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      Darkness settles around her, embracing her. She sits isolated in the hardened, concrete cell. Shadows from the iron bars fall across her body. She leans back and rests against them. Their uneven grit presses demandingly against her spine, forcing their stalwart to be felt through the slight fabric of her shirt, and rigidly marking the tender flesh beneath. The black bars, the firm bench, the confining cell are all a part of who she has become. She takes a deep breath and tastes the cinnamon and promise in the air. They fill her, causing her heart to thud and her head to swim. Her bones fill with their magic, and she knows that if she were ever to break an arm or a leg, the musk of cinnamon would spill from her marrow. She exhales and lets the dream wash over her. It bathes her pale skin and causes it to glow. She relaxes into the knowledge that everything is as it should be. A desperate hope flutters inside her. A hope she longs to believe. A hope that the most wonderful things might grow in the most vacant and obscure places.

      Izzy peers through the harsh bars at everything she and Bela have achieved. The first floor of the Prison is a traditional coffee shop and wine bar, selling pastries and appetizers along with specialty drinks. The hard concrete floors have been stained a dark gray. They have retained their historic ambiance and yet provide a warm charm customers rave and gossip about. A charm that lingers in their dreams and draws them back again and again. Deeply varnished wooden tables and chairs are tucked in various cells, masterfully framed by unyielding, iron rods. Some of the cells against the outer wall, such as the Corner Cell Izzy lounges in, contain booths. Metal lower bunks still bolted to the wall where degenerates once dreamt of hope on thin, worn mattresses now provide seating for diners and dreamers. The dingy gray walls of desperation have been given new life with a coat of soft gray paint. In some places, the paint is intentionally missing to expose the original anguished markings preserved on the wall, counting the days of the incarcerated and haunting the thoughts of modern-day patrons hours after they have left.

      The Sheriff’s Desk, weary from years of upholding the law and constantly seeing failure march through the doors, has been raised and transformed into a coffee-wine bar full of the promises of a better tomorrow. Restoring and renovating the Sheriff’s Desk was a delicate job. Being the more artistic of the two, Izzy insisted the desk retain its historical appearance. Bela, always rational, was adamant that it possess a modern functionality. Their contractor personally gave her time and talent to the project, never letting her staff help. Hours faded into days, evolving into weeks, until the magnificent Sheriff’s Desk stood before them a practical and useful work of art.

      Izzy takes a sip of the rich coffee clutched in her hands. It may be a bad habit to drink coffee this late, but she justifies it to herself as a perk of owning a coffee shop. There’s no need to admit it’s a vice. It’s merely an indulgence during her favorite part of the day. The customers have left. The kitchen is prepped. The books upstairs have been restored to their rightful shelves, and the doors are tightly locked. Only a faint light glows over the Sheriff’s Desk. It is a welcomed emptiness that falls across the Prison at the end of the day. Through the shadows and silence, Izzy can see the hope of the future. Her tongue slides across her coffee-tainted lip, and she can taste the possibilities. The excitement and the future lay before her. She may not have much, but she has Bela, and together they have the Prison. It’s all she needs really. It’s all anyone needs, that one person who sees you for who you are. That one person who accepts you even after they know you. That one person who chooses to love you despite yourself. A best friend, that’s all anyone needs.

      Well, a best friend and a dog.

      As long as she has those two things creating her small family, Izzy is certain everything else in life will be more than manageable; it will be alright. She smiles softly at the simple fact and trusts the comfort it holds. She takes another treasured sip of coffee, and a fiery spark of excitement pulses through her at the thought of their new adventure. The thought of the Prison’s future. The thought of tomorrow.

      For now, Izzy breathes in the solitude. She chooses to ignore the ghostly shadows and faint whispers that gently blow through the darkness and dismisses them as her imagination. The chaos of today’s customers is over. Now is the time to settle into the stillness of the store alone in her cell before the mayhem of tomorrow. The hollowness around her is familiar. It mirrors her own void. It is an emptiness that fills her so completely that it is heavy and stone-like. In unsuspecting moments, it rises up and passes over her tongue, each time leaving the sour taste of reminisces. But Izzy has grown used to its bitter flavor, and each time she swallows it down with no more than a passing, piercing thought.

      The thud is loud, and pulls Izzy from her roaming thoughts. She tilts her head back, and her eyes search the ceiling for more unwelcome noise from above. Everything is quiet, even the shadows of ghosts. She takes a deep breath and debates whether she should brave the stairs to investigate the sound, although she knows she must. It’s part of the burden of owning their dream. It may be nothing more than an old pipe she’s never noticed before or a bird colliding with a window. But what if it’s a bird that flew in undetected during the day? Or a raccoon? The damage either of them could do to the books would be disastrous.

      Izzy listens to the sound of her racing pulse. It’s a galloping, wild ocean sending pounding torrents through her veins. Raging torrents and tidal waves that whoosh in her ears, and she wonders if they contain the same secrets as a seashell. They do sound the same. Only a seashell carries with it a certain serenity, and the current ocean she hears is frantic and frenzied. This moment is definitely not serene. Izzy sets down her mug and steps out of the Corner Cell.

      What if the thud is indicative of something more rabid than a raccoon? What if it is related to the recent headlines? What if the Prison is about to become the next featured story on the news? Izzy is grateful she left the broom leaning outside her cell. She wraps her fingers around the painted, wooden handle and tries to prepare herself for whatever she may find.

      Even with her weapon, Izzy hesitates at the bottom of the simple staircase. It is the same dark gray concrete, as if the stairs organically grew out of the floor instead of being carved and chiseled and cut. The stairs leading to the floors above are on the wall just left of the deeply stained front door. The wooden door is also their contractor’s personal handiwork. It is heavy and stalwart to keep prisoners in, yet artistically welcoming, beckoning guests to enter. Centered in the top portion of the wood lies a smaller, hand-crafted door. Opening the tiny door, iron bars line a little window. The peep-door was their contractor’s inspiration. It is a constant reminder you’re still in a prison each time you check to see who’s knocking.

      Standing at the base of the solid stairs, Izzy bites her bottom lip. She is certain there is no one on the floor above. She has already performed her walk through. She has already locked the heavy doors. She has already double- and even triple-checked the locks. There cannot be anyone upstairs. But the noise was not her imagination. She must verify the thud was nothing more than a thud. Reluctantly, she begins up the staircase.

