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         Applejack and Scootaloo had known each other for years, but never talked—not even once, though they had been companions on many adventures. There was always a pony nearby to carry on the discourse of the large group of which they were invariably part; besides this, Scootaloo overestimated the difficulty of dispatching cider shipments, and mistook Applejack to be a pony of a speculative and moreover physicalist bent, who would have no interest in spy novels, or wandering the streets, or dreaming up acrobatic routines.

	

One day, not long after her young sister had gone to join the infantry, Applejack felt a sense of absence as she gazed around the orchard grounds, as though a cold wind had passed through the pores of her hide. She reflected that it was altogether strange how she and Scootaloo had avoided one another for such a long time, and went that same day to pay her a visit at the fruit stand where she worked. After pleasantries, Applejack asked her what to do; and Scootaloo, feeling out of depth, suggested that they set aside a morning to go fishing together, the criterion of which was that neither she nor Applejack had any experience fishing whatsoever, and would be at an equal social advantage. They soon made a habit of rising before the birds sang, every other week, and began to relish the clank of the tacklebox and that of one another—their silly talks about strawberries and the stallion at the rug-maker’s kiosk, with few fish for the effort.

	

They were traipsing one morning, on return from such an excursion, when they were overtaken by a pony in a seersucker jacket driving a wagon at the back handles. He arrived in a storm of dust, skidding to a stop, though not much worse for the exertion. 

	

“Mornin’, ladies!” he said, nearly tumbling over. “Where you off to? Saddleburg? Clydesdale? Girthtown? If I were a bettin’ horse, I’d say you’re one of those land mariners I’ve heard so much about, scuttling dry parts like these looking for grubs and mealworms. I myself am on my way from Jockey Springs, yes sir, and I tell you, I’ve got it in me to make it all the way to Raceland.”

	

“Ponyville,” Applejack replied, at last. “And I ain’t heard of none of those places.”

	

“Never heard of Raceland? Why, it’s as real as Timbucktu or Neighniveh, and pungent as Haylon after a hot summer day. Pungent, I say. Isn’t that right, Flim?”

	

A square casing at the opposite end of the wagon flapped open, and Flim stuck his neck out. “Pungent as a lazy slip on the Rue Equine, monsieur.”

	

“Hey, now, Flim, it sounds like you’ve enjoyed a few slips of your own!” cried the first stallion, flashing Applejack and Scootaloo a cajoling grin.

	

“It’s about time we gave you the slip,” answered the former with a grousing huff. “Good luck gettin’ to Candyland, or wherever you’re going.”

	

“Aw, come on, Applejack,” said Scootaloo. She gave her an elbow, and teased, “Where have you got to be?”

	

Applejack huffed again. “Look at you! What’s gotten into you that you want to be friends with Flim and Flam, now?” 

	

“Aw, they seem harmless,” Scootaloo replied.

	

“No, they ain’t. And whatever they’ve got in that there wagon isn’t going to improve your life. For all I know another crooked pony is going to pop out of it, somewhere, and try to sell you a bedspring that will clear the rats out of the cellar, or a hat that tells you where to find water underground. I bet you thought they kept organ pipes in that caboose.”

	

“Rest assured, Ma’am, we mean no harm.” Flim pulled himself out of the casement, and said to his brother, “why don’t you tell her about the Touch, Flam.”

	

“The Touch? Why, I thought you were the expert, Flim.”

	

“So I am. Listen, then. You’ve heard of Toccata and Fugue, haven’t you? Well, with the Touch, you can learn the organ in a day. Or, you can run a barrel from Jockey Springs to Raceland, and back to Ponchamoola, just in time for the pasture festival, if it suits you. That’s right, it’s the full touch and go. And we’d like to offer you the unique opportunity to impress your friends before this terrific product even hits the market.”

	

“We’re on our way this very moment,” said Flam, “to deliver to some competitive buyers. Wouldn’t you like to get in on the action, Miss Applejack?”

	

“Yeah AJ,” said Scootaloo, “how would you like to get in on the action with a little Touch?” She staggered over like a drunk, laughing, and poked AJ in the foreleg twice. “Ooh, just imagine how easy it will be to visit—” she nearly choked—”Jockey Springs!” 

	

She hid her face on Applejack’s shoulder and heaved with delight. Both Applejack and the sales ponies watched her with astonishment, and none spoke as her wheezing, tearful laughter rang the woods. It was a minute before the fit passed through her, and she gave a long, satisfied sigh.

