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I trot up from the roadway and wipe my hooves on the doormat outside an elegant white stone building. This close to it, I can’t see the foothills on the other side, but the formidable mountain and the delicate spires of Canterlot still tower overhead. It’s a long hike from Ponyville, but I get good exercise this way. Like clockwork, every Tuesday, Thursday, and twice on the weekend. It was harder to find the time back when I was still in school, but in the year since, I’ve made it a regular thing.
I pull open the door, and the receptionist smiles back at me from behind her paneled desk. The lobby is rather eye-catching, with all its subdued lighting and plush chairs, but to tell the truth, it just comes across as sterile. And the chairs are pretty stiff, too.
The receptionist slides a visitor’s badge across the desk and prints my name in the logbook for me. “Good to see you again, ma’am.”
“Thanks. She in her usual spot?” I ask, already knowing the answer. Our routine has become… well, routine. The receptionist nods back, so I hang the badge around my neck and head down the hallway. Fluorescent lights, industrial art… At least they’ve painted the walls a nice, relaxing light blue. It makes it feel a little bit like being outside. A little.
Open doorways file past me, one after the other. Even after all the time I’ve spent here, I’ve never paid enough attention to learn which is which, at least on this hall. I glance into the third or fourth room—hoofball pennants cover the walls, and I think I hear an announcer previewing today’s Cloudsdale-Baltimare game on the radio. In the next, a fine cherry table holds a collection of crystal vases, each with a sprig of baby’s breath or goldenrod or some other wisp of color. Yet another has a bare mattress with a few suitcases piled on it… and a stallion staring blankly at the wall. I wave to him, but I don’t think he notices.
I push through the double doors at the end of the hall and cross the empty cafeteria. From the kitchen, clinking dishes and the low bang of stainless steel echo, and I can already smell a nice potato soup cooking. Some pasta sauce, too. Should be a good lunch today. But that’s still a few hours off.
Out the other side of the cafeteria, I walk onto a veranda, and I see those hidden foothills now: all wild and tangled. Just a few scrubby trees and a sea of tall, dying grass that waves in the breeze. And a cool breeze at that—the wind’s had a good nip of autumn in it for some time now. And above it all, Canterlot, with the morning sun playing off the castle’s stained glass windows. If I squint, I can just make out the ones honoring my sister and her friends. I think so, anyway.
I glance to the right, and at the end of the veranda, a mare sits there by herself at a cast-iron table. I walk over quietly and take the seat next to her, but her gaze never wavers from a stand of maples in the distance. “Rarity?”
She blinks a few times and jerks her head toward me. “Oh, I’m sorry, Apple Bloom! I didn’t notice you there.”
Back into the chair’s cushion I sink, and I point a hoof at her teacup. “How’s the brew today?”
“Oh, good, good. Darjeeling, if I’m not mistaken. It’s nice on a cool morning, but it should warm up later.” Her eyes go out of focus, and she returns to watching those same trees. “Beautiful colors this year. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen them so vivid.”
Yes, a few of them have turned early. Brilliant reds and oranges. I nod at her. “So, how has your day been so far?”
“I can’t complain, dear,” she says, flicking a hoof. “Making my rounds. I enjoy it, of course. Not too many of the patients up and about yet, though. I know they appreciate younger folks like us dropping by to make the place feel a little less stuffy, especially you. Your energy spreads around, you know.”
I laugh and pat her hoof. “I know, Rarity. It’s nice to help.”
“Well, I’m glad you could meet me for morning tea again, Apple Bloom.” Her eyes wander up to the spires on the mountain, and she breaks into a big smile that takes her whole face to contain. “Everypony from Ponyville makes it up here from time to time, but you and Pinkie Pie do the most—in fact, Pinkie had dinner with me just two nights ago, after my shift ended.”
“That’s great! And how is she?”
Rarity pauses to take a sip of tea and pat her mouth with a napkin. “Good, I suppose. Complained of a bit of arthritis again.” She purses her lips and wrinkles her brow at me. “I’m sad to see her get it at such a young age, but all those years of bouncing around must have played havoc with her knees. And yet she won’t stop!”
