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The most wretched illnesses can turn our bodies into birdcages for the soul. Parkinson-plus is one of the most perverse ways in which the Universe shows off its medieval cruelty. Or, as Lao Tse put it, the Universe treats us like straw dogs.
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Part One









The voice that comes from the earth


At the age of forty-two, or, to be precise, two days after his birthday that year, Bonifaz Vogel began to hear a voice. Initially, he thought it was the mice. Then he thought about calling someone to deal with the woodworm, but something stopped him. Perhaps it was the way the voice had given him orders, with the authority of those voices that live deep inside us. He knew it was all in his head, but he had the strange sensation that the words were coming from the floorboards, entering him through his feet. They came from the depths, filling the bird shop. Bonifaz Vogel always wore sandals, even in winter, and he felt the words slipping in through his yellowed toenails and his toes, which curled from the impact of entire sentences smashing into the balls of his feet, then climbing up his white, bony legs and making their way into his head through his hat. On several occasions he tried taking it off for a few seconds, but this always made him feel undressed.


Bonifaz Vogel’s soft, soft, white, white hair was always combed and always covered by a felt hat (which he alternated in summer with another, cooler hat).


He spent his days sitting in a wicker chair which an uncle had brought him from Italy.


The Duce had once sat in it, his uncle had told him.


The day he received the chair as a birthday present, Bonifaz Vogel sat down in it. He liked it, found it comfortable; it was a nice piece of furniture, with strong legs. He picked it up and carried it above his head to the bird shop. A parrot whistled as he walked past, and Vogel smiled at it. He placed the chair next to the canaries and sat down beneath their chirping, which filled the empty spaces in his head. When the birds were singing loudly, Bonifaz Vogel would stay completely still, afraid that if he got up his head would collide with the pretty chirping.
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He left his friend’s head an eternity behind


Isaac Dresner was playing with his best friend Pearlman when a German soldier appeared, between a corner and the ball hitting the crossbar. The soldier had a gun in his hand and emptied a bullet into Pearlman’s head. The boy fell face down onto Isaac Dresner’s right boot. The soldier looked at him for a few seconds. He was nervous, sweating. His uniform was impeccably clean, its colour very close to that of death, with black, gold, white and red insignias. On his rectilinear, yellowy-white neck one could clearly make out two blue, impeccably Nazi arteries, glistening with sweat. The colour of the soldier’s eyes was not visible because they were half-closed. His solid trunk moved up and down, struggling to breathe. The man pointed the gun at Isaac Dresner but the weapon remained silent, it did not fire: it was jammed. Pearlman’s head rolled off Isaac’s boot and onto the ground at an impossible, abstract angle, making a strange noise as it hit the street. It was an almost inaudible sound, the kind that is deafening.


The following things were entering Dresner’s ears:




1: The soldier’s breathing.


2: The sound of the Mauser not firing.


3: The almost inaudible sound of his best friend Pearlman’s head sliding off his right boot and hitting the ground.





Isaac ran down the street on his spindly legs, leaving his friend’s head behind (an eternity behind). The soldier aimed the weapon again and fired. He missed Isaac, who was running, his boots soaked in blood and defunct memories. Three bullets whistled right past Isaac Dresner’s soul, hitting the ghetto walls instead.


Despite being left a whole eternity behind him, Pearlman’s head remained forever chained to Isaac’s right foot, by the iron chain that fastens one person to another. That was why he limped slightly and would do so for the rest of his life. Fifty years later, Isaac Dresner would still be dragging the weight of that distant head around with his right foot.









Isaac kept running, dodging the fate that was whistling alongside him


Isaac kept running, dodging the fate that was whistling alongside him. He turned several corners, leaving the soldier behind, and entered the bird shop belonging to Bonifaz Vogel, where his father had built a cellar some years earlier. Isaac had been present and had watched that dark space growing beneath the earth. At the time, he had realised that:


The construction of buildings was not only a matter of piles of bricks and stones and tiles; it was also empty spaces, the nothingness which grows inside things like stomachs.


Panting, Isaac opened the trapdoor – without Bonifaz Vogel noticing – and entered like water through a drain. He stayed there for two days, only coming out at night to drink water from the birds’ drinking fountain (he hadn’t seen the tap, despite it being right in front of him) and eat birdseed. By the third day, he couldn’t take it anymore:


“Please, Mr Vogel, bring me something to eat. And a chamber pot.”


