
      Music After Midnight


      

      
      
         There was no moon over Ponyville tonight. The stars shone in the sky, the bright pinpricks of light still the barest imitation of the moon’s brilliance. Not that it mattered. Even a thousand years later, most ponies still slept through the night, leaving the hours of deep darkness to other creatures.



Still, not every pony found it easy to sleep at night. One home in Ponyville still had a light shining through its downstairs windows, signalling that Luna’s hours did not go completely unobserved.



Vinyl Scratch sat at her turntable in the dim light of her shared living room, staring at the various controls in front of her, drowning in the silence of the night. 



She sighed. No. Not silence. Worse. Way worse. The ticking of the antique clock that Tavi had stuck in the corner of their living room pierced her headphones and pounded in her ears, the mechanical noise calling out each and every second she spent not producing anything worth anything.



She was stuck literally listening to the sound of her dreams dying in real time. 



Staring at her hooves, she started to fiddle with the controls again, if for no other reason than to make a bit of noise and silence the stupid clock. She’d have it out with Tavi tomorrow. If she had to get rid of that awesome neon sign she found in Manehattan because it distracted the snobby mare during cello practice, Tavi could get rid of that super noisy piece of junk. 



All she needed was some sort of idea to start with. A theme. A concept. Even just a sound.



Or she could just give up and go get a job at the Hayburger because she was a total hack who couldn’t put together a single new song – let alone a full album. She hadn’t had a legit gig in months.



She shook her head and shoved her mane out of her face, forcing herself to take a deep breath before she looked back down at the blinking lights in front of her. All she needed to do was focus. She just needed to produce a new track. Just one. 



Her eyes drifted down towards the table’s doors, where she’d stuffed a crumpled page from the Manehattan Times. 



If she did that, she’d at least have something she could put on the next album that absolutely nopony bought or liked.



She took another deep breath, forcing her eyes back to the board and refusing to let them drift. If she could just get started on something she was happy with, she promised herself she’d go hit the town and have some fun tomorrow. 



Maybe Tavi would want to come and they could unwind together.



Thinking of her roommate gave her an idea. Maybe she could sample one of Tavi’s songs. 



Building on the work of a talented musician would probably work well enough. Why not just make her next album feature Tavi, while she just kept herself as an uncredited collaborator. That’d probably work great. Ponies’d lap it up.



She shut her eyes and slid off her headphones, throwing them on the table. The idea had merit. Really. It did. The improv piece they’d done for Cranky and Matilda’s wedding had been pretty great. Maybe all she really needed was to try a bit of collab work to get the creative juices flowing again. She’d been in this rut for like, two months at this point. Getting out of her own head might be exactly what the doctor ordered.



Of course, she wouldn’t need to get out of her own head if she could just put together a decent track.



So what could she do with Tavi’s sound? Just start with something her friend had already done? Ask her for a custom piece? Probably not, since she’d need to give the cellist something to work with first.



She tapped her hooves on the board, letting her mind wander as she thought back over all the times she’d heard Tavi play, trying to feel out the right sound and right beat to go with it. Maybe something dark? Everything she’d done lately had been upbeat and light dance tracks, so perhaps heavier—



Vinyl nearly jumped out of her fur as the clock rang, twelve metallic gongs shattering her concentration, obliterating whatever idea she’d had going, and declaring to all of Ponyville that she had wasted another day achieving absolutely nothing. 



Something in her head clicked. She wrapped her magic around the turntable and flipped it off her sound system, wires tearing free as it tore off the table and crashed to the floor. 



Her chest heaved as she stared in slack-jawed horror at the device laying on the ground, pieces of the case having scattered across the floor. A few residual sparks flew off the wiring that, months ago, she had painstakingly worked on to get the absolute best sound she could on her limited budget. All the garbage tracks that hadn’t been worth anything, but still represented all her recent work, were probably gone.



Just paying rent had been eating away at her savings. There was no way she could afford to fix it without getting a gig, and she couldn’t get a gig without it. Not that she could get a gig with it, anyway.



She jammed her muzzle into her forelegs and screamed before just going limp.



She’d go get a job at the Hayburger tomorrow and quit music forever. To Tartarus with her “special talent.”



Her ears twitched at the sound of hooves pounding on the stairs. 



Tavi rounded the corner, descending stairs two at a time. “Scratch, are you…!” she started, but trailed off as her hoofsteps slowed. After a moment of hesitation she continued, “What happened?”