She giggles into her teacup, which still hovers up by her muzzle, and I have to answer with one of my own. “You always did love talking about all of them. Feel like sharing any more stories? You must have quite a few that I’ve never heard before. I wouldn’t have figured you for one to get into that much mischief.”
Another giggle, and now she’s blushing. “Oh, don’t go tarnishing my good name, now.” I close my eyes and envision her traipsing across some mountain range or through a swamp. As much as she tries to cultivate an image of refined beauty, she’s always relished the occasional adventure or chance to show she can do more than sit in front of a sewing machine. She’d never admit to it, of course, but I’ve known her long enough. Whatever Rarity does, it’s worth doing with pride, and that includes anything that might not qualify as dainty.
“Perhaps I can recall a tale or two,” she continues. “But first, let me offer you a drink. Can I get one of the staff to bring you some tea? It tastes rather good today.” She takes another sip from her steaming cup and savors it a moment before swallowing. “Darjeeling, I think.”
My shoulder twitches, and I squeeze my eyes shut. I take a deep breath before looking over at her. “Yes, but don’t you worry. I’ll ask a waiter when one comes by. I don’t want to trouble you.”
“Oh, no trouble, Apple Bloom! I’ll just pop inside and—”
“No, please,” I say, holding up a hoof. “I’ll just enjoy the conversation for now. So, you said you’d be willing to regale me with one of your tales of heroism?”
“Oh, Apple Bloom,” she says with a shake of her head and a polite chortle. “You make it sound so grandiose. Most of those old adventures occurred while we all still lived in Ponyville. They’re not exactly new to you.”
“It doesn’t matter.” I wave a hoof and lean forward attentively. “I like hearing them from somepony who lived them, and I know how you like to reminisce.”
“Yes. ‘Old’ tales. I can’t help but wish I had some new ones to tell.” She sighs and idly taps a hoof against the table’s edge. “The other girls still get about, it seems, while I’ve settled into my little corner of Equestria.”
I just wait for her frown to dissipate. It’ll happen soon enough. If there’s one silver lining, it’s that she always returns to happy. “What about the time you defeated that dragon?” I prompt.
“Um… Oh, yes. That um…” She chuckles and floats her cup back onto its saucer. “Yes, Pinkie Pie kept us in quite good spirits that day. We needed it, since there were more than a few arguments along the way,” she adds, raising an eyebrow and reaching for her teaspoon to give her drink another stir.
“About what?” The same old things they always argue about, I suppose, but I don’t mind hearing it another time.
“This and that, nothing important. But when we arrived—what even gets into Pinkie Pie’s head? Just picturing her in that ridiculous getup…” Rarity nearly bursts out laughing, but she settles for dabbing a napkin at the trickle of tea on her chin. And folding her ears back, at the indignity of being caught in such an unladylike moment, I’d guess, but when she checks, I’m conveniently looking the other way.
“Yes,” she starts up again, “Rainbow Dash kicked that dragon squarely between the eyes. And if there was any doubt—” she adds a sharp nod “—I gave him a stern talking to. We never saw him again.”
I enjoy a nice chuckle at her upturned nose. Yes, pride in everything, even something as unrefined as shouting down a dragon. Except I know… “I remember, too. Of course, I was still quite young at the time, but that black cloud over town will stay in my memory forever.”
Rarity nods gently, always the one to acknowledge a compliment graciously.
Her eyebrows shoot upward. “Oh! I apologize—I’ve been an inconsiderate host. May I offer you a drink?”
I sink into my chair a little farther and sigh. “It’s alright. One of the waitstaff will come by soon. Don’t worry yourself with it.”
A few long minutes of silence pass, just that grass hissing in the distance and a few birdcalls breaking it. I’ll try again. “Is that all you remember about that day?”
She shrugs. “Well, what more would I say about it, dear? We confronted the dragon, he left, end of story.” A few more minutes, and I begin to wonder if she’s fallen asleep, but when I look over, her eyes are following a bright orange leaf as it floats to the ground in fits and starts. She lets out a snort.