      The clomp of her heavy boots against the smooth concrete echoes off the sterile walls. Her heart pounds off-beat from her steps. Clomp. Boom. Boom. Clomp. Boom. Boom. Clomp. An eerie rhythm develops. She turns at the landing and continues to ascend into the darkness. Frustrated, she reprimands herself for being too anxious to remember the light switch, never considering that the small bar light doesn’t reach beyond the landing. Her fingers glide up the wooden handrail and keep her steady. As the darkness becomes deeper, the shadows around her grow denser. Izzy can hear their whispers rally louder but is not able to decipher their words. She can feel the breeze of them as they graze against her flesh and dance around her in the darkness. The chill of their voices sings along to the music of her fear. Boom. Boom. Clomp. Boom. Boom.

      Izzy reaches the second floor. Her clomping boots stop, but her heart continues its deafening race. She stands at the landing and stares into the void before her. It is a complete blackness. She can no longer see the shadows that surround her. She can only hear their breaths and feel their passing coolness. But it isn’t the ghosts that terrify her, it is the solid darkness. A darkness she can become lost in. A darkness as heavy as a stone. The kind of darkness that leaves the stain of a bitter taste.

      Her fingers leave the railing and trail up the wall until they find the light switch. Instantly, the second floor is illuminated. There are no moving shadows, chilled whispers, nor bitter stones. Cells fill the space. Izzy’s pulse begins to calm, and she treads between the cells. She peers in each one, searching for the source of the thud. Inside these cells there are no booths nor tables. Instead, each cell is lined with bookshelves. Lust and romance can be found in the pages hidden in one cell, while philosophy and religion remain locked in another. Each iron-barred nook keeps a different genre captive. In various cells, metal beds still cling to the walls. These have been converted into make-shift desks. Inside the cells and out, comfortable chairs loiter, waiting for visitors to sit with their coffee and enjoy the friendship of a good book.

      Izzy sees the culprit. In the second to last cell, on the far left row, three books lay cluttered in the floor. She looks over her shoulder and down the chain of cells before stepping between the bars. Kneeling to pick up the renegade books, she tries to fathom how they could have fallen. She is certain there were no loose books when she straightened and re-shelved and cleaned each cell. She glances at the titles. Of course, she is in the Self-Help and Health Cell. She slides the books firmly back on their shelf and facetiously wonders if they had been trying to help themselves to a healthier life by jumping. Grinning to herself, she presses the palm of her hand against their spines one last time to ensure they are firmly tucked between their neighboring books. She much prefers the idea of self-actualized books than the possibility that the shadows and whispers may actually be a movable force.

      Izzy returns to the Corner Cell to find her coffee has cooled. She has already cleaned the pot and is left with only one option. She carries her mug through the swinging door and into their commercial kitchen. Microwaving coffee is never the ideal preference. It leaves the smooth brew with an odd aftertaste, but it is better than lukewarm coffee. And the thought of pouring coffee out is not an option. She presses the quick-start on the microwave and looks around their industrial kitchen while she waits. Her eyes pass over the staunch, metal back door and then to the staircase to its left. A shudder instinctively flutters through her. The inured, concrete stairs lead below to the basement where the necessities for transforming the Prison into a reality are housed. Most of the space is divided with tiered shelves, some with doors and some without, storing coffee and dry food inventory, toilet paper and filters.

      There are only two rooms in the basement: the former Gun Room, which is now a temperature-controlled storage for overflow books, and the Vault. In the colorful history of their town, the law-abiding sheriff’s department played a pivotal aspect in a bootlegging ring during the Prohibition. Buried deep in the far wall of the basement is a small vault with a giant door. The door is solid steel and circular and whispers the town’s darkest secrets each time it is forced to open. In the once-sinister vault now resides the Prison’s office. The Vault keeps the safe box with the money for the next day, the desk with the company laptop, and, of course, files and files of paperwork. Bela revels in her paperwork.

      The office is mainly Bela’s domain. Izzy only ventures there at the close of business each night to lock up the next morning’s cash and, when absolutely necessary, to look for inventory paperwork. Once the office door is shut, it must be opened from the outside with a code and the chilling, metal wheel. Even then, it sometimes sticks, leaving Izzy and her imagination more than happy to avoid the office.

      The microwave beeps, and Izzy snatches up her steaming coffee. Leaving the kitchen, she turns off the light and returns to her dimly lit cell. She leans back against the rough, iron bars and props her weary feet on the firm bench across from her. Izzy closes her eyes. Not even the ghosts are whispering now. She takes another long, peaceful sip of the aromatic brew cupped between her tired fingers. She feels the dark heat of the coffee stirring and brimming within her, as it attempts to reach its reflection she keeps buried deep inside.

      Then she hears it.

      The back door is struggling. It jiggles and rattles. It’s trying to open, but the deadbolt demands the metal door stay shut. Izzy opens her eyes and sets down her coffee. Her spine straightens, instinctively assuming better posture encourages better listening. Everything is silent. The darkness is still. The only sound is the rekindled pounding within Izzy’s chest. Heavy thuds she can’t quiet, throbbing through her, echoing within her void. She forces her lungs to inhale. Her eyes search the dimness for another sound. Her nerves are still frayed and raw from her venture upstairs. Hearing only the drum of her frightened pulse, she exhales. She realizes it was nothing more than her imagination, which is well-known for presenting itself as reality. Her shoulders curve, and her spine begins to slouch. She lifts her half-empty mug and is ready to sink once more into its black comfort.

      Then, she hears the click.

      It is placid yet solid and unyielding, announcing its actuality. Izzy’s teeth pierce her bottom lip. The pounding within returns. A rapid drum. A frenzied seashell. She hears the back door slide across the concrete floor, like a lulling wave crashing in over the calm. She hears the wave retreat, as the door coasts back along the floor and shuts with a harsh clank. Her breaths become uneven, and the air thins around her. Her eyes frantically scan the room. There is no place to go. No place to hide. Only more confining cells. Gentle, even footsteps pad on the kitchen floor, softly approaching her. Izzy is trapped by her dream, surrounded by tempered bars. She listens to the impending future approach through the darkness and is mesmerized by its echo. She stares into the blackness behind the Sheriff’s Desk, and the sound of falling footsteps closes in.

