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            ‘Heart-wrenching, acutely observed… Like Thomas Bernhard and Hervé Guibert before him, Bourdin masters the art of feverish writing… Too valuable to be overlooked in the way it has been until now’

            BENOÎT LOISEAU, AUTHOR OF 

THE DEATH OF THE CLINIC

            ‘In the final years of his life, Christophe Bourdin found a way of doing in prose what Derek Jarman did on screen in Blue’

            NEIL BARTLETT,
AUTHOR OF READY TO CATCH

HIM SHOULD HE FALL

            ‘It is deeply affecting to think of all those we have lost to early, lonely deaths during the AIDS catastrophe. It takes the breath away to hear one of them speak – so clearly, so concisely, and with so much sorrow’

            KEITH RIDGWAY, 
AUTHOR OF DOONEEN2
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            Introduction

         

         1. A thread, if tied to itself, can begin anywhere. If woven into a circle without so much as a knot, a thread does not end; any final point would be arbitrary and reconnected to the beginning without pause or register, mathematical, ongoing, everlasting.

         
             

         

         2. If we can start anywhere, let us begin with facts. The Thread is a novel written by Christophe Bourdin – CB. CB was born in 1964 in Épinal, France and died in 1997 in Villejuif, a suburb of Paris. 1997 was a melancholy, an ironic year to die of HIV. If he had survived that year, he might be alive still. 1996 is the year that, in the US and Europe, treatment began to render HIV a manageable condition. People, sick, near death, began, suddenly, to survive, and keep surviving.

         That CB was born in 1964 and died in 1997 are two of the only facts known about his life, other than the experience he wrote down in The Thread. Because The Thread is a novel, it contains some mix of research and invention. CB died of HIV, or he died of AIDS, or he died of complications of his 8HIV infection – some opportunistic infection like Pneumocystis pneumonia or toxoplasmosis, some cancers, rare in those without HIV, like Kaposi sarcoma or lymphoma.

         
             

         

         3. Calling him CB instead of Christophe Bourdin is one way to make him feel familiar, as familiar as he felt while reading his book, and so still alive.

         
             

         

         4. Facts: HIV is a virus. HIV is a retrovirus, meaning its genes are written in RNA, a temporary molecule in life, but its RNA will be converted into DNA, a permanence, in our cells, and then enter into our DNA to become a lifelong infection. HIV infects T-cells, essential cells in our immune system, and so creates an immunodeficiency that itself does not kill but that can leave us vulnerable to otherwise routine and harmless infections and cancers.

         
             

         

         5. A thread accumulates, a thread connects, a thread, combined with a needle, pierces, a thread holds together.

         
             

         

         6. The sentences in The Thread were almost lost. The Thread was published in French in 1994 and republished in paperback in 1996, after which it fell out of print. In the years after, friends and friends of friends would pass around a rare copy of Le Fil, sharing it for its unique, painful, joyful sentences. The only copy available in a friend group frayed at the edges, pages deteriorating, a precious object, fragile, to be cared for. 9A movement began to bring the book back into print, first in French, and now, here, in English.

         
             

         

         7. In 1996, the French literary critic Olivier Barrot said of Le Fil that “[c]’est l’œuvre d’un homme qui se découvre séropositif et, en même temps, écrivain.” Or: “This is the work of a man who discovered himself to be HIV positive and, at the same time, a writer.”

         
             

         

         8. Pay attention to the sentences: CB’s words that start, stutter, refuse, almost, to stop. They exist, sometimes whole paragraphs or pages, in parentheticals, whispers of phrases that might have otherwise, in a different body, in a different writer, been kept back. In parentheticals they appear, to me, almost silent, and therefore even more urgent. His sentences open and close like a breath, and, reading, I do feel as if I am breathing with him.

         
             

         

         9. The physical object of a book. The act of turning a page, a bodily memory from before my mind could store details, scenes. I knew the end of this book. CB dies. Yes, the book was published in 1994, three years before his death, but in the version of HIV he lived at the time, he knew there was one end to his life, and it would be violent, and it would be soon. Every page I turn, I come closer to that end. It’s almost as though I am killing him by turning the pages. As the pages yet to be read grew thin, I knew his life was nearing 10its end. But his language, his story, called me to continue, and so I did.

         
             

         

         10. HIV in CB’s Paris might have felt similar to the experience in New York or San Francisco or Los Angeles. ACT UP, which began in New York City, had a chapter in Paris; the beautiful film BPM (120 Beats per Minute) details this history. Perhaps more than in the US, Paris seemed split between the activist and artist responses to HIV. The politically engaged felt that artists removed themselves from the world where change could be made material, and HIV-positive artists, like CB and Hervé Guibert, seem not to write about activism at all.

         
             

         

         11. In the wake of this book’s publication, CB’s words seem to have supplanted the figures they described: his mother, who found out he was living with HIV and called “For months. Daily. On a regular schedule”; his father, who, alongside his mother, sent a note on March 7, early spring with “four dried violets” that were “tucked between the pages”; Gareth, his friend and neighbor, or the friends they together sat with over meals; the friends who spoke so easily of the future they would live without CB. Olivier and Heidi and Frédérique and Françoise. His brothers, his sister. Sometimes grief steals our voice, it takes our capacity for language, private or public. If these characters were real, if they still live, then their silence may elevate Christophe’s own words to speak louder: they are now all that remain of him.