Sitting in his wicker chair, Bonifaz Vogel pricked up his ears. He was hearing voices. That was the moment he began hearing voices. The sound entered him between his legs and trousers and by the time it reached his ears it had a childlike timbre, like a cat when it is called, zigzagging between things. Isaac Dresner repeated his request – the second time around it was almost an order – and Vogel got up to go and look for food. Isaac told him to put the tray by the counter. That night he was pleased to see a bowl of porridge and some sweets. There was a chamber pot too.
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Sitting in a wicker chair with the war all around him, Bonifaz Vogel was like a glass in an elephant shop


The little – and invisible – Jew ended up living in that dark cellar beneath the floorboards, becoming nothing more than a voice. Bonifaz Vogel lived with the words which spoke to him through the floor of his bird shop.


Mr Vogel, it would say, put some sweets on the floor, next to the counter, under the shelf where you keep the birdseed. And he did just that. He would crouch down and carefully deposit some sweets on top of the packing paper in the location indicated, along with the thoroughly cleaned bedpan. He would emit a plea, just a wordless whisper, with that intimacy prayers have. And then he would bless himself, staying there for a few solemn seconds as he looked at the sweets.


One day, he took the initiative of adding some cuttlefish bones, the kind he gave to the birds, but the voice did not like them.









The horizon on the other side of the street


Every morning, Bonifaz Vogel woke up very early and, with machine-like precision, dressed, combed his hair and put on his hat. He always wore a hat: he had one made of felt and another made of straw (for the summer). Bonifaz Vogel often said it was the same kind of straw his chair was made of, the one that had helped to prop up a dictator. He ate some bread and drank some tea. Then he headed straight to the shop, with his soft hair, all white like a seagull’s breast, and his hands either in his pockets or holding on to his grey or brown braces. He pulled the bunch of keys from his jacket’s outside pocket and opened the street door, flipping the sign which read CLOSED and transforming it into the sign which read OPEN. Then he gave a sort of Nazi salute, regardless of whether the street was deserted, or whether the street was full. He looked in his enormous bunch for the smallest key, which was very rusty but still worked, and opened the cupboard where he kept the mop and bleach. He filled a bucket with water behind the counter and began to clean the shop. This activity took up the whole morning: he washed all the cages, the floor and the walls. He did it meticulously, as if he himself were taking a bath. He cleaned every one of the shop’s folds, its armpits, its groin and its less visible regions. Sometimes he stopped to rest, which meant sitting very still beneath the chirping of the canaries. His eyes remained glued to the horizon which, for him, was just on the other side of the street.









Birds in disguise


“Schwab is a crook,” Isaac stated. “He’s selling you sparrows that have been painted yellow, Mr Vogel. They’re not canaries.”


Bonifaz Vogel shrugged. His head, a German teacher had once told him, was made up of cranial ellipses. From the day of the painted birds onwards, Isaac Dresner started helping him with his business.


If Vogel was unsure about the price of society finches, for example, he would go behind the counter, crouch down (where the client could no longer see him), press his ear to the floor and whisper something, as if he were talking to someone. Then he would stand up straight, brush the dust from his trousers and repeat in his own voice whatever the voice had whispered to him. People found this behaviour perfectly normal, indeed they expected nothing less from Vogel, a man full of cranial ellipses. He would give one price and the client would give another; then, if necessary, he would crouch down one more time, down to the floor where the voice told him things through the cracks between the floorboards. He would get up again, brush the dust from his knees and, with an irresistible price, the business would draw to a close. As the client walked away, Vogel would lean against the shop door, visibly tired from hearing voices, his ear red from being pressed against the floor. Then, very slowly, he would count whatever notes the birds had yielded him. He had never asked himself why people were buying society finches during wartime.
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Because he was sweating, it was hot


Isaac did not understand Bonifaz Vogel: he was a mature man who owned a bird shop and almost three hats, and yet he was like a child, a suspicious child. Isaac Dresner told him tales of Rabbi Nachman of Breslov to see if he was capable of learning anything, but Bonifaz Vogel’s head was made up of cranial ellipses. He was a man with no future and no past. Time went through him like bath water. Past and future were not linear concepts to him; there was no past/future arrow the way there is for most of us. Often, when Bonifaz sweated, it wasn’t because of the heat, but because it was hot. That makes all the difference. Other times, he saw not causal relationships but simultaneity in things. And yet there were other occasions when he saw time the opposite way around, like a shirt that has been put on backwards: he’d say it was hot because he was sweating. His sweat was what caused the heat. His relationship with the world and with time could be experienced in three ways: a) he sweated when it was hot, without there being any causal relationship, they were simply simultaneous; b) he sweated because it was hot (which happens to be the system we normally use to interpret phenomena which occur around us, that is, the cause/effect explanation); and c) because he was sweating, it was hot (a way of looking at things of which Aristotle would not have approved).