      The kitchen door sways open.

      “Hey.” Bela steps into the coffee shop and casually tucks her keys into her pocket.

      Izzy screams. It is shrill and panicked and echoes in the emptiness around them.

      Confused, Bela stops walking and stares at Izzy. Izzy’s flesh is paler than usual, even her freckles have faded. Her eyes are tightly closed, refusing to see who has emerged from the kitchen.

      Bela’s words are patient and even and tinged with the hint of a scoff. “Why are you screaming?”

      Hearing Bela’s voice, Izzy opens her eyes. It takes a moment for her to realize the impending doom was only Bela, and she collapses back into the safety of the Corner Cell. “I thought you were an intruder.”

      Bela pats the keys in her pocket. “Sorry to disappoint. Just me. You know, best friend, co-owner and all that.”

      The concept of the Prison had evolved over years. With each celebration that accumulated into unbridled laughter, with each moment tears were shared over a box of bonbons, with each whispered word in the middle of the night over a receiver, another piece of the Prison began to take shape. Finally, Bela and Izzy decided to attempt the impossible and birth their idea into reality. They wanted to ensure their dream would be a place that provided all of the consolations needed in life. The encouragement and comfort found in the warm embrace of a cup of coffee. The relaxation and liberating exhale accompanying the first sip of wine. The adventure and escape of a different life lingering between the pages of that new book smell. All of it gingerly wrapped in the stability and love of an undying friendship. Everything that had carried them through the past decade, they hoped to provide within the dauntless walls that once separated and confined the desperate and degenerate. Bela and Izzy intended to turn this notorious place of abandonment and despair into a place of hope and possibility.

      “Co-owner,” Izzy teases. “Don’t remind me.”

      Bela waves a brief encompassing motion at the captivity around them. “Looks like you’re stuck with me.”

      “Yeah, I am,” Izzy smiles.

      For over a decade, they have been partners in crime and best friends. From high school parties and teenage heartbreak to college exams and shattered ideals. Over the years, Bela and Izzy’s relationship forged them permanently into each other’s lives as chosen sisters, secret keepers and bonbon bearers in times of distress. During their escapades, conversations of the future took root and grew into a dream they began to strive toward. Now, a month after opening the Prison, they are stepping into a brilliant new beginning, laboring daily to bring their dream into the world.

      Bela crosses to the Corner Cell. The same ominous footsteps now sound comforting and warm with the echo of each soft pad. Bela playfully rants as she approaches, “You know, for years I tried to rid myself of you, but nothing ever worked.”

      “I have been told I am quite stubborn.”

      Bela leans against the iron doorway. “That may be the biggest understatement I have ever heard.”

      Despite their determination and shared satisfaction, their dream isn’t completely secured. The business loan remains suffocating, a constant noose around their necks, but well-worth the pain to snatch up Main Street’s historic prison the moment it landed on the market. Battling experienced merchants and polished entrepreneurs, Bela fought her way through the city auction with finesse and grace, until she brought home the prized prison deed. But that was only the beginning. The work rehabilitating and converting and altering began. A job much bigger than they anticipated.

      They found the best contractor, Haley, an athletic woman with an eye for detail and an appreciation for artistry, who could easily coordinate multiple teams of men. After reviewing renovations with Haley, the drafted plans were sent to the State Historic Preservation Office, the city’s Historical Preservation Society and the Local Historic Commission, which proved to provide the strictest guidelines. Everything from updating the kitchen appliances to re-staining the concrete floors was monitored by Sherman, a local history professor and board member on the Local Historic Commission.

      A few times each week, Sherman’s long legs would stretch over piles of lumber as he strolled unannounced through the Prison rubble. His bony fingers, adept at turning pages, stroked his chin as he peered inside their full-sized, commercial oven. He adjusted his black-rimmed glasses, squinting as he bent over the freshly stained bookcases. The wisps of his remnant hair slightly fluttered as he loomed over Haley’s shoulder while she personally preserved and transformed the Sheriff’s Desk. Weeks turned into months, but Sherman’s resoluteness never slackened. He tasted their coffees, inspected their vintage stemware and sometimes spent the days locked in a cell with a book. Until finally, passing Sherman’s scrutiny, the Prison stood before them, resurrected a new creation, and ready to welcome the future.

      Izzy’s left eye narrows skeptically at her friend. “Why are you here?”

      “Couldn’t sleep.” Picking up Izzy’s coffee, Bela removes herself from the question and walks back behind the bar. She empties the cup in the sink and then reaches for two of the hanging stemmed glasses. “You need to stop drinking that stuff so late.”

      “I’m not the one who has to open.” Izzy smirks. She notices Bela’s avoidance and casual attempt to redirect the conversation, but renegade books and Bela-After-Dark have proven too much excitement for Izzy’s imagination. Her hand flutters over her chest and tries to calm the remnant pounding within. Whatever Bela isn’t confessing will have to be shelved for another day, but it won’t be forgotten. Izzy’s stubborn curiosity won’t allow it.

      Bela opens a bottle of red wine and pours them each a glass. She slips into the Corner Cell across from Izzy and slides one of the glasses over the aged wood. “And you have got to stop getting so worked up over the news. You looked like a crazed, mad woman when I walked in.”

      Izzy twists the stem between her fingers. The blood-red wine rises and falls around the sides of the smooth glass. Despite her best attempts, she is still dwelling on Bela’s late night appearance. “I wasn’t expecting you. Besides, when are you ever here this late? You open. I close, remember?”

      “Yes, yes, yes,” Bela placates. “I know how our business works.”

      “And that news happens not only to be important but very relevant and worth getting a little worked up over.” Izzy punctuates her statement with a sip of the deep red wine.

      “A little?” There is a slight laugh in Bela’s question. She often finds Izzy’s eccentricity entertaining.

      “Yes,” Izzy justifies, and her voice cracks.

      “If that was you a little worked up, I’m glad I missed you overreacting.”

      “Yes, well, if you want to see me overreact⁠—”

      “So, there were break-ins,” Bela interrupts with a shrug.

      “Exactly,” Izzy exclaims.

      Bela looks at Izzy, but her thin, brown eyes give away nothing.

