
      Three and a Half Seconds


      

      
      
         Apple Bloom trudged along the road away from town, a macaroni art project clutched in her teeth. It hadn’t dawned on her before now, but a rumbling in her belly reminded her that macaroni was food. If not for the glitter, she might have crunched down on it. Or the gold paint, the rubber cement, and the paper, she supposed.



Where had everypony else gone, though? She rarely had to walk home from school alone, but she couldn’t find Scootaloo or Sweetie Belle around after the bell rang. Something nipped at the back of her mind, but she couldn’t figure out what.



Oh, well. She walked on and tried not to think about food. Not the apple-rhubarb pie Granny had made last night, just waiting for dessert. And Tuesday, so soup night, all full of fresh vegetables, and a mess of collards on the side, drenched in vinegar.



Right. Don’t think about food.



The macaroni sculpture nearly dragged in the dirt as Apple Bloom hung her head. On its own, her body knew the way home, and she didn’t have to look. And so, when she caught up to Fluttershy at the gate to Sweet Apple Acres, she nearly ran into her from behind.



“Oh! ’Scuse me!” she said.



“For what?” Fluttershy turned around and smiled. Well, not really. She tried to smile.



“I almost plowed into you.” Apple Bloom craned her neck to get a better view of the basket on Fluttershy’s back. “What’s that?” she asked, jutting her nose toward it.



Fluttershy popped her half-opened wings down so Apple Bloom could see better. “Squash casserole.”



But… Tuesday. Soup night. “Why you bringin’ that over?”



The wings came back up, and Fluttershy hid her face behind her mane. “Oh! You… you haven’t heard?”



Apple Bloom scowled. Adults always did stuff like this. “Heard what?”



Several times, Fluttershy opened her mouth to reply, but in the end she only turned partway back toward the front door. “M-maybe you should come inside. Come inside and ask your family.” Without waiting for an answer, she continued up the walk and into the house. She left the front door open for Apple Bloom.



Even from out in the dirt path, Apple Bloom could hear the waves of conversation pouring out. She gulped hard, and her pulse picked up. Something told her she didn’t want to ask anything. But that front porch might as well have been the dentist’s office—she knew she wouldn’t like going there, but she also knew she had to.



So Apple Bloom lifted the lead weight of her chest and strode forward. She dipped a hoof in the edge—not too bad yet, only a few ponies lingering near the door—then kicked it closed as she waded in deeper. The noise, growing, while she pressed on through the breakers, the steady roar of indistinguishable voices, so many strangers. Her heart sank, caught in the undertow, and she rode it through the crowd to the calm rocking and bobbing at the back of the house.



She didn’t recognize half these ponies, and what were they all doing here? She’d better find Applejack.



Applejack or Big Mac or-or… Or Granny Smith. A chill ran down her spine. “Applejack!” she called. A few heads turned her way, but the wall of sound didn’t ease. “Applejack!”



“In here,” came a voice from behind her, in the kitchen.



Apple Bloom rushed in, leaving her saddlebag and art project to skid across the floor on their own, and flung her forelegs around her sister’s neck. She couldn’t stop her heart thudding in her chest. “I was so worried! Fluttershy said—I didn’t know, and… Big Mac? Granny Smith? Are they all okay?”



“Yes, we’re all fine,” Applejack answered, rubbing a hoof up Apple Bloom’s neck and hugging her closer.



“Winona?”



“Fine, too. Apple Bloom…”



“The farm?” Apple Bloom started shaking.



“No, no.” Applejack shoved her mixing bowl back from the edge of the counter and crouched down. “See—” she forced out a breath “—somethin’s happened to Sweetie Belle.”



“Bu-but…” White-hot fire flashed through Apple Bloom’s brain. “I just saw her in school!”



Applejack shook her head and closed her eyes. “No, she didn’t go to school today.”



Only an hour ago! Had Apple Bloom imagined it? Or had she gotten so deep in her routine that she just assumed…?



“Where is she? Can I see her?” She felt tears dancing in the corners of her eyes, but she wouldn’t give in, not yet.



Applejack stood back up and looked like she had a whole book’s worth of words clogging up her throat. She sighed and cast her eyes downward. “I-I don’t think that’d be a good idea, sugarcube.”



“Why not?”



“I just…” Applejack exhaled sharply out her nose. “Look, why don’t you get somethin’ to eat? All these nice ponies brought over food to help out. We’ll talk about it later.”



