
from The Autobiography of Don Whiskers

HERMIT KINGDOM

How do we greet each other’s vulnerabilities? How are words alchemy?  His armpits 

are sharp and his socks are crusty. Every year everyone gets older, especially people 

over 40. Today it is raining, the tiny clock, on top of the Scottish stereo speaker, ticks 

loudly.  What  has  he  done  with  his  life.  The  world  here  there  and  everywhere. 

Outside it is raining. His knees are back to popping. Between this world and another 

and another and another and another and another and another and another.  We 

wear our feelings lightly. Don Whiskers is on the early wake up, but not quite as 

early as before, 5 and not 4, on weekdays and weekends, sleeping at 1AM, afternoon 

nap 4-5PM, so maybe 5 hours, but does that afternoon hour count, is it better to sleep 

all at once, in one block, for cell rejuvenation, for example here now, in the mirror, his 

skin has turned grey, or greyish, the teeth, or rather gums, are ageing greatly, the 

advance of the great gum disease, they find the pockets and dwell there, breeding 

their colonies, but why do they want his gums, it’s the food particles, decaying in the 

gum pockets, brush up from the gums, move the toothbrush in circles, floss rightly, if 

done wrongly there is more damage, special tea swishes, what about beer and wine, 

sugar is a breeder, for everything, the body, it crumbles and creaks. 
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The time passes quickly, Don Whiskers hasn’t seen his family in almost seven years, 

it is too expensive to fly to America, everyone is ageing, and he doesn’t know his 

nieces and nephews, his parents are ageing, a hermit kingdom mostly. Social media 

is evil, social media is good, just a pinch of salt, not a whole bucket, a girl filmed 

another girl being raped, for the social media likes, everyone wants more likes, fame, 

everyone wants to live forever, toxic masculinity, toxic femininity, toxic capitalism, 

toxic Marxism, toxic plastic consumer frenzies,  the news, toxic,  his leather shoes, 

toxic, there is too much meat in the world and not enough vegetables, the veins in 

his  right  foot  are  throbbing,  what  did  you  eat  for  breakfast  today,  was  it  good 

enough, no one wants a giant belly, at least permanently, the flat is musty, is it the 

socks or fish guts. The little red clock, on top of the Scottish stereo speaker, ticks 

loudly, what have you done lately, is it enough to keep your head above the water.

SAN ISIDRO

Don  Whiskers  and  Ewa  descend,  graceful  notes  circle  the  air,  down  the  steps, 

through the tunnels, into the sardine train, trying not to smish or become smished 

under anyone’s armpits, they are on the way to San Isidro with the group. The group 

consists of various people from various countries, ex pat American couple, but not 

ex-pat typical,  or  less typical,  four people from Poland, Ewa plus another Polish 
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woman, the niece of Grzegorz, Don Whisker’s friend, another poet, she lives in a 

nearby town, trying to finish her phd in philosophy and also survive financially, also 

a couple from Poland, young and youthful, the wife a model, but down to earth, and 

the husband a programmer, mostly high and very calm, Don Whiskers feels very 

comfortable around them, but of course the most comfortable with Ewa, they have 

formed  a  hermit  kingdom  together.  The  ex-pat  couple  from  America  are  very 

interesting, they moved to La Latina, before gentrification, long ago, from DC, the 

husband a very good jazz musician, Don Whiskers is going to collaborate with him 

someday, poetry and experimental jazz in the city, he is also calm and easy, like the 

Polish programmer, but also different, and his wife is a translator, finishing a phd in 

Spanish literature, an ex-skater slacker, although less skating and slaking, it’s still in 

her  soul.  At  San  Isidro  it  is  very  crowded,  the  Polish  philosopher  plops  the 

traditional San Isidro hat on Ewa and takes a picture. The stinky meat smells, a lot of 

innards, blankets the crowds in big billows. They all sit on the grassy hill on San 

Isidro park, smoke a joint, drink mini beers of Mahou, ironically named since they 

almost as big as two pints, and try to hold their pee. The port o potties are no one’s 

favourite, try not to touch the door handle, try not to step in anyone’s drippings. The 

Polish programmer has found the best solution, there is an outdoor area for male 

peeing, the trough, why isn’t there a trough for outdoor females, is it sexist, it is too 

late, Don Whiskers has already peed in the port o potty, remembers to touch the 

door handle with his left so he can use the right for smoking, Ewa has found a better 

solution, a pub across the street with actual toilet paper. They head to a pub, near the 
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subway, for one last drink, it is a pint, or here as they call them a jarra, it is only 1.80, 

the cheapest they have seen in the city. The blood sausage and frozen chips are not 

sitting nicely in Ewa and Don Whiskers’ tummy, the beer, from the festival, also very 

chemical. The Polish programmer has a theory, the beer is not pure at festivals in 

plastic cups, they water it down and add extra chemicals to make it taste like beer, to 

turn a bigger profit, the proof, he says, is the horrible hangovers, and not so much 

when it’s the pure beer, from the pub. The next day his theory has confirmation, Don 

Whiskers and Ewa have the hangover, and not only physically, no more San Isidro, 

or at least a smaller area, not the main centre, overflowing with the bad meats of 

hedonism.  