O


Bonifaz Vogel mostly breathed through his mouth, which was why it was always open. Like the letter “o”, or to be more accurate, like a big letter “o”:
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People told him he was stupid, and he would stroke his chin and nod in agreement. All the people around him possessed reason and he was an island in the middle of all that rationality, a hyphen between two words, a missing link. Deep down, the evolution of every species is maintained by hyphens, by links both missing and found. And Bonifaz Vogel was an island sitting in a wicker chair where the Duce had once sat.









The Universe is a combination of letters


The voice that Bonifaz Vogel heard coming up from the ground, like weeds, told him many things. Isaac Dresner would hold his mouth against the cellar ceiling and let the thickest sentences squeeze through the cracks in the floorboards and spread out into the bird shop before they came to a halt in Bonifaz Vogel’s body.


“There was a beggar,” the words that were being strained through the cracks said, “whose prayers were always answered. On seeing that this was the case, a rabbi asked him how he did it. How was it possible that all of his prayers were answered? The beggar told the rabbi that he could not read or write, so he just recited the alphabet, simply saying the letters one after another, and asked the Eternal to organise them in the best possible way.”


After each story Bonifaz Vogel would rub his ear and show no sign of having understood, but when he heard that anecdote, he began praying with letters only, with no words or whispers. His prayers became the alphabet. To make each prayer more effective, Isaac had taught him how to say the twenty-two letters of the Hebrew alphabet.


“It’s best to speak to Adonai in His own language,” Isaac Dresner told him, “which, as everyone knows, is Hebrew. That way you avoid unfaithful translations.”


And, Isaac assured him from under the floorboards, those twenty-two letters were all that was needed. God would do the rest. What He does up there is play Scrabble. People give him some letters, thinking they know what they want, but they don’t know, and so God reorganises all the tiles and makes new words. It all boils down to a parlour game.


And, as you can see from all the bombs falling out there, God is not much of a player.









Luftwaffe


Sometimes, sitting in his wicker chair, Bonifaz Vogel would cry. His family had never been big, but now it had disappeared completely. Helmer, who had been his uncle, Lutz, who had been his father, Karl, who had been his cousin, and Anne, who had been his mother, had died in the bombing and now all he had was the bird shop.


Anne Vogel was all mother, highly protective. Bonifaz spent many an hour sitting with his back straight, his mouth open and his hands resting on his knees, watching his mother do the housework. Anne Vogel always had her hair tied up and an innocent look about her, as if wars did not exist. Lutz Vogel, Bonifaz’s father, had the exact opposite appearance: cruel lips and eyes and small ears, canine-like in the way they emerged from his head, with no lobes at all. Bonifaz liked that martial face, the way it crowned his pot-bellied body, a body that enjoyed wheat beer and dishing out kicks to close family members.


Lutz Vogel exploded while smoking a cigar on his living-room sofa (on October 7, 1944), along with his wife and brother. Around seventy tonnes of bombs had fallen that day. Bonifaz did not die on that date because he wasn’t at home, just like his cousin Karl, who also did not succumb under the weight of those bombs: Karl had died a year earlier, during the battle of Stalingrad.


Bonifaz’s uncle, Helmer Vogel, was a big man, bigger than his brother, with a bigger pot-belly and with even crueller features. But his behaviour was totally different; he was very sentimental and gentle, to the extent that he actually liked his nephew and showed some affection towards him. Helmer Vogel would often remove Bonifaz’s hat and ruffle his hair. One day he even gave him a chair.




