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Dedication

For Cheryl, my friend, and her damn cute dog.

In memory of Gerald Enman, February 5, 1934 - June 13, 2025

What Reviewers Said About Melt 

Melt is a witty, fast-paced, brilliant gem of a novel, with a plot that is character-based and a setting that will appeal to urban and rural readers alike: Christmastide in Halifax. Moulton’s protagonists are members of a yoga studio who have little in common except that membership, as witnessed by the fact that a reader always knows who’s talking as the points-of-view change faster than the weather in Nova Scotia. Throw in a tall, dark and handsome detective named Terrell, a dog with his own opinions named Madoff, a large Greek family, cocaine, and an innocent teenager; make sure there’s fabulous food and high drama in every chapter; and you end up with a truly superior piece of work.

Paul A. Barra, Author of Sgt. Ford’s Widow 

“What’s going to happen?” That question grabs you from page one—and doesn’t let go. Melt pulls you in with sharp writing, unforgettable characters, and twists that keep coming. It’s a wildly entertaining ride that melts away the world around you until there’s nothing left but the story. Buckle up!   Clare O’Connor, Author of Skateboard Sibby
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Chapter 1.
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Luke’s balls are itchy. 

His left hand, casually resting on his left thigh, is mere inches from his testicles. He could surreptitiously edge his hand forward and find relief. 

“Surreptitiously” is not a word in Luke’s usual vocabulary. It has nothing to do with IQ. Indeed, Luke is smart enough to read the room before he moves his hand a nanometer. He scans the beige walls, the brown tables, the black gowns, the onyx gavel. A courtroom, he concludes, is not the best place to scratch your scrotum. Luke clenches his legs together to stop the itching. Now he has to piss. Why the

Luke looks up to see the judge looking down at him. “I want to confirm your plea. You understand by pleading guilty to trafficking a schedule one drug you could spend 25 years in a federal prison.”

This is not news to Luke. It is not good news, certainly, but it is not a surprise. It is what he has signed on for. Luke’s lawyer nudges him. Luke stands up. He returns the judge’s gaze without malice or defiance. “Yes, your honor, I understand.” 

The associate chief justice of the supreme court of Nova Scotia quickly and efficiently takes in Luke’s demeanor, his clarity of voice. She takes in his blue suit, at least one size too large; his tartan tie, with Value Village written all over it; his left hand, which seems to have a small twitch. She looks into Luke Castle’s eyes. She sees what she often sees: fear. What she does not see is hope.

Justice Louise Redmond shifts her gaze to the Crown prosecutor. Then to defense counsel. She reaches for the gavel. “I am not sentencing a seventeen-year-old boy to federal prison before I have a fitness assessment conducted.” The judicial mallet hits its thick round oak base. “Under section 672.11 of the Criminal Code of Canada, I hereby order a comprehensive competency assessment be conducted on Lucas Raymond Castle. Sentencing will follow pending the results of the assessment.”

There is a shuffle of chairs as the lawyers rise. They reach for their files and their briefcases. The court reporter removes the flash drive from the stenograph. The bailiff moves toward the rear door that leads into the judges’ private offices. Justice Louise Redmond is not finished, however. She stands. “I would like to see counsel in my chambers immediately.”  Looking into the public gallery, she locks eyes with an attractive man in a grey suit and black turtleneck that contrasts perfectly with his onyx skin. “Detective Terrell, please join us.”

Justice Redmond walks through the rear door without looking back. The two lawyers look at each other and shrug. They turn to look at Detective First Class Michael Terrell. He shrugs. 

Luke Castle scratches his balls.

***
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Justice Redmond’s chambers are not what any of the assembled expected. There is no large mahogany desk, no dark paneling, no velvet curtains. Instead, there is a glass table with a column of black drawers. Cream colored zebra blinds cover the two sets of windows in the room. But it is the large oil on canvas that has drawn all eyes. A contemporary mix of colors—ochre, teal, indigo—that if you look closely reveal a face. 

Justice Redmond follows the gazes of the three people in her judicial suite. “Deborah Maurer. Easter Bonnet.” Her pronouncement clearly means nothing. “Artist and title.”

Everyone nods and grins. The conviviality is short lived. Justice Redmond waves the trio to chairs positioned in front of her desk. At the back of the room, the court reporter sits ready to transcribe the conversation.

“Let’s dive in with a simple question,” says Justice Redmond. She pauses, perhaps for effect, perhaps internal reflection. “Were you all born yesterday?”

Not a question anyone in the room was expecting. The court reporter’s hands hover over the stenotype machine, uncertain whether she is to record this. But there is no uncertainty as to the nature of the question. Opposing counsel look at one another, suddenly aligned. Crown prosecutor Lauren Edwards decides to brave the waters. “We have a confession. A confession we have not been able to shake.”