         11I think, now, of all of those who didn’t write a book, or whose journals were tossed out with the remainder of their belongings, which their family might have imagined still infected. I think of the scene in Pamela Sneed’s book Funeral Diva of a family insisting, against what everyone knew to be true, that their son died of cancer, and how Assotto Saint “stormed the pulpit” at the funeral and shouted: “Donald Woods was a proud Black gay man, he did not die of heart failure. He died of AIDS.”

         
             

         

         12. I reopen The Thread, I read, I turn the page. When the last page will have been read, he will be gone. I’ll have done it to him. He left nothing else behind.

         
             

         

         13. It seems odd to complain how little we know about CB when I know what his hospital looked like and how it felt, the route he took from the métro to this hospital, how he felt in its waiting room, how he felt in the small apartment he rented, what he did at the gym and why he did it, what he believed at one time and what he believed at another, and how the two seem impossible to hold within one person, one mind. He believed that his death of AIDS was imminent, and he believed that his HIV diagnosis was a clerical error, and his death would never come, that it would arrive the very next day. I can picture his mother’s face on the phone, and I can hear her voice, her silences, her tears. 12

         
             

         

         14. Watch the lists, the accumulations, tonsillitis leading to bronchitis, bronchitis leading to pneumocystosis. To first read The Thread is complete overwhelm. To return allows new opportunities to notice. In a list of dangerous acts (“hugging, kissing, non-genital contact, vaginal and anal penetration”) or imaging technologies (“ultrasounds, MRI scans, endoscopic imaging, and radiology, to seeing, for example, a chest X-ray illuminated through a negative clipped to a view box or held up by a physician to the light of a window”), each reading will offer a new view. And then a sentence, simple, short, declarative – “You were HIV-positive” – makes everything stop.

         
             

         

         15. I have read this book’s final section a dozen, more, times, and it still confounds. I want to live in its vision of the future. Utopic, impossible, CB still alive. The heat. The last section begins: “First we would have met and our meeting would have been easy.” I picture, here, floating blue transparent curtains draped against windows, reaching the floor. A Felix Gonzalez-Torres installation called “Untitled” (Loverboy), made in 1989. Torres died in 1996, on the other side of the wall of ART that, for him, like for CB, never arrived. I think of his pile of candy, wrapped in vibrant, shiny colored plastic, in the exact weight of his partner Ross who died of AIDS before him; he invites viewers to take a piece and place it on their tongues, dissolving even as they walk away, only to be replaced once they’re gone. This gesture, close to death, toward whimsy, 13toward easy meetings, toward colorful goodbyes that never arrive and so can never end.

         
             

         

         16. Imagine walking into a library, a library full of the unwritten books of the writers we lost to AIDS. Blue curtains, transparent, fail to hold out the light, no direct daylight to pour in and caress me or anyone else. Empty candy wrappers cover the floor. The covered window resembling an abstract painting. I see Essex Hemphill, and I see Tory Dent, and I see David Wojnarowicz, and I see CB. He discovered that he was a writer at the same time he discovered he would die of AIDS. He wrote one book knowing it would be the only book he would survive.

         
             

         

         17. A thread tied in a circle, a book that demands to be picked up, started from the middle, read again and again and again.

         Joseph Osmundson,

         May 202614
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            PART 1
16
            Hypochondriac Days
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            Hypochondria n. Psychiatric symptom characterized by a general psychological preoccupation with health conditions indicating a desire for and fear of disease.*

            Larousse encyclopédique

         

          

          

          

          

          

          

          

          

         18

         
            * You are the one to underline these words.
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         You foresaw dangers everywhere.

         
             

         

         You never, if the sky darkened in the slightest, went outside without carrying an umbrella or covering up. You took note, through the windows, of the trees’ bending, the branches’ swishing, the leaves’ fluttering at the winds’ behest. On the street, passersby pulled the lapels of their raincoats upright; others tugged the hems of their coats down; the drizzle plastered hair to foreheads; water flowed along roofs and flooded roads; streams formed in gutters and channels; puddles spread across pavements;

         you worried about the temperature; you stared at thermometer stems flush with mercury; you saw condensation form on panes, frost etch minute geometries there; through the glass, you saw the horizon brim with clouds, the distance dim with storms gathering then breaking up, fine rain mottle the expanse and showers wipe out the city. Snow fall, winter.

         
             

         

         You knew the colors, the names of clouds. 20

         
             

         

         You swaddled yourself, safeguarding your head, your ears, your throat, your chest against bad weather, heavy gusts, night’s damp and cold’s sting, pulling on caps, hoods, hats, checking straps, fastening Velcro, snapping shut press studs, tugging tight drawstrings, tying knots under your chin; you buttoned up, you flipped your collars; around your neck you wound long, thick, heavy scarves; you felt exposed to threats, to likely problems, open to attacks of every sort;

         you liked solid, warm materials, wool and down, tartan, sturdy duffel, bulky canvas, durable cloth, chunky knits, padded jackets; you donned fabrics of every sort; you always wore layers, stacking tee shirts, button-downs, sweaters, jackets, reinforcing defenses, erecting, tight around your body, a malleable envelope, a home. A welcoming hearth that would keep you warm.

