“Always listen to your partner.”  One of her instructors at Quantico had spent several rather long hours on that.  It had been important, she’d said, to take in the information that your partner was offering because they came from a different place than you did.  Had different opinions and brought things to the table you’d never considered.

She remembers all of her training, short and direct as it was.  One thing Carolyn could never be accused of was a lack of attention or bad recall.  But that advice had always stuck out for her.  Not a beacon though.  More like an interesting shade of red in a summer sunset.  Curiously perfect in a rainbow of other good things.

Too bad she’d never had a partner who’d been given the same advice.

*** 

Her first day in Major Case is quiet.  This is not a surprise as most first days are about filling in forms and slogging through the hours and hours of bureaucracy necessary to keep a body insured and alive in the system.  She’s a cop, so that’s especially necessary.

She fills in her social security number fifteen times on twelve different documents, pees in a cup, and is reintroduced to her new Captain.  Generally in that order.

She’d been impressed with Captain Deakins during her interview.  He’d asked questions that were unexpected and, interestingly, not guarded himself over her qualifications.  He’d made impressed faces and walked her through her work history line by line.  Deankins had been careful and open and direct, and by the time she’d walked out his office door, she’d wanted the job.

She knows the only reason she’d gotten the job was because Deakins wanted her.  Although, to be completely honest, she’d been surprised he’d pushed through the offer.  Yes, she was a damn good detective.  Yes, she was smart as hell and could speak seven languages – eight once she found time to nail down the right materials for Farsi – and shoot the center out of a dime at fifty paces.

But Major Case was Major Case, and they had a female detective.  Two even.  Depressing as the blue glass ceiling was, it still reigned rather strongly in the NYPD.  Still, she’d been offered the job.  Been approved for an upgrade to Detective First Class and signed all the appropriate paperwork.

She’d made it.

So it was a bit of a disappointment on her second day to be introduced to Lighthouse.

*** 

“Barek, right?”

Lighthouse is something out of a cliché.  Balding, and pasty with a gut running firmly in the direction of over indulgence, he runs a handkerchief over his forehead, and smirks at her before offering a hand.  She smiles at him anyway because she’s going to be spending a lot of time with this man.  Might as well get off on something like a good foot.

“I am.  And you’re George Lighthouse?”

He shrugged jovially.  Beamed at her all the while running two very calculating eyes down her suit jacket and tailored business t-shirt.  She doesn’t let herself freeze.  She’s being judged and knows it, so she lets it go.  The next few months are going to be one endless test.  She knew this going in, but it’s still uncomfortable to face.

*

Their first case is somewhat straightforward.  Robbery in the diamond district.  It’s a smash and grab job that somehow nets over 10 million – the owners had made a big purchase earlier in the week and Isaac Bernstien and his son hadn’t had the chance to hit the bank deposit boxes.  It’s a scut-work case that only qualifies as MCS through sheer coincidence, but it’s a nice easy underhanded lob for the new girl.

Carolyn doesn’t complain.  A job is a job, and watching Issac and his son stare brokenly at their battered store is a meditation in reassurance.  These are people who need her help – hers and her partner’s – and first and foremost she is a police officer.

‘Do no harm,’ she thinks, while taking their statements, and wonders why that hasn’t been written into the police oaths too.

*

They last all of three weeks before he flips out at her near the vending machine, ranting and railing at her.  She’s shocked by the whole thing.  So much so, she doesn’t actually defend herself, or say much of anything, before Crandall and Leydon are dragging Lighthouse back and towards the Captain’s office.  Deakins stood, face drawn and eyes uncertain, in the doorway.

Apparently, she listens to what her partner said.  Too closely.

She makes a note to write her Quantico instructor a strongly worded letter.

*** 

She doesn’t know when she became Barek in her head.  It’s an odd shift, but one that comes slowly, so when she finally lifts her metaphorical head from the grindstone, the groove has been etched.  