	

“I’m not sure what you find so funny, miss,” said Flim, in a quiet voice.

	

Scootaloo convulsed another laugh, and said, “Please tell me you haven’t been running the dirt roads, asking mares if they want the Touch.”

	

Applejack cracked a smile. “Goodness Scootaloo, don’t talk like that.”

	

Flam blushed, and let out a single laugh of his own. “I suppose young ponies will hear what they want to hear. Well, don’t let them razzle you,” he said in a low voice. “Give it to them, old boy. Give them the pitch.”

	

Flim took a breath, and resumed unsteadily, “Anyhow, Miss Applejack, if you will let us, Flam and I would like to give you the Touch—”

	

“Now that was on purpose!” snapped Applejack. “You watch yourself, or you’re gonna be whistlin’ your jingles through some missing teeth, understand me? Now we’re really going.” She gave her companion a tug, and the latter followed with a quick step, smiling with cheeks the sheened in the sun.

	

“Just be careful not to get arrested, guys,” she called out, before turning a corner behind Applejack, and back toward town.

	






The morning with Flim and Flam became Scootaloo’s favorite subject to share with her friends that afternoon in the market plaza. Her fresh memory of the bombastic sales ponies made her cheerful each time she recounted it, and carried her through a busy day in Ponyville Square. But with Applejack the encounter had hardly made an impression; she went about her business, just as normal, and even had time for cards in the lading yard when a jam shipment was delayed. Then she went to Ponyville after the stock ponies’ shifts had ended, to avoid feeling lonesome again. She wound up at her favorite cider bar, the Adam’s Apple, where a tide of hunched shoulders made the room into a sea.

	

She went to the bar and ordered a drink, and glanced down the row of ponies carousing, or otherwise hiding from one another. Each was over their glass. 

Near the end of the counter she spotted Flim. He was stooped over, nearly sunk in his seat. He looked like a giraffe with his forelegs folded and head hung. His hat and his cider were in front of him, untouched, ordered only as a form of penance. His eyes stayed closed as a rowdy neighbor bumped and swayed into his body as he called out songs to the tables and talked loudly about the government in Canterlot.   

	

Seeing him, the scene by the dirt road rushed back to Applejack, and something made her feel taut; she took her mug and hurried down the room. 

	

“You know,” she began, perching by his side, “you have every right to be unhappy with yourself. Goin’ round, shoppin’ out of ponies’ pockets. That’s the problem with the world, you know. It’s not just about takin’ money. It’s about convincin’ folks to put their hopes in junk. They go home with their cannister of ‘the Touch’ supposin’ that someone’s lookin’ out for ‘em, that the whole time the answer to gettin’ up early every morning and goin’ in circles and their daddy dyin’ is that little box that you give ‘em. Hmph. You know, at least when we distribute cider we make sure it’s a quality product. It’s made here in Ponyville and it tastes good.”

	

She took a swig, and allowed him a chance for reply. He remained as quiet as before.

	

“Nothin’ to say, huh? Figures.”

	

She took a seat next to him, and they were quiet together. The raucous neighbor had got into a dispute with a pony who worked for the post, and moved to a different part of the room. Applejack swilled her drink, and said, “All this fuss over a teenager.”

	

“I’ve got two of my own, at home,” said Flim.

	

“That so?” said Applejack.

	

“Biff Bearings and Happy Camper,” he replied. “And they hate my guts. Even worse than that. I’m a joke to them. A father shouldn’t be a joke to his sons.”

	

“I’m sure you’re not,” Applejack said firmly. “Ain’t none of us perfect. It’s a hard thing being a parent, I reckon.”

	

“You got kids of your own?” asked Flim.

	

“No sir,” she answered. “I said I reckon.” She threw back another gulp and turned to face the barista. “One more, please.”

	

“You’re a good mare, Applejack,” said Flim. “And you said it yourself. I have a right to be unhappy. The truth is, I’m afraid to be home. My sons are too smart. They see that my life is spent caring about frivolous things, and that after a while you yourself become a frivolous thing. I’m afraid I’m going to go home and yell and try to defend myself, for what I do to this family and what I do to myself. It disgusts me, and I know I’ll do it. I wanted to shout at the top of my lungs this morning, but that would be the end for me, the shouting. You understand me, right?”