Apple Bloom wasn’t hungry. She glanced at all the covered dishes on the tables set up in the den, all the unfamiliar faces shoveling spoonfuls of the contents onto their plates. “Where’s Scootaloo? She didn’t come home with me either. And where’s Rarity?”



Her jaw set, Applejack went back to her mixing bowl. “I don’t know.”



“I want to see her,” Apple Bloom said in a low growl.



Applejack let out another long sigh and rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. “Upstairs. But please. Wait ’til we’ve had a chance to talk. You shouldn’t see her like this, not ’til we’ve talked.”



“Here!?” Apple Bloom’s mouth gaped open. “She’s here!? Why?”



No answer. Applejack only shook her head again.



Apple Bloom stomped out the back door and flopped against the side of the house. Why here? Unless Sweetie Belle had gotten hurt here somehow. But she was certain—she’d seen Sweetie Belle this morning, in school, right at her usual desk.



She pounded a hoof at the dirt. Why did everypony always assume that she couldn’t handle anything herself? With a sniffle, she brushed her cheeks dry of what were most definitely not tears and stepped back into the kitchen. Ponies shuttled this way and that, and Applejack, still busy at her task, never noticed her. She walked past, like she knew what she was doing, through the den, to the staircase. Nopony stopped her or paid her any mind.



Up she climbed, to the hallway. At this hour, light streamed in through all the open doors and left a nice golden glow on the floor. All except one: her own bedroom. Slowly, she approached the door and knocked. After a minute with no reply, she cracked the door and peered in.



Kind of dark, with the sun on the other side of the house, but the shades weren’t drawn. “Sweetie Belle?”



Her friend was sitting up in bed, propped against the headboard with two or three pillows. She had a quilt pulled over her legs and belly, and she wore a white flannel nightgown. From the other side of the bed, a couple of lines trailed over to her from a metal pole with plastic pouches hanging from it. And—



Apple Bloom flinched. On her cheek, an ugly bruise, and a small bandage behind her right ear. “Sweetie Belle? How do you feel?”



Sweetie Belle blinked. And she stared straight ahead, her eyelids drooping halfway shut.



“Does it hurt?” Apple Bloom held her breath and walked to the bedside. She leaned over the mattress.



Blink.



Apple Bloom waited. Still, Sweetie Belle would only watch the plaster on the far wall, her mouth hanging open a bit.



Blink. At regular intervals. Blink. One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three, one thou—



Blink.



The ebb and flow of conversation from downstairs continued to carry through the open door. Apple Bloom climbed into the bed and wriggled up next to her friend. “If I bump somethin’ that hurts, tell me, alright?” she said softly.



Why here? Why would they set up an IV here and not at the hospital? Not because they couldn’t move her, or they wouldn’t have left her unattended like this. But what had her so stunned that she wouldn’t speak?



“It’s alright,” Apple Bloom said. “If you don’t wanna talk, you don’t have to.” She curled her forelegs around one of Sweetie Belle’s and lay her head against the pillows.



That nice scent of floral shampoo. Apple Bloom had always liked it. “You just get to feelin’ better. I’m gonna stay by your side.”



Apple Bloom watched the lengthening shadows creep across the room. Almost sunset. Her stomach rumbled again. And now that she pricked her ears up, she didn’t hear all the voices downstairs anymore. Had everypony gone home? Applejack must have figured out by now where Apple Bloom was. If they’d all gone out looking for her…



But somepony would have to come check on Sweetie Belle soon, anyway. Weren’t they going to bring up dinner for her? Well, no… the IV. She peeked over at it, but it didn’t seem to be running low. She would have liked some of Fluttershy’s casserole—it always tasted so good when the Cutie Mark Crusaders spent the night at her house. But she didn’t feel like getting up right now.



The autumn air had turned a little chilly anyway. Apple Bloom lifted the edge of the quilt and slid her hind legs under it, then flipped the corner up and over her shoulders. She’d wait a little longer, then maybe go downstairs and find something to eat. And see why it had gone so quiet. Somepony could have at least shouted up to her, and she would have answered.



But for now, she’d rather snuggle up with her friend. Sweetie Belle’s silence had started to worry her, but pestering her to talk might only make things worse. “I’ll stay with you, Sweetie Belle. I’ll keep you company, and you get some rest.”



Sweetie Belle blinked.








Apple Bloom stirred and rubbed her eyes. Sunlight flooded the room—morning already? Somepony had closed the door overnight. At least nopony would be missing her now, assuming they’d seen her there.