She is visiting her mother in Brooklyn when she finally notices it.  Press-ganged into service by her mother to move some of the shorter bookcases around the apartment.  Lydia Barek does this occasionally.  Decides that the living room is too cluttered and that the dining room is a better spot for something, or that the kitchen needs a repainting.  She’s used to it, and it’s an easy way into a free meal, even if there’s manual labor involved.  Her mother makes amazing empanadas, and always has apple soda in the fridge.

It had been a Saturday in early March, and she’d been partnered with Logan for almost six months.  She’d walked out of the squad room the day before to his laughing comments about her hat.  She’d just smile at him and not mentioned that she only wore the damn thing because it cracked him up.  Little things.

She’d been stacking books on her mother’s living room floor.  Hauling out the Neruda and Nin to wipe down for shifting.  She’d been at it for a while and completely in the cleaning/stacking zone, so she honestly hadn’t heard her mother when she’d started calling.  But it hadn’t been until Lydia’d laid a hand on her shoulder that she realized her mother had been calling her.  Calling Carolyn.

“Baby, are you okay?”  As always, her mother’s hands were soft and smelled faintly of ginger.  Whether it was from the powder she’d received for Christmas or from something else, Barek didn’t know.  But it was a familiar smell.  Something vivid and solid from her childhood that was somehow comforting in the here and now.

“I’m okay, mama.”  She smiled up at her mother, squeezing her hand before looking back over at the piles of books.  “Just distracted.”

“I called you for a whole minute.  The apartment isn’t that big, cara.  What is so interesting?”

Barek – because it was Barek now; Carolyn was a distant mist in her mind – just shrugged and shook her head.  In her head, she saw Logan smirking at her and offering her a casefile.  “Nothing, mama.  Just surprised at the width of your porn collection.”

Her mother laughed at that.  Stroked her hair, and twirled away back to the kitchen, throwing a story of Mrs. Cardazio from the market over her shoulder.  Problem solved.

The rest of the day, Barek had to remind herself to look up when her mother spoke her name.  Mostly, she managed it.

*** 

She watches Goren and Eames.  Everyone watches Goren and Eames.  Both circus act and golden pair of the Major Case Squad, they are nothing if not interesting to watch.

*** 

Her brother takes her out to dinner on her birthday.  It's not an official celebration - that had been the previous Sunday and had even rated her mother's special cannoli cake.  It wasn't every day that the baby of the family turned thirty-nine.  Admittedly, her mother had been using that excuse to make the cannoli cake for her every year since she'd been capable of chewing.

There'd been cake and presents and several long-suffering sighs from her mother about the acute lack of grandchildren from Carolyn.  Those had been laughed off - and were always laughed off - as her brother Daniel's youngest had gone screaming by the table.  It was sometimes strange to see all of her family gathered under one roof.  Good, but strange because it was so rare that it happened.  Weekly and monthly dinners usually had two

or three people missing depending on work schedules, school schedules, and social obligations.

But birthdays and holidays were different.  Afterwards, she'd gone home with a full stomach, a smile on her face, and a bag of mostly useless presents she'd end up donating to the resale shop down the street.

So, it had been something of a surprise when Jake, her oldest brother had called her at work on Tuesday and offered to take her out.

"I'm going to be in the city, Caro.  I'll take you somewhere nice and try and get you fat.  Mom's always complaining about you and your veggie fixation."

She'd been grinning into her phone and only partially caught the intrigued look that crossed Mike's face.  He'd set the pen he'd been fiddling with down and stared openly at her.  Because talking to her brother always regressed her mental age twenty years, she stuck her tongue out at her partner and pointedly turned her chair to stare at one of the nearby pillars.

"You're going to take me somewhere nice, huh?  Sure you can let the moths out of your wallet long enough to back that up?"

"Says the woman who gave me a salad for my last birthday..."

"I made a three course dinner and you know it!"

"I know, I know..."

