kem vani. Tdi ngdm nhitng chd dom dém 1dp 1oe
trong rung, va cho’ doii bac &y “néi chuyén.”

Cudi cung bac Bertha cling mé loi.

“Charlie nay, hom nay bac da goi dién cho bén trung tdm bao tro’ xa hoi.



Bic da bao ho ring bac nghi tinh hinh ctia me chau chaalng hé cai thién chut
ndo. B4c néi ring c6 1& ho da fam.”

“Béc ndi theé" that a?”

“Ua.” Sau d6 bic Ay néi rang bén trung tAm da d'ong y s& d&n kiém tra
lai tinh hinh ctia me tdi. Bdc &y nhéc lai vai cum tir kinh dién clia may
ngwoi & trung tim do, ti du nhw tdi ddnh gid, hay moi trivong on dinh.

“Ho htra sé goi lai cho bac sau vai ngay ntra,” bac Bertha ndi.

Om, d61 v&i toi thi “vai ngay” d6 dai nhw vai nam vay. Luc nao toi cling
tha’y lo 14ng, rudt gan quin that va tim dap thinh thich.

Howard lu6n khealng dinh chéc nich, “Tin t& di. Cau sé khong phai vé
Raleigh dau.”

Nhung khi t6i hdi sao né biét diéu dé, thi né chi dap, “To khong néi
voi cdu dwoe. Nhwng céu e tin 1o to di.”

T6i mudn tin 16 né 14m chix, nhung ndi lo 14ng trong tdi khong the ct
th¢’ ma biéh ma't dwegre. Va mdbi khi nim canh Xwong Chac dang say ngu,
toi khong th€ ngirng nghi vé chuyén tdi da nhan dinh sai fAm vé moi th &
Colby. T6i da khong thé€ nhin thdy nhirng di€u t6t dep ma Jackie da thdy
ngay tw Tan dau ba dit chan tdi noi nay. Va tdi cang mong dwore tré thanh
ngwoi nhw Jackie hon bao gio hét. Va cd Howard ntra. Hai ngwoi d6 lic
nao cling nhin thay mat t6t cta sy viéc.

Téi tya dau va ngwoi Xwong Chac, va ty hiva v&i chinh minh trong can
phong nhd d6. Du sy viée t6t hay x4, tdi ciing s& c¢d ging tip trung vao
mat t6t nhw Jackie va Howard. T6i bi€t c6 1€ minh s€ phai dung cau than
chd “Dira” ctia Howard mdi khi n6i nong. Nhung bié€t dau ddy, néu tdi cir
tiép tuc c& ging, thi c6 th€ mot ngay nao dé tdi cling s& dwoc ngudi khic

khen la “tot bung.”



“Vai ngay” doé thyc sy kéo dai 1€ thé, va khi nghi t&i kha nang t6i phai
roi xa noi nay thi hé nhin vao bat ctr thit gi, toi cling chuc da khéc nhuw
mot dira tré. Vi du nhw khi bac Bertha khudy n'6i chdo y&€n mach trén b&p
va ¢6 mdt chid meo ng'6i bén chan bac &y. Nhw khi bac Gus ra ngoai vieon
tim bit sdu trén cdy ca chua v&i chiéc mil dinh day dau mé. Ngay ca cdi
nha kho trong veon, cai hién nha, ma’y chi€c gh& xép, va nhirng chiéc hii
thay tinh chat dong trong phong cling khi€n t6i thd’y bu'dn ba.

Tdi c& ging kiém trd d& choi & nha Howard, nhung ngay ca viéc ngoi
trong nha Odom ciing lam t6i bu'én kinh khing. Chi€c ghé trang ky cii rich
trén hi€n nha né nay. Khodng san la li€t xe dap, bong, va nhirng doéi giay
1am lem bun dat. Va ti't nhién, t6i cling bu'dn khi nhin Howard, dira dang
nghién ctru can than cdi ban vé phao dai kia nhw th€ dang xdy mdt 1au dai
thie thu, ca cdi twdng di ci nhic clia né khi bude ra chd mép san nira.

Cudi cung nhirng ngay cho doi d6 cling tréi qua, va chiéc dién thoai
trong b&p da do chudng khi t6i va bac Bertha dang ng6i ngoai hi€n dn mén
banh kep salad trirng cho bira trira. Bac &y vao nghe dién thoai va trao doi
véi nguoi & bén kia dau ddy mot ldc. Khi bac Ay trd lai, tdi biét minh sip
dwoc nghe tin tdt lanh khi nhin thd’y khudén mait rang ro° cia bac aYy.

“Chau ¢6 mudn & day cung bac va bac Gus khong, Charlie?” bac &y
noi.

Tim t6i suyt nhay khoi ['ong ngue. “O lai ddy a?”

Bic Bertha gat dau. “U, & lai day.”

“Trong bao lau a?”

Sau d6 bac Bertha nhic lai y hét nhitng 101 Jackie tirng tAm s v&i toi
trede khi tré vé Raleigh. Rdng bd t6i van sé tiép tuc ngwa quen dwong cil,

va me toi cling vdy. Sau d6 bac &y ndi rang chirng nao bac &y con sdng,



béc A’y van sé tié&p tuc chidm lo cho toi.