	

“Well gosh, Flim. Here. Take your glass.” She picked it up from the countertop and handed it to him. “Now raise it up with me. To good times!”

	

“Sometimes,” he said, letting it lower, “I think it would be better if I got sick. Something real quick and easy. You can’t get mad at a guy for getting sick, right?”

	

Flim collapsed onto the bar and folded his hooves over his head. Applejack rushed over and began to shake him by the shoulders, saying, “Flim! Flim! Now you listen to me. You are an important pony. Sit up now, and look me in the face.” She got him up, and took him by the hooves. “Those boys need you. Don’t be givin’ up on them just because you’re goin’ through a rough patch.”

	

“And what about my work?” asked Flim. “Which is the biggest problem in the world?”

	

“You’ve got a calling,” she replied, tugging at him, “and it’s your job to see to it that it gets done right. Look at all these ponies in need. It’s like judging a pie eating contest. Now, the most important thing to remember is that you can’t be too nice with the contestants. Listen. I’m talkin’ about your attitude, you can shake hooves and all of that. But these folks aren’t your friends. Got it? They’re here to eat pies, and it’s on you to watch ‘em, to be heaven’s eyes, as my Granny used to say. You can bet she’s payin’ attention, too,” she added, patting him on the elbow. 

	

“But why does heaven need my eyes?” said Flim, elaborating somewhat foolishly, “This pie eating contest, I mean. I think that an angel could judge it far better than I would.”

	

“The angels are busy,” replied Applejack, “with more urgent things. That’s where you and I come in.” 

	

She smiled and let go. Flim folded over, into a cough, and breathed deeply as the loud patrons left the bar. After a while, he pulled himself back up, and took his hat.

	

“You’re a good mare, Applejack,” he said again. “Thanks for talking some sense into me. I’m sure, if you ever decide, that you will be a great parent.”

	

She thanked him, and went back to her drink.








“Scootaloo! We’ve got to go get the Touch.”

	

She snorted. “Oh geez, not this again.”



“No, really.” Applejack pulled her to the side of the fruit stand and spoke in a whisper. “I saw Flim at Adam’s Apple last night. Your joshing reminded him of his kids. I’m worried he might have an unstable life at home.”

	

“Wait, what?” said Scootaloo, catching a nearby set of eyes.

	

“Hush now. This is a highly personal matter!”

	

“So he doesn’t have a good relationship with his kids, now?” she resumed more quietly. “And how is getting ‘the Touch’ going to help with that?”

	

“By giving him the assurance that he doesn’t need to make a bad decision. You know what I mean by that, right?”

	

Scootaloo rolled her eyes. “I’m so over this. If you want to go get touched, I can’t stop you.”

	

“I’m worried about the boys!” she thundered, catching another pair of eyes. “And you need to be there, too.”

	

“But how do we know he even has boys? You know what,” she said, going back to sorting cantaloupes, “even if he does, it just makes me upset that he would be around in the first place to help support them. Take some responsibility for your life, dude.” She went about repositioning the melons as a silence fell.

	

“You don’t know what it’s like,” said Applejack. “Now I won’t say nothin’ more on the matter. It would mean a lot to me if you come with me to meet them this afternoon.”

	

“Fine,” said Scootaloo. “I’ll go and get the Touch, for you. But don’t expect any apologies from me.”






	

“Glad you could make it today, ladies!” said Flam. “By golly, what a deal we’ve got for you today.”

	

“We’ve heard it’s a good one,” said Applejack, giving Scootaloo an elbow. She teased, “We just couldn’t stop thinking about it, after we heard the rumors about town.”

	

“Always looking to stay ahead of the trend! That’s what we like about you, Miss Applejack. Ahead of the trend, I tell you, isn’t that right Flim?”

	

“Like a magpie on the tinseled streets of Belamoose,” was Flim’s rejoinder.

	

“Well what would you like today, ladies?” asked Flam.

	

Applejack took out a pouch and asked, “What can we get for thirty bits?”

	

Flam scratched his chin. “Well, brother, you’re the expert. What can they get?”

	

“Sounds to me like a deluxe! Come here, Flam, and help me get it out.”

	

Flim and Flam opened a hatch in the wagon and spent several moments shuffling its contents and giving each other quiet directions. At last, Flam emerged with the object concealed in his hoof. “Now, which of you ladies would like to hold it first?”