“What?”
“Oh, I was just thinking, Apple Bloom.” She rests her chin on a hoof.
“About?”
“The leaves just reminded me of the one time Rainbow Dash and Applejack decided they’d act like a couple of bickering colts, marking out their territory and crowing about it. It was during the Running of the Leaves, you see.”
“Oh, you were there? I didn’t realize.” I know the story, of course, but I’ve never heard her tell it. I sit up straighter and turn my chair a little toward her.
“Yes,” she says, drawing out the word as an arrow pointing at the jewel to follow. “I won because of those two. If they’d concentrated on running instead of sabotaging and one-upping each other, they’d have medaled. But there I was, slow and steady, as the saying goes.”
“I thought that was Twilight,” I say, squinting at her.
“Twilight…?” She searches the floral pattern on her teacup for some clue. “Oh, Princess Twilight. No, dear, the princesses don’t compete.”
I swallow and fiddle with my hooves. I know how she gets, but I press on. “She wasn’t a princess yet, Rarity.”
“Are you sure?” She holds a hoof up to her chin. “I remember seeing wings on her when Pinkie and I announced the race. I could see absolutely everypony from up there, and the view of those autumn leaves was simply divine!”
“How could you have won if you’d stayed up in the balloon with Pinkie?” It’s a delicate balancing act. Make her think, but don’t get her mad.
And she sets her jaw, a fire lighting behind her eyes. “Are you calling me a liar?”
“No, Rarity. I’m sorry.”
“Just because you’re the Element of Honesty doesn’t mean…”
I hang my head and try to regroup. It was going well, too. But one more thing… “That’s Applejack.”
“Oh. Yes,” Rarity says, immediately disarmed. For a second, she frowns at the scenery like she doesn’t recognize it. “Yes, of course. Applejack, your sister. H-how is she doing?”
Slowly, I draw a breath and hold it. “Still plodding along. I hear the farm runs great, and these days, I wonder if Granny Smith has found a way to stop aging. Strong as ever.”
“If only…” Rarity says under her breath, and a glint runs through her eyes, but only for an instant. The customary smile returns soon enough. Yes, if only…
Rarity tut-tuts and reaches a hoof over. “Well, don’t let me monopolize the conversation, Apple Bloom! How are you enjoying college?”
She asks me that every time, without fail. “I actually graduated last year. Do you remember attending the ceremony? You rode the train up with Applejack, Pinkie Pie, and Flutter—”
“Yes! I-I sat beside—I sat next to Flutter. Well, I say ‘sat,’ but she spent the entire time pacing up and down the aisle and fretting about the state of her finances. At least Applejack stayed quiet, but I don’t know why she insisted on toting that rabbit of hers all the way to Canterlot.” Waving a hoof around, Rarity nearly knocks her cup off the table. “I mean, Pinkie Pie I can understand, but can’t Flutter keep from making everypony tense?”
“Fluttershy,” I say.
“Y-yes, Sh-Shy. Fluttershy. Why, what did I say?” When she gets agitated like this, I don’t fight it. Just play along.
“You have it. That—that sounds right.” I force a smile, and her mood swings right back, laughter bubbling up from her throat.
“Oh, no matter how much they occasionally got on my nerves, I wouldn’t trade my time with those friends for anything.” She lets out a sigh. “Pinkie Pie visited two days ago, you know,” she adds, clutching her hooves to her chest.
“Yes, you said that.” I grin at her, more genuine this time. Pinkie’s a safe zone, for whatever reason. She won’t get mad.
“Oh… did I?” She gives me a half-smile in return and drains her teacup. “Well, how’s your career going along, then? Managing a construction company or some such, I imagine?”
I shake my head—I don’t exactly like explaining my lack of long-term employment every other day. Just as I open my mouth to reply, a waiter pokes his head out the door. I motion to Rarity’s teacup, and he nods, then disappears back inside. “It’s not quite that simple, fresh out of school. I mostly do odd jobs here and there, and I have a couple of internships lined up. Something permanent will probably come out of one of them.”
