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​The Scent of Sap and Pine
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The cold woke her before the alarm did. It always did, seeping through the old window frames and settling into the floorboards, a chill that had nothing to do with the calendar and everything to do with the house itself. Ellie Vance pushed back the quilt and sat up in the grey half-light, her breath a thin ghost in the air. Four forty-seven. The clock on the nightstand confirmed it, its red digits steady and indifferent.

She dressed in the dark, pulling on wool socks and the heavy canvas pants she'd worn for three days running. The fabric was stiff at the knees, crusted with dried mud from yesterday's fence work. She didn't bother with the overhead light. Her fingers found the doorknob by habit, and she stepped into the hallway without a sound.

The farmhouse held its silence in layers. The deeper quiet of her brother Peter's room, door shut tight against the morning. The thinner quiet of the kitchen, where the refrigerator hummed to itself, and a single moth beat against the window above the sink. Ellie moved through it all without disturbing a thing, her socked feet knowing which boards would creak and which would hold. She'd learned the map of this floor when she was six, sneaking downstairs to find her father before the sun came up, wanting to be where the work was.

She still did.

The kitchen smelled of last night's coffee grounds and the faint, sweet trace of the maple candy her mother had made two days ago, the batch cooling now on wax paper by the stove. Ellie filled the kettle and set it on the burner, then pulled on her boots by the back door. The laces were frayed. She'd need to replace them soon, or wrap the ends in electrical tape the way her father did. Another small thing to keep track of, another small thing that would not fix itself.

Outside, the cold sharpened. The sky was still mostly dark, but a pale band of light sat low on the eastern ridge, and the air carried the resinous bite of pine and the softer, earthier smell of wet leaves. Autumn in Vermont had a particular weight to it, a density that pressed against the skin and filled the lungs. Ellie crossed the yard to the barn, her boots crunching on gravel, and slid the heavy door open on its track.

The horses stirred. A low nicker from the back stall, then the stamp of a hoof. She flipped the light switch and the bare bulbs overhead flickered once before catching, throwing long shadows across the hay-strewn floor.

"Morning," she said, her voice quiet in the way it always was around the animals. She didn't need to be loud. They knew her.

The gelding, a bay named Cooper, pushed his nose over the stall door and blew a warm breath against her shoulder. She rubbed the flat of his forehead and let her hand trail down to the soft place behind his ear. The mare, Whisper, hung back in her stall, watching with one dark eye, her ears swiveling forward and back. Ellie had been working with her for six months now, and the mare still held something in reserve, a wariness that hadn't yet softened into trust. Ellie understood that. She respected it.

She measured out the grain, two scoops for Cooper, one and a half for Whisper, and carried the buckets to their stalls. The hay she forked down from the loft, the bales heavy and prickling through her gloves. By the time she finished, her arms ached, and her fingers had gone numb, but the cold had stopped feeling like an enemy. It was just another part of the rhythm, the same rhythm that had carried her through every morning she could remember.

The kettle would be whistling by now. She left the barn and crossed back to the house, where the kitchen windows had fogged over, and the light above the stove cast a warm yellow glow. She made the coffee strong, the way her father took it, and poured a second cup for herself, black, no sugar. The heat of the mug against her palms was the first real warmth she'd felt all morning.

Footsteps on the stairs. Heavy, deliberate. Her father appeared in the kitchen doorway, his broad shoulders filling the frame, his hair uncombed and his flannel shirt untucked. David Vance moved like a man who had already been awake for hours, even if he'd only just come down. His face was lined in ways it hadn't been a few years ago, the creases around his mouth deeper, the skin beneath his eyes shadowed.

"Coffee's on the counter," Ellie said.

He nodded, a single dip of the chin, and crossed to the pot without speaking. She watched him pour, watched the way his hand shook just slightly as he lifted the mug. He'd been up late again. She'd heard him moving around in the office after midnight, the scrape of a chair, the rustle of papers.

"I'll get the sugar shack opened up after I finish the east fence," she said. "The top rail's sagging again. Posts might be rotting."

"Use what you need." He didn't look at her. "But go easy on the staples. We're running low."

"I know."

"And check the evaporator pan before you fire it up. It was pulling to one side last week."

"I know, Dad."

He took a long swallow of coffee and set the mug down on the counter. For a moment he just stood there, his gaze fixed on something beyond the window, beyond the yard and the barn and the groves of maple that climbed the hillside. Then he turned and walked to the table, where a stack of papers sat beside a ledger with a cracked spine. He opened the ledger and bent over it, his brow furrowing in that way Ellie had come to recognize, the way that meant numbers were not adding up the way they were supposed to.

