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An almost tangible excitement crackled around the tavern. Ledstow hadn’t seen an event like the Talent Quest in many years. There was scarcely any room to move in the Twig and Berries pub and Jeremiah, the barman, was almost dancing, as he moved from the post-mix hose to the fridge to the tap to pull a pint of beer.

Esther planted her feet hip width apart, pushed out her chest and breathed deep into her core. The first notes came to her and she belted them out. No one looked twice at her in the noisy hubbub as she sang the chorus of ‘Crow’, the new song she had written, holding onto the note for one, two, three beats.

A wine glass swung slowly on the rack above the bar, making a tick tick noise. Must be a breeze in here, she thought.

She repeated her line, concentrating on feeling the tone since she couldn’t hear herself properly. As she held onto the F, there came a rattling sound, and she looked up. Glasses were rocking upwards along the metal fingers towards the end. She pointed up and made an incoherent noise, accidentally poking Ashton in the nose as he leaned in to say something. She gestured to him and he turned to look, just as two glasses swung over the end of the hooks and hung for a second, like some cartoon character who hadn’t yet looked down as they skedaddled through the air, before plummeting towards the ground.

Esther watched in horror while Jeremiah, his long hair tied back in a man bun, made a cocktail directly beneath the ill-fated glassware. But he simply snatched up the two glasses from the air, one in each hand, a moment before they smashed onto the bar, placing them neatly on the wooden surface. He gave her a wink, before turning away to serve a customer.

She let out a shaky breath. “Crotchets!”

“Nice save! Was that from your... woo woo?” Ashton wiggled his fingers at her.

“I think so. I don’t even know any more.”

“Well, maybe don’t do whatever you did?” he said. “It might make it hard for the audience to appreciate our bangin’ music if a shower of glass rains down upon them.”

“Really helpful there, Ash. I can’t exactly control it. My grandmother said that when you first come into your magic, it can sort of surge in waves,” she whispered fiercely. “It happens when I sing sometimes.”

“Sounds like my sister. She’s going through menopause and has to stand by the open fridge while cooking tea. Because of the hot flushes. They come in waves.” He saw her face and patted her arm. “I’m joking, alright? Just relax. It was fine the whole time we were practising. That was just a one-off, I’m sure of it.”

She let out a breath. “I hope so. What’s the time again? I’ve got time to go to the bathroom, don’t I?”

“Yeah,” he said, looking at his phone. “Maybe go and stand in the fridge for a minute and see if it helps you, too.”

Esther threw him a look, then threaded her way through the people chatting and laughing. A small stage was set up in the corner of the dining area and the tables had been pushed back towards the walls so there was room around the stage. The folding doors had been opened up to include the snug. At least she was familiar with the pub from their many nights here singing karaoke. That would make the performance a little easier.

On her way to the bathrooms, she heard raised voices coming from the kitchen. It sounded like arguing and she peeked through the doors to see what was happening. Well, she resisted for a few seconds first, pausing in the middle of the corridor, pretending to look at the pictures on the wall, before pressing her nose up to the glass. She wasn’t a complete busybody.

Inside were two chefs in white, heads down, steadfastly looking at their pans of food. Nothing suspect so far. A large walk-in chiller. She moved to the side and could see Jeremiah shooting daggers at the young lady that waited tables and worked in the bar. They were standing about a metre apart and seemed to be arguing about a plate of food. Perhaps the chefs were concentrating a little too much on what they were doing, as if trying to listen in without letting the others know. She could hardly judge as she was doing the same.

Esther dodged out of the way as the door slammed open. She hurried into the bathrooms.

A few minutes later, when she came back into the noisy tavern, Esther eyed Jeremiah. He now looked perfectly calm as he joked with the customers and prepared drinks with the speed and the precision of an Olympic table tennis player. It might have been her imagination, but the young woman seemed to be keeping her distance. Perhaps her smile seemed a little forced. That was interesting to Esther as the two staff members usually seemed to get on well, from what she could recall.