	

Applejack and Scootaloo made a short eye contact. “I think she should go first, said Scootaloo. “That way, I’ll get to experience the Touch twice.”

	

“Very well, then. Cup your hooves for me, Miss Applejack.”

	

She held them out. Flam leaned over and shook his empty hooves over hers.

	

“And there you go!” he said. “You see, now, that you’ve had the Touch all along.”

	

“It’s perfect!” said Applejack. “Absolutely perfect. I couldn’t have asked for something better.”

	

“Sounds like a winner, Flim!” said Flam.

	

“Most satisfying part of the job, Flam,” answered Flim.

	

“Now if you don’t mind us, ladies, we must be off. Places in need, you know. Martingale is burning for the stuff.”

Flim took his place in the cart, and waved from the caboose. “See you again, friends, next time! Remember, the wagon doors of the Brothers Flim are always open!”

“Hey, that’s Brothers Flam, to you!” said the other, as the two disappeared into the dust.



Applejack waved them goodbye as the sun began to set in gold and purple jets by the lake. She took off her hat, letting the breeze mingle in her hair, and lingered a moment as the march of the katydids hummed in the ever-distance.



Scootaloo scratched her noggin. “Wait a sec. Did you just pay thirty bits for a hoof-ful of air?”  		 
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         “You're awful,” a young dark colored bat-pony stated exasperatedly.  



Espy Edge had seen quite a few tryouts today.  Some of them were fine and others could have used some work, but this performance was the worst.  Across from her was another bat-pony with her head stuck in a stump.  This was odd because Espy Edge was sure the practice field was clear of all debris.  



Pom Pom was having a bad time.  The egg shell white colored filly was having issues getting her body out, head first unstuck from a stump.  Her double pom cutie mark was still visible. She was here today to try out for the Hollow Shades cheer squad.  Everything started out alright until near the end where she trip in mid performance and landed in her predicament.  Fortunately she was unharmed.  



Espy helped pull Pom Pom's head out, “Are you alright?”  



“Yeah!  I am!  Uhm is that little crash going to count against me?” Pom asked in return as she pop out from the stump.  



“Yes, and the rest of it was so bad that I can't in my right mind let you on to the squad.”  



“But... but, I tried so hard!”  



“I could see that.  You have so much enthusiasm and this is great!  We could use this.”  



“Thank you!”  



“The rest of it we can't.  You're a cheering disaster.”  



“Awe...”  



“This is the third time you've tried out this month.  This time you ended up in a tree stump that I'm not sure where it came from.”  



“At least didn't hurt anyone else this time.”  



“I am happy about that too, and at least you wasn't crashing through a wall like the first time.  Moving on... if we ignore those disasters, your movements are too sloppy.  Also I'm afraid to pair you up with someone else to see how well you could sync up.”  



“Oh.”  



“Look, I am not going to tell you to come back next weekend to try out again.  You can, it's your final chance this year, and I can't stop you,” Espy sighed.  



“You're right!  I still have a chance in Tartarus to prove myself,” Pom Pom replied excitedly.  



“For sure.”  



Pom Pom trotted off the field and back into dark streets of Hollow Shades.  On each side were a hodgepodge of tree houses.  For almost the whole last month, the filly for was training to get a place on the cheer squad.  Ever since she got her pom pom cutie mark the month before, she knew that it was her destiny to become the best cheerleader ever.  Pom Pom just knew it!  



Along the way back home she met a few fellow bat-ponies. One of them was trimming a tree.  



“Nice tree trimming there Pokey!” Pom Pom exclaimed, complimenting him.  



“I don't think so, Pom Pom,” Pokey replied, annoyed. “This is so boring!  I would rather kick ponies in the teeth instead.  That's fun to do.”  



“No!  No, don't think that!  The job you’re doing looks wonderful and makes the whole place look nice!”  



“Okay, whatever Pom Pom.  I only have a little more to do,” Pokey replied, much less annoyed.  



Pom Pom smiled, “Great!  Keep up the good work.”  



Around a bend in the street another was a colt throwing rocks up in the air and catching them.  



“You're up to three now?  Wow!  That's great Snapshot," the filly exclaimed.  



"Yeah, yeah.  Got to tell you this idea you gave me turned out pretty fun.  I'm going to figure out this juggling thing better, and maybe I'll get my cutie mark for this?”  



"You might!"  



"See you around Pom Pom."  