Tdi mudn nhdy cing 1én reo hdo ming r&, gio' cao nim da'm 1én troi va
hét that to d€ ti€ng tdi vang vong khip thung liing phia dwdi. Tdi mudn
dang hai canh tay minh nhw d6i cdnh va sa xu6ng nhirng ngon cay, sau dé
lai bay 1&n tan gitra nhitng ddm may tring trén khdng trung. Tdi mudn nhiy
mda an mwng cung Xwong Chac, roi sau d6 s€ chay thiat nhanh dén nha
Howard dé thong bao cho n6 tin tot lanh nay.

Nhwng treede tién, toi dd 6m bac Bertha thit chit.

“Co a, thwa bac,” t6i dap. “Chau mudn dwoce & lai diy cing bac va bac
Gus.” T6i 6m bac &y mot [an nra va ndi: “Chau thwe sy rat mudn & lai
cung hai bac.”

Biéc Bertha rom r&m nwdc mét nhin toi va néi, “Chdu biét sdng mai bac
dinh lam gi dan ti€n khong?”

“Béc dinh lam gi a?”

“Béc sé& chuyén hét dong hii thdy tinh trong phong chéu di chd khic.”

Chidng t6i phd 1én cwoi, va toi xin phép bac &y sang bdo tin vui cho
Howard.

Sau do6 t61 va Xwong Chac cung chay that nhanh dé€n nha Odom. Chung
to0i cung nhay 1én bac thém, sau d6 tdi lao d€n ctra nha ho va reo 1€n, “Moi
ngwoi biét gi khong?”.

Tham chi t61 con cheamg doi ai ra don. Toi lao thealng vao phong khach
nha ho, du biét hanh dong dé chzatng lich sy cho 1&m, nhung t6i dang vo
cung phan khich.

Tuw trén trang ky, Howard 1ién ding bat ddy, va bac gdi chay ra tw trong

bé&p. Toi reo 1én mung ro “Chau s€ & lai Colby! Chau khoéng phai vé



Raleigh ntra r6i!”

Béac gdi 6m cham 18y tdi va néi d6 la chuyén tdt lanh nhdt bac tung
dwoc nghe, nhwng Howard chi néi, “T¢ bao roi ma.”

Sau d6 n6 chia cho Xwong Chac nira chi€c banh qué’ vani va néi, “T&
biét cdu sé & lai Colby ma.”

“Nhung lam sao ciu bi€t diéu d6?”

“Vi d6 la diéu wdre con lai cha to,” né ddp. “Lic tui minh cing wéc &
bor song &y. Td da woe ciu trd thanh ban té va & lai Colby.”

“That 47”

N6 git dau. “wra. Va bdi diéu wde ciu trd thanh ban t& da thanh sy that,
to bi€t 1a diéu woe con lai cling sé nhw vay th6i. Nhung to khong the tiét
10 cho cau vi cai luat 1€ d6. Ciu biét r'oi do, néu ciu tiét 10 diéu woe voi
ngwoi khac thi né s€ khong the€ thanh hién thwc ma, phai khong?”

To6i da thwe sw ngac nhién khi bi€t dwoc diéu woe ciia Howard da'y.

Trén dwong vEé nha, toi da nghi vé diéu wdc cia minh. T6i da wde bao
nhiéu TAn ma nd van chua thanh hién thuc, thé¢’ ma Howard lai cau duoc
woc thd'y ngay tw Tan dau tién.

Nhung trong 1ong tdi van thd’y that nhe nhdm khi budc vEé phia cin nha
nho cda biac Gus va bac Bertha.

Sau btra t61 hom d6, ching t6i ng'6i an moén banh ga td viét quat ngoai
hién va cung nghe bac Bertha k& chuyén.

“Va roi,” bac 2y ndéi, “c6 Tan xe tui bac bi hét xang ngay gitra chdn
dong khong mong quanh, va trong xe ¢4 hai vor chong va tan ba con meo.
Anh ¢6 nhé Ian d6 khong, anh Gus?”

Bac Gus gat dau va dap, “Nhé chi.”



Sau d6 bac Bertha thd dai #dy man nguyén va ddp, “Em nim mo ciing
chwa tirng nghi ring minh s& c6 mdt gia dinh thé nay. Con anh thi sao, anh
Gus?”

Mot gia dinh thé nay w?

Bac Ay vira n6i vay a?

bung 1a bac &y noi vay roi!

Mot gia dinh.

Mot gia dinh thye su.

Mot gia dinh ¢6 nhirng ngwoi quan tim dén t6i, goi toi 1a Butterbean, va
hira s€ dem ddng hii thiy tinh ra khdi phong t6i ngay sang s¢'m mai.

Mot gia dinh khong tan dan xé nghé.

Mot gia dinh ding nhw t6i da wdc ao bay 1au nay.

T6i mong thoi gian tréi that nhanh dé€n ngay Chd nhat, d€ tdi con dén
nha tho tim dda hoa cfia minh trong Khu veon Phudc lanh va viét thém
dong chwr “Gia dinh t6i” 1€n do6.

D6t nhién bac Bertha néi, “Sao kia! Ngobi sao ddu tién dd’y! Moi ngwoi
cung woc nao!”.

T6i ngwdc nhin vi sao dang 14p ldnh trén troi cao. L'an nay t6i khong
wdc, ma chi nhdm mét lai va hit thé bau khong khi thoang thodng mii
nhua thong noi day.

Diéu wdre cha tdi cudi cung cling da tré thanh hién thwe r'oi.
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