Worth It All

“Are you sure you don’t want to think about this for a minute?” he asked.

“No thinking. Doing and action. Like a verb.” I said as I mentally prepared myself for the task at hand.

“Uh huh.”

I glared at him. “See? This is why I didn’t want to involve you in the first place. I knew you’d want to go the cautious route.”

“Cautious? No. Smart? Yes.” he countered. “All I’m saying is think about your actions for a minute. Think about how it may affect your future.”

I studied him for a few seconds. I didn’t want to think about anything. The reason I was so gung-ho about the whole thing is because I knew that if I didn’t go into it at full speed, without giving a care to what the outcome was going to be, I wasn’t going to do it at all. 
I couldn’t do what I was going to do without Bryan backing me up. Then I had a revelation.
 “Oh. My. God. You’re scared.” I said to him in a forced whisper.
“Like hell.” he shot back. “I just don’t want to be dragged in front of Burger when the shit hits the fan. I’ve already got six OPR queries in my file.”
“As if you’re even worried about that. You live for shit like that.” I snorted. 
He narrowed his eyes at me. “Taunt me all you want woman. I can take it. Because I know in the end I’m going to get the satisfaction of watching you cry like a baby.”

“Is that all the faith you have in me?” I said with exaggerated disgust. “Whatever happened to team work? You’re my partner for Christ’s sake. And for the record I don’t cry.”
He flashed me a skeptical look. “What about when we were watching ‘Finding Nemo’, and you starting bawling like a baby when Marlin thought Nemo had died in the fishing net incident?”

Hmmmm. Damn him and his memory!
“I wasn’t really crying. I was just pretending so Sebastian and Jonathan wouldn’t feel bad because they were crying. Five year olds and three year olds like it when grown-ups can sympathize.”

“Since when are you a child expert?” Bryan scoffed.

“Since I became a godmother. Kat wouldn’t have asked me if she didn’t think I wasn’t capable to do the duties.”

“You’re her best friend. Who else would she have asked?” he said in a matter-of-fact voice.

I rolled my eyes at him. “Has anyone every asked you to be a godfather?”

“No.”

“I rest my case then. Now, on to the plan.”

“Why is this important again?” he asked for what seemed like the hundredth time.

I blew out an exasperated breath. “You’re killing me here Anderson.”

“Come on. Just one more time.”

“And you call yourself an observant agent? How the hell did you get hired anyway?”

He grinned widely. “I slept my way in.”

“Ick. No details please. Anyway, as I said before, we have a tradition in the office where we play Hide the Pickle...”

“Isn’t that what you and Santoni have been trying to do for the past year?”

I slapped him on the head. “Don’t get into grown folks business. Anyway, Burger or Susan would hide a glass pickle somewhere in the office, and the first agent to find it gets an extra day off with pay.”
“Sweet. How did this tradition get started anyway?”

“Burger’s grandmother is from Germany, and supposedly there is a tradition of hiding a glass pickle in the Christmas tree, and the first child to find it gets an extra present. Surprisingly though, no one in Germany has every heard of the game.”
Bryan looked a little confused. “So we’re doing a tradition from a country that doesn’t  acknowledge, or have any record that the tradition even exists?”

“Exactly.”

“And that’s not weird to you?”

“Weird?”

“Never mind. I forgot who I was talking too. So I take it your plan is to win and get that extra day off. How many times have you won?”

“None. Hence the reason for going through with this plan. Which I know you’re going to help me with.”

“And what do I get out of this? Maybe I want to win and get that extra day off.”

I stared at him in disgust. “Are you kidding me? I didn’t enlist you in this covert operation for you to score my day off. Yes, I know that sounds selfish, but I deserve this day.”

Bryan’s response was a blank stare. It seemed like I had my work cut out for me here. “Okay, how many times a week do you have sex, and not the kind that involves your hand?” I asked.
Bryan snorted in disbelief. “What are you? My doctor? My mother?”

“Shut up and answer the question.” I snapped.

He let out a sigh. “Four. Maybe five times.....depends.”

“And how many times a week do I have sex?”