Walking down the street the filly spied some-pony that gave her the creeps.  It was this older unicorn mare who worked at the Gold Zubric malted shop.  In school she learned that unicorns used to rule over all ponykind and went to war with the bat-ponies long ago.  Pom Pom's parents told her that unicorns were okay now and didn't do that anymore, but there were stories of this mare drinking blood of creatures which Pom Pom heard from the other children!  Plus the beige color unicorn had a blood red mane and tail.  This was more evidence of her dastardly deeds!  



The unicorn gave a polite nod as she walked past the filly.  Pom Pom just gave a weak smile back and hurried along.  



A little ways further was the Gold Zubric and it's owner sweeping the street outside.  



“Hello Mr. Heartburn!  How are you doing today?"  



"Hey there little Pom Pom!  I am doing well on this fine day, today.  How about you there?" the kind owner asked in return.  



"I'm... doing pretty alright."  



"How did the tryouts go? Better?"  



"Well, no.  I mean yes!  Didn't hurt anyone else this time."  



"That is good to hear.  You keep at it, little one."  



"I will! You're going to open back up in a couple of hours?"  



"That I am.  I hope to see you then," he chuckled.  



Pom Pom nodded, "Will do Mr. Heartburn!"  



The filly headed to her home in better spirits.  She finished some quick chores and went to the backyard to practice.  Pom Pom performed her routine to what she thought was good.  She didn't crash into anything, her movements on the ground and the air were fine.  The filly felt that she should be really ready to wow the other creatures.  Pom Pom couldn't figure out why she kept on messing up at the tryouts.  



Puttering around her home, Pom Pom thoughts turned to looking for help.  Her parents were nice at encouraging her interests, but they couldn't give her many pointers.  They noted that she never really screwed up much when she showed off to them, and suggested she should ask for her friend's help.  The filly thought this was a great idea and set off to find them.  



Pom Pom had a good many friends and she went to their houses one by one.  Few of them were home and those who were, she asked for help.  She showed off her routine, but kept on running into the same problem she had at the tryouts.  Injuries and mayhem followed.  Not to be deterred, the filly flew around looking for some help.  



After a couple of hours, Pom Pom was tired out!  She made her way to the Gold Zubric for a little milkshake break.  The creepy unicorn mare was there and served her the treat.  Pom Pom did her best not to shudder.  After finishing her drink, the filly was full of energy and decided to go outside.  



She went around out back to practice her routine a bit and was doing well until a voice said, “Not too bad.”  



Pom Pom panicked and landed in a trashcan full of garbage.  The voice asked, “Are you okay?”  



Looking up from the mess, the filly saw the unicorn mare standing over her.  Pom Pom screamed, “Oh sweet Luna don't hurt me! Don't suck the blood out of me! 

Please! Please...”  



“Calm down you spaz.  Just asked if you were okay,” the mare replied.  



“I'm sorry!”  



“Sure you are. Colt you're a mess. Are you alright?”  



Pom Pom just nodded.  



“Gesz filly.  Let me magic this garbage up,” she said as the unicorn magic did it's thing.  



In less than 10 seconds Pom Pom was lifted out and the mess was mostly cleaned up. The filly was still covered in bits of waste.  



“Thank you,” the filly meekly answered.  



“No problem.  Uhm... kinda feel a little bad about surprising you.  Then again I didn't think you were going to crash into the trash.”  



The filly just shrugged.  



“Hey, as I said it wasn't too bad.”  



“Thank you.”  



“Let me help you a bit.”  



“Don't want to be turned into a vamp-pony!”  



“What are foals huffing these days?  I'm not a bucking blood drinker.  Well not in this time and place.”  



“What?”  



“What?  You never mind.  Wait here and give me a second,” the mare replied as she went back into the malted shop.  



Pom Pom was curious about what was going to happen.  She didn't quite understand what the mare meant by helping her.  Truth to be told while the mare seemed a little gruff, the unicorn didn't seem mean.  Pom Pom figured she wasn't going to get her blood stolen today.  The filly felt a little silly because she just realized Mr. Heartburn wouldn’t hire her if she was dangerous.  



“Unless she hypnotized him?” she mused out-loud.  



“Been told that I have a way with my hips,” came a reply behind her.  



“Epp!”  



“Sorry, sorry you little spaz.  Burnie just likes me and we are going to leave it at that.  Okay?”  



“Okay.”  