This pronouncement is met with dead silence. The court reporter’s hands continue to hover. Clayton Manning decides to go where angels fear to tread. “I have advised my client of his options. Repeatedly. He insists on pleading guilty.”

Michael Terrell looks at the floor. Perhaps to encourage invisibility in this space. Perhaps to hide a grin. Justice Redmond takes in both the reluctance and the smirk. She hears the excuses put forward from the experienced lawyers sitting a few feet in front of her.

“Let me be clear. We have a seventeen-year-old kid, and I do mean kid, accused of a sophisticated, masterly crime. And you are all comfortable with that.” Three sets of eyes look anywhere but at the associate chief justice of the Nova Scotia Supreme Court. Terrell continues his intimate relationship with the floor; Manning suddenly finds his navel fascinating; Edwards turns her head slightly to the left and bathes in the abstractions of an Easter bonnet. 

Justice Redmond, Honey, as her friends call her, sighs. It is a mixture of frustration and disappointment. She raises the index finger on her right hand. The court reporter quietly removes her hands from the vicinity of the stenograph. “Let me be frank. I know this kid did not commit this crime. You know it. I know you know it. What I don’t know is why the hell Luke Castle is sitting in my courtroom waiting to be sentenced.”

The index finger lowers. The court reporter resumes hovering. “Perhaps you can help me here Detective Terrell.”

Michael Terrell is fond of Honey the woman he knows from yoga. Justice Redmond, however, scares the bejesus out of him. “Your honor, we have tried to break Castle’s confession. We have not succeeded. He is either very afraid of whoever trafficked those drugs or very protective of someone involved. And we have a confession.”

“By law, we must act on that confession,” says Edwards. She plows ahead. “And that is not all we have. Let’s face it Luke Castle is no innocent. We have his financial records. He’s making a lot of money, and he’s still in high school. We know he’s dealing and has been for some time.” The prosecutor regrets the words as soon as they leave her lips. 

Justice Redmond shoots her a withering look. It hits home. Edwards withers. “We are not here so you can tell me the law, which, by the way, clearly states supposition is not evidence. We are here so you can tell me how the hell you are going to save a minor from spending the rest of his life in jail. A jail that is filled with the worst of the worst.”

“I can offer a reduced sentence—again—if Castle identifies his accomplices.” Justice Redmond shoots Edwards another withering look. The public prosecutor pivots. “Identifies the person or people behind this crime.”

“I’ll speak with my client, again, to drive home the seriousness of this offence and the relief a reduced sentence will offer,” says Manning. He looks at Edwards. “Can we offer protection?”

The Crown prosecutor groans. Federal witness protection is difficult to obtain and very expensive, one of the reasons it is difficult to obtain. Another reason: witness protection is offered only in cases where organized crime is involved. In this room, there is no doubt in anyone’s mind that this is indeed the situation with Luke Castle. But that has never been admitted. That is why the defense has asked the question in the presence of the judge. Dammit.

Edwards keeps her eyes as far away from the judge’s face as possible. “I will check into WP. See if it is an option in this case.”

“Let’s push for protection,” says Justice Redmond. “That kid will not survive jail. He spent most of the morning looking like he was afraid to scratch his own balls.”

The assembled take this last statement as a signal they are dismissed. There is a soft clatter of chairs, gathering of coats, files, and phones. As one, they rise and head for the door. “Detective Terrell, would you give me one more moment.” 

The Halifax police officer turns. The two lawyers look at the judge with a question mark. “Nothing to do with this case,” Justice Redmond says. She is lying.

***
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“Haven’t seen you in yoga this week.”

Ahh, so this is Honey behind the desk, Terrell thinks. He’s wrong, and he’s right. “Surveillance.”

“Must be boring.”

“Most of the time,” Terrell admits. “But I have an advantage.”

“So I’ve heard. You can pee standing up.”

The detective grins. It’s short-lived. “Can you tell me what is really going on here?” Honey asks. Or it may be Justice Redmond. Terrell isn’t sure, and he is not sure how to read the implications embedded in the ten-word request.

There is no point in saying, “Off the record,” or “Between you and me.” There are no legally kept secrets in a court case. Terrell is not sure how to proceed. He opts for honesty. “There is little doubt the kid is dealing drugs. There is also little doubt he does not have the brains, the bank account, or the balls to import and traffic upward of $6 million dollars in cocaine. And that’s all the nose candy we could find. There has to be more.”

“Yet this kid is in my courtroom.”

“Kid confessed. It’s that simple. He was driving the truck. The truck had 150 gunny sacks of flour. Each sack had one kilogram of cocaine.”

“That makes him a driver. Not a criminal mastermind.”

“Agreed.”