Her mouth felt so dry—she sat up in fits and starts and slid off the bed, then clutched her forelegs to her chest. Somepony had opened the window, too, and the sun hadn’t had long enough to warm things up yet.



“I’m gonna get a glass o’ water,” Apple Bloom said. “You want any?” Sweetie Belle only stared at the wall. Blink. One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three, one thou—blink.



With her lips pursed, Apple Bloom walked into the hall. No noise from downstairs. “Hello?” she called. Shouldn’t Applejack be making breakfast by now? Unless she’d done that a while ago—Apple Bloom had no idea of the time—but the smell of pancakes and eggs should hang around all morning. She took a sniff and only found a trace of dust.



“Hello?” All out doing chores, she guessed. Maybe they’d decided she needed some alone time with Sweetie Belle. Maybe Applejack finally thought Apple Bloom deserved to find her own way on this one. Sweetie Belle was her friend, after all.



She got her cup from the bathroom and filled it from the faucet. Odd, though—she wasn’t really thirsty anymore. She should offer some to Sweetie Belle, though, so she took a few swallows for the heck of it, then topped off the cup and returned to her room.



“If you want a drink, just poke me or somethin’,” she said as she set the cup on her bedside table. With a long stretch, she let out a yawn. Funny, she thought she would have gotten enough sleep. She didn’t remember any dreams, though.



“I hope you don’t mind me talkin’ to you.” Sweetie Belle just wasn’t ready yet. No need to pressure her, force things. Just carry on, the same friends as before. Nothing needed to change until Sweetie Belle wanted it to. She patted her friend’s shoulder, but her hoof came away wet—Sweetie Belle’s sleeve and chest, all soaked from the drool leaking down her chin. “Oh, you’re gonna catch cold!”



Apple Bloom grabbed a couple of tissues and patted her dry as much as she could manage. “We really oughtta change that nightgown, but I don’t think you’re gonna let me.” Blink. One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three, one thou—blink.



Frowning, Apple Bloom looked down at the floor. “Sorry. I’m real sorry, Sweetie Belle. I wish I knew what to do for you.” She opened her mouth to say more, but… Stupid! She’d just got through reasoning that she needed to keep everything the same, let Sweetie Belle come to her on her own terms, in her own time.



“I… Look, forget that. Say, what should we do to get our cutie marks today?” She flicked her eyes around the room, and they eventually settled on her bookshelf and the odd assortment of Bobtail Twins mystery books. She had to admit, she’d never thought of storytelling before. What would that mean for a career, though? Journalist? No, that sure hadn’t turned out very well. Teacher? News anchor?



Anyway. She pulled out her copy of The Bobtail Twins on the Pony Trail and climbed back into bed. So Sweetie Belle could see, she propped the book up on her belly, then turned to the first page and began reading out loud.



By the time she finished, her scratchy throat made her glad she’d brought that water in here. The room’s shadows had grown long again, and—the whole day gone already? And nopony had come to check on them?



Apple Bloom’s stomach growled again, but she didn’t actually want anything to eat. She just hugged Sweetie Belle, wiped the drool off her chin, and snuggled against her.








Dark. Apple Bloom jerked her head up, and it took her a moment to recognize her room in the faint moonlight. She lay back down, her ear against Sweetie Belle’s chest. That reassuring heartbeat, the steady rise and fall with each breath. On a whim, she turned her face up to Sweetie Belle’s and smiled.



Blink. One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three, one thou—blink.



She really had to pee.



Same as before, but with the house all dark now, she wandered out to the hallway. No lights on, no sounds. No Granny Smith muttering about zap apples in her sleep, no buzzsaw snoring from Big Mac’s room, no click-click of Winona’s toenails from resettling her position next to Applejack’s bed.



Who was supposed to be looking after Sweetie Belle? Did they all think Apple Bloom had taken that on? She looked back over at the IV bag, and it seemed full enough. Maybe somepony did come in and change it. The other bag, too. What…?



Apple Bloom went around the bed and followed the tube coming out of it: down the pole, across the floor, back up under the quilt. She pulled the covers aside, and it disappeared into the bottom of Sweetie Belle’s nightgown—



Oh.



A catheter. Apple Bloom remembered seeing one when Granny Smith had her knee operation a couple years ago. It didn’t look full.