I glance down at the hoof she has resting on the table. By all rights, nicks and scores from needles should cover the whole thing, but she keeps herself so well groomed. No way she’d allow that. Another pride thing. In her place, I’d probably let it go—the state of my hooves wouldn’t make the difference in whether somepony respected me. But I guess membership in the Cutie Mark Crusaders certainly might have desensitized me to having less-than-immaculate hooves.
“We can’t all run our own businesses right off the bat like you,” I observe. I lean over to pat her on the shoulder, but the clink of china on the table draws my attention. An extra cup for me, a plate of lemon wedges, and a fresh pot to share—the waiter pours for us. I squeeze some lemon into my tea, then Rarity’s, but before I can toss the used wedge back onto the plate, she takes it with her magic and eats it. “I never understood how you could do that,” I say through my chuckling.
“Good for the coat,” she mumbles back, still chewing. “Natural oils in the rind.”
“Then just eat the rind. It’s not so sour.” She shrugs, and I enjoy a good laugh. Moments like these make it all worthwhile—moments when that sparkle returns to her eye, and I could forget—no. For using that word, I bite my lip. Hard.
I add a scoop of sugar from the bowl, and the spray of fake oleander in the vase next to it reminds me of the perfume Rarity always used to wear. Funny how smells form such a strong connection to the past. Running through the yard outside Carousel Boutique with the other two girls, the door banging shut repeatedly when we couldn’t make up our minds whether we wanted to go play inside or outside. And each trip gave me a fresh whiff of that perfume. I always found it elegant, but more than that, it became something that brought back that feeling of a simpler time, when only the most trivial things seemed so important. Sometimes, I’d give anything to be a filly again.
I shake my head and wrench my mind back to the present. “And you? Keeping busy?”
That spark in her eyes only grows. “Absolutely! I stay current with the designs coming out of Canterlot, and I do so love making my creations.”
And I have to say she’s lost nothing there. Her clothing and accessories still have that special quality that has only made them even more popular over the years. She can’t keep up the same volume as before, but that just means she can charge more, so Carousel Boutique has no trouble staying open, though the building itself doesn’t do much except sit there. Not even as a place for the cat—Opalescence isn’t around anymore. Rarity never mentions her—best not to bring it up.
Who knows why some things stay firmly lodged in her mind? She never forgets Pinkie Pie—really, who could? “Pinkie Pie this” and “Apple Bloom that,” the two names that she’s never at a loss to find. The rest take a bit of prodding to dredge up. But start with one of those or with clothing, and I can sometimes tease things out, on a good day. “Tell me about the time you attended Twilight’s first sleepover. Do you recall spending the night there with Applejack?”
She blows across her tea and rolls her eyes upward. “Twilight? P-Princess Twilight? No, no, I never…”
“The huge thunderstorm? You got all soaked.”
Rarity glares at me through half-lidded eyes and breathes in some of the steam from her cup. “Certainly not. That would be unladylike.” With a sharp nod, she adds the punctuation.
“You dared Applejack to wear a girly dress,” I say, the corners of my mouth curling up. Her own smile answers—once again, clothing provides the spark to light up her thoughts.
“Yes, of course. Your sister. She looked rather sophisticated in it, if I do say so myself.” She turns her nose up and smirks. “The Gala dress I made for her later did suit her better, I suppose, but there was just something interesting about seeing that rough-and-tumble mare looking positively feminine. I thought it lent a certain strength and confidence to her. Oh, well.”
She snickers into her hoof for a moment and glances at me out of the corner of her eye. “And if you ever get into a pillow fight with her, she plays dirty. Do not—” she jabs the same hoof at me “—allow that so-called ‘honesty’ to lull you into letting your guard down.”
I giggle at her and give her a knowing look. “Oh, don’t you worry about that. I’ve gotten on her bad side more than once.”
For a moment, Rarity keeps up her warm smile, then she scrunches her nose up. “Well… I exaggerate. She’s a particularly steadfast friend and, I imagine, a wonderful sister.”