THE DOWNHILL DECLINE

It is the 18th March 2018, a Sunday afternoon in the neighbourhood of Quintana and 

El Carmen, the best  free tapas in the city,  and the sun has made an appearance, 

finally, after more than 3 weeks of straight rain, last night the nightmares of Don 

Whiskers, dreams within dreams, an intruder in the flat, waking up in bed but still 

asleep,  the  intruder  coming  closer  and  closer,  grunting  to  wake  up,  then  really 

waking up, only to fall asleep and continue, the intruder coming closer, the fear of 

the intruder, a recurring nightmare for the last 2 years, age 43, middle age, does that 

explain it,  but now here, in the sun, with the free tapas, still  cold with the wind 
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howling, the sun intermittent, a taster for what is to come, hopefully sooner rather 

than later, since his best friend is visiting, from London, where the sun is largely 

absent, it would sadden him to visit another country and have the weather follow 

him,  from one rainy country to  another,  everyone chases  the  sun,  but  you can’t 

always predict it, even here, a country known for its sun, further south more sun 

with  many  British  ex-pats,  he  is  far  from ex-pat,  no  property  or  money,  only  a 

country on paper to export, and so today, with the tapas, excellent clams and paella 

and wines, for free, hopeful with the sun, when it peeps out between the clouds, 

puffy and blowing quickly across the sky, something is moving out, something else 

coming, per always, at some point, even when it feels like stasis, and now here, back 

in  the  flat  feeling  some  joy,  in  the  blocks  with  the  Spanish  flags  waving  from 

balconies, and what is a flag, anyway, a solidarity, he doesn’t feel it, or the drama of 

it blowing, on the moon or otherwise waving, an acquired territory, with borders 

and crossings, illegal or otherwise, even his hair, floppy on the right, feels better not 

blowing, or if blowing, only a little, not enough to feel it flop across his eyeballs, in 

his face, obscuring his vision, better to have still hair, almost non-existent, enough to 

warrant a touch of beauty, a frame for his face, but not all the way shaved, not a 

bowling bowl, hairless and round, but shapely, the hair sculpting the shape of his 

face,  creating an angle,  not too amorphous,  or run of the mill,  something a little 

shapely, even with ageing, which started early with the creases in in his forehead, his 

first love telling him to straighten them, at age 17, to prevent premature wrinkles, 

and 16 years later, at 33 in Poland, another one, pinching the skin under his ears, 
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near the jawbone, you could have a nice face with some weight loss, and he ate less, 

a Greek salad for the first meal, and a small sandwich in the evening with low fat 

cheese, walking through the park in Katowice, before his second work shift, and the 

earth tilting, falling over a few times, and now here, in Spain, without the pressure, 

the weight dropped off, he was 10 pounds over the recommended, now almost six 

feet and 168 pounds, probably OK, a bit lower maybe better, but then, sometimes, he 

sees it, the ribs, he needs to cushion them, but not too much, the face can become 

more bony, a bony face is better, but the rest of the body needs a bit of muscle, some 

definition, not too amorphous, here in Spain, his thinnest since maybe 16, unsure of 

how, maybe all the veggies, hardly ever anything processed, the freshness maybe, 

hardly ever any meat,  but now he is on the magnesium and B12, just in case, due to 

the lower energy, and he doesn’t starve, or cut himself off completely, sometimes a 

nip of chocolate, maybe a whole wafer of chocolate, twice a week, and every few 

months some cheeky ice cream, and still, after all the indulgences, the weight loss, 

even with the wine, six or so glasses of wine per week, sometimes a few beers too, 

usually on the weekends, and still the low weight, is the mole darker on his belly, is 

there  something  mysteriously  developing  inside  him,  his  body  cooking  up 

something, there is no way to know, except with the symptoms, but there are too 

many, how does a doctor know anything, his bones and muscles, in particular his 

right  knee back and foot,  and also his  partner with possible sciatica for months, 

trying the yoga, the pains of ageing, and also the glory,  the right knee and foot, 
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currently  bandaged,  it  catches  up  with  you,  you  can’t  outrun  or  outgun  it,  the 

downhill decline.
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