Honey looks at the man who outside these walls is becoming her friend when they are mid-cobra poise at the Asana Yoga Studio or halfway through a post-practice cappuccino at Java the Hutt. She knows Terrell will be forthright. She also knows the power dynamic in this room gives her a distinct advantage. It is an advantage she doesn’t want, but she does not see any other option than to use it.

“I have a legal obligation to keep innocent people out of prison. I have an ethical obligation to try and obtain that outcome despite obstacles in my way.”

There it is. Terrell tenses. He’s about to be asked to do something he doesn’t want to do.

***
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“Would you like a coffee?” the judge asks. It’s not out of the blue. It’s a signal the favor is going to be big. Very big.

“Double, double, please.” Honey is becoming a friend, certainly a friend of a friend and another two friends. He will hear her out, and he will try to do whatever it is she asks. But, already, he doesn’t like it.

Honey talks about yoga; Asana, the yoga studio they both attend; and their yogi friends, three in particular, Woo Woo, Charlene, and Lexie. They tell each other a humorous story or two as they sip steaming cups of coffee and dip vanilla biscotti into the hot liquid. Terrell is relaxed. There is nothing more he can do at this point. Police work has taught him patience. Yoga is teaching him about stillness. 

“You know our friends are very clever, collectively and individually.” 

Terrell nods and dunks his biscotti. Justice Redmond waits. Her biscotti lingers over her mug. The seasoned detective missed his cue, the signal that they were moving from casual conversation to the real reason for this chat. Terrell stops mid-dip. Their friends have many wonderful attributes, and several annoying ones, but collectively they helped him wrap up a grand larceny case several weeks ago. The case was more of a shitshow than textbook police work, but it is now marked “closed” thanks in large part to the three women. 

Terrell looks up. He drops his biscotti in his mug. “You can’t be serious.”

Justice Redmond doesn’t say a word.

***
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Terrell has raised his objections, openly, clearly, and forcefully. They have been dealt with one by one. The women will do what they did in the last case—bring insight and skill to those areas where they have expertise and experience. They will not work directly with the police, and at the first hint of anything dangerous, they will remove themselves from the investigation, however tangentially they are involved.

“You know they might say ‘no’.” It is Terrell’s last hope.

“Have you met these women?” 

‘We’re asking too much of people who are not in law enforcement.”

“We’re not asking them to be law enforcement. We’re asking them to lend a helping hand where they can and where it makes sense.”

“If anything happens to them ...”

“That is your role. Keep them safe.”

“Have you met these women?”

Justice Redmond laughs. She gives Terrell a penetrating look. “How is Woo Woo?” Terrell squirms. “Dear god, have you not asked her out yet?”
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Chapter 2.


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


Terrell is not sure what to do with his new marching orders. He is sure though that he has been given marching orders. Despite the informal nature of the conversation, the absence of case lawyers, and the removal of the court reporter, Terrell has no doubt what is expected of him. However, the judicial request, such as it is, poses problems.

The Halifax detective exits the judge’s chambers and sends two texts. The first is to his boss, Jennifer Boone. It’s one word. “Lunch.”

The second text is slightly wordier and more problematic. Usually, he would call Woo Woo and set up a time to meet. Then Woo Woo would call Charlene and Lexie. That’s the way things were done when a $60,000 Patek Philippe watch went missing from Vitality+, the gym that houses the yoga studio where the three women, Honey, and now Terrell, regularly practice. But as the judge astutely determined, Terrell has a crush, and he has done nothing about it. Truth is, he likes Woo Woo a lot. That scares the crap out of him.

Terrell’s fingers move across the digital keyboard on his phone. Let’s get together after yoga tomorrow. He knows the women will read between the lines. Something is up. He also knows the women will wonder why the hell the text went to all three of them. Terrell wishes he knew.

***
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Inspector Jennifer Boone is already in a booth and halfway through her first cup of coffee when Terrell arrives. The waitress waves as he crosses the pub floor. Cops are a familiar face in the Dry Dock, and Terrell and Boone are regulars. By the time Terrell has tossed his coat on the seat and settled in, a tomato juice is sitting in front of him. (Woo Woo suggested he get more vegetables in his diet.)

“I see that’s going well.” Boone nods in the direction of the tomato juice.

Terrell ignores the jibe. “Justice Redmond wants Woo Woo, Charlene, and Lexie to help investigate the Castle case.”

Boone is halfway to reaching for her coffee mug. She doesn’t make it all the way. She sits back, knocks the cup over, and jumps back as coffee spills over the oak tabletop onto the blue leatherette seat and drips onto her right pant leg. Terrell grins. That went better than he expected.

Once dry, Boone gives Terrell a nod, and a sigh. The two cops have worked together for more than 20 years; he knows her sign language and his boss’s bodily sounds.

