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Star Chatter 

 

A man, slight of build and with an unnatural pallor, sat trembling in the waiting room of 

the Good Samaritan Hospital Emergency Room. On his lap rested a CD player, the play button 

set on repeat and the volume dial on max. A pair of lime green headphones, cast-offs he’d found 

drooping from the neighbor’s garbage can on his weekly pre-dawn forage, were clutched tightly 

to his head with both hands.  

The chair in which he sat was positioned to give him the best view of both the front desk 

and the door to the triage nurse station. It had taken him thirty minutes to secure that position, 

having stood nearby until one of the few perfect seats was vacated by a patient ahead of him. He 

was too exhausted to remain standing, so he was relieved that his wait had not been longer. His 

goal now was to remain focused on his targets, the deep fuchsia lips of the young woman who 

had checked him in, and the door from which he would eventually be called to see the doctor. He 

did not want to miss his name again. It happened once before and he spent the entire night 

waiting when his name had already been marked off as having left without being seen. Of 

course, he could not hear anything in the waiting room over the sound of Pavarotti blasting 

through his earphones. He would be deaf one day, the doctor had said, and he couldn’t imagine a 

more welcome moment. 

The door opened and the man strained forward to see clearly. Three heads turned when 

the nurse called out “Peter Baker”. Two men stood; one handed a magazine to his wife, touched 

an elderly wheelchair-bound man on the arm and pointed toward the nurse.  
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False alarm, thought the other man as he sat back down. He adjusted his headphones and 

resumed his wait. Seven patients and two hours later, the nurse finally called “Porter Bacchus” 

and the small pale man made his way through the maze of people crowding the room. 

Nurse Lindsey gave Porter a sympathetic smile and spoke carefully, so he could read her 

lips. 

“Back again, Mr. Bacchus?”  

Porter nodded. 

“Having trouble sleeping tonight, or is it something else this time?” 

“The same.” Porter spoke far too loudly, having no way to gauge his own voice over the 

strains of Nessun Dorma.  

He chose to listen to Italian Opera, not because he liked the music, but because he 

couldn’t speak the language and he found it helped filter out the words that rose above all else –  

literally and figuratively God’s Word –  flung out across the universe, hissed and whispered, 

screeched and preached, blasted in sonic bursts by stars in various stages of astral life. He tried to 

make them understand, but no one ever did. Not his parents. Not the priests who tried to exorcise 

his “demons”. Not the psychiatrists who prescribed countless medicines that never worked, nor 

the doctors and nurses who now knew him by name.  

As a child, he heard people call him a lunatic, though he silenced them by asking if they 

didn’t think that was a bit cliché and just theoretically wrong, since the truth was he heard the 

stars all the time and not just during certain lunar phases. It was hard to dispute the logic of a ten 

year old who could quote scientific journals as readily as he could biblical text.  

He argued against the exorcisms Judy Bacchus arranged with similar rationale. 
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“Mother, they’re screaming scripture at me. I daresay I don’t think Satan would use the 

very weapon waged against him to torment me.” 

She could scarcely disagree, though she paid willingly to allow one preacher after another 

to try to heal her son. It was useless, of course. Nothing ever worked. 

The doctors were also baffled. Porter wished he had a dollar for everyone who told him 

to try sleeping during the daytime if the stars kept him awake. Idiots! He wanted to scream, but 

he didn’t. He would just point out the obvious fact that stars remain in the sky whether we see 

them or not. 

He was now nearing his thirtieth birthday, though he looked and felt ancient. Given that 

his waking hours should only average about sixteen per day, he figured he’d gained a good ten 

years just from lack of sleep. He once overheard his mother complain to the doctor that she felt 

like she’d never bonded with him. It was hard to appreciate a kid who never slept, and whose 

first words were, “I will open my mouth in a parable; I will utter dark sayings of old.” 

She was gone now – his mother, that is. Swept out to sea by a riptide on vacation in 

Florida, her body never found. That night had been particularly awful. Not because he missed his 

mother, but because the meteor showers were at their peak. Falling stars were the loudest, and 

usually the most brutal.  