      Izzy knows how to play Bela’s game of mental chicken. She narrows her blue eyes to match her friend’s and softly elaborates, “All around the Square.”

      Bela gives another casual shrug and sips her wine.

      Izzy leans forward. “The Prison is on the Square.”

      “So, lock the doors,” Bela suggests.

      “The back door was locked, and you came in. Hence…” Izzy leans back and waits for her friend to piece together the logic of her fear. Bela takes another stoic sip of the warm wine. Izzy lingers with anticipation for her business partner to draw the only practical conclusion. She is supposed to be the logical one. Taking into account the recent escalation of crime around the Towne Square and its proximity to the Prison, there is no other rational conclusion other than concern and maybe a bit of panic, but Bela’s placid expression and slack shoulders eventually convince Izzy that it is a conclusion she will never reach.

      Considering they share a name, Isabela, the two friends are completely diametric. Bela is collected and orderly and eternally rational, never surprised or caught off guard. Her temper is even, and her emotions are steady and stoic. Izzy blames it on her Vietnamese genetics. That and the abundance of fish in her diet. Izzy, on the other hand, is Irish and fiery and full of imagination, even when she doesn’t want to be. With a vivid force of its own, her imagination is something impossible for her to control. While Bela stands firm and walks fearlessly through the flames of life, Izzy dances with the flickering shadows and leaves a trail of cinders and ash in her wake.

      “Hence,” Izzy completes the sentence for her friend, “my panic.”

      “Are you actually using the word hence in a conversation?” Bela dismissively asks.

      “Yes, I am,” Izzy snips.

      Bela gently shakes her head, and her silky, noir-brown hair cuts across her neck. “Drink your wine.”

      Izzy is well acquainted with Bela’s bossiness. It is her truest form of affection, reserved for those she loves best. Some people exclaim: I love you. Movie and book aficionados quote: As you wish. Bela barks orders.

      Izzy rolls her eyes in mock protest before raising her glass to her friend. This debate can be tabled for another day. She offers Bela a conceding smile and obeys. “You know, you could have at least brought bonbons.”
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      The night breeze is crisp. The lock smoothly slides back with a soft and welcomed click. His agile fingers safely tuck the treasured lock pick and torque wrench in his snug pocket. With a quick glance over his shoulder, he gingerly turns the flush knob and steps inside. Too easy. It is all too easy.

      He locks the door behind him and takes a deep breath. He inhales the hollowness of the empty restaurant. He steps into the abandoned feel of the usually lively atmosphere and lets the nothingness wash over him. It blankets his skin, which rises in small bumps to greet the vacancy. He loves the void around him. The still air. The echo of his boots. His forbidden presence.

      The only light is from a distant street lamp. It slips through the small windows and lays fractured across the floor. A smile plays across his dried lips. His gloved fingers caress the back of a plush booth as he passes. When it all began, he never thought he would enjoy it so completely. He had assumed it was only a necessary evil, desperate measures for the greatest good. But he quickly learned, it is so much more. The stores are different at night. Behind the lights and noise, they are nothing but space. And he loves them this way. He loves the real stores, without the pretense of welcoming strangers or musical bravados. He loves the barony plain and simple, the way it is meant to be. Natural. Organic. Pure.

      The way he loves her.

      There is a peace to be found after the pretense has left, behind the closed doors, when the quiet reigns. There is an appreciation, an awareness, between him and the empty walls. They understand each other completely. They are the same. Here, standing in the vacancy, he is not alone.

      He feels the familiar vibration in his pocket. His heart races with the anticipation that it could be her. The time of night is right. He knew when he started this, she would eventually come running to him. Now, she has. This is the payoff. His work’s reward. She’s never needed him before. Will her voice quiver or will it be firm? He can almost see the way she’ll look at him when he answers her call and arrives at her door. Will she throw herself in his arms and press herself against him or will he take her hand and coax her into his strong embrace? Either way, he’s ready.

      Almost breathless from the thoughts of her, he glances at his phone. Of course, it isn’t her. That would be too easy. Too soon. She’s much too strong. It’s a large part of why he loves her, yet he can feel the rage and the heat rising within him. It has already been rapidly flushed through his veins by his lustful anticipation. His anger grows into a rumbling fury, as he reads the name on his phone: Mom.

      His first impulse is to throw his phone. It is nothing more than a harbinger of disappointment and abhorrence, yet he stops himself. Not here. Not now. He’s far too smart for that. He must remain in control. Here, in the emptiness, he is in control. He dismisses the call and returns the phone to his pocket. He won’t let her in his head. Not again. Not this time.

      He looks around and focuses on his peaceful surroundings. The oversized red and wooden booths. The mirror-backed bar. The tray of empty votive-holders waiting to display their small fires. He takes a deep breath and lets the stillness calm him. His spine extends. His shoulders square. Steadily, he walks behind the bar. His gloved fingers gently wrap around the nickel-plated doorknob leading to the office. He takes a last look at the beautiful restaurant, with the chairs resting serenely on the tables and the sheen of the freshly mopped floors, then he opens the office door.

      It is time to get to work.
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      Bela breathes in the fresh air laden with hot bread and brewing coffee. The sun bursts through the windows, streaking the gray floor with iron-barred shadows, stretched and fuzzy around the edges. Morning brings a softness to the Prison that can’t be found at any other time. She walks through the fog of sunbeams flooding through the windows, and the soft gray walls seem almost cloud-like. The thick aromas embrace her as she strolls through the store, setting chairs off tables and removing delicate, glass pedestals from their overnight abode. Bela relishes coming in at five, filling the ovens, setting up the shop, then seeking refuge in the Vault with a strong cup of coffee, a little music, and the logic of paperwork. Her mornings are soft and quiet, orderly and predictable before the pandemonius rush of customers. Well, the hopeful pandemonius rush. Izzy can keep her Prison nights of darkness. Bela prefers the cozy warmness of the early morning light as it creeps in. The morning light that meets the glow emanating from within her. Her radiance that halos her. Her soft illumination that warms people, and draws them into the store before they’re fully awake and aware of themselves.