She flipped the covers back over Sweetie Belle. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to pry,” she said. And now that she thought about it, she didn’t really need to pee. What had made her think she did? Never mind.



Apple Bloom clambered onto the mattress and took her place next to her friend. “Try and get some sleep,” she said. Did she even sleep?



Sweetie Belle blinked. One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three, one thou—blink.



After wiping off Sweetie Belle’s chin again, Apple Bloom tucked her muzzle against Sweetie Belle’s cheek. How did she keep smelling so nice? Still that sweet, flowery scent, but Sweetie Belle hadn’t had a bath in a couple days at least. Not that Apple Bloom had seen, anyway.



One last time, she breathed it in. Then she closed her eyes.








Morning again. Apple Bloom lifted her head and took in Sweetie Belle’s face once more. Still blank. She pulled over the corner of the quilt and dabbed her friend’s chin and nightgown dry again, along with her own head, where she’d rested against Sweetie Belle’s cheek overnight.



For a minute more, she watched. Blink. One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three, one thou—blink.



Where was everypony? Giving her some private time with her sick—or injured, or whatever—friend was nice and all, but couldn’t they say hello once in a while? Bring her something to eat? Let her have a little contact with somepony who would actually talk back?



Why keep her here, why hadn’t Rarity come over? Apple Bloom held her hooves to her temples. It didn’t make sense!



What was wrong with Sweetie Belle anyway? All Applejack ever said was that “something happened.” The bruise on her cheek had darkened and spread in the last couple of days. Two days. Two whole days, and not a single soul cared to set hoof in the room and see to either one of them. Maybe while she slept, but this was getting ridiculous. Why avoid her like that?



“’Scuse me. I’ll be right back,” she muttered before flinging the door wide and stomping into the hallway. Down the stairs, into the kitchen. Empty. Nopony there. All the dishes, stacked neatly in the rack. Nopony doing chores, at least on the side of the farm she could see out the window. Barn door closed, no wagons or tools out. Had they all taken leave of their senses? Did she have to take care of Sweetie Belle all by herself?



She could if she had to, she noted, her face darkening. She’d proved already that she could be trusted to handle things alone. But it wasn’t exactly fair to spring this on her, unannounced, and with the health of one of her best friends at stake. How would she even change an IV? Where did they keep the spare bags?



Apple Bloom dug through the kitchen cabinets. Not in there. Not in the fridge. Maybe upstairs, in her closet. It’d make sense to keep them close to the patient.



Back upstairs she trotted, but… outside her door, she started shaking again, like she hadn’t done since that first day. She—she really had to take responsibility, didn’t she? Was this a test of some kind? By her family, Princess Celestia, Discord? It didn’t matter. Her friend was more important, unless she was part of it. But no way. Sweetie Belle wouldn’t do that, and nopony could keep it up for this long, anyway.



If she could only get Sweetie Belle feeling better, all this might be over. Everything could go back to normal.



Apple Bloom walked to the edge of her bed and rested her chin on the mattress. “I’m sorry, Sweetie Belle. I wish I could help, but I dont know how. Please talk to me.” Panic rose in her chest—she’d heard often enough from her sister not to let it get the best of her. But she’d already thought through every possible way to help, and nothing had worked! She’d left Sweetie Belle room to heal on her own, but she couldn’t even tell if things had improved one whit!



“Please!” she repeated, tears running down her cheeks. “I just need to know you’ll be okay. One word, just one! Please tell me what to do!”



Sweetie Belle blinked. One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three, one thou—blink.



If—if she had some kind of magic, maybe she… She could carry her to town, cast some… medical spell, make a difference! How could an earth pony—



What had Applejack said before? Long ago. Something about magic, that—that all ponies had it. Unicorns in their horns, pegasi in the sky and clouds, earth ponies in the soil and plants. And everything. There’s magic in everything, she’d said, if you know where to look for it.



What could she use? Some lucky charm, something that meant a lot to her? Her sister used to have that coin. She didn’t know what was so special about it, but Applejack had to give it up when all that mess with Tirek happened. What did Apple Bloom have like that? A twig from her first apple tree, her first junior rodeo ribbon… What else?



No, something special to Sweetie Belle, too. Something they shared. She took the photograph of her, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo off her dresser—the one with their first Cutie Mark Crusaders capes. Smiling so big, and all hugging each other.



She nestled in next to Sweetie Belle again and drew the picture to her chest. “Please, Sweetie Belle. Get better.” She squeezed her eyes shut as hard as she could and strained until she thought her head might pop. She needed to believe. She had to.



