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The girl with feathers for fingers.
‘I wish I could fly,’ she spread her arms wide, mimicking the magpie circling above the oak tree. ‘I wish I could fly high in the sky.’ 
‘You’ve got a head full of foolishness, girl.’ Her mother sneered, clipping her wings with a sharp snip, ‘You’ll never fly. None of us get to fly.’ Her voice was brittle as she kneaded a lump of dough on the floured table. “We’re ground-bound. Tied to the earth like the roots of that tree in the yard.
Her father coughed, a sound like rocks grinding together, and adjusted the knife on his belt. The metallic scent of blood clung to him, mingling with the sour aroma of bread rising too close to the heat. 
‘Your mother’s right,’ he muttered, his voice low and gravelly. ‘The sky isn’t for the likes of us.’
Autumn faded into winter, burdening the village and wildlife alike with bitter hardship. Morraina watched as the birds combed the barren landscape in their desperate search for food.
‘They look so hungry. I wish I could feed them,’ she said, her voice tinged with sorrow as she watched a robin peck hopelessly at the icy ground.
‘Feed the birds?’ Her mother’s voice snapped like a twig. ‘Feed the birds when there’s barely enough for ourselves?’ She wiped her hands on her apron and fixed Morraina with a look as cold as ice.  ‘You think kindness fills bellies? Waste not what we can ill afford. The birds can fend for themselves.’
Over time, Morraina’s lips were sewn shut by her parent's scorn, stitch by jagged stitch, until her voice was but a mere whisper. She buried her dreams between the cracks in stone walls, beneath moss-covered rocks, and within the hollows of the woods. Yet, as she toiled through her endless chores, she could feel the raven’s steely gaze upon her, as if it saw the secrets she dared not speak. 
While the wind whistled through the cottage and the scent of porridge lingered, heavy in the air, Morraina slipped a crust of bread into her pocket. With her mother busy in the kitchen and her father in the fields checking his traps, she crept from the house and out through the old wooden gate; its hinges groaned in protest. She hurried past crooked fences and bushes of hawthorn, to reach the elder oak. Its limbs creaked like stiffened bones in the cold. As Morraina knelt to crumble the bread onto the earth, she chanted, her words weaving between the skeletal arches.
Good morning, blackbird, raven, and crow,
The sky’s cloaked grey with the harsh winds that blow                                                                  Good day to you, magpie, robin, and sparrow,
The fields are now bare, the days cold and narrow.
I’ve not much to offer, but for what I can spare
A morsel to ease you, a breadcrumb to share.
In the days that followed, Morraina received a sleek, black quill in return for her offerings. She ran her fingers along its spine; a shiver ran down her back. Her collection of feathers grew with each passing day, pulsing softly as she held them. Their subtle vibration seeped into her veins as she carefully wove them into her clipped wings. 
One blackened night, the raven came to rest on the window ledge of her room, its eyes gleaming like polished obsidian. It plucked a final feather from its wing, larger and darker than before. As Morraina picked it up, a searing pain streaked across her shoulder blades, down her arms, and through to her fingertips. Once feeble and stunted, her clipped wings surged with new life. She lifted a feathered finger, its edge sharp as a blade, sliced through the jagged stitching that bound her lips, opened her mouth and let out a call that shook the skies. With a final glance back into the shadows of her tiny room, she stepped from the open window and flew into the night.

Meeting Myrtle.
Walking through the woods one day			
I saw an old woman coming my way  			
She was stooped beneath a crooked black hat		
And at the tails of her skirt, a hunched black cat		
She stopped to talk, and I can’t explain why		
But the plants at her feet began to shrivel and die		
She told me she was out looking for a snail			
‘I don’t suppose you’ve seen one along the trail?’		
I asked if she sought a specific one				
She said with a cackle, “Yes, my boy Jason.”		
He’d been trying out a new love potion			
Instead, he’d sipped a transformation lotion		
The effects had left him feeling unwell			
He was expecting romance, not wearing a shell		
And so, Myrtle, her name as she told me so			
Had been looking for Jason for an hour or two		
She didn’t think he’d be too hard to see			
He was still wearing his Coldplay hoody			
‘Oh well,’ she said, ‘not to worry				
Knowing my lad, he’ll be home when he’s hungry’		
She asked if I’d like to help gather some plants		
Then whispered, ‘I could teach you some secret chants’	
Intrigued, I’d never met a real witch before			
I had nothing else to do, so I said, ‘Sure’			
We filled her basket with herbs and some fungi		
She invited me to her cottage to help hang them to dry		
A quaint little place, as you’d picture in a fairy tale			
And waiting on the doorstep, a miserable-looking snail			
‘Come in, my dear, and have some tea	
While I fix this silly boy a remedy’				
Jasper strolled in and sat down on the mat			
Jasper, of course, was Myrtle’s black cat			
She boiled a strange brew in a big black pot		
Green steam rose as the brew got hot			
“Toenail of sprat and eyelash of gnat			
Earwax of slug and mucus of bat.”				
I watched Myrtle pour the mixture into a cup		
She passed it to me and cackled, ‘Here, dear, drink up.’	
I sniffed it and decided I wasn’t feeling that thirsty		
Made my excuses and thanked her for her hospitality	
I said I hoped Jason felt better quite soon			
That if she didn’t mind, I’d call again one afternoon.	
Then, as I left her funny little house		
I was startled by a funny little mouse	
‘You had a lucky escape, just look at me	
Thank goodness you didn’t drink her tea.’	
Shall I go back to see her?  you ask	
Of course I will, but I’ll take my own flask!


Unmasked.
She pulls back the hood
Shrugs off the seams that constrict her bones
Then, stepping from the crumpled cloak
Which lays, messily on the floor, she
Catches her nakedness in the glass
Who is she now?
Although
Free to move in her own way
Her rhythm, her pace
Unrestricted by the formalities
Imposed by social grace
Who is she now?
Unclipping the binds that have held the smile
Securely in place
She expels a puffed sigh from her stiff, aching cheeks
She can breathe, she … can … breathe
Bare, uncovered, authentically raw…
Unrecognisable?
Who is she now?
Tomorrow’s cloak hangs in the wardrobe
Without care
Alongside so many others
All contradictions
Each one an alter ego
To suit the social scenario
The good girl, the people pleaser
Overwhelmed, but hiding it
So… Damn… Well
Each one
Acceptable, comfortable, safe
But the skin reflected
Before her in the mirrored frame
Looks so familiar
And yet, yet, looking closer
Who is she, really?
She’s yet to know the woman she sees
To know her views, her thoughts and beliefs
Her talents, her dreams, her own aspirations
For too many years, she’s been others fabrications
‘You have to fit in
You have to conform
Don’t be too loud
Follow the norm
Don’t be so shy
Why do you fidget?
And why, just why
Are you so… damned… awkward?
Don’t disagree
You’ll make them angry
Take the abuse, say nothing
Stare blankly
Have another drink
To numb the thoughts in your head
Try a different pill
To deaden the dread
Burn yourself out
With the weight of the world
And maybe, just maybe
You will
Find
Your
Worth