      Bela places an array of traditional scones in the display case. She aligns the cranberry orange in perfection next to the cinnamon perched by the blueberry. She takes another sip of coffee, and the muffin timer calls to her. Spiced bran, wild berry, chocolate chip, and apple. She opens the oven, and their aromas rise in thick waves, boisterously filling the kitchen. She sets the trays down to cool and hears a knock on the back door. Bela glances at the clock to confirm the time right as the minute hand clicks onto the rigid four. It is six-twenty. Peter is early.

      “Hey,” Peter says and tries desperately to peer around the indiscriminately stacked boxes piled onto his orange-rusted dolly.

      “Morning, Peter.” Bela holds the heavy door for him. “You can go on and take those down.”

      Bela kicks the doorstop under the metal door. She knows it is the first of many loads Peter and his dolly will make. Thursday is D-Day. Delivery Day. Every Thursday morning at six-thirty, Peter arrives to deliver their survival needs. Each Sunday, after the Prison closes early, inventory is taken to assess the damages to their supplies while shining a light on their hopeful success. The Prison is always closed on Monday, their self-appointed day of rest, and on Thursday morning, Peter arrives with the supplies necessary for the upcoming weekend and following week. Timely, predictable and orderly.

      Despite Izzy’s energy and passion, routine and consistency are the only way to run a business. At least, a successful business. Bela grew up working at her dad’s beverage store. She was seven when they arrived in the States. All of them crammed into a tiny apartment, and her father striving to support them. At one time he successfully juggled four jobs, all while learning the language. It was never easy, but he never complained. He was practical and consistent and determined. Bela learned everything from him. Her dad was a pinnacle of strength. He is still a pinnacle of strength. Even though she was young, she remembers his work ethic paying off when he finally quit the graveyard shift at 7-Eleven and opened his first beverage store. Now, he is the proprietor of four. He has a nice house in a desirable neighborhood, a few cars, and financially supported all six kids through college. He even has plenty of time to relax with her mom by the pool in the backyard while grilling Asian short ribs. Her dad brought them to America with nothing and is now living the American Dream. He did it. He actually did it. He is a success. He is her hero, which is why it is so painful that she has disappointed him.

      Bela is turning the last wild berry muffin to display perfection, when Peter finds her. “I just need your signature.”

      Isabela Dinh. Bela’s script is almost legible, like a doctor’s or an attorney’s. The I and D are well pronounced, while the other letters fold into a disjointed line.

      “One of these days, I’ll be able to pronounce your last name. Maybe even be able to read it.” Peter’s boyish laugh exposes a pronounced dimple in each flushed cheek.

      “Good luck with that,” Bela smiles. “I poured you some coffee, and there’s a muffin for you over there on the bar.”

      “Thanks.” Peter’s tall, spindly frame heads toward the bar. He stops and turns back. “Did you hear about the break-in?”

      Bela returns to appraise the muffin display once more. “Which one?”

      Peter wipes the back of his wrist across his forehead, knocking his work cap further back on his shaggy, taffy-colored hair. “Last night.”

      Bela faces him. Peter is in his early twenties but tall enough to tower over most of the men in town. “Last night? Where?”

      “Angelo’s.”

      “But that’s only two doors down.” Bela’s fingers grasp the display case, chipping a perfectly manicured nail.

      “I know.” Peter’s hands slide into his work pockets and make him appear even thinner. “I think over half of the stores on the Square have been hit now.”

      “Did they take anything?” The thick aroma of muffins fills the back of Bela’s throat and lungs until it’s difficult to breathe.

      Peter rocks on the worn heels of his boots. “Just the overnight cash.”

      Bela exhales, and her fingers loosen their fatal grip. “Well, they won’t get far if they break in here. The Vault door is closed unless either Izzy or I are in there. And once that door is shut, there is no opening it without the code… and sometimes not even then.”

      Peter’s boyish laugh returns. “Yeah, those bootleggers knew a thing or two about security.” He turns again and snatches his coffee and muffin. “Stay safe, Bela.”

      “Thanks, Peter.” Her words are murky and lost in the morning fog surrounding her. The debt, the bills, and now the break-ins. She can feel the pressure weighing against her flesh, and her muscles begin to tense and ache. She cracks her neck and rolls her shoulders. She won’t fall victim to Izzy’s panic. There may be burglaries; there may be Izzy’s imagination; there may even be unpaid bills, but those are all issues that can be contended with. The Prison’s success is paramount. Bela doesn’t fail. She doesn’t. She can’t.

      Bela sighs. She just can’t.

      By seven-thirty, people are trickling in, breakfast needy before work. The morning’s conversations all revolve around the break-in at Angelo’s. Twelve hundred in cash taken. Twelve hundred! The amount rolls around Bela’s head, heavy and weighted like an uneven boulder. That amount is more than twice what they start with each morning, and Angelo’s doesn’t even open until eleven for lunch. Doubts begin to knock around the dollar amount. Are they not starting the days with enough cash? They seem to be fine. Maybe they aren’t seeing the amount of business Angelo’s is. She does wish their customer base was larger, but they are open almost twice as long as Angelo’s. Well, six hours longer, but still, that’s six hours more every day, and they don’t see that kind of cash.

      How long until she sees a dent in their debt? Logically, she knows it will take two to three years to be out of the red, but the renovations ended up with a higher price tag than they estimated. How much more did that set them back? How much longer did that add to their days in debt? Her finger slides across the Sheriff’s Desk. She knows Haley is worth the penny. She can’t imagine anyone else renovating the Prison with such skill, but combined with the customers being fewer than expected, the debt doesn’t appear to be waning. The weight grows and knots in her chest. As more details about Angelo’s begin to emerge, Bela isn’t sure if the weight is doubt or fear. It can’t be insecurity.

      The robbery occurred around eleven-thirty the night before. At eleven-thirty, Bela and Izzy were sitting in the Corner Cell, pixiely sipping red wine two doors down from the active thief. They were frivolously bantering about coffee and fear, while Angelo’s was being violated. Honestly, if Izzy discovers her irrational fears are justified, there will be no end to it. She’ll probably even use it to rationalize her mythical ghosts. Izzy would definitely be able to find a way to tie the two together. Bela has no doubt. She knows Izzy will eventually find out about the break-in, but how to present it to her in the least thrilling, most boring way possible will be tricky. It must seem unimportant to keep Izzy’s emotions and imagination bridled and reined in.

      “Bela. Bela?”