         
             

         

         You took care not to lay your palms flat just anywhere; in every open space, at government offices, on public transit, down pathways, you inspected seats, benches on which you might sit, for their cleanliness. You presumed their contamination by innumerable others passing through. At checkouts, at ticket windows, at counters where you had to rest your elbows, Formica and stainless steel shone: still bearing the faint gleam of fingerprints, streaks, traces left on the surface by all who came before you. You cast off habits that struck you as dangerous, imagined guarantees, precautions, reflexes that could protect you. At times you dreamed of invisible gloves, permanent ones, to be worn as a second skin.

         21The least touch unnerved you, had you not asked for it, agreed to it first, been given the time to judge that it was at a safe remove and not a clear and present risk to your health;

         you were afraid of queues, masses, teeming multitudes, stampedes, being drawn into hordes, their unpredictability on sidewalks, in arcades, or along platforms; you were terrified of narrow, busy spaces, groups, the logjam of stores, main streets, and some neighborhoods, office and building exits, morning and evening rush, métro and train stations; you kept a careful distance from crowds, places where people gathered, veering off to stay apart; you pressed through clusters, agglomerations, the flow of bodies, any human tide, in a rush;

         you heard coughs and saw colds; you feared wheezes and fled sneezes; inside trains, elevators, buses, and métros, a traveler, a rider beside you, standing or sitting on a bench or fold-down seat, or outside a commuter keeping shoulder to shoulder with you, getting close or leaning in toward you, began clearing their throat or sniffling or trying to blow their nose, and you automatically held your breath, turned your head, pulled back as if to dodge a punch, or hastened, should you be walking and should they be just ahead, your step; you often wondered about the wind speed and direction; you outpaced the coughing fits and microbes that you were sure might have been passed on to you; only once you were far enough away did you let yourself release the breath you had forced yourself to hold.

         22(Many years later, likewise, you would clench your diaphragm when, at the hospital, you walked past the room where bronchoscopies were done, apparently believing that viruses could, as in those cartoons and comics that depicted a smell of smoke or gas or perfume with a ribbon winding through the air, fill specific areas, poison the hallway you were traversing, you who had been looking at the contagion, refusing to breathe so no germ might enter through your oral and nasal passages.)

         At times, others might strike you as hostile, foul like a toxic substance; you could feel revolted by a hobo in the street, a sickly old man, a hoarse soul, a baby, a child with a stuffy nose or a sore throat, a passerby with the flu, someone visibly or even just potentially sick. You were vigilant.

         
             

         

         You thought, more than once, that you were on the verge of insanity.

         
             

         

         Under tablecloths, at restaurants, at other people’s places, you discreetly, so nobody might notice, wiped, with a clean cloth, a napkin, a handkerchief, the silverware, plates, glasses, and bowls that you were uncertain had been properly rinsed off; if you could or if they let you, you always washed anew, or asked to replace, whichever dishes bore spots or bumps that you deemed questionable;

         you declined, at cafeterias, at markets, to be served had you not seen for yourself the quality of the offerings; you 23refused, unless you had been asked upfront, to let others portion out anything on your behalf; you politely turned down or, once home, threw away anything dubious, bruised fruit, goods that would soon rot, anything that seemed off or not fresh, whatever looked to be going to seed, everything that had fallen on the ground; you monitored the meat’s preparation closely, avoided consuming ground beef, pork, charcuterie; you checked packaging for sell-by dates, followed instructions to the letter, and adhered strictly to use-by dates;

         you washed your hands conscientiously, repeating the process no fewer than twenty times each day, frequently replacing hand and dish towels (just as you did pillowcases, sheets, underwear); you took countless long showers, brimming hot baths; you never put your fingers in your mouth anymore.

         Hygiene would protect you.

         
             

         

         An urge frequently came over you: the need to clean. You noticed belongings piling up, your clothes scattered everywhere, a new mess each week, crammed drawers, heaps of papers littered across the desk. You impulsively tidied up the disarray in your bedroom. Impeccably. As if it could have, beyond its material presence, symbolized some other fragmentation, your own powerlessness to set the events of your life in a straightforward order, to organize them, reconcile them, harmonize them. You ran rags over surfaces, across the edges of furniture and possessions, you vacuumed up the dust on carpets, cleared away waste, opened windows, thumped 24bolsters, shook out linens; you sorted files, made even stacks. Lastly, after one or two hours, you went, standing on a chair or crouching on the ground, through the rows of volumes on your bookcases, their smooth and shiny spines lined up perfectly, the notebooks neatly together, boxes and containers now in a trim tower; you took in the uniformity and renewed order. Balance regained. At that point you yourself felt pristine again. Just like this tidied room. Just as clean. Your life, in those moments, felt right and proper. Level.

         Because you would have liked that each day following on all those preceding might fit neatly into a steady progression, that no accident might disrupt the forward march of your
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