“Yes, I can say from experience.” And I notice that I’ve been absentmindedly stirring in the sugar for quite a while now. I set down my spoon and give my drink a taste—Darjeeling it is. “I believe she taught you a thing or two as well.”
She blushes again. “Y-yes, I… That was when I-I…” Her smile fades, and her eyes focus on the tabletop.
“It’s alright, Rarity. Think your way through it. The Sisterhooves Social, right?”
“Yes…” She looks back up and knits her brow. “I was… I r-ran with…”
Another little prod. I’ll try clothing again. “You had Applejack’s hat on.”
“Yes… yes! I waited in that horrid mud pit. And I ran with… with Apple Bloom—with you! And Applejack ran w-with… She ran with…” She sets her jaw and blinks a few times. “We won, I think. We must have. Applejack finished… No, she didn’t run. She—”
Her hoof starts to tremble, and I cover it with my own. I turn a sympathetic smile on her, but she’s already gotten distracted by a vee of geese in the distance. Heading south, and early at that, past the trees that have changed color so soon. Poor Pinkie, her knees just not able to keep up with her enthusiasm anymore. Too soon, all too soon.
My parents were older than Rarity is now when they had me. She should be in the prime of her life, but she lost some grotesque cosmic lottery. In perfect health, not gone, but not here. Almost here. Almost as cruel as gone, maybe more.
It started simply: a few missed appointments, not recognizing an occasional acquaintance, neglecting to lock up when she went shopping, repeating herself… Later, forgetting to feed Opal for three days, completely blanking on lyrics during a Ponytones concert, not showing up for Fluttershy’s birthday party. Getting lost on the way to the library to visit Twilight, right in the town she’s known all her life. We—we couldn’t ignore it anymore.
And now… “She’ll be fine,” the doctor said at her last evaluation, a few months ago. “I doubt she’ll ever improve, but she responds well when you visit. In my professional opinion, the work you’ve put in with her has been as effective as any of her other therapy in keeping her from getting any worse. You and Pinkie Pie both. She’s really latched on to you two.”
“Rarity,” I say to break the silence. I always like seeing her reaction to the news I have, but I only wish it would stay with her. “I’m getting married next week. Do you remember?”
Her eyes gleam, and she gapes at me. “A wedding!” She clasps her hooves to her chest. “I love weddings! I wish I’d known—I would have made you something.”
“I gave you a card several months ago so you’d keep it with you and see it. I hope you’ll attend.”
“Of course I’ll attend! A card…?” She glances down to her flanks for her saddlebags.
“On the ground,” I say, angling my head toward them.
She peers over the edge of her chair and frowns at the canvas bags lying there. “Thought I left these behind,” she mutters, and then she levitates out a bundle of carefully folded cloth with a card tucked into it. Slowly, she spreads out the cloth over the table as I push our tea out of the way, and when she has it all unfurled, she gasps.
I can’t help holding a breath of my own. What an exquisite dress! I’ve seen it every few days for weeks now, a little more finished each time, and it always chokes me up a bit. That talent will never go, if there’s any fairness in life. It’s been a part of her too long, too deeply—it’s in her bones.
“This is for you!” Rarity blurts out. “Yes, I recall we did a fitting, what, two, three weeks ago? Yes, yes. I gathered it a bit more at the withers like you wanted, then added the ruching around the waist. Just a bit of embroidery left to do, and then sew on the pearl accents.”
She snaps a nod and has a sharpness I haven’t seen in her eyes for some time. “I’ve made good progress on it whenever I sit out here for my morning tea. I can get quite a bit done before I go around and help out with the patients. They appreciate a new hat or scarf every now and then, the poor dears.” She runs a hoof down one of the lines of stitching.
“The poor dears,” she repeats, pursing her lips and shaking her head. “But I bet they love having you here too.” She falls into silence and takes my hoof. I just smile back.
“So, the wedding,” I finally say. “I’ve gotten approval to take you. It’s important to me to have you there.”
“I appreciate that, Apple Bloom. I look forward to it.”