      Bela blinks. “Oh, sorry.”

      “Vanilla nut latte,” an exhausted mom says with a weary smile. Her young child relentlessly pulls at her shirt tail. “And a chocolate chip muffin.”

      Bela smiles. It is after nine, and the buzz of Angelo’s is still fluttering around the coffee shop. It continues to grow louder and faster with each new patron. Bela hands the chocolatey sweetness to the eager child and hopes the gossip will fly away before nine-thirty, when Izzy and her imagination arrive.
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        * * *

      

      The pressurous sun beats down on Izzy, as she and Koosa make their last lap around the placid Lake. Over a decade ago the Lake was manufactured by the city, and periodically, it’s filled with fish for local fishermen too old or too sick to commute to the river. The small artificial body of water is no great beauty created by nature, but it is, however, explicitly landscaped and immaculately adorned with well-manicured flowering trees. The trees and the sentiment of its origin have made the spot a town favourite, affectionately referred to as the Lake. Usually, Izzy and Koosa run on one of the many mountain trails, loving to get lost among the towering trees, the scampering critters and the shifting flecks of light. Even though she misses the solitude and Koosa misses the myriad of scents, the recent crime-spree has convinced Izzy to stay close to home and in full view of as many people as possible.

      A sweat-laden man jogs toward her. His blue, Magnum P.I. shorts are not nearly large enough to conceal his girth, and his gold chain bobbles against his faux-tanned jiggle. As he approaches, she can see the sweat beading on each strand of the thick hair coating his torso and shoulders and, yep, his back. He proudly prances by and leaves her with a thick cloud of smoke from his cigar, which he puffs in perfect time with his stride. Izzy stops jogging long enough to cough and clear her lungs. She definitely prefers the trees.

      Izzy knows Bela would have a patronizing smirk in response to her changing her routine out of fear. Bela would never let emotions surrounding a possibility keep her from what she wants, but Izzy can’t help it. She is certain that even if she were comfortably immersed on a familiar mountain trail, her imagination would amplify every broken twig and crunched leaf. And what if the crunched leaf wasn’t her imagination? She tugs Koosa’s leash and continues on her path around the Lake. It’s undeniable that the crime spree has her slightly apprehensive and possibly a bit paranoid. She marvels at Bela’s lack of concern. After all, the break-ins on the Towne Square did start precisely one month after they bought the Prison.

      Their small town is reputedly renowned for its safety and non-existent crime. Something of great irony considering the town’s tainted Prohibition past. The Prison was marred by its hypocrisy during those corrupted thirteen years. Stories haunt the town’s history of the horrors hidden behind the Prison walls and endured by the incarcerated, while floors below illegal activity continued by the very individuals enforcing the law with a heavy hand. Izzy is certain she often hears the desperate voices of the past screaming the Prison’s truths in faint whispers behind the concrete walls after closing. Bela is certain they are nothing more than Izzy’s imagination. Izzy has tried convincing herself of Bela’s insistence, but there are times they are undeniable. There are times she feels them breathing against her flesh. Times she can feel their whispers tickling the lobes of her ears. There are even times she stops and listens, determined to hear their truths, determined to learn more than the history books care to reveal or the town dares to admit. If only she could decipher those distance whispers of injustice and give voice to their years of silence, maybe the Prison would finally find peace. But most often, when the wind whispers or the shadows shift, her pace quickens and carries her rapidly away from what she convinces herself must only be her legendary imagination.

      While Bela prepared to win the ancient prison at auction, Izzy began digging into the town archives. She was anxious to learn of its heroic and jaded past. In the yellowed pages of the press, one documented inmate’s death haunted her. Like most jails, their prison suffered terrible overcrowding during the Prohibition. It was an epidemic across the nation with the new, expansive law. Preachers and doctors and killers shared both cells and bunks. There were never enough provisions, only more federal demands of who should be imprisoned. So, to free up bunk space, to stretch the stew a bit further, in an overcrowded cell on the back of the third floor, an inmate had been brutally beaten. The sheriff had been called. The doctor had been beckoned. The newspaper men flocked to the scene. The bruises and cuts didn’t appear to be life threatening, and yet the outlaw didn’t live. There was speculation as to whether the beating was worse than it appeared or if the doctor had slipped the inmate something to help him on his way. Either way, the offender was never brought to justice. No attempt was ever made to find the culprit. Whether it was a fellow inmate or the doctor or one of the sheriff’s men, the answer remains lost within the walls of the Prison, silenced along with the spirit of the victim. The only thing certain was that one cell had become a little less crowded, until the following week when two more were arrested. In her reading and research, Izzy found a plethora of similar stories and speculations. She often wonders how many of the dire marks on their walls were left there by the dispirited names captured in the archives.

      It is this colorful history of moral contradiction that made the Prison an infamous commodity once the hint of its impending auction escaped. Rumors had swirled through the air, carried like feathers in a windstorm around the Square, naming reasonable proprietors and endless conjectures about store possibilities. Many bids were placed on the historic building, yet Bela was the one to aptly secure the prime property. Exactly four weeks after their signing, the first crime since Prohibition occurred on the Towne Square. Four weeks after their ownership was official, The Cupcake Shoppe on North Main Street was robbed.

      The Cupcake Shoppe is a petite store that rests diagonally across the Square from the Prison and immediately next to the historic Post Office. Everyone loves the fairy tale cupcakes housed there. They range from bite-sized to over-sized and every size in between with varying flavors: traditional vanilla to piña colada to chocolate cayenne. The toppings span from fresh fruit to candies to a myriad of unimaginable syrups, all on incredible frostings. Everything is served by the town’s most eccentric grandmother, Henny, along with sprinkles and a free side of gossip. With the constant carefree aroma of innocence and indulgence wafting from The Cupcake Shoppe, Izzy hasn’t been able to shake the feeling that the break-in had little to do with Henny’s coveted cupcakes and more to do with the winning bid on the prison. It couldn’t be a coincidence.

      The break-in was personal.

      Although, maybe it wasn’t. Maybe her infamous imagination is again taking control and is trying to convince her that its fantasy is fact. Or maybe Izzy’s Irish luck has finally run bad. Bad luck. Bad timing. Bad coincidence. It wouldn’t be the first time. Either way, Izzy isn’t taking any chances, and her daily runs with Koosa now take place at the well-populated, ideally-manicured, serenely-calm Lake.