“She’s worried about sending a kid to prison.”

“Aren’t we all.”

“Apparently not to the same extent as her honor.”

“Okay, so Honey is a superior human being. What the hell does that have to do with the Powerpuff Girls?”

“I’m really not sure. She thinks they can help, and she wants us to have all the help we can get.”

“Do you think they can help?”

Terrell gives his boss a look that is somewhere between a kidney stone and the last scene in The Notebook. Boone knows exactly what he’s telling her—and what he’s not. “You’re worried about Woo Woo.”

“I’m worried about all of them.” Terrell leans in. “You and I know this amount of drugs shipped this carefully and this smartly is not amateur hour. This is well organized, well funded, and well enforced. All three of those scare me.”

Boone taps the table. Her index finger hits a spot of spilled coffee the waitress missed. Without thinking, the inspector wipes her hand on her already damp pants. “I’m assuming from the urgency of your terse text, saying ‘no’ to her honor is not an option.”

“Let me know how that goes.”

“So, we have to involve the women and protect them at the same time.”

“I’m Robbery Homicide,” Terrell reminds her. “I was only in court today because I’m being called as a witness in another case.”

Boone absently plays with the small puddle of coffee under her saucer. “I’m also assuming the women will not see the need for our protection or necessarily pay attention to us.”

“They aren’t foolhardy, but they’re not going to be harnessed,” says Terrell in agreement.

“And they know you, trust you.” Boone continues piddling with the puddle.

“And I’m Robbery Homicide.”

Boone lifts her finger from the tabletop. “Not any longer. As of now, you’re on loan to the Drug Unit.”

Terrell doesn’t know whether to be relieved or frustrated. It’s not where he wants to be. It’s exactly where he wants to be.

“Why didn’t you just ask Woo Woo what she’d recommend?” Boone asks. The thought has just occurred to her. Terrell gives her his kidney/Notebook look. “Dear god, have you not asked her out yet?”

***
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Charlene reads Terrell’s text with a hint of annoyance and a dash of curiosity. As a new co-owner of Vitality+, she’s in the middle of moving boxes, overseeing renovations, and making sure Maddox has a comfortable, quiet spot to sleep. She doesn’t need anything else on her plate. On the other hand, Terrell is a friend and helping to solve the case of jerkwad’s missing watch was fun. Charlene has discovered she likes fun. Perhaps there is another case.

Lexie has the same reaction as Charlene. She’s mid-podcast, looking for ways to promote their new gym/yoga studio, and a favor from a straight man doesn’t rank high on her list of priorities. Still, she likes Terrell, and he has helped to make her life more interesting. She should be kinder and more open, as yoga teaches. Still, this could be a pain in the butt.

Woo Woo reads the text and cries. Some of the soft sobs are happiness. She has heard from Terrell after roughly a month. Some of the sobs are sadness. It’s taken Terrell a month to reach out – and not just to her. Woo Woo doesn’t care how busy she is with the new gym, and she does believe in the yoga values of compassion, peace, and kindness. She also knows Terrell makes her heart pound in a way no vinyasa flow ever has. Dear god, why has he not asked her out yet?

***
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Associate Chief Justice Louise Redmond sits back in her quilted La-Z-Boy chair. It’s been a good day. It’s been a miserable day. She has a seventeen-year-old sitting in a youth correctional facility waiting to spend most of his life in a federal prison. Honey has no problem with incarceration. She quite likes putting people who commit crimes in jail for lengthy periods of time. She knows they’re not going to be rehabilitated. Not in prison. She also knows Luke Castle doesn’t belong in prison, at least for this charge. Dammit, why are people so stupid?

What’s bothering Honey is her request of Detective Terrell. Let’s be honest, and at her core Honey is honest, what she asked of the detective wasn’t a request. He’ll do it perhaps because he likes her but mostly because when she speaks people within the justice system jump.

What’s bothering Honey is not the response to her request, but the request itself. Why would she ever want to involve three women with no law enforcement experience in a case that is clearly linked to organized crime. At best, they could do a downward dog. That does not fare well against a bullet.

Still, something tickles the back of Honey’s mind. Something she can’t identify. Something that is perhaps not identifiable, but something that tells her these women will be central to giving Luke Castle back his life.

Daily Thoughts–Charlene Kurtz

Monday, December 5th

––––––––
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It’s busy. The gym is doing well. Members continue to renew, and new members are joining. I’ve created a database. I’ll do a PowerPoint for our bi-weekly partner meeting later this month. I think I’ll suggest we do a holiday dinner for the four of us. We should also do that for the staff. I’d add it to the agenda but, by then, it will be too late to organize. I’ll send a text to everyone now....