And she did. She knew that when she opened her eyes again, she’d see Sweetie Belle’s face smiling down at her. They’d talk and talk and talk, and Sweetie Belle would tell her what happened, and Apple Bloom would hug her and say it was all okay, and then they’d all be best friends again. She cracked an eye open.



Sweetie Belle blinked. One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three, one thou—blink.



“Please, Sweetie Belle!” Apple Bloom whimpered. “It wasn’t s’posed to be like this…”



She looked up again, and—her heart leapt! There, in the corners of her eyes, tears!



Apple Bloom rushed to the door. “I see somethin’!” she yelled into the hall. “Sh-she’s cryin’!”



No answer. She ran to the bed again. The tears had only gotten worse, and Sweetie Belle still hadn’t budged a muscle. Why not?



Was she touched by Apple Bloom’s concern for her? Upset at what had happened to her? Happy that the worst had passed? Scared that—?



A shock ran down Apple Bloom’s back. Sweetie Belle had heard it all. She knew exactly what was going on. And she couldn’t…



Apple Bloom’s legs wobbled, and she sank to her haunches. How… how horrible! Sh-she couldn’t even think! Her whole body went numb.



What would Apple Bloom do in her place? Hang on and hope for the best? Give up? Secretly wish a friend might take pity on her and shove the pillow into her face until…?



She grimaced and shuddered, and… she thought she might be sick. She couldn’t. Even as much as she might think that in Sweetie Belle’s situation, she wouldn’t.



Apple Bloom climbed onto the bed again and held her face just inches from Sweetie Belle’s. “C’mon! Say something! Please…”



Sweetie Belle blinked. One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three, one thou—blink. More tears, and her nose started to run, but she didn’t make a move to stop it.



Even closer Apple Bloom pressed. “Fight! I know you can! I know you’re in there!” She held up the photograph, but those eyes didn’t focus on it. Could she even see it, or would it all be a blur? “I don’t want to lose you. I-I love you! I know I never say it, and it’s just understood between friends, but I do! I love you!”



She pulled another tissue from the box and wiped away the mix of drool, tears, and snot from her friend’s face. By then, it was too drenched to take up her own tears.



“C’mon!” she repeated, shaking Sweetie Belle’s shoulders, but her own voice rang in her ears, loud, but like a whisper. Metallic.



She stared into those unmoving eyes, her own reflected in them, and… she could barely keep hers from drifting shut. With each blink, she struggled more and more to get them open again. “Sweetie Belle,” she tried to say, but it came out only as a strangled gasp. Her legs, impossibly heavy, lay useless on the quilt, and she couldn’t tear her eyes away from Sweetie Belle’s face.



She… she had to move. That stare must be holding her in place—if she let her eyes stay shut, it wouldn’t keep her still.



Against the iron grip, she pushed. Sweat blended with tears, and lights danced inside her eyelids. Straining to break the lock until…



It all gave way, like the whole woodpile when the little wedge holding it up got knocked aside.



Apple Bloom sucked in a deep breath. And another. Her head bobbed with each new one, and throbbing pain—she gritted her teeth against it—but she could move. She could move.



After a moment spent enjoying the sensation of breathing, she opened her eyes. And blinked. One thousand one, one thousand two, one thousand three, one thou—blink.



One thousand one, blink. Blink, blink.



She was propped upright in her bed, an IV running into her foreleg and a catheter tube trailing out from under the covers. She wiped the trickle of drool off her chin and looked around the room.



Near the door, Big Mac sat in a rocking chair, slumped over and snoring. Applejack and Winona lay on the floor next to him, with a blanket pulled over them. Scootaloo, snoozing under the open window by what Apple Bloom thought was Nurse Redheart’s house-call bag. And—



Warm breath, on her neck, and a scent of floral shampoo. She glanced down to see Sweetie Belle in a white flannel nightgown, fast asleep and nestled against her with a photograph of the Cutie Mark Crusaders clutched in her hooves. “Please, Apple Bloom,” she said in a breathy whisper. “Don’t wanna lose you. Love you, but… don’t say it enough.”



Apple Bloom gasped, and at the noise, Sweetie Belle’s eyelids fluttered open. That same photograph. The same one. Maybe there was magic in everything. “Good mornin’,” Apple Bloom said, her voice barely tinged with a giggle.



Sweetie Belle looked up and broke into an enormous grin.
      

      
   