      When Izzy arrives at the Prison, there is a slight buzz in the air. She slips in the back door, but the haunting buzz calls to her. She drifts through the swinging door and into the coffee shop. The air is light and warm and soft on her skin. A few people are scattered in cells, sipping coffee and steamed milk along with the promises of a new day. The buzz is faint, like the whisper of ghosts, yet slightly different. Izzy roams around pretending to straighten things, looking for the source, trying to make out the words. She checks each cell and even the higher floors, behind the books and between the pages. By the time she returns downstairs, the slight buzz is drifting through the confining bars and out a sunny window. There is nothing left to hear other than the perking of fresh coffee.

      Bela hands her a cup of the dark roast. “You look lost.”

      “I thought I heard something.” The coffee is hot and makes her words sound exceptionally thin.

      Bela looks around at the few customers. Her narrow eyes search for a whisper of Angelo’s. Izzy takes another sip of coffee and shrugs, before walking back to the kitchen. There are lunch pastries and bagel sandwiches to be made. She has already pulled out the chicken salad and croissant dough before realizing Bela has followed her. Bela draws strength from another sip of the strong coffee before speaking. “Our customer base is alright, right?”

      Izzy shrugs, rolling out the dough. “It’s steady.”

      “Have you ever needed more cash in the evenings?”

      “No,” Izzy scoffs.

      Bela continues drinking her coffee, consumed with her thoughts.

      “Should I?” Izzy prods and continues to stretch the edges of the dough.

      Bela’s head shakes back and forth in a small, rhythmic motion. Her hair trembles with the movement, and waves of nutmeg and uncertainty are sent through the air. “I don’t know.”

      Izzy seals the chicken salad in a buttered, pastry nest before Bela’s doubt can taint the chicken, filling each patron who eats it with second guesses and weighted thoughts of What-If. She takes a thoughtful sip of coffee. Her bottom eyelid rises and studies Bela before speaking. “Most people use their debit card. I rarely even see cash.”

      Bela looks at her. Izzy’s words slowly begin to sink through her flesh, forcing her certainty to rise until her head bobs up and down with confidence. “You’re right. Most people don’t actually use cash.”

      Izzy returns her attention to the pastries. “So, do you want to tell me why you couldn’t sleep last night?”

      “Not really.”

      “Alright. Check on the shop. Then come back and tell me,” Izzy states.

      “Fine.” Bela’s voice is clipped, but Izzy knows it is relief that shortens her words as opposed to frustration. To open up, Bela must be pried, and Izzy is exactly the friend to insist. Bela prefers keeping everything caged inside the tower of strength forged around her spine, which holds her up when the world collapses. Bela is one of the strongest people Izzy has met. Izzy has relied on Bela’s strength when all she could manage herself was weakness. She has let Bela’s strength carry her, has let it nurture her, let it sustain her. But Izzy also knows that if Bela’s wall of silence isn’t breached every so often, that eventually Bela’s tower of strength will crumble, and she will be left derelict and broken in a mound of splintered ruins.

      Izzy slides the chicken salad pastries into the oven. Bela returns but says nothing. She continues to drown herself in coffee and silence.

      “So,” Izzy prompts.

      “So?” Bela’s dark brown eyes focus on the mug cradled between her manicured fingers. Her recently chipped nail taps the thick, ceramic side.

      “Wedding stuff?” Izzy asks.

      “Yes.” The word hits the air with a heavy sigh.

      “What is Valerie’s drama this time? Two hundred handmade roses?”

      “It is two hundred and fifty tissue paper carnations, and we still have to make those.”

      Izzy tries to stifle her laugh, but it seeps through her lips creating a crass braying.

      “Nice. Very nice.” Bela’s words are sarcastic. “You know, it really isn’t funny. Those are going to take forever to make.”

      Izzy doesn’t even attempt to contain the laughter that follows. It tumbles through the air, infecting Bela before falling into the batter, sweetening and enriching the pastry with a hint of felicity. Eventually, Izzy regains control and bridles the laughter to a mere chuckle. “So, if it’s not the impending tissue garden that gave you insomnia, why were you here last night?”

      “Wiatt.”

      “Ah,” Izzy nods, and her red curls bounce in agreement. She’s never been a fan of Wiatt’s, but Bela loves him. She loves him enough for the both of them. So, over the years, Izzy has learned to accept him and on occasion even like him. “Enough said.”

      “Not really. You will not believe him! All he has to do⁠—”

      The brisk chime of the small bell on the Sheriff’s Desk interrupts her.

      “Just wait,” Bela says. She gathers herself into a pinnacle of professionalism and steps through the swinging door. A few minutes later, the door opens enough to let through a slight mist of words. “Izzy, can you come out?”

      “Yeah, just let me start some cookies.”

      By the time Izzy has taken out the chicken salad and refilled the oven with a variety of cookies, she finds Bela with two cups of coffee and a cop in the Corner Cell. “Izzy, this is Officer Phelps.”

      He stands, and his massive frame consumes the small space of the cell. He offers his hand in greeting, and a lock of black hair falls across his forehead. Izzy skeptically shakes his large, rugged paw. “If this is going to take a while, I may need to finish with the oven first. Before the lunch crowd.”

      Officer Phelps sits back down. The table is relieved of his colossal shadow, but the metal bolts of the bench groan under his weight. “It shouldn’t take too long. Why don’t you get a cup of coffee and join us.” His deep baritone relays more of an order than a question.

      While Izzy doesn’t mind executing Bela’s bidding, this guy is different. She’s not sure if it’s the handcuffs or the pepper spray or the gun, but this guy is no Bela. Maybe it’s the baton. Whatever it is, there is definitely no love behind his bark. Izzy has a hunch that his bite may actually be worse. She hesitates and then obeys. As she stalks to the coffee bar, she glances back at him. What gives him the authority to offer her coffee in her own shop? His Taser, maybe? Certainly not the nitrile gloves. Her fingers rub together on the hand he shook, and she notices the faint smell of cloves his handshake left behind on her flesh. She can feel it filling her pores and desperately longs to wash her hand, although she doesn’t dare while he is waiting.

      With her police sanctioned coffee, Izzy returns to the Corner Cell and slides onto the firm bench next to Bela. “What is this about?”