She could feel his smile through the phone and let herself relax into it. It wasn't often that she let herself just be in the squad room, but this was Jake, and she was probably due a short break.  Surreptitiously, she eyed the two-inch stack of paperwork she'd plowed through that day. Maybe six breaks.

"So you want to take me out.  Won't Katie object?  You out all late with a pretty woman?"  She could practically hear her partner's eyebrows shoot up, but she kept staring at her pillar and smiling into the phone.  It was good for the man to get his chain yanked.  Hell, it was good for <i>all</i> men occasionally.

"Oh, she knows I have a late meeting uptown.  She actually suggested it."

"Yeah, there's a surprise.  You doing something nice for me unprompted." He laughed, and she heard the quick tap of keys in the background, as well as muffled low voices and a loud cracking bang.  "You okay over there?"

She waited a few seconds, listening as Jake's tinny voice - probably had a hand over the mouthpiece - sounded in the background.  It was clipped and authoritative, something she'd never taken seriously even as a kid.  It was weird, she mused, to realize others did.  Her big brother supervised a crew of close to twenty other men, and did so successfully.  My how life does continue.

"Sis?  Yeah, it's fine.  Martins just nearly dropped coffee all over the only set of current plans our department has to work with.  SNAFU waiting to happen that is."

"You got him at the copier yet?"  She twirled her chair, just a little, letting Mike get back into line of view.  He was back to his paperwork, at least theoretically.  She kept her chair locked, keeping him just visble in her periphery.  "I know how you seek to control those under you."

Jake snorted and, from the sound of it, took a sip of something.  "You know it.  He was supposed to have done it two hours ago, so don't pity the man.  Also, Manny says 'hi' and when are you going to call him back?"

She snorted and kept her voice provocatively low.  "I'll call him back when he gives me a reason."

*** 

At the end of April, she and Logan are in a car accident.

For once, it actually is an accident.  They’d been following up a few leads on a lower priority case.  Something as a favor to McCallister and Johnson, who’d done a lot of leg work for them in the past.  It had only been fair as they’d been between cases.

“A nice afternoon in the country,” Logan had joked before pulling on to the 684 towards Port Chester.  She’d rolled her eyes – interviewing cranky soccer moms in Westchester wasn’t exactly her idea of a nice afternoon – and offered him a veggie chip.  He’d given up bitching about her food months ago, and had actually started half-hearted stealing her snacks.  Deakins had hooted and told her to keep it up as Mike’d lost ten pounds.

So they’d been in twenty or so minutes out of Danbury, comfortably sharing a silence and starting to pull into an intersection when a big silver SUV had blown the light and t-boned into their Taurus.

She’s got a sprained arm and bruises all over her face.  He’s got lacerations – a rather dashing one over his eye, and a cluster of others on his shoulders – and bruised ribs.  They end up sitting in the ER waiting area looking like they’ve gone ten rounds in a Bantam weight fight, and wincing.

It’s two in the afternoon, and when it becomes obvious that they’re together and not randomly sitting next to each other, the short dumpy housewife across the benches starts to glare at Logan.

“Someone doesn’t like you.”  It comes out slurred, which is unsurprising given the dull ache that’s taken residence on the left side of her face.  She feels slightly validated in being able to say for sure that her partner’s got a head like a rock.

“Hmm?”  He’d grunted it and looked around.  Noticed the frowning woman across the way and snickered.  “You really should leave me, Barek.  I’m bad for you.”

“Eh,” she shrugged.  Or tried to.  Winced as it jostled the icepack on her elbow.  “I could kick your ass.”

They’d chuckled, painfully, then and gone back to staring at the rather bad abstract print on the wall.

***

When she was ten years old, she made the weekly trek to the library for something new and exciting.  She’d wandered in, done her normal cruising of the new shelves, and then moved on to the large laminated circulation.  Mrs. Petrovsky – the woman who normally manned the circulation desk on Wednesday afternoons – had smiled at her, as per usual, glanced down at the title and started to laugh.