“Wait, I didn't get your name.  Name?”  



“Pom Pom! Nice to meet you! I'm so sorry about the trashcan and...”  



“Whatever.  I'm Rosewood and I’m not a vamp-pony and don't do cheap tricks!  Just a normal unicorn, who is upstanding citizen of Hollow Shades who doesn't do anything shady or immoral whatsoever.”  



“You don't suck blood?”  



“Yeah, I don't suck blood or anything else for that matter.  That's what I'm sticking with.”  



“What?”  



“You never mind.  The hose isn't working here outside. Let's go to my home around the corner and I'll clean you off there.”  



Pom Pom nodded as she followed Rosewood a little ways to what she thought was Mr. Heartburn's home.  She figured to herself that the mare must be renting a room or something.  If the unicorn was living with him, the filly guessed that the mare was trustworthy enough.  She relaxed a little more as Rosewood used her magic to get the garden hose ready.



“Stand over there and I'm going to gently blast you with the water. Okay?”  



“Okay!”  



Rosewood slowly, boringly washed Pom Pom with a weak stream when the filly said, “It's okay!  Turn it up more!”  



“Sure,” the mare said as she turned the water pressure up to full blast.  Rosewood noticed that Pom Pom took it like a champ and didn't complain.  



The filly shook herself dry, “Well, thanks for cleaning me off Rosewood!  I got to go and work on my routine.”  



“I can help you,” the mare replied before the filly could scoot off.  



'What?  Really?”  



“Yeah.  Know I thing or two about moves.  You're trying to get on the cheer squad, right?”  



“How did you know that? Did you use your unicorn magic to read my mind?”  



“No. You're loud and other ponies talk about the... effort you've been trying to put into this.”  



“Oh.”  



Rose put the hose away and continued, “Before my life went downhill and went sideways...”  



“Oh...”  



“... but after I found happiness here...”  



“Oh!”  



“... I was a professional dancer.”  



“Oh?”  



“High class, low class, no class corporate and other venues not fit for your eyes or ears, but still better than trying to sell cheap mass produced anti-wrinkle cream.”  



“Wow!  You'll really help me?”  



“Oh course.  It's going to cost you your blood, sweat and tears.”  



“Are you going to use them to make a potion to make me cheer better?”  



“What?”  



“What?”  



“No.  No, it means you are going to work hard under my supervision.”  



“Oh yeah!”  



“Stay here, I'll get the phonograph for the beats, and then you'll show me your moves.”  



So Pom Pom showed Rosewood her cheer.  It consisted of chants, spins, twirls and a brief aerial routine. Every time it started out, it seemed to go well enough.  After a few seconds of performance, it turned into a mild disaster.  This happened every time, though Rosewood noticed as the routines went on the filly got a bit better.  

Having an idea, Rosewood suggested “I'm going to go inside the house.  When you can't see me, start up your performance again.”  



“Why?”  



“Just do it for me. I got a hunch.”  



The filly complied with the request and went through her routine.  She went though the practiced motions and nothing bad happened.  It turned out okay.  At the end of it Rosewood appeared in magical flash which startled the Pom Pom a bit.  



“I think you are like Heartburn and his singing. He can't sing well in front of other ponies and he chokes up with embarrassment,” the mare explained.  



“Wow, really?  I never heard Mr Heartburn sing before.  How did you find this out?”  



“Walked in on his singing while he was showering.”  



“Uhm... maybe because he's not comfortable with mares or anypony else while he showers?”  



“That can't be it, because he never had a problem with me sharing a shower with him,” Rosewood chuckled.  



The mare noticed the filly's confusion, “Moving on!  Pom Pom, I think performing in front of other ponies is your problem.”  



“Really? I don't see how. Don't feel nervous? Do I?”  



“Maybe you do in a way.  When you are going through your routine, what's on your mind?”  



“I want to do my best, I can be there for others!  I'm going to inspire others to achieve all they can be.  When I see other ponies' faces, I have to give it my all and make sure they know that they can do it!  I can't mess up, but then I end up messing up,” Pom Pom replied with a frown.  



“There you go. You need to work on your focus, on yourself while you perform.  I say this because you didn't screw up while I was invisible.  When you're by yourself, you have no problems and your focus it seems there.  When other creatures are around, you just need to channel your energy and concentrate on you routine.”  



Pom Pom nodded,” Don't get too excited and distracted?”  