Helmer (1903–44)


Anne (1874–1944)


Lutz (1867–1944)


Karl (1908–43)





His fat cat, Luftwaffe, also perished in the explosions,




Luftwaffe (1935–44)





which was a great loss for Vogel. He always used to sleep with it, and their relationship was one of equals. Sometimes he would stroke it so forcefully that the cat would moan in pain. Bonifaz enjoyed squeezing it, but he never caused any serious harm because Anne Vogel always intervened. He had moments of great excitement and commotion, involving people around him or cats or friends or visitors. He would grip Luftwaffe with his stealthy hands and hug the cat with his entire German body. It would try to escape, baring its claws and teeth, until Bonifaz’s mother saved it from that excess of love. Anne Vogel would tell him to take care: love can really hurt. Others may die, but we’re the ones who suffer.


When the building in which he lived with his family exploded, Bonifaz moved to the room above the bird shop. It was a small, perfectly functional apartment, which he used as an office. Bonifaz’s mother was absolutely right.
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Bonifaz Vogel lived in the midst of metaphors


Bird shops contain the highest concentration of birdcages. Bird shops are built with more restrictions than anywhere in the world. There are birdcages everywhere, and some of them are not outside the birds, as people would imagine, but inside them. For Bonifaz Vogel had often left the doors of the cages open without the canaries escaping. The canaries stayed where they were, cowering in the corner, trying to avoid looking at that open door, turning their eyes away from freedom, one of the most terrifying doors that exists. They could only feel free inside a prison. The cage was inside them. The other one, the one made of metal or wood, was just a metaphor. Bonifaz Vogel lived in the midst of metaphors.


Vogel would sit and watch those birds and think about his family, which had exploded along with the Persian rugs in the living room and the cuckoo clock. Where were they now? Isaac Dresner would talk about God from his cellar beneath the wooden floor, and Bonifaz Vogel did not understand what motive God could have had for wanting his cousin Karl by His side. Nor could Isaac Dresner explain the cuckoo clock. If some go to the great unknown then where do cuckoo clocks go?
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The tears fell down the different faces he made on his wicker chair and the voice came up through his legs, telling him the story of the beggar who prayed the alphabet.


Bonifaz Vogel prayed like this:




Alef, bet, gimel, dalet, he, vav, zayin, chet, tet, yod, kaf, lamed, meme, nun, samekh, ayin, pay, tsade, qof, resh, shin, tav.


Amen.





His body would rock back and forth and he would stop only when a client placed a hand on his shoulder to ask him the price of the cockatoos. Even so, Bonifaz Vogel would recite the alphabet to the end, in case God noticed that certain letters were missing. Then he would tell them the price of the cockatoos. The client would try to haggle and he would crouch down, push his ear against the wooden floor behind the counter and listen to the voice. It looked as if Vogel was doing some kind of contorted prostration, before rising again with a counteroffer as he wiped the dust from his knees. Even as the bombs came down, some people still wanted cockatoos.









The door to Paradise is the neck of a jar


Every day, Vogel would put food behind the counter, following the voice’s orders. He would put down a dish of vegetable soup – sometimes only nettles and borage were available – rice, bread, fruit and sweets. Once the shop was closed and in darkness, Isaac Dresner would leave his hiding place to eat. There were always some sweets, because the bombs had missed the jar where Vogel’s mother used to keep them. The jar had escaped unharmed on a kitchen counter where there had also been a small aquarium. The tiny red fish had not survived the war, but the heavy, stout jar with a white lid had been luckier.


“The door to Paradise is the neck of a jar,” Isaac said. “That’s what my father used to tell me: the neck of a jar. You know why, Mr Vogel? Because of monkeys. Imagine a jar full of walnuts. The monkey has no difficulty putting his hand in there, but once he has grabbed the walnuts, he can’t get it out again. He must leave the walnuts behind in order to free himself. And Paradise is just like that: we must leave the walnuts behind and show our empty hands.”


“We must leave the walnuts behind,” Bonifaz Vogel said.


“Exactly. The walnuts are what stop us being free. They are our birdcages, Mr Vogel.”