I frown, pat her hoof, open my mouth to say something, and pat her hoof again. On the second try, I find my voice. “Rarity, do you remember the Cutie Mark Crusaders?” She squints at those same trees and draws her eyebrows together. “Always racing around your shop, knocking your dress forms over, so sure of what our purpose in life would be, which somehow changed every five minutes?”
“I-I don’t…”
Right. The clothing. “We always wore those silly capes.”
“Oh! Um… Oh, yes! You and—and Scoops, a-and… another? Were there three? Or just the two? Apple Bloom and Scoops and…” Her frown deepens while her stare bores a hole in the table.
Of all ponies, why does that name come so easily to her? I-I’m going to try again. It doesn’t usually go well.
My voice drops almost to a whisper. “Rarity, describe me.” She starts to look over. “No. Close your eyes. Focus on those fillies rampaging through your shop, the capes they have on, how they look, how they sound. Tell me—” I gulp “—what comes to mind when you think ‘Apple Bloom’?”
She does as I ask, her eyes shut tightly and her head lowered. “A bow. An enormous red hairbow that she always, always has on. Red mane and tail, pale yellowish coat. I think.” She breaks into a grin. “Yes, a little angel and a little terror. I’m so proud of how you’ve turned out, and I know your sister must feel the same way.”
“That’s right,” I say. That sweet smile. I hate to see it go. “Rarity… open your eyes.”
She slowly swivels her face to me. Her gaze first falls on my white coat, then my two-tone mane, and finally on my horn. Her lip quivers, and a suppressed sob catches in her throat. I hate doing this to her. I think I need it more than she does, and it just makes me feel selfish and callous. Half the time, it doesn’t work anyway. But the doctor says to keep trying.
Rarity draws a shuddering breath, and she has that panicked look, like she’s gone on a trip and just realized she left the tickets at home. She keeps breathing heavier and heavier while her mouth works at saying something. “You… My…” She shakes her head and holds her hooves to her temples.
I get up, rush around the table, and lock her in a tight embrace. “Yes. I love you, Rarity. I love you so much.” I should be grateful she has it as good as she does. For the most part, she’s happy, and she still makes such gorgeous dresses. But I can’t help reaching for more. I want more for her.
Without letting her go, I kneel down beside her chair to put us on the same level, but she backs out of the hug with a coy little smile. “Is it really…?” The smile doesn’t last, and her eyes glisten. “How…?”
She sniffles a bit, then the dress catches her eye, and she’s off fiddling with it again. For one glorious moment, I had it. I had my sister for one glorious, painful moment. But just as quickly, it’s gone, and she’s occupied with something else. Probably for the best.
“It’s alright,” I whisper. If I speak any louder, I might—I sniffle and wipe my eyes dry. She’ll ask. If she sees, she’ll want to know why, and she never understands. So I hold back until my throat aches, take a deep breath, and square my shoulders.
It is alright. I’ll never give up, but when she needs it, I can be Apple Bloom for her.
“What’s that, darling?” she asks, an eyebrow arching, but she doesn’t avert her gaze from the dress.
“Nothing. I love the gown. Will you come to see me wear it at my wedding?” I often wonder which hurts her more: blissful ignorance or realizing what she’s lost. I don’t know how to answer that for her.
Life goes on, I guess. I return to my seat. Only a few minutes until the patients and staff start showing up for lunch, and we’ll lose our privacy. “You’ve clearly put a lot of work into it.”
She nods, but then flicks a dismissive hoof at what had mesmerized her just seconds ago and what represents months of meticulous labor.  It’s never been about the effort for her. “Oh, you’re getting married, Apple Bloom? That’s wonderful, dear! Congratulations.”
That’s enough for one morning—I don’t have any more in me. We’ll have a nice afternoon, wherever her fancy takes her. I’ll try again in two days. And again on the weekend. And again and again and again. It’s never been about the effort for me, either. I just love my sister, even if she doesn’t know it.
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In my story "The Promises We Keep," I said that I wrote it about my wife and seeing her watch her mother waste away. This one's similar, about her watching her grandmother's mind go, but if you showed her any kind of sewing craft, her eyes would light up. And through both of these situations, the wife is still strong. What can I say? She's a great gal.
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