His eyebrows shot up in his hairline, and then a look of understanding settled on his face. He smiled a slow smile. “Are we taking our partnership to the next level here?”
“Excuse me?”

“Isn’t that why you asked that question? To see if I was available.” he said waggling his eyebrows at me.
“No!”

“Then I’m confused.”

“Look, the point I’m trying to make here is that unlike you I don’t have fu......errrr....people available to me to have sex with no strings attached. I’m stressed out to the max, and this day off is exactly what I’ll need to just get away and get some relaxation.”

“Are you going to get laid on that day off?” Bryan asked.

Yeah, if I can find a man that’s available and I’m really into in less than a week.

Instead I said, “Currently with my track record I would have to say no.”

He stared at me for a few seconds. “You’re a sad, sad, sad person. Okay, let me ask you this, when was the last time you got laid?”

Oh God.

“Well...let’s see...that would have to be...”

“And stop.” he said holding up his hand to me. “That’s just pathetic.”

“What?”

“When you actually have to summon the memory of the last time you had sex that just tells me it might have been back when the Gulf War started. Like I said, you’re a sad, sad, sad person.”

“Sheesh! Rub it in why don’t ya.”

Bryan shook his head sympathetically at me. “You know what? Since it’s gonna be Christmas and all in a few weeks I’m going to do this as my present to you. Your vagina is just crying out for my help.”
“Hey! Leave my vagina out of this.”

“Can’t even if I tried. Your vagina is the reason you’re in this right now.”

He did have a point here. Sigh. 

He was right. I was pathetic. But I wasn’t going to let that deter me.
“Okay, so you remember what you have to do, right? Just distract Susan while I slip into Burger’s office and see if I can find the Pickle file.”
“There’s a pickle file?” Bryan asked incredulously.

“Of course. Burger likes to keep detail records of everything. He keeps a list of winners and hiding places. You know, so he won’t pick the same hiding place every year. My sources tell me that he usually keeps it in the filing cabinet on the right in his office.”

“Sources? You actually have pickle sources? This just keeps getting better and better. How long has the competition been going on?”

“Hmmm...about four years.” 

“Maybe you should put all this energy into finding a human pickle for yourself.  It might be easier.”

“Ha, ha.....no.” I said.

Bryan let out a sigh. “You really want to win this thing huh?

I nodded.

“Okay. I’ll do it. But you’re going to owe me big.”

I clapped my hands in glee and bounced excitedly up and down in my chair. “Yay! Pickle for me.”

He shook his head ruefully and mumbled something about his bad luck at picking a partner. Whatever. At this point all that mattered was finding the pickle, and then booking myself into a spa in Arizona.  However, if things didn’t go as planned I had a contingency plan. Agents always had contingency plans. After being at the job for a certain number of years, most agents realized that even the best well-laid plans always had a chance of being fucked up.
And it was in those fucked up moments that one realized that it was better to have a shitty back up plan, than no goddamn plan at all.

I only hoped my shitty back-up plan worked if the shit did hit the fan, because I really did like my job.

“Okay, so you remembered what to do, right?” I asked excitedly.

Bryan nodded. “Tell Susan that the new coffee machine that she ordered for the kitchen is broken.”

The new coffee machine was the pride and joy of the office. At $300, the Technivorm KB741 was one of only two automatic-drip coffee makers that were officially certified by the Specialty Coffee Association of America because it brewed at the optimal temperature of 200 degrees Fahrenheit for exceptional coffee. 
Burger was a coffee connoisseur, and took great pride in the coffee that he drank. Special coffee beans were even ordered for the machine, and I must say that on cold, tough days, when all my cases seemed to be rebelling against me, the coffee was the highlight of the day.
“How broken are we talking here?” Bryan asked.
I thought on this for a few seconds. I didn’t want the entire thing broken and be out of coffee for the next few days or even weeks, but getting a paid day off was right up there with a caffeine high.

“Hmmm....how about it springs a leak or something? Or the carafe gets cracked. Nothing disastrous, just worrisome.”

Bryan nodded. Then got up from his desk and made his way to the kitchen. Five minutes later he came back and sat down with a smug smile on his face.