I’m back. Lexie and Kristi have already said it’s a great idea. We’ll poll staff tomorrow. This will cost us some money, but money well spent. Maybe we could host something at Woo Woo’s place. That would be a treat. Madoff is very fond of Aunt Woo’s house. He can pretend he’s Toto and has been transported to the Land of Oz.

As much as I wanted to wait before renovating the gym, Woo Woo’s idea to have a small number of suites for reflexology, massage, reiki, and aromatherapy is a good idea. Lexie went to a salt room. She thinks we should include one as part of the gym and studio offerings. I agree, but I cautioned us about moving too quickly. Kristi seems okay with the different ideas. We’re trying to be respectful. This was her business before it was ours. We’re the newcomers.

It’s nice to have a reason to get up early in the morning that stretches the mind as well as the body. Madoff isn’t a fan but wait till he sees his very own doggy area at the gym. It will be in the office, of course, but he’ll have a good view of the gym. People will come to pet him.

The cop wants to see us. Wonder what that’s all about. Probably an excuse to see Woo Woo. Well, we’d be going for coffee anyway. Perhaps he has a case for us. We’ll be like Charlie’s Angels only with brains and real bodies. And no reporting through to some man who hides behind a machine. Reminds me of that poem “Yellow Brick Road.” (Woo Woo read it to us.) 

If Terrell asks us for a favor, maybe I can ask him to do a background check on my recently found half-brother, Sam. That’s what a DNA kit from your daughter gets you—a new member of the family. I am not going there tonight. (Would it be legal to do a background check? I’ll ask Terrell tomorrow.)

It’s going to be another busy day. :)

Sincerely, 

Charlene Kurtz 

PS He’s a psychologist. Which means I’m going to be psychoanalyzed.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3.
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Kristi has the yoga room ready. The diffuser is emitting a fresh lemon citrus blend; the props are within easy reach of yogis entering the studio; the plastic frog sits in his lotus position at the front of the class, smiling.

It’s a full house today, regulars and semi-regulars. This often happens around the holidays. People’s schedules are busier than ever, but they are also more aware of the need to make time for themselves: mind, body, spirit.

Reducing stress and relaxing is the theme for the month. Kristi starts the group off in reclining bound angle pose. “Supta baddha konasana.” The words roll off Kristi’s tongue like this is her first language. In a way, it is. The opening pose, she reminds everyone, is also a breathing exercise. Kristi takes them through several different breathing techniques before they return to their normal pattern of breathing.

From butterfly legs, the group moves to child’s pose. This is supposed to be a resting position. Most members of the class would challenge that contention. Sleeping pigeon elicits a few groans and a smirk from Bhodi who has expertly positioned his right shin at the front of his mat and his left leg straight out behind him. But after two minutes even Bhodi is relieved when they move into a supported forward fold. Paschimottanasana. Kristi hears the sighs of approval.

It’s nearly time to wrap up. Kristi gently leads the group into the pose of the month: melting heart pose. It’s a meditative pose intended to mirror the activity of the month. For most people, except Bhodi and Woo Woo, resting chin and elbows on the floor while your rear end reaches skyward is theoretical. Everyone tries though. Terrell doesn’t believe it can be done. He refuses to look at Woo Woo in case she proves him wrong.

After savasana, a lovely guided meditation to a snow-capped mountain lodge with a roaring fire inside, the group begins to wiggle hands and feet. They bow and reach for blocks, straps, and bolsters. The after-class call goes out, “Who’s going to coffee?” Seven hands go up in the air. It’s a large and lively group for coffee.

***
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Charlene, as usual, has snagged the corner area with its sofas, fabric-covered chairs, and plumped cushions. Archina treats the group to a plate of chocolate chip cookies, fresh from the café’s oven. There is a clutch of hands as everyone reaches for a well-deserved treat. Most of the get-together is spent trying to figure out what Bonnie should get her seventeen-year-old daughter and her 86-year-old mother-in-law for Christmas. Gift card from Amazon. Pajamas. Mani/pedi. Lexie isn’t sure they were much help.

Terrell is waiting for the sofa crowd to thin out. He’s sitting in a chair with a direct view of the front door and Woo Woo’s left shoulder. He didn’t want to sit next to her, too presumptuous. Now he thinks sitting this far away is too cold. He has no idea why he is thinking these thoughts. He’s a fully grown man who carries a gun.

Lexie waves goodbye to Archina and turns to the fully grown man who (usually) carries a gun. She jerks her head at Woo Woo as her friend heads for the washroom. “WTF?” Terrell smiles, pretends the comedian has made a joke. No one is laughing.

When Woo Woo returns, Charlene leans in. She’s got a busy day ahead. “What’s up?”

“I have a favor to ask. It’s not my favor by the way.” Terrell, the cop and the friend, is trying not to show his concern and simultaneously trying to show that this is something the women should be concerned about.