Trying to hold back the tears she could feel welling in her eyes, Vinyl made an off-hoof gesture, indicating that her turntable and mixer had fallen off the table.



“I can see that much,” she said, annoyance creeping into her voice.



The ticking of the clock filled the room as Tavi lapsed into expectant silence.



Vinyl failed to restrain a muffled sob as she slid off the table and sat back onto her haunches, her eyes filled with tears. She tried to wipe the tears as she looked away, struggling to hide her face from her roommate.



Tavi’s voice softened as she repeated her question. “Scratch, what happened?”



Another muffled sob escaped Vinyl as she struggled to come up with some way to tell Tavi she was fine and that she could go away. Shame swelled inside her as she caught the concerned look on her friend’s face, as well as her sleep-bleared eyes and bed ruffled mane. 



Everything had gone to Tartarus all at once, and now it’d just keep getting worse and worse.



“Vinyl. Come on.”



She tried to turn further away as the embarrassed heat in her cheeks threatened to pull even more tears out of her. At this point Celestia might as well just strike her dead and save her the trouble.



“Vinyl,” Tavi repeated again, her voice firm and commanding.



“Knocked it over on accident,” Vinyl squeaked out, her faint voice even more strained than usual.



Snorting, Tavi shook her head and sat beside Vinyl. “I am not going anywhere until you actually bloody well tell me what happened. You’ve been acting like even more of a pain in the flank than usual lately, you know, right? Waking me up in the middle of the night like this is just about my limit for putting up with it.”



Still unable to meet her roommate’s eye, she gestured at the table’s door and kicked it open, revealing the neat – if now ruined – wiring inside and the sheet from the Times that she’d stuck in there a while back.



Tavi rolled her eyes and stuck her head in, pulling the paper out and spreading it out on the the table where she could get just enough to light to read the dark and wrinkled print. 



Not needing to see what it said, Vinyl shrank even further back. She’d read that stupid rag dozens of times already, committing it to memory. If she’d wanted, she could have recited the entire thing, word for word, off the top of her head. 



Tavi glanced back at her, clearing her throat. “Coming from the star of some Canterlot’s hottest events, DJ-P0N3’s first album, When the Bass Drops, feels disappointing. Despite the promise shown in her shown in her appearances at some of Canterlot’s hottest events, this lukewarm release—”



Using her telekinesis to take the paper back before she heard it anymore, Vinyl crushed it and jammed it back under her table. She finally locked her tear filled eyes with Tavi, cursing the pony for reading it out like that. Shouldn’t have shown her.



“That review was from months ago, Scratch,” she said.



Vinyl shrugged.



Tavi was the one to break eye contact this time, searching the ceiling for something. Instead of continuing the conversation, she walked around the table and prodded the turntable and mixers with her hoof. “Come on, Scratch. Help me get this off the floor. I remember helping you install this thing. It is obnoxiously heavy.” Without waiting for a response, she hooked one end of it and waited for the assumed help.



Not having room to protest, Vinyl used telekinesis to lift the other end, straining while Tavi did not even look bothered. 



It only took a second for the two of them to get it back on the table, a fresh wave of anguish washing over Vinyl as she got a good look at the damage she’d caused. One of the platters had actually cracked and bent the spindle, while several of the mixer’s elements had sheared off. It really might have been totaled.



Tavi sighed as she picked up a few of the loose pieces and tossed them onto device. “You really did a number on that thing. I’m no expert, but it looks quite broken.”



Frustrated tears squeezed out of Vinyl’s eyes again. 



“I notice that you haven’t been running off to many jobs as of late,” Octavia said.



Vinyl stayed silent.



“You also haven’t asked me to listen to any of your mixes in a while,” she continued.



Vinyl didn’t move.



“And, thinking about it, you also haven’t tried to drag me out on cider runs or the like in weeks,” she added as an afterthought.



Vinyl looked at the floor.



“I really do think your machine is broken,” she concluded, returning to her original point.



“Don’t care, ‘m done,” Vinyl managed without a hic or sob.



“Bollocks, Scratch. While I’m quite sure you think you’re serious, I know you aren’t.” The glare Vinyl levelled at her could have torched obnoxious ponies in the club, but Tavi ignored it. “I’ve watched you work, and I know you love it. You would shrivel up die if you stopped making your,” she took a deep breath, making her distaste for the word clear, “Wubs.”