She didn't ask. She never asked. Asking would mean admitting there was something to worry about, and Ellie had decided a long time ago that the best thing she could do for her father was to not add to whatever weight he was carrying. She finished her coffee, rinsed the mug in the sink, and left him to his papers.

The east fence took her an hour. The posts were worse than she'd thought, soft at the base where the moisture had gotten in, and she had to brace two of them with scrap lumber before she could pull the wire taut again. The work was hard and repetitive and exactly what she needed. Her mind went quiet when her hands were busy. The thoughts that usually circled, the ones about money and the future and whether the farm would still be here in five years, those thoughts couldn't find purchase when she was hauling lumber and driving staples into weather-beaten wood.

By the time she reached the sugar shack, the sun had cleared the ridge, and the frost was melting off the grass in patches. The shack sat at the edge of the largest grove, a low wooden building with a corrugated metal roof and a chimney that listed slightly to the left. Inside, it smelled of smoke and sap and the particular sweetness that clung to the walls year-round, a smell that Ellie had known her whole life and never tired of.

She checked the evaporator first, running her hand along the seam where the pan met the firebox. Her father was right. It was pulling to the left, the bolts loose from a season of heating and cooling. She tightened them with a wrench from the shelf above the workbench, then checked the collection tanks and the lines that ran out into the grove. The tubing was old. Some of it had been patched with electrical tape in three different places, and one section near the north corner had a split that would need replacing before the sap ran again in the spring.

She made a mental note of it, adding it to the list she kept in her head, the list that never seemed to get shorter no matter how many things she crossed off. The split tubing. The rotting fence posts. The staples they were running low on. The frayed bootlaces. The mare who still wouldn't take a bit without shying. The stack of papers on the kitchen table that her father stared at like they might rearrange themselves if he looked hard enough.

Ellie sat down on the workbench and let her hands rest on her knees. The cold from the metal seat seeped through her pants, but she didn't move. For a moment, she let herself feel the full weight of it, the farm and the work and the quiet fear that lived underneath everything. Then she stood up, brushed the rust off her palms, and walked back out into the sunlight.

There was still school to get through.

The house was louder now. Peter was up, his cereal bowl clattering in the sink, his backpack dumped by the front door. He was twelve, all elbows and energy, and he moved through the world as if it owed him an explanation he hadn't gotten yet. Ellie ruffled his hair as she passed, and he ducked away with a grunt.

"Bus in twenty minutes," she said.

"I know."

"You say that, but yesterday you missed it."

"Yesterday the bus was early."

"The bus is never early."

He made a face and grabbed his backpack, and she heard the front door slam a moment later. Ellie climbed the stairs to her room, pulling off her work clothes and reaching for the jeans and sweater she'd laid out the night before. She caught her reflection in the small mirror above her dresser, her face still flushed from the cold, her hair escaping its ponytail in wiry strands. She looked older than sixteen. She'd thought that for a while now, and she wasn't sure if it was true or if she just wanted it to be.

She was reaching for her brush when her eye caught the photograph on the dresser. It sat in a simple wooden frame, the glass smudged at one corner, the image behind it faded to the soft browns and creams of old Kodachrome. Her mother, Elara, stood in front of the farmhouse, one hand shading her eyes from the sun, the other resting on the shoulder of a woman Ellie barely remembered. Aunt Beatrice. The name surfaced from somewhere deep, a word she hadn't spoken aloud in years. The woman in the photograph was younger than her mother, her smile wider, her posture looser. She looked like someone who laughed easily and left without looking back.

Ellie stared at the photograph for a long moment. She didn't remember the day it was taken. She didn't remember much about her aunt at all, just a vague impression of a voice that was too loud for the quiet house, and then the absence that followed, the way a room feels different after someone has walked out of it. Her mother never talked about Beatrice. Her father never talked about her either, but differently, a way that made Ellie think the silence was a choice and not an accident.

She set the brush down and turned the photograph face-down on the dresser. Then she picked it up again and set it upright, because turning it over felt like admitting something she wasn't ready to admit. She finished dressing, pulled her hair back into a tighter ponytail, and went downstairs.

Her father was still at the kitchen table. The ledger was closed now, but the stack of papers had grown, and he was writing something in the margins of a bill with a pen that kept running out of ink. He shook it, tried again, shook it harder.