“We’re not going to like this are we?” says Lexie.

“My fear is you are going to like it.”

Woo Woo searches Terrell’s face, the first time this morning she’s really looked at him. She’s good at reading people. “You’re worried.”

“I am. This is no easy favor, and I cannot give you details here. If you’re interested, we’ll have to have a much longer conversation.”

“Would be nice to know what the favor is though,” Lexie says. She has snark comedian down pat.

Terrell tells them about Luke Castle, without giving them Castle’s name. “You really think this boy is innocent?” Woo Woo asks.

“I’m not sure he’s innocent at all,” Terrell says, “but everyone agrees he did not commit the crime he is accused of.”

“A crime that will keep him in jail for 25 years,” Charlene says. She reaches for reassurance, but Madoff is at home in his bed.

“At a minimum,” says Terrell. “You don’t come back from a long stint in federal prison. This kid will be eaten alive, or he will survive. The latter may be worse.”

“What do you want us to do?” Woo Woo asks.

“It’s complicated, and I’m not sure,” says Terrell. “I really need to fill you in on the details.”

The three women look at one another. It’s as if they’re speaking telepathically. “Why don’t we meet at my place tonight for dinner. I can always do a follow-up PowerPoint,” says Charlene.

Everyone nods and starts to gather up dishes, purses, yoga mats. Charlene gives her friends a smile and a wave as she heads for the door and her busy day. Woo Woo leans over and hands Terrell a small bag. “Cranberry muffins. I made them last night.”

The detective takes the bag. It’s hard to look Woo Woo in the eyes. It’s hard not to.

“Oh, for god’s sake,” says Lexie, “get a room.”

***
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Charlene is running late. She’d usually stop by the Italian Market to pick up something to serve her guests. Costco is closer. She grabs a lasagna from the prepared foods and some Balderson’s cheese to give it extra oomph and that homemade feel. She puts garlic bread in her basket and an almost-ready-to-serve Caesar salad. Lexie is bringing dessert and Woo Woo wine, so Charlene is set to go. At the last minute, she adds some beef liver Nutri Bites (for Madoff) and almond butter cups (for the second round of tea in case the dinner meeting goes long).

It’s after five o’clock by the time Charlene walks through her front door. Madoff knows something is up. It’s not just the bags with a hint of something special—is that liver?—it’s Mama C’s energy. Madoff prances to show her how good a dog he will be and to encourage early presentation of a treat. But mostly to remind his owner he has to go out to pee.

This is Terrell’s task for the evening. As if on cue, the buzzer rings. Madoff is down the hall and springing into open arms before the detective is fully through the door. Madoff loves Terrell. He plays chase with him, and tug. He gives him extra treats. Mostly though, Madoff loves it when Terrell scoops him up in his arms. He feels safe—and he sees the world from a vantage point not usually available to him: six feet up.

“Am I the first?” Terrell asks after the licking and scratching is concluded.

Charlene gives him a look of exasperation. “No, Woo Woo is not here yet. For god’s sake, just ask her out.”

***

[image: ]


Madoff and Terrell have the best walk. They took one of the trails near the condo—all the way to the end. Madoff had two poops, fourteen squirts, and too many sniffs to count. He’s in seventh heaven even if his walker is a little out of sorts. It might be the Woo Woo thing (he heard Mama C), but it feels like something else. Still, fourteen squirts!

Dinner is almost ready by the time the boys return. There’s a beer waiting for Terrell and a Nutri Bite for Madoff. He tries to savor the treat. He fails. The tidbit is gone in one bite. Terrell’s beer takes longer. As is the tradition of the foursome, they eat first. Chat about stuff that bothers them, and stuff that doesn’t. Sometimes it’s a diversion, sometimes avoidance. Tonight, it’s pleasant. Everyone knows they will get where they need to go at their own pace.

The pace picks up with tea (chai, green and herbal) and coffee (Starbuck’s French roast). Everyone moves to the living room. Resting on the black Gatewood coffee table is a Post-it Tabletop Easel Pad. Charlene hears the unasked question and ignores the silent snickers. “In case we need to take notes.” The laughter is no longer silent.

Terrell summarizes what he knows about the case. Luke Castle works for Kimolos Pizza, a local chain with outlets in Halifax, Dartmouth, Bedford, and Truro. Because of its size, and perhaps its link to the drug business, Kimolos has a central warehouse/bakery where ingredients are received, stored, and used to make crust, sauce, and toppings that are then distributed to the ten outlets in the province. One of Castle’s jobs is to drive a truck to the Halifax Stanfield International Airport when shipments arrive, load the truck, and take the goods to the warehouse where they are unloaded.