In other words, The Book of Exodus


Influenced by the darkness, Isaac Dresner would recite the Torah (because, he said, it was the only light he had), reciting it as much as he could, using his memory to say the words in the Torah exactly as they had been written down, without altering so much as a comma. In this instance, it was Exodus:


“Pharaoh oppressed the Israelites and put them in the fields to work, forcing them to build cities called Pithom and Rameses. These big, invisible cities had come to Pharaoh in a dream. In the dream, he perceived that he was under threat and ordered all the new-borns of the Israelites to be tossed into the river, because he feared for his throne. Pharaoh’s enemy was created in a dream. If Pharaoh had not dreamed of Moses, he would not have been abandoned in the river and he would not have become Moses. Have you ever heard of Oedipus, Mr Vogel? He also created the future through his own confused dreams. Another thing Pharaoh did not know, but which we must all know, is that our enemies are neither the new-borns of the Israelites nor anyone else who is outside us. The proof of this is that, when Moses was abandoned to the waters, it was Pharaoh’s wife who found him and raised him and adopted him as her own son. The enemy lives in our homes and what we most fear, the thing that threatens us the most, is precisely that which is closest to us (inside us, inside this house that is our body), that which we raise, feed and educate, to which we tell stories and give food and drink. For that is what we do to our vices, Mr Vogel, our vices. Do you follow? There is no point going in search of Evil outside of ourselves. We have to look within, and that is very easily done: if we open our eyes to see what is outside, then in order to see what is inside, we must shut them tight.”


“We close them not to sleep, but to see,” Bonifaz Vogel said.


“Exactly, Mr Vogel. To see. But let us proceed: one day, Moses killed an Egyptian when he thought no-one was looking. But the Eternal is always looking, His eyes are closed and looking inward, for all that exists, exists within Him. He sees things with His eyes closed and we are the space between the dream and the nightmare. What the Eternal does not see does not exist. Science has shown this to be beyond doubt. Blue dogs, like poems, do not exist, because no-one has ever seen a blue dog. If, one day, someone did see a blue dog, then blue dogs would exist. All this is perfectly scientific. But on we go with the story: Moses had to flee. He was not fleeing Pharaoh, but himself. The text says it was Pharaoh who persecuted him, but it also says that, at the time of the offence, no-one was around to see it. Now, if no-one was around to see it, Moses could only have been persecuted by his conscience, the most efficient Pharaoh in the whole of our own Egypt. And so, Moses went to live with Jethro, a priest of Midian who lived in the desert. And that is where every man who is being persecuted by Pharaoh goes. He goes to a place where there is no-one around except for his despair and his personal Pharaoh. The desert is not a place of sand, but a place of guilt. So Moses married Jethro’s daughter, who was called Zipporah. One day, while tending Jethro’s sheep, he saw the Eternal as a bush that burned without being consumed. The exact opposite of men, whose souls consume their bodies until they are extinguished; for the body, my father used to say, is a wooden log and the soul is the fire coming off the trunk. There, in that bush, was eternity defined as such: a fire that needs no fuel. Everything in the Universe is dependent on everything else and nothing is independent. Except for that fire, which needed nothing else in order to exist. Moses stood and admired it and the Eternal told him to take his shoes off. He did so. And then He said: ‘I am the Lord of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.’ Note, Mr Vogel, how He didn’t just say that He was the Lord. He said it like that, in a more complicated way, naming all those people to show that, despite all of them having seen Him in different ways, He is One. Abraham saw one thing, Isaac another, Jacob yet another. But the object of their vision was the same. He could have simply said that He was who He was and nothing more, but instead He listed the patriarchs, as if needing to justify Himself. Now from the bush there came a voice like falling bombs, which sounded as if it were coming from the ground, from a cellar. And it criticised the Egyptians, who were mistreating the Israelites, forcing them to build invisible cities made from the vapour of their bodies. In short, He entrusted Moses with freeing that oppressed people. And those people were like the birds in this shop. When the doors of their cells are opened, they do not take flight, but cling to the bars instead. Moses wanted to carry his people off, free them, but they did not want this. That shackled, enslaved people said that all was well, that they had food and that was enough. They said it with their bodies covered in chains and their souls covered in chains. Moses practically had to force them, listening to their complaints every day. Why is it that Moses took forty years to cross a region that can be traversed in a week? Because the Promised Land was not a physical location and Moses wanted them to understand that the Promised Land is a journey, it is a land located wherever the man who desires it is. The Israelites carried the Land within themselves on their journey; they themselves were the Land as they wandered through the desert. But they did not understand, and at the end of those forty years, Moses gave up. He resolved to give them a land that was not the Promised Land, which is not on a map or at any given geographical point but wherever men are. That is why the Eternal wanted Moses to die before setting foot in that land. It was a final message for the people: you can only walk in this Land with your soul, not with your feet. Moses was the only one to set foot in the true Land; the others were walking in an illusion.
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