"There's another pen in the drawer," Ellie said.

"I know."

She waited. He didn't look up. She thought about saying something else, something about the split tubing or the fence posts or the way the evaporator had been pulling to one side, but the words felt too small for whatever was sitting in the room with them. She grabbed her jacket from the hook by the door and left for the bus stop, the screen door banging shut behind her.

The morning had warmed a few degrees, and the frost was gone from the grass. Down by the road, Peter was kicking at a stone, his backpack slung over one shoulder. Ellie stood beside him and watched the pale sun climb higher over the ridge, the light catching the last of the color in the maples, orange and red and a deep, bruised gold. The air still smelled of pine, but underneath it was something else, the faint, sweet ghost of sap boiling, a smell that belonged to a different season but never quite left the groves.

The bus came around the bend, its engine loud in the quiet morning, and Ellie climbed the steps and took her usual seat by the window. She pressed her forehead to the cold glass and watched the farm shrink behind her, the barn and the sugar shack and the farmhouse with its peeling white paint, and she told herself the same thing she told herself every morning. That the work would be enough. That she would be enough. That if she just kept moving, kept fixing, kept showing up before the sun, the farm would still be there when she got back.

The bus rounded the curve, and the farm disappeared behind the trees.
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The trailer hitch clanked onto the ball with a sound Ellie knew in her bones, a solid, final thunk that meant the morning had been done right. She straightened and wiped her palms on her jeans, leaving a dark smear of grease across the thigh. The sun was high enough now to burn off the last of the mist that clung to the hollows, and the air smelled of cut grass and the particular warm-metal scent of the truck's engine cooling after the short drive from the farm to the stables.

Whisper stamped once in the trailer, impatient.

"Hold your horses," Ellie muttered, and then, because she was sixteen and alone and no one was listening, she let herself smile at the joke.

The local stables sat in a wide bend of the river road, a long, low building of weathered cedar that had gone silver with age. The indoor arena was a newer addition, its metal roof still bright, but the barn itself had stood for three generations, and it carried that history in the way the floorboards dipped in the aisle, and the stall doors hung just slightly out of true. Ellie had been coming here every week since she was old enough to lead a pony, and the place had settled into her the way familiar things do, so that she no longer noticed the particular smell of it until she'd been away long enough to miss it.

She led Whisper down the ramp, the mare's shoes ringing on the metal, and felt the horse's neck tense under her hand as they entered the barn. Whisper was a chestnut with a white blaze and opinions about everything. Ellie liked that about her. She liked that the mare didn't give anything away for free.

The arena was empty when she entered, the sand raked smooth from the morning's grooming. Ellie set up the jumps herself, dragging the poles from the rack and setting them in the cups at the heights she'd been working on for the past three weeks. The sequence was a triple: a low vertical to start, then a cross-rail two strides later, then an oxer that Whisper had refused twice the last time they'd tried it. Ellie had lain awake the night after that session, replaying the approach in her head, trying to find the mistake.

She mounted and walked Whisper in a wide circle, letting the mare warm into her stride. The horse's ears swiveled forward and back, tracking the swallows that nested in the rafters, the distant clatter of someone moving hay bales in the loft. Ellie gathered the reins and asked for a trot.

The first two jumps went clean. Whisper took the vertical with room to spare and cantered through the cross-rail without breaking rhythm. Ellie felt the familiar tightening in her shoulders as they rounded the corner for the oxer, the anticipation of the refusal before it happened. She tried to relax, tried to send the signal down through her seat and her legs that this was easy, that there was nothing to worry about.

Whisper planted her front feet six strides out and stopped dead.

Ellie caught herself on the mare's neck, the pommel digging into her stomach. She sat back, breathing hard, and stared at the oxer as if it had personally insulted her.

"You're asking her too late."

The voice came from the gate. Ellie turned, her face already arranging itself into the expression she used when people offered advice she hadn't asked for. A boy stood there, leaning on the top rail, a pitchfork propped beside him. He was tall and lean, with dark hair that fell across his forehead, and he wore a faded green barn jacket with the sleeves pushed up past his elbows. She'd seen him around the stables the past couple of weeks, hauling water buckets and mucking stalls, but she hadn't spoken to him. He was new. She didn't have much use for new.

"I know how to ride my own horse," she said.