“Oh, Carolyn,” she’d chuckled, waving her thick hand in front of her wide, smiling face.  “Little girl, you have more brains in your head than God has seashells.”

Then she’d turned to Ms. Ulanov and babbled something Carolyn couldn’t understand.  It hadn’t been Italian.  Momma had been very careful to make sure all her children had a few hours of Italian-only speaking at home.  It had been something she’d been very adamant about and that her Poppa had countered with equal stubbornness that the kids learn Creole.  But the words Mrs. Petrovsky said didn’t sound anything like what she heard at home.

Curious, Carolyn had waited until the conversation finished and Mrs. Petrovsky had stamped her book.  “Mrs. Petrovsky?”

“Yes, Carolyn?”  Mrs. Petrovsky’s hands had been busy and careful with the stamps and little cards.  Always neatening, even when her focus was directed at someone.

“What language were you speaking?”

Mrs. Petrovsky had smiled then.  Not the bright wide one Carolyn was used to.  Something quieter and more sad.

“Oh, little girl.  I speak Russian to Nadia.  Why do you ask?”

Carolyn had shrugged then, thrown a bit by the sudden mood shift.  “Because I want to know what you said, and I didn’t know what language that was.”

“Well, Carolyn.”  The woman’s hands were soft over Carolyn’s smaller ones.  “If you go to the 400’s, you can find a dictionary.  You can learn if you would like.  I could help.”

She hadn’t known it then, but the world had opened just a little wider for Carolyn that day.  It’s still the one Barek looks back on and smiles about.  The day when learning had gotten just that much less scary.

“Okay,” Carolyn had said.

She still sends Lena Petrovsky Christmas cards in Cyrillic. 

*** 

They don’t talk about her leaving.  Not directly.

He is awkwardly holding her pen mug, looking all the world like someone kicked him.  

“Are you sure you want to do this?”  His body is turned in to her, shielding their conversation from the rest of the squad room.  She smiles a little at this.  It’s an ingrained thing that she’s seen between partners before.  Observed it in Goren and Eames on an almost daily basis.  The use of body language to block others out; to hold a private conversation in the middle of a crowd.  In this case, in the middle of a squad room that’s still milling around with their cake from Deakins’ (and hers, technically) party.

She looks at him and wonders how this became what it is.  How he became her friend.  No, she self-edits.  He became her partner.  She doesn’t want to leave this.  Doesn’t want to leave him and the work.  That isn’t and option, and she knows it.

“I have to.”  Her voice is almost convincing.  He nods though.  Shrugs, and gives her the half smile that she’s learned to read as him not saying something he wants to.  “What?”

“You really don’t have to go.  You can always tell the FBI to go screw themselves.  You did it once.”  He shrugs and plays with his plastic fork.  He looked like and embarrassed twelve-year-old at a junior high dance.  She had to bite her tongue not to laugh.  She grinned instead, shifting to sit more comfortably on her empty desk.  All her stuff was in the box piled on top.  She’d taken the copies of her notes home the day before, but the pictures and mementos of her family and life that didn’t involve the NYPD were left for today.

“Listen to your partner.”  She says it quietly to him, almost under her breath.  Unironic, and straight to center.  Logan smiles at her then.  Reaches out and runs a hand from the base of her neck down to her shoulder.  The hand is warm and big, and everything in her aches for what could have been.  For the partnership, the friendship that was just starting to hit its stride.

He lets her go and steps back.  “Call me, so I have someone to listen to.”  His voice is sincere and she lets herself blush and step up on her toes to kiss his cheek.  It’s a sweet thing to say.  A kind thing.

It is a gesture that will melt in the sun once she leaves the squad room, but it’s there, and she suddenly remembers just how magnetic her partner can be.  She shifts her bag higher on her shoulder and picks up her box.  It’s the only thing she can do.

“Anyway,” she says.  “I’ll see you around.”

She doesn’t look back as she walks away.  She doesn’t have to.

-fin-