“As of two minutes ago there was water leaking out the sides of the glass carafe.” he said.
“God I love you.” I said with a contented sigh.

“You’re still gonna owe me big for this.” he said. “And not big like doing my laundry or washing my car. I mean big like it will be involving your money or your life big, got it?”

I nodded. “Whatever you want.”

He studied me for a few seconds. “Careful to what you’re agreeing to there Carter. You don’t know half of what you think you know about me or my lifestyle.”

I stared back at him. “And you don’t know what I know about half of what you think I don’t know about you or your lifestyle.”

He blinked. Then a slow smile spread across his lips. “You know if it wasn’t for Santoni and the little respect I still have towards him, me and you would’ve been bumping uglies a long time ago.”

I made a face at him. “As cute as you are Anderson, you’re ego is too big to fit in my vagina.”
“So you say.” he said as he waggled his eyebrows.

“Okay, are you ready for the show to begin?” I asked as I glanced over at Susan, who was busily typing and frowning at her computer screen.

He nodded, and I watched with a smile on my face as he made his way over to her desk. He gestured animatedly towards the kitchen, then a look of pure shock settled over Susan’s features. She sprung up from her chair and made her way briskly into the kitchen. Bryan turned towards me and mouthed “Go!”
My stomach flip-flop violently in anticipation and the knowledge that I had to find the file before Susan returned, or worse yet, Burger came back from his weekly meeting with the SAC (Special Agent in Charge) on the 28th floor.
If I was caught, it would be grounds for automatic discharge. Do not pass go-do not collect $200-you’re fired-type of discharge.
With my heart racing in my chest and my palms beginning to sweat I brushed past Bryan and entered the lion’s den. I zeroed in on the filing cabinet on the right, pulled out my lock picking tool and worked the lock opened. The latch gave without much effort and the drawer slid opened silently when I pulled on it without much force. I guess they thought no one sane would ever break into the ASAC’s office, especially in the federal building. Guess they were right because I was way past sane at this point. Desperate times and what not.
I peered into the drawer. Everything was labeled neatly and filed alphabetically. I skimmed quickly to the P’s and almost jumped for joy when the word “Pickle” peered back at me.

I pulled the filed out roughly and scanned the contents. Fuck me. There was nothing there. Well nothing that was of use to me. On the single sheet of paper in the file the list only contained the list of the past hiding places and winners.

“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” I muttered harshly.

My dream of going to Arizona crumbled before my eyes. I felt like crying. I felt like screaming. I felt like confronting Burger and demanding to know where the damn pickle was hidden. God, was I crazy? When did I turn into this desperate woman? Maybe Bryan was right. I needed to get laid ASAP.
I slipped the file back into the hanging folder dejectedly, closed the drawer and relocked it.

I let out a loud sigh and began making my way out of the office when I saw the door knob turning. I could hear Burger’s voice from behind the door. It sounded like he was talking to another man.
Holy shit! Shit! Shit! Fuck! Where the hell was Bryan? Urggggg!!! He was dead man!

I spun around and frantically surveyed the room. The only places big enough to hide me was either Burger’s desk or the small closet by the window. I chose the closet. As I yanked the door opened and propelled myself into in the tiny space, already occupied by Burger’s coat, a pair of shoes, and what looked like a Macy’s shopping bag, I prayed that I had enough time to get the door closed before Burger and his guest saw me.
As I clicked the door shut I heard their voices get louder as they entered the room.

Thank you Jesus, I muttered silently. Wait a minute. I knew the other voice. Tyler? Of all the.....what the hell was he doing talking with Burger? I forced my breathing down to a slower pace hoping that it would make hearing what they were saying clearer.

“How long are you gonna be out there?” Burger asked.
“About a week. I’m just doing routine stuff and getting them all set up. I should be back before Christmas.”

“Good, good. From what Paulus told me, you guys should have the weapon ready for more field tests by the beginning of the new year.”

“That’s the official word, but you know how these things turn out. Congress has to pass the bill first for it to be released into active use.”