"I didn't say you didn't." He didn't move from the gate. His voice was quiet, unhurried. "I said you're asking too late. She's losing the line before you give her the cue. You can see it in her shoulders, right before the turn."

Ellie looked at Whisper's shoulders. The mare was standing with her head up, ears back, still annoyed about the refusal. Ellie had been so focused on the jump itself that she hadn't been watching the approach.

"What about her shoulders?" she asked, and the question came out less sharp than she'd intended.

The boy unlatched the gate and walked into the arena. He moved slowly, giving Whisper time to register his presence, and he stopped a few feet away with his hands loose at his sides. "She drops the left one," he said. "Just before you turn in. It's subtle. But it means she's already decided she's not going to take it, and by the time you're asking, she's committed to the stop."

Ellie dismounted and ran her hand down Whisper's left shoulder. The muscle was warm and tight under the chestnut coat. She'd felt that tension before, a hundred times, and she'd always chalked it up to the mare's stubbornness. She hadn't thought to read it as a decision already made.

"You've been watching," she said.

"Hard not to. You're the only one who jumps her in here on Thursdays." He offered a hand to Whisper, who sniffed his knuckles and then dropped her head, a gesture of permission Ellie had learned to recognize. "I'm Liam, by the way."

"Ellie."

"I know. Mrs. Callahan told me." He rubbed Whisper's forehead, his thumb moving in a slow circle. "Said you've been coming here since you were a kid."

"I'm still a kid."

Liam looked at her, and something in his face shifted, not quite a smile. "Sure," he said. "Me too."

He couldn't have been more than a year or two older than her, but he carried himself like someone who'd been working a long time. There was a stillness to him that Ellie wasn't used to in boys her age, a way of standing that didn't demand attention. She found herself wanting to fill the silence, and then she found herself not wanting to, and the two impulses canceled each other out so that she just stood there, holding Whisper's reins, watching him watch the horse.

"The bridle's pinching her," Liam said after a moment. "Left side, where the cheekpiece meets the crown. See how she's tilting her head?"

Ellie looked. Whisper was carrying her head slightly to the right, a habit Ellie had attributed to the mare's attitude. She reached up and ran her fingers under the leather. The cheekpiece was twisted, a half-turn she must have missed when she'd tacked up that morning, and it had been pulling against the base of Whisper's ear for the entire session.

She felt her face go hot. "I didn't notice."

"Happens," Liam said. "I did the same thing to my gelding last month. He bit me for it."

Ellie unbuckled the cheekpiece and straightened the leather, her fingers working the familiar task while her mind turned over the fact that she'd missed something so basic. She'd been in a hurry that morning. Peter had been running late for the bus, and her father had been on the phone with someone about a payment, and she'd tacked Whisper faster than she should have, not checking the fit the way she'd been taught.

"Better?" Liam asked.

Whisper shook her head once, the way horses do when something has stopped bothering them, and then dropped her nose to nudge at Liam's jacket pocket.

"She knows," Ellie said.

"They always know." Liam pulled a piece of carrot from his pocket and offered it on a flat palm. Whisper lipped it up delicately, her whiskers brushing his skin. "My grandfather used to say a horse will tell you everything you need to know if you're willing to shut up and listen."

"Sounds like my dad."

"He a horseman?"

"He runs a farm. Maple, mostly. But we keep a few horses." She paused. "We used to keep more."

Liam didn't ask why they didn't anymore. He just nodded, the way people did when they understood that some facts came with edges, and turned his attention back to Whisper's bridle. "The crownpiece could use some conditioning too. It's starting to crack."

"I know. I've been meaning to."

"I've got some leather balm in the tack room. If you want."

Ellie hesitated. She'd been planning to work Whisper for another half hour, run the sequence again until the mare took the oxer clean. But the mare's head was low now, her eyes half-closed, and Ellie could feel the session's tension draining out of both of them. She'd been pushing too hard. She knew that. She just didn't always know how to stop.

"Okay," she said. "Thanks."

They walked Whisper back to the cross-ties, and Liam disappeared into the tack room and returned with a small tin of balm that smelled of beeswax and neatsfoot oil. He worked it into the crownpiece with his fingers, slow and methodical, while Ellie brushed the arena sand from Whisper's legs.

"You moved here recently?" she asked, keeping her eyes on the brush.

"Three weeks ago. From New York."

"That's a change."

"My uncle runs a training operation about ten miles north of here. He needed help, and I needed to get out of the city." He said it evenly, without the self-pity Ellie would have expected from a story like that. "I've been working with horses since I could walk. It's the only thing I'm any good at."