 

Then he said unto me, Son of man, these bones are the whole house of Israel: behold, 

they say, Our bones are dried, and our hope is lost: we are cut off for our parts. 

 

Woe to the bloody city, completely full of lies and pillage; Her prey never departs.  
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If a man is caught in the act of raping a young woman who is not engaged, he must 

pay fifty pieces of silver to her father. Then he must marry the young woman because 

he violated her, and he will never be allowed to divorce her. 

 

Make ready to slaughter his sons for the guilt of their fathers; Lest they rise and 

possess the earth, and fill the breadth of the world with tyrants. 

 

How they are destroyed in a moment! They are utterly swept away by sudden terrors!  

 

Porter was alone now, completely alone. The only conversations he had were the brief 

interactions with nurses and doctors at Good Sam. When he reached his absolute limit and 

bordered on another breakdown, he would trudge the five city blocks to the emergency room for 

a shot that would knock him out long enough to restore his sanity. It had taken at least ten 

episodes for the E.R. docs to decide that a nap in the corner bay was better than sending a kind-

hearted and tormented man to the psyche ward where he would be stripped of his headphones 

and music, and strapped to a gurney while they tried the standard round of anti-psychotics 

without success.  

Porter walked past the triage nurse, heading straight for Bay Seven, the usual. The nurse 

at the front desk stopped him with one hand held up, palm facing out. 

“Not there, Mr. Bacchus,” she said kindly. “We got the orders last time and, besides, 

we’re swamped tonight. We have to send you straight upstairs.” 

Porter looked confused. She was speaking too fast. He couldn’t keep up. He ripped the 

headphones from his ears and said, still far too loudly, “WHAT?” 
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“We can’t give you a shot. We got audited. We have to send you upstairs.”  

“I DON’T UNDERSTAND,” Porter shouted over the din that was already building from 

the burning of an asteroid.  

 

O that thou hadst hearkened to my commandments! Then had thy peace been as a 

river, and thy righteousness as the waves of the sea… 

 

“They’ll take my headphones,” he said, panic setting in.  

“I’m sorry, Porter,” said the doctor, patting him on the shoulder as he walked by. 

 

You are wearied with your many counsels; Let now the astrologers, those who 

prophesy by the stars, those who predict by the new moons, stand up and save you from 

what will come upon you. 

  

“But, it’s really bad tonight, Doc,” Porter moaned. “I’ll go crazy if I have to listen to 

this.” 

 

And all the host of heaven will wear away, and the sky will be rolled up like a scroll… 

 

“I’ll tell them to give you the Propofol through the night. That’ll get you through the 

worst of it,” the doctor said over his shoulder as he entered Bay Nine to stitch up a child’s head. 

 

http://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Isaiah-48-18/
http://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Isaiah-48-18/
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And when I extinguish you, I will cover the heavens and darken their stars; I will cover 

the sun with a cloud and the moon will not give its light.  

 

 “You don’t understand…I can’t! I can’t!” Porter was frantic now. The sound of star 

chatter growing louder and louder. 

  

There is no peace, saith the LORD, unto the wicked. 

 

“Calm down, Porter,” the nurse soothed. “It’s just for one night. Here, put your 

headphones back on, okay?” 

 

All the shining lights in the heavens I will darken over you and will set darkness on 

your land, declares the Lord GOD. 

 

“Something’s wrong,” Porter said, covering his ears with his hands. “Something’s 

different. It’s too loud. Too loud.”  

“Put your headphones on, Porter. You’re screaming,” the nurse said, more firmly this 

time. 

 

And the stars of the sky fell to the earth, as a fig tree casts its unripe figs when shaken 

by a great wind. 

 

http://www.kingjamesbibleonline.org/Isaiah-48-22/
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Porter sat down on the cold tile floor and pressed the lime green orbs to both ears as he 

rocked back and forth over his crossed legs. 

“It’s too late,” he crooned, his voice high and soft like a child’s. “It’s too late. They’re all 

falling.” 

“Somebody call for an attendant,” the nurse said, as the floor beneath her began to shake. 