Vinyl shot a glance at her turntables and mixer. Not that them being broken made that much of a difference in the end. 



“Are you broke?”



Without any real escape from Tavi’s inquisition, Vinyl took the easiest way out and just shrugged again.



Vinyl rocked back as Tavi spoke up again, her voice sharp as a razor, “Why haven’t you let me know about any of this? Am I your friend, Scratch? Have I not come to you with my share of troubles?”



The nod Vinyl answered with was almost impossible to see.



“Then why will you not do the same for me, you stupid git?”



Because she didn’t want to admit that she was having trouble. Because she was ashamed of the review. Because she thought she was an utter failure. Because she felt like a hack. Because she was jealous of Tavi’s success. Reasons raced through her mind, each and every one of them shameful and embarrassing. 



Worse, she knew that none of them made a good excuse for shutting out her best friend.



Tavi wrapped her forelegs around Vinyl and squeezed, the pressure and warmth cutting through her thoughts. “You really are an idiot, letting that chew you up like this.”



“I…” she started, but failed to finish as whatever walls she’d managed to build broke, letting loose a torrent of tears as she buried her face into Tavi’s coat, her body shaking with unrestrained sobs.



She’d completely and utterly lost control.



Tavi didn’t speak as she sat and held her friend, waiting for the sobs to die down.



“Bad review,” Vinyl choked out, “Barely sold, no jobs lately, can’t produce nothing...” After a few moments of silence, she felt a hoof press firmly against her muzzle.



“I really wouldn’t have figured DJ-P0N3 would go to pieces over little things like that,” Tavi said with a smile. “Who’d have thought that the sickest DJ in all of Ponyville had such a sensitive side.”



Vinyl sniffled and laughed at the same time, almost choking.



“Except for me, I suppose. It’s a big part of why I like her.” The muzzle pressure increased as Tavi pushed her back and broke the hug, taking a good look at her tear-stained eyes. “Bad reviews happen, Vinyl. I’ve certainly had my fair share of them. Sometimes they’re right, sometimes they’re wrong, and sometimes they were written by right twats who wouldn’t know good music if I hit them with my cello. Still, I’ve learned a lot from my critics.”



Vinyl nodded without believing it.



“Wait here a minute,” Tavi said, before turning and trotting up the stairs and back to her room. A moment later she returned, holding a record sleeve in her mouth. 



Vinyl gaped as she looked at a copy of her own album.



Tavi set it on the edge of one of the speakers before continuing, “Personally, I liked it enough to buy my own copy. I would have asked you to sign it, had I not suspected you’d tease me about it forever.” She offered a lopsided smile before she continued, “Though I suppose that would have been a preferable alternative to all this.”



Another sniffling laugh escaped from Vinyl. She really would have. The idea of Tavi headed down to the record shop to buy that stuck in her brain in a weird way. Did she wear a disguise so other ponies wouldn’t see her do it?



“And I am rather sure that I can’t be the only pony. Which, if you ask me, is the important thing. I doubt I will ever have my name in flashing lights in Manehattan.”



Vinyl shook her head. “Why? You played for the princess.”



“Scratch. While I consider it one of the greatest honors I have ever received, I was, essentially, a glorified background element who only received attention because Pinkie Pie did her best to completely derail my performance. I love what I do, but I do not expect fame and fortune to come with it. Just knowing that there are ponies out there who appreciate what I do is all I want. Besides, it is not as if I am the only pony in this room who has played for a princess.”



“Yeah,” she forced herself to admit, holding her hooves out in a helpless gesture to signify that it didn’t make her feel any better.



“I have also been through my share of dry spells and music blocks, which is why I am thankful that I have had understanding friends who were willing to lend me a helping hoof when I needed it.” After a moment, she looked straight into Vinyl’s eyes and added, “If I asked them.”



Even now, Vinyl knew that failing such an obvious invitation might, more than anything else tonight, really and truly ruin her life beyond repair. A job at the Hayburger would be the least of her worries. “Please help, Tavi. I really need it.”



“Of course, Scratch. I would be happy to.” She set a hoof on her friend’s shoulder and nodded her head towards the stairs. “I believe the first thing we should do is get a bit of sleep. Tomorrow we can talk about you doing a few more chores around here in exchange for me loaning of some Bits, and maybe I’ll show you a few tricks I learned to help with music block, okay?”



Vinyl smiled and wiped her eyes on last time. “Okay.”
      

      
   