"You seem pretty good at it."

He looked up from the bridle, and this time the smile reached his eyes. "So do you. You just don't trust yourself yet."

Ellie didn't know what to say to that. She focused on Whisper's hock, brushing out a knot of dried mud that had been there since the morning. The barn was quiet around them, the kind of quiet that came with the afternoon lull, when the morning boarders had gone home and the evening riders hadn't yet arrived. Dust motes hung in the light that slanted through the high windows.

"The oxer," Liam said. "Try taking her over it from a trot. She needs to figure out the distance on her own. You've been placing her too perfectly, and she's never had to solve the problem herself."

"I thought you were supposed to set them up right."

"You are. Until they're ready to set themselves up. Then you get out of their way." He wiped his hands on a rag and handed her the bridle. "She's smart. She'll figure it out."

Ellie hung the bridle on its hook and turned back to Whisper. The mare was dozing now, one hind leg cocked, her lower lip drooping. She looked younger when she slept, less guarded. Ellie knew the feeling.

"Thanks," she said again. "For the tip. And the balm."

"Anytime." Liam picked up the pitchfork he'd left by the gate. "I'm here most days. Mrs. Callahan's got me on stall duty for the foreseeable future."

"That's a punishment."

"It's a job." He shrugged. "Beats the alternative."

He didn't say what the alternative was, and Ellie didn't ask. She watched him walk back toward the main barn, the pitchfork balanced over his shoulder, and then she turned and pressed her forehead to Whisper's warm neck and stood there for a long moment, breathing in the smell of horse and hay and the faint beeswax scent still on her fingers.

When she finally led Whisper back to the trailer, the sun had slipped lower, and the shadows stretched long across the gravel lot. She loaded the mare and secured the ramp and climbed into the truck's cab, and she sat there for a minute with the engine off, turning over the afternoon in her mind. The twisted cheekpiece. The dropped shoulder. The way Liam had said she didn't trust herself, as if it were a simple fact and not an accusation.

She started the engine and pulled out onto the river road, the trailer rattling behind her. The hills rolled away to the west, green and gold in the late light, and Ellie drove toward home with one hand on the wheel and the other resting on the seat beside her, where a small tin of leather balm sat where Liam had left it, still warm from his hands.
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The leather balm Liam had given her smelled of beeswax and something sharper underneath, a solvent that made her eyes water if she leaned too close. Ellie worked it into the cheekpiece with a circular motion, her thumb pressing the oil into the grain until the leather darkened and shone. The bridle lay across her lap in pieces, each strap laid out on the old towel she had spread across the living room floor.

She had been at it for nearly an hour. The house had gone quiet around her, the kind of quiet that meant Peter was long asleep, and her father had retreated to his study with the door pulled shut. The only light came from the floor lamp beside the armchair, a warm cone that caught the brass fittings on the bridle and made them glint as she turned each piece over in her hands.

The cheekpiece had been the problem. Liam had spotted it before she had, the way the leather had twisted just enough to press unevenly against Whisper's jaw. She had been riding with it like that for weeks and had not noticed. That was the part that stayed with her, even now, two days later. She had not noticed.

She set the cheekpiece down on the towel and picked up the crownpiece, running her fingers along the stitching. The thread was still sound, no fraying, but the leather itself had gone stiff at the bend. She worked a fresh dab of balm into it, smaller this time, and let the heat of her hands do the rest.

Tomorrow she would take Whisper through the grid again. She had been replaying Liam's advice in her head all through chores that morning, the way he had said to let the mare figure out the distances herself instead of micromanaging every stride. It went against everything her father had taught her about control, about keeping a horse between your legs and your hands. But Whisper had jumped cleaner when Ellie stopped trying to place her perfectly at every fence. She had felt it happen, that half-second where the mare's shoulders had rounded, and her hind end had driven underneath her and the oxer had simply ceased to be a problem.

Ellie wanted that feeling again. She wanted to understand it well enough to keep it.

She reached for the noseband and paused. Somewhere down the hall, a floorboard creaked. She knew the weight of her father's footsteps. She listened for the bathroom door, for the run of water in the sink, but neither came. Instead she heard the low murmur of his voice through the study door, too muffled to make out the words.

She glanced at the clock on the mantel. Nearly eleven. He did not usually make calls this late.