“It’s not just flour, tomato sauce, and onions that are being unloaded, though, is it?” Charlene asks.

“Not if what happened early this year is any indication,” says Terrell. “Castle was stopped for a routine inspection when he entered a Trans-Canada weigh station. He was carrying 150 gunny sacks of flour. One of them had ripped open. Inside was a vacuum-sealed canister. Inside the canister was a kilo of coke.”

“I’m assuming there was more coke inside the other 149 sacks,” Lexie says.

Terrell nods. “This is a major drug bust, and frankly a surprise to us. We’ve known for some time cocaine is flowing into our city and our province in increasing quantities. We weren’t looking in the right place. When you’re looking at something that large, you’re usually looking at the port.”

“How did they get the drugs into the airport?” Woo Woo asks.

“My guess is by plane,” says Lexie. Sometimes she cannot help herself.

Terrell shoots her a look. Could be a groan for the bad joke, more likely a rebuke for embarrassing Woo Woo. “Roughly 35,000 metric tonnes of cargo arrives at the airport every year. Way too much to check every shipment carefully and no need to check a regular shipment of food manufacturing products for an established Nova Scotia business.”

“What about dogs?” Charlene asks. Madoff lifts his head. He does like to be the center of attention.

“It’s unlikely dogs would have been called out. No need given what the shipment was and where it was going. Doesn’t matter though. Even dogs can’t sniff out cocaine in a vacuum-sealed container.” Terrell shoots Madoff a sympathetic glance. “Sorry.”

“Are you telling us this pizza place has been shipping cocaine into Halifax—in quantity—without the police knowing?” Charlene sounds a little incredulous, and a little more than disappointed.

“Yes,” says Terrell. “And no.” He explains that Nikolaos Pappas owns Kimolos. He also owns Enigma, perhaps the hottest hotspot in Halifax. A nightclub that boasts 14,000 square feet over three floors. “We assumed Pappas was using the club as a front. We know—although we can’t prove it—that he is laundering money through there. Made sense the drug business was tied to that location.”

“I still don’t get it,” Lexie says. “Some kid is driving a truck from the airport. Driver doesn’t mean drug lord.”

“Agreed,” says Terrell.

“What are we missing?” Woo Woo asks. She looks at the detective softly. She knows this is hard for him. Hard to welcome people into the fold who aren’t law enforcement. Hard to admit the police didn’t get everything right.

“The kid confessed.”

Charlene sits up straight in her chair. Lexie curses. Madoff barks.

“He confessed to what exactly?” Lexie asks after several seconds of shocked silence.

“The full-meal deal. Transportation. Distribution.”

“You don’t believe he had anything to do with this?” Woo Woo asks.

“No one believes this kid could pull this off. Pappas could pull this off.”

“So why does a seventeen-year-old confess to something that is going to end his life as he knows it?” Charlene wonders aloud.

***
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Madoff has to pee. He’s been patient, and he understands that something serious is being discussed: the flipchart is on the coffee table. Still, it’s nearly ten o’clock and Madoff has a full belly. There have been lots of treats, and he is fond of lasagna. He nudges Mama C. She’s preoccupied. Talking, but mostly to herself.

“I think Madoff needs a quick walk,” Terrell says rising and heading for the leash hanging in the front hallway. Madoff follows. He heard his name, and he knows where the leash is kept. Unnecessary as it is.

Woo Woo decides it’s time for tea (herbal), and Lexie goes to get the almond butter cups. It may be a late night. Madoff thinks it already is. Charlene is at the flipchart, colored markers in hand. When everyone returns to the living room about ten minutes later, she has written four words on the paper: protection, loyalty, money, fear.

Terrell looks at the board, then at Charlene. “That about covers it.”

Lexie is mid chocolate cup. “Let’s add confused to the list.”

“Reasons why Luke would confess to something he didn’t commit,” says Woo Woo. Of course, she’d know what this means Terrell thinks. He beams with pride.

Charlene turns to the detective. “Can you rule any of them out, or in?”

“Yes, and no.”

“You really need to stop speaking in multiple-choice questions,” Lexie says. Chocolate makes her a touch snide.

Terrell lays it out for them. Pappas could be threatening Luke’s family, overtly or by implication. Pappas has a reputation for hurting those who hurt him, and Luke has family. His mother, Stephanie, and his younger brother, Brandon. This threat, implied or otherwise, is very real, and Luke Castle is no fool.

Brandon could also be more directly involved with Pappas and his drug business. “Kid’s fifteen and cocky. Already had several run-ins with the police. Nothing serious but he likes to push boundaries.”

Loyalty is also linked to Brandon. If the younger brother is involved with Pappas, Luke could be showing his loyalty to family. Likewise, he could be loyal to Pappas, or more likely the life Pappas represents. “I’d be surprised if Luke has ever met Pappas,” Terrell says. “The man keeps himself insulated from the working bees. Less chance you end up in jail, or dead.”