After a few minutes, Jeremiah lifted up the flap in the bar and bounded up to the front, grabbing the microphone. “Alright. Welcome, everyone, to the Ledstow talent quest. Georgia is looking after the bar so be kind to her,” Jeremiah said, pointing at the young woman that Esther had seen in the kitchen. A few people cheered.

“She’ll keep you all fed and watered. It might just take a little time as we are a bit busier than usual. I think we’re ready to get underway. We have six acts with three songs each. If you haven’t registered, you’ve got about five minutes to do so. The winning act will receive two hundred pounds, a bar tab and something else that’s pretty special.” An interested murmur rose up from the crowd. “One of our sponsors has offered one full day at a recording studio for our winners. That’s three hundred pounds worth. Now, this was very late in the game. If I’d known, I could have advertised it a bit more. But I’m sure you’ll all agree it’s a great opportunity for our musicians.”

Ashton let out a low whistle. “We’ve got this, Essie,” he said, as if it were as simple as winning team Pictionary on one of their game nights.

It was a great prize. Time in a recording studio would mean they could produce a quality-sounding album of their original songs. But Esther was more worried about whether she’d bring the house down. Literally.
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Her magic had ‘come in’ a few months before, in the run-up to Christmas. She’d discovered, from her grandmother, the inestimable Hope Forte, that musical magic was in her blood, but her memories of anything witchy had been hidden from her when she was a child because of a magical vow. Once the vow was removed, Hope had begun to teach her magic, drawing on what she knew and what she guessed. Esther practised as much as she could but, now and then, a surge of magic caused unpredictable results. It often happened when she was feeling most out of control.

One of these times was when she had joined the local theatre group production just a few months ago, along with her boyfriend Clark, to find out who killed the actor who was the star of the show. While singing the final number in the musical, she’d caused a fellow actress to start shifting into her fox form while right there on the stage. Just because she, Esther, was desperate to learn the truth. While that occasion had turned out fine in the end and had ultimately helped to unmask the killer, it was fair to say that her singing could be hazardous.

So she had reluctantly agreed to do the talent show; for Ashton and because, frankly, she needed money.

Everything was getting more expensive. The rent had gone up. Her boss at the music shop had quietly employed his nephew, which meant that Esther had fewer shifts. Knowing her boss, if he was giving shifts to his relative, he must be paying the kid even less than Esther. That could hardly even be legal.

Then there was the incident that she had called the Great Flood. She had come home from music practise to find water all over the floor in the kitchen and creeping into the lounge. While fetching old towels and buckets to stem the flow, she noticed that the washing machine pipe, which usually hung into the sink, was swinging free and pumping water out into the flat. Neither of the pets had owned up, but Esther strongly suspected Louis. The landlord had taken one long look, said he would be in touch with his insurance company, and told her to brace for a bill.

When Ashton came over to her flat talking about a talent quest with a cash prize that was ‘theirs for the taking’, she couldn’t refuse. They had entered the competition just a few days ago, with two covers and one original piece, Crow. Esther had written the lyrics and music for their original song while sitting in her flat one night, with a glass of wine in one hand.

The words came first and then the melody came easily, fitting into the mood of each line. Everything came together. As she had played, Jay flitted over and perched on the next chair, tweaking at her shoulder when she stopped to work out a note. Then she had video-called Ashton and played him the chorus. From the sound that he made, that he later strongly denied was screaming, she figured it must be good.

“It’s not too personal?” She’d asked. “It feels too personal.”

“Nah. I bet even The Beatles thought that, sometimes. People will love it.”

*
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“Give these guys all your support,” Georgia yelled now, as a group of three middle-aged men, clad in denim and with long, shaggy hair took the stage for the first act.

“We are The Revolting Tenors,” a man with a fluffy red beard boomed into the microphone. “We’re rising up against the man. With music.”

“Uh oh,” Ashton said, half-covering his face with his hand, as Red Beard stepped forward and opened his mouth to sing a verse in a mellow voice.

“I don’t think these guys are too much of a threat,” Esther responded. “I mean, it’s a good beat. But otherwise...”

Ash shook his head. “No, it’s not that.”

The volume rose as the group got to the chorus and brought in a heavy metal beat that thudded through the floor.

“What?”

