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Star-throat 

By Angela Shanks 

 

 

I am standing on the platform, self-consciously alone. I am far too early, like that 

overly-eager snowdrop in January, and now my lukewarm latté has just dribbled all 

down me. My freezing exhalations mock me in cartoon thought-clouds…oh premature 

one… is your skirt tucked in your pants?...nerves froth as ever. 

 Yet there had been so much to prepare for. I spent most of yesterday wading about 

my bedroom floor, trying to put together the perfect look for this gig. Sassy; short skirt, 

red and black stripy tights, battered Docs. What do poets wear? The ends of my straggly 

hair are already dyed blue, so- the cliché-poet look. I also needed the right look that 

Tom would approve of - but most of all, I needed the right poem.  

It had taken nearly two weeks to choose what, if anything, I should recite – could 

actually stand up and perform. Would I even find my way to the venue? Is that why I 

asked Tom to come with me? But I already know the real answer to that one. I am 

fantasising, again, that he will be so impressed, so moved – that he will finally love me 

enough. What have I got myself into? And he should be here by now. 
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I nonchalantly move along the platform in front of the glass waiting area, listening 

to my recorded self in my white earplugs. ‘…Ever-rising…fire dawns…blue-burning 

songs. I never sing along…’ My voice is deep and calm…but it took a dozen takes to 

get this. Can I do it again tonight? 

My focus switches. The people behind the glass are lined up, staring out at me - 

like bottles in the booze aisle anticipating their own Saturday nights.  I do not enter. I 

leave them unopened, untasted and carry on mouthing my words. The bottles can’t 

know it’s not Joni Mitchell in my ears and I need to be word-perfect. 

I take out my phone, as my seeds of seething are already germinating. Where the 

fuck is he? My demon pops by to ask if he can assist with today’s probable hurt and 

anger? I say no, not for now. 

Thirteen years ago - two years into the us, the finally married us, I had Tom pinned 

down to actual tickets - dates written in ink on a calendar - a hot week with flights and a 

hotel. I had even bought breezy beachwear, been packed two weeks beforehand and was 

wildly excited. I quietly allowed myself to call it a ‘honeymoon’.  

Then Sam, my closest friend, had openly laughed at me. ‘Right, Amy. I’d wait until 

you see the whites of the pilot’s eyes if I were you, eh?’ I had clenched my livid jaw, 

then tried to laugh along with her. This was real. Everybody had to accept the us – our 

true passion, even her, even them. I could rely on him now.   

On the day of Spain, the mother of his children pleaded down the phone, ‘It’s 

Billy…acute appendicitis! Right now, Tom! Understand me, Tom? Now!’  

I didn’t find out about it until seventy-three minutes before our departure. I went 

home and unpacked. Had to just accept it, as ever. Billy? Well… perhaps it was severe 

constipation, but hey, you can’t take chances…can you? 

I am Tom’s wife now, but, I still live alone. It was just how it turned out. 
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Now, I am sitting with my head leaning against a grimy train window, watching 

fluttering sheets, tangles of kids’ bikes and wheel-barrows flying past in fleeting back 

gardens. When I found my backward-facing seat, B4, I laughed out loud. Before what? 

Beside me, B3 is empty; its reservation ticket sticking up like a paper headstone. There 

was no phone call, just a text dripping with unavoidables and sorrys. There was a 

break-a-leg in there too. But everything is broken now.  

The train rolls on. I am in this now - I got the wild card slot. Between the towns, 

fields of sheep seem to be being pulled forwards, but towards my past, towards his 

house. I am being sucked backwards, away. I put my bag on his seat to protect the 

solitude I need to keep a lid on this. Must not explode in public, splattering all over the 

bottle-people being conveyed along these tracks into their own sparkly futures. I must 

practice my poem.  

But I am blocked. A noxious fat-berg of worry and fury is clogging my channels – 

a familiar coagulated glob of dubious excuses floating amongst my jitters. Oh, and those 

stagnating opinions of my perplexed and wearied friends.  

Amy, for god’s sake, push past this!  

I jet-blast it with other thoughts. Right. I must know this poem by heart in less than 

three hours’ time. But as the cold, evening darkness descends, I catch my reflection. The 

bikes and sheep race past behind my scowl.  

I plug my headphones back in and try to concentrate on tonight’s terror. I am to 

recite one poem in a three-minute slot. The Open Pages Festival is not a place for 

beginners, and I’ve been fore-warned about the no-clapping thing. They won’t be kind 

for the sake of it. Out of my hundred-odd poems, this one is not my best, but it’s raw 

and its rhythm makes it quite prosodic, I believe. I have been trying to learn the craft on 

my writing course. Tom likes poetry, but not my poetry. The most he can say is, ‘I can 
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see what you’re trying to achieve,’ then he’ll pick a Mary Oliver from his shelf, and just 

wordlessly lay her in front of me on his glass coffee-table.  

Stop Amy! For god’s sake, stop!  

I must focus on the here and now. I must know this piece to absolute perfection. I 

am not going to read. No… I have decided to perform. I close my eyes and again, 

silently recite along to my recording. ‘…plays me, trades the days with me, reaches up, 

twists the sun out of its socket, dark risks in my back pocket….’  

But it’s no use. The churumph…churumph of the train syncopates across my own 

beat and I lose it. I am yanking out the ear plugs just as a chirpy voice cuts across me. 

‘On your own-ee-oh?’ 

I stare up at the bottle-man. He is all green Gortex; his backpack has two steel 

poles poking out the top. I am flustered, until I get it. 

‘Ehm, yes. Nobody here.’ I grab my bag off the seat. I have missed that last stop 

where this whole outdoorsy group has boarded the carriage; a chattering case of 

Sauvignon Blanc. They’re all in expensive Trespass and North Face and settle down 

amidst a cacophony of swishing limbs. What triumphant cairn have they all hugged 

today? I don’t care.  