Money is always a motive everyone agrees. Pappas has plenty; the Castles do not. Luke could be willing to sit in jail so his family gets to move out of public housing and into a life with some stability and maybe even a luxury or two. The three women lower their heads. It’s not sympathy, it’s guilt. They understand privilege and are very aware of which end of the spectrum their lives unfold.

“That leaves fear,” says Woo Woo. “I’m assuming anybody in their right mind would be afraid.”

“Pappas is a man to fear,” Terrell says, “but Castle’s lawyer has asked for protection. If the prosecutor agrees, he and his family would be put in witness protection and relocated. That could mitigate the fear. Personally, I don’t think the offer will change Castle’s plea.”

Everyone wants to know why. Even Madoff is curious, although that may be more about the plate of almond cups. Madoff is not allowed chocolate.

“I’ve interviewed a lot of young men, and old men, and women. I see fear every day. I’m not seeing fear in Luke. My guess is the kid is so far down the chain, if he’s even on the chain, there’s nothing he would have to offer that could compromise Pappas let alone lead to a conviction. We already have his cocaine. That’s the blow.”

Woo Woo plays with the tassel on her necklace. “What are you seeing?” Lexie and Charlene shoot her a look. Madoff joins in. (He likes to be included.) Terrell hesitates. “Resignation. When I look at the kid, I see someone who feels he has no choice but to confess.”

***
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It’s late, everyone is getting tired, and the reality of the situation is weighing on them. The women understand what has happened, and they are emotionally entangled, removed as they are. What’s missing from Terrell’s very thorough briefing is why they are being briefed at all. It’s now past 11 o’clock. Everyone agrees more discussion is required. They’ll meet in the Vitality+ office after yoga tomorrow.

Madoff has given up hope that he will ever sleep in his bed again. He’s stretched on the sofa, snoring softly, his head on Lexie’s lap and his back legs on Woo Woo’s. Terrell scoops him up gently and carries him to the bedroom. He places him quietly on the bed and lightly rubs his ears. Madoff opens one eye and rolls over. An inch from his nose are two Nutri Bites. Madoff loves Uncle Terrell.
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Chapter 4.
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––––––––
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Beast has claimed the top bunk. Luke isn’t sure why someone would want the top bunk over the bottom bunk, but Luke knows—after only a few days in the Nova Scotia Youth Center—that you don’t argue with Beast. He gets whatever bunk he wants.

Luke is fine with the bottom bunk. He can reach the door more quickly to yell for help; although to be fair, Beast has not proven to be a difficult roommate. Aloof and indifferent usually. Definitive about the bunk he’s claimed certainly. But at 6’4” and 275 pounds (Luke is being kind here), Beast could be much more difficult and downright dangerous. Luke reminds himself, despite Beast’s size, he is only 15 years old, the same age as Brandon. This guy is a kid.

Not for long. Juvie will beat that out of you pretty quickly. Literally for most people in here. Beast is the exception. He’s big, and he’s a pro. The grapes (Luke is trying to learn the lingo to fit in) say he’s been here for eight months without one trip to the infirmary. Luke wonders if maybe Beast will become his friend and protect him. Luke knows he’s watched way too many movies. He also knows he will likely be tried as an adult.

His lawyer was by today. Pushing him to recant. That’s what they call it. They make it sound easy. No one gets hurt, everyone lives happily ever after. Luke has watched that movie too many times. He knows fiction when he hears it.

“If you don’t, you’ll go to jail likely for the rest of your life.” His lawyer’s mantra. Luke likes his lawyer. Even feels bad for him. He’s trying to help, and Luke refuses to be helped. Of course, there’s stuff the lawyer doesn’t know. Stuff that Luke isn’t going to say out loud. But he has an insurance policy if he ever needs it. 

Luke rubs the spot on his wrist where the handcuffs had been. He’s kept quiet. Played by the rules. The ones no one ever writes down. He’s protected them all. His family. Her family. But mostly her. Luke’s heart aches. His brain has never stopped working though. Tucked inside a toilet inside a warehouse is a piece of paper that will shine a whole new light on what happened the night Luke Castle got behind the wheel of a flatbed truck and $6 million worth of cocaine landed in the evidence room at the Halifax Police Department.  

It’s not that Luke doesn’t want out of this mess and out from behind these walls. He does. He also wants to live. He wants those he loves to be safe. There have never been threats. There never would be. That’s not how this is done. Still, Luke could have opted for protection and spilled his guts. That would uproot his family. That would destroy her family. Well, it would destroy her. Trials do that. Nothing is hidden anymore. Everything is hung on the line for the world to see.
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