He leaned closer and she could see the scar on his cheekbone from a childhood incident with a fishing knife. “It’s bloody Ham Falkirk,” he said.

The name jogged something in her memory from Ash’s stories. “The guy at the front? Wait a minute. Is that the kid who flushed your Tamagotchi? Back in Bristol?”

He looked up. “I don’t have any proof,” he answered, a dark expression crossing his face. “But yeah, it was him. I loved that little clump of pixels.”

“How old were you?”

“Eight.”

“He’s here in Ledstow?”

“Apparently. He could be living in any of the towns nearby, I suppose.”

“What? Oh yeah, true.”

“Anything I did, he did too. I sung in the school talent show. The next year he sung a song by the same artist. At high school, I joined the debate club and he somehow managed to be captain of the rival team. Their team won and went to the finals and he let me know all about it. He was a royal pain.”

“This is a good chance to ask him for your Tamagotchi back,” Esther yelled, just as the music dropped away. A few people turned and gave her curious stares. She flashed them a nervous smile.

The music turned out to be a mix of country and metal, heavy in places, but mostly very easy to listen to. It wasn’t wonderful, but Esther was all about supporting fellow artists, so she clapped and cheered when they finished their set.

Ash looked at her, while clapping. “We’re next.”

​
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With those ominous words, Esther grabbed her ukulele and her music sheets and slapped her hat on her head.

Their friends were already on the stage, setting up the equipment for them. Troy was leaning down, adjusting the microphone stand. Aria patted her on the back in quiet solidarity.

“Start whenever you like, guys,” Jeremiah said.

Ashton picked up his guitar with a flourish and introduced them, as they had practised. “Hi everyone. I’m Ash and I’m one half of Soulful. We’re available to sing covers for your next live event.” With an exaggerated bow, he stepped out of the way.

Esther hurried onto the little stage and took the microphone. “And I’m Esther. Um, we have an original song too now, I guess, which we’ll play last. Enjoy.”

She turned to Ashton and played a few notes. He smiled at her and sung the first line of their version of Fast Car by Tracy Chapman in his smooth voice. Esther harmonised with him and relaxed into the melody as she could see the audience enjoying it. It was an emotional song that evoked difficult childhoods and the sweet promise of escape into a better life, a song about learning and strength and hope and first love. It reminded her of how far she’d come. She forgot who and where she was as the music channeled through her, only coming back to the present when the applause started.

Next they played their cover of Bob Dylan’s All Along the Watchtower that had quickly become a favourite among their friends. It suited Ashton’s strong tenor voice.

To her, this song was about balancing the magical world and this one. What did that really mean, though? It wasn’t like she could model off her mother or her grandmother. One had been bound by a vow never to talk about witchcraft and the other chose to keep it a secret to fit in with her social circle. Esther would have to find her own way to live her life in the watchtower, while paranormal happenings, hauntings, and murders beset her town.

Ash elbowed her and she realised the song was over. She took a sip of water from her bottle while Ash spoke.

“This next one is really special. It’s an original song written by Esther here.”

She nodded. “It’s called Crow and it’s about the strength that quiet people have and how that’s sometimes not recognised.” She paused, and took a long breath. Some people shuffled.

“Is it happening again?” Ash hissed.

She shook her head. The problem wasn’t her magic this time. It was that she was so invested in this piece of her soul. Would the crowd get it? She rubbed her fingers over damp palms.

“Not all who fly are peaceful,

Not all who nest are gentle

Some of us are wise, you know

I’m just a crow”

She faltered. A sea of blank faces stared back at her. She was an imposter.

“Boo,” someone yelled.

“We want covers!”

Esther kept singing, but she felt that if her magic had come in right then, the small stage would have collapsed into a sinkhole and swallowed her and Ash right up. She felt as if her face and body had turned to plastic.

“That was always going to happen at some point,” Ash reassured her as they bowed. “People like the songs they know. That’s why artists do covers. Once they hear it a few times, they’ll love it. Don’t worry about it.”

“Yeah, I know you’re right.” She answered in a flat voice. She somehow made it off the stage and fell heavily into her chair.

“I’ll order you a drink.”