God. His voice. He sounded so good. I was almost tempted to steal a peek at him. I hadn’t seen him in a couple of months. Not since we did the operation with Marcus together. He didn’t call either. Or texted. Or emailed. Did he even miss me? Has he been wanting to see me? The answer I got back was a big, fat NO.
I guessed if he wanted to see me he would’ve sought me out by now. Plus he was all wrapped up in Julie now, and from what I overheard a few weeks ago, things were getting pretty serious between them.
I had walked into the kitchen to get some coffee and heard a couple of the data-entry clerks talking as they sat around the kitchen table eating salads. Their backs were to me, and they didn’t turn around when I entered the room.
“...she said he’s taking her to the Poconos for Christmas. She thinks he’s going to propose there.” one of the clerks had said.
“They’re that serious? Lucky girl. I’ve had my eye on him since he joined the SWAT team.”
“You’re not the only one. That Santoni is a hot piece. I wouldn’t mind getting some SWAT action from him if you know what I mean.”

My spine straightened as they laughed jovially. Jealousy pricked at my insides. Why the hell was I even jealous? He wasn’t even mine. Even though we had been somewhat...involved in the past, it seemed that he was not destined to be with me...or that he wanted to be destined with me. He had chosen Julie. I was good enough for stolen touches and the emotionally fuck, but when it came down to an actual committed relationship I was somewhat lacking in what he viewed as ideal. Bastard.
I clenched the coffee mug angrily as my eyelids burned with unshed tears. 

Goddammit! I was not going to cry! I was not going to cry! Shit! I was going to cry.

I turned and fled from the kitchen and made my way to the stairwell where I would at least have some privacy for ten minutes. I sat on the metal staircase, tearily sipping my coffee as I gave myself a firm talking to and listed all the ways that I was better for him than Julie. It wouldn’t make him want me more, but it did boost my ego a little. Fifteen minutes later I was back at my desk going over mug shots with Bryan and showing the world my “happy” face.
Burger’s voice jarred me back to the present.
“So how are the engagement preparations coming along?”

Engagement preparations? Oh my God! The clerks were right! No! No! No! I think I’m gonna be sick. And what is that digging into my left butt cheek? Ouch!
“They’re coming along pretty good.” Tyler answered with what sounded like a smile his voice.

He’s happy? I’ll kill him! 
He’s happy? No thanks to me. I can’t breathe. I think I’m having a heart attack. 
“Does she suspect anything?” Burger asked.

“Not a thing. Her family lives in California, and she’s not in the mood to travel for the holidays, so she thinks we’re just going up to the Poconos to celebrate Christmas there.”

“Is your whole family going to be there?”

“Just about.”

“How are you holding up? Nervous?”

“I’m more excited than anything. The moment she sees that ring it’s going to be a Kodak moment.”

I felt as though my heart was in my stomach. I wanted to be anywhere but stuck in a stupid closet while Tyler declared his undying love for another woman. Damn pickle! It was all the pickle’s fault!

“What else is going on with you? Seems every time I turn around you’re in some other part of the country. How’s your uncle? How are things between you and Agent Carter?” Burger fired off rapidly.
Why were they talking about me? I leaned forward slightly trying to get better audio.

“Nothing other than work really. I’ve been flying in and out so much I barely recognize my house anymore. I’m hoping by the New Year things will slow down. Uncle Patrick is fine. Still going strong. He mentioned you stopped in a while back for dinner. As for Carter...well...there’s nothing really to tell.” Tyler replied, the last part said in a clipped tone.
“Does she know about the engagement?”

Yes! I did now.
“No. She doesn’t know.”

“Is she gonna know?”

Silence.

Come on Tyler. Am I going to know?

“No.” he answered finally.

Burger made a nondescript sound. “Is that wise? She’s bound to find out from another source.”

“It’s necessary. Our friendship is kind of messy right now. Plus she has this weird connection with Marcus Grant. That fucker irks me to no end. There’s a strange vibe when they’re around each other. Did they use to date or something?”