“Pretty much what I think.  Let's see you do the cheers again, but this time try it with my advice,”  Rosewood smiled.  



The bat-filly went through her routine again.  She tried over again with the mare watching her closely. Slowly over time it became less of a disaster.  During the practice, Rosewood would show her tips and how to move a little more gracefully.  The unicorn help her work on her focus and concentration as well.  Little by little Pom Pom did get better.  Time became late and the filly promised she would take what she learned and come back next week.  She would tell Rosewood the good or bad news.  



During the week she practiced in front of her parents, her friends and random strangers here and there.  The first performances were rough but as they went on and with different creatures, Pom Pom gained focus and improved.  By the end of the week she didn't crash or caused mayhem anymore.  On the day of the last tryouts she was ready.  



Later that same day, Pom Pom entered the Gold Zubric.  Rosewood was talking to Heartburn, “Alright there stud, I'll hold down the shop while you pick the stuff.  It's slow anyhow.  I'll be peachy.”  



“Very well Mrs. Rosewood.  Do hope you can keep yourself out of trouble while I'm gone?”  



“Yeah, yeah.  I'll make sure to save you some trouble,” she smiled softly as he left the malted shop.    



“Hi Rosewood!”  



“Gah!  Uhm... heh Pom Pom.  Didn't see you there.”  



Pom Pom was quiet.  



Rosewood continued, “How did it go? Bad? Good?”  



“I got on the team,” the filly fidgeted.  



“But?”  



“I'm on the backup squad.  A second stringer.”  



“Oh, that's not bad!  You are on the team.  I knew you could do it.”  



“Thank you,” the filly replied sullenly.  



“What's wrong?  Not really what you wanted?”  



“Yeah!  Mean, I really wanted to be on the team.  And I figured I wasn't going to shoot right up to be the captain or the best.  But where I am at, not going to do much cheering.”  



“Yupe, but within time you'll get much better.  You'll be in the forefront if you put the work in.”  



“Yeah.”  



“Look, I figured you're one of the youngest members of the Hollow Shades cheer squad.  Within time you'll get to do more.  Be more!”  



“Yeah... I just figured with having this cutie mark, it wouldn't be so hard or I would be at least good at this.  Espy Edge said I still need a lot of practice.”  



“She's right.”  



Pom Pom nodded back, “ I know.  But if this is my destiny, why is this so hard for me?”  



Rosewood laughed, “You're cutie mark?  It's not a destiny stamp!”  



“It's not?”  



“Buck no. It's just a reflection of what you are passionate about.”  



Rosewood went closer and gave Pom Pom a hug, “Look filly, you don’t have to follow the cutie mark on your butt.”  



“Kind of get this, but I don't know Rosewood.  Just figure my life would be set now.  I like being on the cheer squad and that's going to be my place now.”  



“Just for now. You can do almost anything with your life.”  



“Right.”  



“When you take a look at my cutie mark, what does it tell you?”  



Pom Pom took a good look and answered “Red roses and green vines shaping a heart.  I don't get what it means."  



"I don't really recall how I got it.  Doesn't matter because it's been so long since I got it.  I'm old!"  Rosewood joked.  



"Pretty sure you're in your late 20s or that's what Mr. Heartburn figures."  



"Yeah, old! Wait, he talks about me?"  



Pom Pom shrugged, “Not supposed to say.”  



"Anyhow filly, I've been a student, traveler, soldier, dancer and now I am a waitress.  Yay.  Maybe I'll find a special somepony and have some foals?  Either way your or my mark doesn’t mean we have to do jack.  Feel free to be anything you want, even if it's old.”  



Pom Pom shrugged again, “You're not old. You're a great dancer and you'll make a great pony for someone special. Plus you're great with me!”  



“Thanks. I'm also a good waitress too?”  



Pom Pom shrugged yet again, “Eh, maybe you need some work.  Don't think that's important now.”    



Rosewood snickered, “Oh, okay.”  



“Anyhow Mrs. Future Heartburn, I want to thank you again for all the help.  I'm sorry I thought you were a blood sucking vampire-pony.”  



Rosewood gave a sly grin, “You're welcome.”  



“Hey? Can I get an apple milkshake?”  



“Sure.”  



“On the house because I got on the team?” Pom Pom asked with a smile.  



“Buck no!” Rosewood replied.  They both laughed at that remark and enjoyed the rest of the day.  
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