“Thanks.”

Aria squeezed her hand.

The gin in her drink slowly warmed her up again as she watched. The next two acts were a soft rock band singing covers and a group of a cappella singers. People clapped politely after each.

“I think we’ve got a chance here,” Ash said to her.

She shrugged.

From the front, Jeremiah let out a whistle to catch everyone’s attention. “I hope everyone is comfortable and has a drink in their hands. We’ve got something special next. This one was a surprise to me most of all. In a good way.”

Georgia climbed around from behind the bar and ran up the front. She bent to pick up something from a bag next to the stage. She stepped onto the wooden planks, holding the object behind her back and nervously tucked her blonde hair behind her ear. Nobody was paying her much attention. A curl bounced back onto her face and she dragged it back.

“Apron,” Jeremiah called, waving a hand.

Georgia looked down. She quickly took off the item and bundled it up into a ball, then turned back to the audience. She whipped an instrument out and held it up. Esther recognised the pan flute. A few people laughed.

Closing her eyes, she brought the pipes to her mouth. She took a deep breath in and a pregnant hush fell over the crowd as they waited for her to play.

“Did you know?” Georgia demanded, instead, raising her voice over the crowd’s cries of ‘get on with it’. “The pan flute was named for the Greek god Pan. He fell in love with a nymph” — here, she curtsied low — “with a beautiful singing voice. He pursued her relentlessly. Guys, no means no, alright? Until... finally she cast herself into the river.”

She closed her eyes again and threw back her head then played the first eight notes of a melody. Esther could tell it was The Sound of Silence. It was a good description of the room, which was filled with people of all ages, struck dumb by the spectacle. The woman next to her had her mouth open.

Georgia gave them a grin, breaking character for a moment, which led to a round of applause. She was good! Esther wished she had that sort of crowd control.

“The poor nymph went to her sisters, who turned her into a reed to get away from his advances. But the wind blew and the beautiful sound in the reeds reminded him of the nymph’s singing. He cut down the reeds in a fit of rage. And voilà! We have the pan flute.”

Without missing a beat, she continued the song. It took them across haunting moors, to the top of a lonely mountain and back again, through a long marriage and a widow’s keening. The woman next to her had eyes shiny with tears.

Ash turned to her. “Oh, shit.”

This was precisely what Esther was thinking as she watched the performance and the way Georgia held almost everyone in the room in the palm of her hand.

Not quite everyone, she realised. Jeremiah had his back turned to the performance, checking and restocking the refrigerator.

The song finished and the room erupted into cheers that continued for a long while.

“Well, who knew that my staff had such serious talent?” Jeremiah boomed. “While you all wet your whistle, we’ll do the hard work and mark each act.”

“There’s always next time,” Aria said to her, as if it was already a fact that they hadn’t won.

It was only a few minutes later when Jeremiah called out again.

“Our judges have deliberated. Please bear in mind that they are looking for something with wide appeal. The winners will be announced by the execs from the recording studio, Vi and Cheryl.”

There was a polite smatter of applause and two well-dressed people stepped up to the front. One had pale skin with a severe red bob hairstyle that accentuated her cheekbones and one was slender and tall, with black skin and long silky hair.

The one with red hair spoke. “Hello everyone, I’m Cheryl. We thought all of the acts were wonderful. What a wealth of talent you have in Ledstow. In third place, we have The Revolting Tenors, that’s Hamish, Andrew and George. This was a very interesting take on the genre. In second place...” She looked down to check her notes. “Soulful.”

The room erupted in clapping, catcalls and hooting.

“Quiet, everyone. Esther and Ashton gave us an emotional performance. We really enjoyed it.”

Second. That was nothing to sniff at. Esther smiled at her friends.

The black woman stepped forwards and stood with her hands behind her back. “And in first place, we have the amazing Georgia Haddock. We were absolutely shocked to hear it was her first ever public performance and wish her the best of luck for the future.”

There was a stunned silence. 

Then Georgia vaulted over the bar and ran up to the stage. “Oh, thank you so much!”

“Oh well, we gave it our best shot, Ash,” Esther said, after the applause
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