“From what we uncovered about their background with each other, it seems they just went to the same high school. No one remembers them dating back then.”
What the fuck! They ran a background check on us? Why? 
“Regardless, I’ve seen how he looks at her, and I don’t like it.” Tyler said. “I don’t want her getting too involved with him.”

Burger let out a wry chuckle. “He’s her CI Santoni, not her boyfriend. Agent Carter is a beautiful woman; can you blame the guy for looking? And in the long run I prefer them close. The closer she gets to him, the better we can monitor his dealings and finally nail the motherfucker before a Federal grand jury. Why do you think I authorized his CI approval so fast? Agent Carter is our best bet for getting that shit bag off the street. He’s so taken up with her that he won’t see us coming when we bust down his door.”
WHAT!!!!!!!!!!!!! They were using me to get Marcus indicted. And to make it even worse Tyler was in on it. What kind of friend was he? Obviously he wasn’t. 
His betrayal cut sharply into my soul. Anger and frustration lodged itself in my core. Here I thought I was doing my job and making my mark, while behind my back I was listed as a piece of ass to lure Marcus out. Well I’ll show them. Hell hath no fury like a woman stuck in closet listening to her supervisor talk about her like a two dollar hooker.
“What if the plan backfires?” I heard Tyler ask. “How much cushion do we have?”

“The U.S. Attorney’s office is itching to take this guy down. Whatever Agent Carter leads us to I’m sure from that piece of lint those guys could make a sweater. There’s no way we’re gonna lose. We’re going to look like fucking heroes.”
“What about Carter?” Tyler asked. “You know she’s going to be very vocal when she finds out she was just a pawn?”

“Stop worry Santoni.” Burger said. “When we make our move on Grant, Agent Carter won’t be anywhere near any of the action. When she does find out it’s going to look like we got Grant on evidence other than what she’s working on with him. The press won’t even know she was even involved. I told you, I’ve got everything covered.”

“How sure are you about her not being involved when the shit goes down.” Tyler pressed on. 
“Jesus Christ Santoni! Why do you always have to have a soft spot when it comes to her? Stop thinking with your dick and focus on the goal. This case is going to propel both of our careers when it’s over.”

I gasped at the clinical coldness Burger was portraying. That’s what I was in his eyes? His meal ticket to a cushy office job at Headquarters? The blood rushed to my head and my palms began to tingle.
There was silence at the other end of the door.
“I don’t want her to get hurt.” Tyler said stonily. 

“You’re doing a fine job on that already my boy. All we want is to bring Grant down. Nothing emotional there. You see the way they are together. Like two pit bulls in a ring. I can assure you that Carter is not his number one fan and might even be relieved when we put him away.”

Tyler was silent. And from where I sat, on the floor of the closet, I knew his face was a mask of controlled fury. I should know, as that was the look that was usually aimed at me most of the times when we interacted.

I heard a faint knock, then office door open, and Susan’s voice filtered in. She sounded nervous.

“Sir, you need to come to the kitchen and see something.”

“What is it?” Burger snapped.

“The coffee machine. Something’s wrong with it.”

“Wrong like how?”

“It’s broken.”

“How the hell can it be broken already? We just got it a few weeks ago. Three hundred dollar coffee machines don’t just break like that.”

“I...well...ummm...” Susan stammered.

“Shit!” Burger hissed. “Santoni sorry to cut the visit so short. But good luck in Virginia, and if I don’t see you before the holidays I wish you all the best.”
“Same here sir.”

I heard movement. Then it was silent. I was debating whether to open the door a crack when I heard my name being hissed out loudly...
“Carter! Are you in here?”

Bryan?

I opened the door and peered out.

A look of relief washed over Bryan’s face. “Come on! Get the fuck outta there now!”

I scrambled to my feet, pushed the closet door closed and practically ran out the office. I didn’t stop until I was at my desk.

“Holy hell!” I breathed over the sound of my heart beating loudly in my ears. I flopped down wearily on my chair.

“Jesus Christ woman! You gave me a fucking heart attack when I saw Burger go in that office.” Bryan said as he ran his hand frustratingly over his cropped hair.
“You were supposed to be my look out.” I shot back. “Where the hell were you? Why didn’t you send me a text or something?”