      Officer Phelps’ deep blue eyes continue to focus on his pocket-sized notebook. “There was another break-in on the Towne Square last night. This time at Angelo’s.”

      Izzy and Bela exchange a conversation in one, brief glance. Izzy’s eyes scream, I told you so. With a disparaging roll, Bela’s eyes whisper, Whatever. Izzy’s silent complaint is efficiently dismissed, and Bela’s attention settles back on the policeman.

      Officer Phelps finally peers up from his scribbled notes. His voice is deep and rumbles around the cell. “The word is that you were both here at the time of the robbery. I need to know what you heard or saw.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Izzy’s disbelief is highlighted by the timer on her phone, announcing the cookies’ need for tending. She looks at the wailing timer then at both of them. With a huff, she leaves the booth and abruptly returns to the kitchen.

      Bela trails after her. “I’ll help you with the lunch prep after we finish giving our statements to the police.”

      Izzy sets the cookies out to cool and lets their warmth fuel the rising heat within her. “I don’t believe this.” She turns off the oven and shadows Bela back to their cell.

      They find the officer studying the cell wall. His callused finger softly strokes the incarcerated markings. Izzy and Bela slide onto the opposing bunk, and he reluctantly tears his attention from the past. “So,” Officer Phelps continues with a sharp click of his pen, “the security footage shows the break-in around eleven-thirty. Did you hear anything?”

      “Just her.” Izzy’s head tilts toward Bela.

      “I’m sorry?” Two deep folds emerge in his forehead.

      Izzy sips her coffee before continuing. “I had just finished locking up when Bela came in. It was a little after eleven. After that, we were talking and didn’t hear anything.”

      The officer scribbles in his notebook. “Did you have music on? Or were you on the phone or anything else that would have distracted you from hearing something?”

      “No.” Izzy shakes her head, and her red curls flutter.

      “Speaking of which,” Bela turns to Izzy, “why don’t you have music on at night when you close? It would keep your imagination from going wild.”

      Izzy’s curt voice pierces the air. “Really? Now’s the time for this conversation?”

      “It would keep you from thinking you hear ghosts,” Bela counters.

      “Ghosts?” The officer’s eyes narrow.

      Izzy ignores him. “It is not my imagination.”

      “I’m just saying—” Bela attempts to lecture her, but Izzy’s words, sharp and angular, force their dominance.

      “I know exactly what you’re saying, and obviously it wasn’t my ‘wild imagination’ last night if there was an actual break-in happening.”

      “So then, you did hear something?” Officer Phelps interjects.

      Izzy turns her attention back to him. The lids of her eyes linger half-open, bearing the weight of her indignation. “I heard the door, but it turned out to only be Bela.”

      “I always have the music on in the mornings,” Bela continues their conversation. “It helps keep me moving. Keeps me focused.”

      Izzy quickly turns back to her. Her fiery curls flail, and the aroma of cinnamon is sent swirling through the small cell. “I am not you.”

      “Ladies.” The police officer tries to regain control.

      Izzy and Bela quiet, but their eyes continue the argument, burrowing into each other before slowly and compliantly turning to look at him. Officer Phelps’ navy eyes shift uncertainly between the two women. His breaths are deep and slow. He focuses on each one of them, trying to resolve the best course of action for the situation. This should have been a swift gathering of information, but his first basic question spiraled into the ricocheting chaos before him. Music? Ghosts? He isn’t even sure what the conversation is about anymore nor can he recall his initial question that spurred it all. He can feel the muscles in his neck tightening. He takes one last, extensive breath of the stifling cell air. His right eye slightly squints, as he tries to decide the least incendiary woman before him. His gaze settles on Bela, and Izzy returns her focus to her coffee. “So, you came in a little after eleven. Did you see anything outside that was unusual or out of the ordinary?”

      “No.”

      “An unfamiliar car?”

      “No.”

      “A person walking around?”

      “No.”

      “Anything that seemed suspicious or made you look twice?”

      “No. Nothing. I parked right outside the back door, unlocked it, came in and found Izzy screaming.”

      Officer Phelps’ attention lilts back to Izzy. “Screaming?”

      Izzy taps her coffee mug with her thumb. “She scared me.”

      He turns to Bela, and his words are fatigued. “Why did you scare her?”

      “Because she was sitting in the dark, letting her outrageous imagination drift and spread. It probably contaminated the whole place,” Bela tattles.

      “I was not contaminating anything!”

      “You were screaming,” Bela calmly points out.

      “Because you came in unannounced in the middle of the night,” Izzy rapidly defends.

      Officer Phelps claps his notebook shut. He longs for an aspirin to quench his impending headache and is certain he’ll need to rub his neck down from the whiplash of the conversation. He presses the palm of his hand across the bridge of his nose and desperately hopes this will be his only visit to the Prison.

      “Okay, ladies. I appreciate your help,” he lies. He slides out of the booth and stands. His considerable frame fills the doorway. He looms there with his right hand cupping the back of his stiffening neck. “Do me a favor, okay? Keep your doors locked and your eyes open at night. You are one of the few businesses that hasn’t been hit, which makes you a target.”

      “Super.” The thought slips from Izzy’s quick lips before she can stop it.

      “Just be smart. Watch the parking lot when you leave. Listen for anything unusual. Make sure you lock everything up, even if you’re still inside closing up at night. Especially if you’re inside closing up at night. And stop scaring each other, okay?” He finishes his coffee in one, strong gulp and gives a short, polite nod. “Thank you for the coffee.”

      They watch him commandingly stalk past the other cells, his long shadow trailing behind him, and out the front door.

      Bela follows Izzy through the swinging door into the kitchen. Izzy flips on the oven and fiercely grasps a large kitchen knife. “Were you even going to tell me?”

      Bela lays out various bagels and removes deli meats and cheeses from the refrigerator. “I knew you’d find out.”

      Izzy grabs a tomato and begins slicing with a vengeance. “Well, you were right. I found out.”

      “Look, it is not that big of a deal.” Bela desperately tries to downplay the menacing situation. A business cannot run on frayed emotions. Methodically, she begins distributing the meat and cheese on the bagels. “We’ll follow the police advice, keep everything locked up, and it’ll be fine.”
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