The green bottle-man sits down and says nothing more to me but leans forwards to 

diagonally interact with his group.  

‘Always me on my Jack Jones.’ 

‘Aye - short straw for you!’ comes back a guffaw. 

I do not belong to any groups, not even a family any more. I take out my 99p 

notebook. On its cover, it has blue hummingbirds, magically hovering beside exotic, red 

trumpet vines; their long beaks poised for the nectar. I like my little notebook. I like 

interesting words and phrases. I like counting syllables. 
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The hillwalkers alight a few stops later, and again I cover Tom’s absence with my 

bag. I try to imagine my performance. I will hold the sheet in my hand, but I intend to 

move around a bit maybe. That might be effective. I want to show how the intensity of 

my emotion moves with the sun, ‘…zeniths and nadirs…wraiths of unspoken fears…’ 

‘Is this wan taken?’ 

I jolt upwards and woah! I am looking into a very orange creature. She’s so bottle-

orange, I see Lucozade. Massive false lashes are the black lettering, and there’s just so 

much deep-orange flesh bulging through ripped, skinny jeans.  

‘No. Nobody here.’ I once again scrape my belongings off his seat and shove it all 

down in between my boots. Christ! Now I am sitting here looking like an anaemic, 

ninety-five-year-old next to her. She has a Lucozade friend across the aisle. They are a 

twin-pack and they both look at me, clearly thinking I should move. I don’t. I just press 

my crinkly face to the window and watch more sheep being sucked away into the 

darkening night. The orange bottles fizz away to each other, simultaneously tap-tapping 

on screens with grotesquely-long, black nails.  

One is telling the other how she switched places with her drunken boyfriend after 

he crashed their car into a garden.  

‘Sped right oot that cul-de-sac!’ 

‘But you failed yer test.’ 

God, I remember Lucozade at eight in the morning. All those shaking, sweating 

years. I shudder and put my headphones back in. I can’t stand this all the way to 

Edinburgh. But before I press play, I send him a text asking if he could maybe drive 

down later and make the gig? There’s no reply. I feel a sting threaten my eyes and I 

blink the sheep back into focus. I will get through this poem without faltering if it kills 

me, ‘…horizons behind blurred eyes…where unwise dreams lurk…seabirds curse…’ 
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The Lucozade twins get off at the next station, still tapping as they pass my 

window. One of them gives me the finger without even looking up from her phone. I am 

impressed. I miss Sam.   

Why am I sitting here alone, shitting myself about reciting a bloody poem? I bet 

those two will both be getting laid later. Will I? Not a chance. Why isn’t he replying? I 

feel like jumping off the train and chasing down the Oranginas and asking them if I can 

tag along? My bottle wit makes me start to giggle in mad, spluttery spurts which 

worries my perineum. I squeeze my legs and try to restrain impending hysterics, and 

that is how she finds me.  

‘Is this freedom here? 

I look up, smiling as I detect her pleasingly-lyrical accent. She is much older than 

me; tall and taut, but most strikingly, she has a startling, white plait of hair draped down 

one side, all the way down to her hips. It is tied quite far from the bottom with a criss-

crossed, leather thong - leaving a long, feathery tail.  

I falter, then manage a polite, ‘Yes. Completely free…except for your exorbitant 

ticket price, that is.’  

What possessed me to say that? I’ve just made a joke! I don’t do jokes. I’m a poet. 

The woman laughs and sits down. She has no bags, not even a handbag. She turns 

and looks at me, smiling but saying nothing. I think she is waiting to be entertained 

now. I am thrown. I am nervous. I seem to have an audience. Shit! I hold her gaze for a 

milli-second, but really I am noticing her features. She has three, almost vertical, lines 

down each cheek, and the effect as she smiles is like my grandmother’s gold, velour 

drapes being drawn back on a sunny morning. She is enchanting. She is fresh, sparkling 

water. 

‘Love your hair,’ is all I can say. 
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‘I see you try to growing.’ 

I wait for an ending to her sentence, but she just leaves it hanging there, so I twitter 

on.  

‘Ehm, yes, trying to. Never sure if a woman of forty-five should have long hair or 

not…oh sorry…I mean…I’ve never found a hair-do I like…I just leave it…or dye it 

mad colours sometimes.’  

And so, we’re off. We don’t stop talking until we are almost pulling into 

Edinburgh’s Waverley Station. She even persuades me to recite my poem to her, which 

is met by a non-committal smile. I am not offended - English not being her native 

tongue. 

She gets up early, saying she wants to get off at the derriere of the train. We make 

polite goodbye noises as I start gathering my things up.  

Just before she sets off down the aisle, she leans over and, with one slender finger, 

taps the hummingbird on my notebook, then strangely, touches the ends of my hair. 

‘Blue-tufted Star-throat,’ she says into my eyes, and then she is gone.   

I read the tiny print on the back of my notebook. That is my hummingbird’s name. 

Star-throat. I like that. 

 

I don’t die a poet’s death. Thankfully, neither do I recite Fire Dawn Zeniths. My name 

is called, and I go up onto the low stage. I hover for a moment, my heartbeats too fast to 

count. My eyes are low as I take one slow breath. Then, I twist the cap of my Perrier 

with a satisfying hiss, lift my head up, and speak.  

‘Found on a Train 

 

on mount own-ee-oh 

climbing uphill with short straws 

jack jones at my cairn 
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speeding backwards now 

out of stagnant cul-de-sacs 

as yet untested 

is this freedom here? 

i am found trying to grow 

blue-tufted star-throat’ 

 

And the audience claps. It is nectar. 

 

---o0o--- 
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