“I was with Susan in the kitchen trying to comfort her. The poor woman almost fainted when she saw the carafe leaking. I was about to get a chair for her to sit on when I saw Burger walk past the door with Santoni. I almost pissed myself. Please tell me you found what you were looking for because I’m not participating in anymore of your crazy schemes.”

I made a face. “Wimp.”

He sneered at me.

“I found the file, but it only contained information on past hiding places and winners. I was about to leave when I heard Burger coming into the room. It was either hide under his desk or the closet. Did you know Santoni was getting engaged?”

“Santoni? Engaged?” Bryan spouted in surprise. “You must have heard wrong. As long as I’ve known Suicide, those words and actions have never associated themselves with him.”

“I’m serious. I overheard him telling Burger that he was going to propose on Christmas up in the Poconos.”
I watched Bryan’s mouth open, then close, then open again. “I have no words here.” he finally said. “Act surprise when he pops the question, okay?”

I gave him my best death glare. “Not funny. Besides it’s not like we’re dating or anything.”

Bryan shot me a skeptical look. “The dating part I can agree on, but the anything part...well...”

I rolled my eyes at him. “Shut it!”
“Come on partner, just admit that this thing between you and Santoni would never be over.”

“Have you been living under a rock? It’s been over for almost a year now. I have no claims on Santoni, and he doesn’t have any on me either.”

Bryan cocked his head to the side. “Is it a nice place?”

“What place?” I asked with a frown.

“The Land of Denial where you and Santoni seem to have taken up residence.”

Was I in denial? I didn’t think so. Yes, there was still some sexual energy between Tyler and I, but with him always being out of the state, and me working crazy hours, the past few months seemed to have lessen the craving for him that I always got when he was near. Plus the whole relationship with Julie just made things weird between us. Gone were the carefree days when we would flirt with each other. Now, whenever he would touch me, even innocently, I tensed up. Kat called it the Scarlet Woman syndrome. I called it feeling like a whore. But ever since Marcus......MARCUS!

“Shit! I totally forgot!” I all but screamed at Bryan.

He gave me a startled look. “What?” 

I stood up and looked around wildly. I didn’t want anyone to eavesdrop on what I was about to tell him.

There were a few agents milling around the far end of the room, but none were nearby to overhear what I was about to tell Bryan.

I pulled my chair closer to his and plopped down. I leaned forward until my mouth was touching his ear and then hurriedly whispered what I had overheard in Burger’s office.
I leaned back in my chair and looked at Bryan. He had a blank look on his face and a far away look in his eyes.

“Well? Say something.” I snapped when his silence went on too long. “What are we going to do?”

More silence.

“Say something dammit!”

“Fuck!” he breathed out savagely.

“Exactly! We have to do something. Maybe I can revoke the CI contract. Maybe....”
“It’s not that simple Carter.” Bryan interjected.

“Of course it is. All I have to do is terminate the contract he signed, and.....”

“You don’t understand.” he said blowing out a ragged breath. “It’s more complicated than you think. The tentacles of your involvement with Grant extends even further than you and me, and even Burger.”

I frowned at him. “What are you talking about? I’ll just call Marcus and arrange a meet. Then I’ll explain that we no longer need his services.”

“Carter,“ Bryan started as he took my hands and enveloped them in his, “I’m sorry that you got involved in this. But from here on end you’re going to have to trust me and do as instructed.”
Something in his tone sent a quiver of panic shooting through my stomach. “What’s going on Bryan?”

He shook his head. “I can’t tell you....yet. But trust me, okay?”

“But I...”

The grip he had on my hands tightened. “Trust. Me.”

I stared into his now determined grey eyes. Gone was the playfulness from earlier on, and for a moment I regretted even being in the closet and overhearing Tyler and Burger, because I knew that the fear that lurked behind Bryan’s eyes now was my fault. 
But I also knew that even though we had only been partners for short time he had never let me down. He had never asked anything of me...until now. And in the Bureau if you couldn’t trust your partner one hundred percent, it was best not to have a partner at all.

“Okay.” I said. “I’ll trust you.”

