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I love my wife.  Everything about her, from her strikingly dark brown eyes and shoulder length hair of the same color, to her athletic body and sharp mind, makes me swoon a bit when I think about her.  For ten years we have been married and have lived in Brighton Falls.  For all those years I have owned a local furniture store that I inherited from my parents.  Things have gone well enough, I suppose, but there are times when sales are down and tensions in our house run high.  Still, my beautiful wife and I have persevered through thick and thin, until today.  Today causes me to wonder what our future will be like if things are as bad as my wife says they are.

“I’m sorry,” Tori tells me as she begins to cry, dabbing her eyes with a small handkerchief.  “I didn’t mean for everything to go like this, Andy.”

Shaking my head, I look down at my hands and think for a moment before asking, “What the hell were you thinking when you did it, Tori?  You were put into that position because you were highly respected, but now you tell me that the trust the council put in you was misplaced?”

“I’m so sorry, honey.”  My wife takes my hand as she cries, tears now streaming down her face.  Tori is afraid of what is to come now that she has been informed by the prosecuting attorney’s office that there is an investigation into allegations that she has embezzled money from the city government’s coffers.  At first, as Tori was telling me this a few minutes ago, I thought that she was joking with me.  However, it took very little time before I began to realize that she is honestly scared for her life.  It’s hard to understand why Tori would do such a thing, though.

“Why are you telling me this?” I ask as I look over at her.  “Shouldn’t you keep your mouth shut about whether you have been doing something illegal?  What if they question me?”

“You can’t be made to testify against me, Andy.  Since we are married, there is some legal protection there.”

“Okay,” I reply.  “But you are still taking a huge risk.  They can’t compel me to give evidence, but I could offer it.  Why do you trust me with this?”

The surprise on Tori’s face causes me to regret asking such a question.  “I guess that if you are against me now, then it’s all over anyway.”  My wife suddenly drops my hand and stands to her feet, walking over to the other side of the small office at the back of the furniture store.  

“No, please don’t misunderstand, sweetheart,” I say as I jump to my feet as well.  I go to where Tori is standing and put an arm around her shoulders.  “That came out all wrong.  You know I will not say anything to the prosecutor or anyone else.”

She turns and looks back into my eyes.  “I’m screwed anyway, Andy.  That woman is determined, and I think she has it out for me and anyone else she can take down who works in city hall.”  Tori may have a point.  Patricia Wood is the newly elected prosecuting attorney for our county who ran on a platform of cleaning up all the county government as well as the cities found within the county.  Fate has it that Ms. Wood has begun with our little town before any other, so naturally the first place to look is in the financial records in my wife’s office.  As city treasurer, Tori holds record of every transaction that has taken place in Brighton Falls over the last few years, and apparently there are enough discrepancies to cause a further investigation by the young prosecuting attorney.

“I can talk to Craig to see what can be done.”

“Craig?”  My wife’s face contorts as she thinks about the man who won the mayoral election just two years ago.  “He’s not the sort of guy who would put his neck on the line for anyone, Andy.  The guy is slimy at best.”

“He gets away with things,” I tell her.  “He knows how to get through most kinds of tough issues and comes out in the end smelling better than before.  You know he is skimming off the top of the budget, honey.”  Everyone who has anything to do with city hall knows this to be the case.  Craig Leighton started out as one of the crookedest used car salesmen our town has ever seen, and made a lot of money while doing it.  Even though everyone sees him as being the guy who would rob his own destitute mother, everyone also goes to him to buy a car when they need one.  Somehow, he has been able to convince each and every customer of his that although Craig might be a bit dishonest with some customers, he would never be dishonest with them.  The slickest man in town became everybody’s best friend even though he was fleecing them for hundreds or even thousands of dollars when they bought a used car from him.  Of course he was destined to become mayor.  There was no one else in town when he ran for the position who could boast of being as crooked as Craig Leighton.

“I don’t even like being around him.  He calls me sweetie and honey all the time, Andy.”

“He calls every woman he knows those kinds of names, my love.  Even his own sister is called sweetie by the guy.”

“Don’t involve him,” Tori pleads as she takes my hand.  “He can’t help me anyway.  All he could possibly do is make things a lot worse, honey.  Besides, Craig is going to want to try to insulate himself from this whole thing, and helping me would not help that effort.”

“You don’t give the guy enough credit.  He knows how to work people, Tori.  He can talk to this new prosecutor and get her to either back off or to come to some sort of mutual arrangement.”

“You mean pay her off.”  My wife’s eyes look sharply up at me before she walks past me back to my desk.  

“I never said that.”

“Nobody ever does,” she replies as she crosses her arms.  “This is how I got myself into this shit in the first place.  First, one guy needed a favor and then another.  Next thing I knew, I was putting my own hand into the accounts to help cover some of our bills.  Now I’m in so much hot water that I don’t know what to do.”  My wife turns to look at me defiantly.  “Craig Leighton is a cancerous asshole, Andy.  Do not bring him into this.”  

Anger getting the best of me, I pick up a file folder from my desk and slam it back down hard, the thud almost deafening as I look back at my wife.  “You have brought me into this, Tori.  You no longer have any right to dictate to me who can or who cannot know about this mess.  You also have lost the right to tell me who I can ask to help us with this.  If you had kept your fingers out of the cookie jar, you wouldn’t have to worry so much right now about a probe into the city’s finances.”

“My fingers in the cookie jar?”  Tori slowly holds up her hand and pushes one finger above all the others, effectively offering me a vulgar response.  “How is that for a finger?”

Turning to storm out of the office, my wife almost doesn’t stop as I call out after her, “They will put you in jail, Tori.”  She stops but doesn’t turn around.  “All because you wanted money that didn’t belong to you.  All because you did favors for people who then turned around and did favors for you.  All because you got too damned greedy.”

Tori turns around and closes the office door before walking back over to me.  “How do you think the electricity bill and the water bill got paid last month?  With my paycheck?  With your shitty sales month?  No, my love, they were paid because there is a slush fund in the city account.  One that I thought was very well hidden by the accounting tricks that I have learned over the past five years as treasurer.  She found it.  A prosecuting attorney with almost no experience as a prosecuting attorney before being elected last fall found a very small accounting trick without actually coming to my office to see the books.  How do you suppose she managed that, Andy?”  

I shrug my shoulders.  “You tell me.”

My wife’s dark eyes seem to penetrate my soul as she shakes her head and replies, “Someone in city hall knows about the accounts and decided to tip her off.  There is no way she could have found that without being told where it was.  It’s not as if I have been moving thousands of dollars every month, so I’m not being greedy, Andy.  We are talking about an occasional three or four hundred dollars here and there.  Maybe a total of five thousand dollars over the last five years, and only when we have needed it so badly that I dared to risk going to jail over it.”  Tori turns and looks out the window of my office toward the furniture sitting in the store.  “You haven’t sold but one or two pieces of furniture the whole fucking week, but you lecture me?”  

“Honey, I’m not placing all of the blame on you.  I know I don’t earn enough sometimes and that I have put a lot of the bills off onto you.  No matter what, though, you can’t go and break the law without some expectation that they will catch you eventually.  This prosecuting attorney is not going to stop until she has you ensnared in her net unless we get people involved who know how to deal with corruption.  Craig knows better than anyone else here what to do.  He knows judges, Tori!”  I put my hands into the air before dropping them right back to my sides.  “You need to stop pretending
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