Ellie returned her attention to the noseband, buffing the leather with the edge of the towel until it gleamed. The murmur from the study continued, a rise and fall that did not sound like casual conversation. She told herself it was nothing. A call with a supplier. A neighbor. Something ordinary.

Then her father's voice lifted, not in volume but in pitch, a tightness she recognized from the mornings when he sat at the kitchen table with the ledgers spread open and his coffee going cold beside his elbow. She had heard that tightness before, but never on the phone, never at this hour.

Her hands stilled on the bridle.

"I understand the terms," her father said, and the words came through the door now, distinct and strained. "I understand them perfectly. What I am telling you is that I cannot meet them. Not this quarter."

A pause. Ellie did not move.

"The equipment is collateral," he said. "I know that. I signed the papers myself." Another pause, longer this time. When he spoke again, his voice had dropped, and she had to strain to catch it. "There has to be another option. An extension. Something."

The word collateral sat in Ellie's chest like a stone she had swallowed by mistake. She knew what collateral meant. She knew what happened when you could not pay a debt and the bank came to collect.

"I am not letting this place go to auction." Her father's voice cracked on the word auction, and then he was silent, and the silence was worse than the tightness had been. "No. No, I understand. Yes. I will have an answer for you by the end of the week."

The phone clicked against its cradle. The study door opened.

Ellie looked down at the bridle in her lap, her fingers closing around the crownpiece as if she had been working on it this whole time. She did not look up. She heard her father's footsteps pause in the hallway, and she felt his gaze on her, and she kept her eyes fixed on the leather and the brass and the neat row of polished pieces laid out on the towel.

"Ellie." His voice was hoarse. "It's late."

"I wanted to finish the bridle." She made herself look at him then, and what she saw made her grip tighten on the crownpiece. His face was pale in the dim light from the hallway, the lines around his mouth deeper than they had been that morning, and his shoulders, those broad shoulders she had always thought could carry anything, were slumped in a way that made him look smaller than he was.

"Get some sleep," he said.

"I will."

He nodded once and turned toward his bedroom. The door closed behind him with a soft click, and then Ellie was alone again with the bridle and the towel and the smell of beeswax and solvent, and the word auction repeating itself in her head like a rhythm she could not shake.

She sat there for a long time after the hallway went dark. The lamp buzzed softly beside her, a sound she had not noticed until the house fell completely silent. She thought about the evaporator in the sugar shack, the new pans her father had ordered two springs ago and had not yet paid off. She thought about the truck's transmission, the way it had been slipping in third gear since August, the repair they kept putting off. She thought about the stack of envelopes she had seen on the kitchen counter that morning, the ones her father had swept into his ledger before she could read the return addresses.

Overdue. Auction. Collateral.

The words did not fit inside the story she had been telling herself. In that story, the farm was struggling but stable, a thing that could be saved by hard work and careful hands and the refusal to quit. In that story, her father was tired but steady, a man who carried his burdens without complaint because he knew the land would provide if they just kept at it. In that story, Ellie's job was to be the backbone, to do the work no one asked her to do, to hold things together through sheer stubbornness and devotion.

But the words she had heard through the study door did not belong to that story. They belonged to a different one, a story where the ground was already giving way beneath their feet, and her father had been hiding the cracks from her for longer than she wanted to guess.

She picked up the noseband and turned it over in her hands. The leather was supple now, soft and even, the brass fittings bright. She had done good work on it. Careful work. The kind of work that mattered, even if it was small.

She set the noseband down with the other pieces and began folding the towel around them, tucking the edges in so the brass would not scratch. Tomorrow she would take Whisper through the grid. She would let the mare find her own distances. She would pay attention to the things she had been missing. And after that she would come home and do the chores and check the sap lines and make sure Peter had clean clothes for school, and she would keep doing it, every day, until the cracks in the foundation stopped spreading.

She did not know if that was possible. She did not let herself think about it. She carried the bundled bridle to the mudroom and set it on the shelf beside her boots, and she stood there for a moment in the dark, listening to the house settle around her. Somewhere in the walls, the old timbers creaked. Outside, the wind had picked up, and she could hear it moving through the bare branches of the sugar maples, a sound she had known her whole life and had never thought to be afraid of.

She went to bed. She did not sleep. She lay in the dark with the blankets pulled to her chin and stared at the ceiling, and she made a list in her head of everything she could do tomorrow, and the next day, and the day after that, a list so long it pushed the word auction far enough away that she could almost pretend she had not heard it.
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