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Article

These stories dwell in the scene of the last time you heard 
her voice, the last time you touched him, the last time you 
asked a question, the last time you answered, the last time 
you said yes, the last time you said “I love you.”1 These 
stories call up the texture, the densities of the worlds  
you occupied—the identities, scenes, bodies, meanings, 
weights, rhythms, and absences you inhabited.2 These sto-
ries try to make legible the unbearable atmospheres of 
those worlds, of how a life, post death, can feel as though 
it burst, “leaving wet weights all over the landscape” 
(Stewart, 2013, p. 661).

*

We write our grief, our longing, knowing that the writing is 
both “too late” and not ever enough (Phelan, 1997, p. 12). 
Our writing grasps at the unsaid, the unsettled and unsettling, 
at what cannot be undone yet, still, undoes us (Butler, 2004b, 
p. 22). In turning back, our writing marks what cannot be put 
down or fixed as knowledge, what exceeds our understand-
ing—of who and what we cannot do justice to because the 
“effort of its making” will surely “destroy what it most wants 
to save.”3 Yet, and still, we write to and for the words and 
voices and bodies that beat away within our losses.4

*

We are undone by each other, by losing each other, by writ-
ing that uses the “very substance [we] employ in order to 
speak” of loss (Barthes, 1996 p. 59). As is the case with 
desire, “one does not always stay intact” (Butler, 2004b, 
p. 23). Our voices, our language, our stories falter, as they 
must.5 In and out of the halting speech and silence of losing 
and giving an account of loss—of how we are lost in and 

lost without the other—we create our very chance of becom-
ing (Butler, 2004b, pp. 22, 44). Acknowledging our debts to 
each other, recognizing how we are created and dispos-
sessed by our relation, saying, finally, I am nowhere with-
out you.6

Longing Recognition
How do we respond to your lives? To your names? How do 
we apprehend and acknowledge your voices and our unset-
tled debts to your words, your thinking, your ways of living 
and loving? These questions guide our work and our writ-
ing; this essay is our act of public mourning, our belated gift 
to you. We have been writing to and through your voices 
and your words—which shadow and mark our thought and 
speech—and have been for some time, all along, perhaps. 
Here, finally, we say the words we have been working 
toward uttering: We could not write without you.7 Your 
lives and deaths are the means through which we are able to 
speak: about queer relationships, about being undone by 
death and language, about struggling to articulate ourselves 
after/through loss, about making a case for recognizing8 
unrecognized and unspeakable grief, about writing toward 
and for forgiveness.
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This essay also grieves, asks for, and embraces forgive-
ness as a way to “make recognized”8 the debts we owe to 
those we’ve lost collectively. These stories celebrate the 
queer selves and lives we could not do without, how their 
words and their voices exist as the precondition to our own 
(Butler, 2004a). How the words and voices and lives of oth-
ers who are not acknowledged as fully or equally human—
women, gays and lesbians, transgender folks, poor 
people, non-White individuals, the diseased, disabled, and  
disordered—are significant and profound. How relation-
ships that are fleeting, that are unconventional in their 
beginnings, middles, and endings, that are not sanctioned 
by religious, state, and/or national authorities, are impor-
tant, legitimate, joyous, and painful.

These lives and relationships make demands on us: that 
we take ourselves as the other, “asking whether an account 
can be given” of their lives, their deaths, our connections 
(Butler, 2004a). Asking us to publicly grieve losses we are 
asked not to mourn (Butler, 2004b, p. 46). Asking whether 
we can do these losses justice (Butler, 2004a) while leaving 
their meaning and their names open,9 so that they might 
return to us, again and again (Phelan, 1997, p. 150). So that 
we might recognize and remember who and how we have 
lost, are lost. And so that in repeating their words—their 
voices, their bodies, their stories—we might begin anew.

This essay is written in and as fugue: It is a double-
voiced composition, a series of themes and variations on 
grief, on loss and remembering, on the constitutive and dis-
possessing dance of relationality, on the possibilities of 
becoming and forgiving.10 This essay is written in and as a 
queer fugue—it challenges the possibility of telling a har-
monizing story of mourning within the predictable and sat-
isfying logics of counterpoint and resolution, within the 
sanctioned and speakable stories of heterosexual love and 
loss.11 It revels in moments of possibility, the inarticulate, 
and moments of undoing. It is also a flight from rational 
feeling and intelligibility—it moves out of a singular and 
stable story of life and death—a story uninhabited by and 
unhinged from others—and into a remembering of the 
shock and wonder of unnamed desires, loved connections, 
and loss.12

A Queer Undoing
Invoking, citing our history, being unable to avoid our past, 
using the tools of text to write through grief and relay my 
experiences to others.13 Your traces—our traces—material-
ize every time I think about The Mikado, Judy Garland, dia-
betes, or suicide. I feel your body every time I think about 
taking a bath—filling the bathtub with warm water and car-
rying your naked body to the bathroom in the middle of the 
night, waking up next to your sweating body, knowing I had 
to wake you from the delirious low-blood-sugar haze.

“Who are you?” you’d ask, wobbling in my arms, as I 
led you from the bedroom to the bathtub. “Where am I?” 
you’d sometimes say.

Once I placed you in the water, I’d raid the refrigerator 
looking for something sweet. Jams and jellies worked best; 
orange juice did fine, too.14 Peanut butter was okay, but it 
digested too slowly.

I remember your concerns about going blind and losing 
your feet because of poor circulation; how terrible you were 
at monitoring blood sugar levels, refusing the perpetual 
testing device and instead relying on a needle and insulin; 
and how frustrated I became about having to wake in the 
middle of the night because you did not take good care of 
your diabetic self. But in those moments, understanding 
was of little concern—I didn’t want you to die.

Needless strewn about
sweats through the night
bodies becoming drenched
in ways that you—I—we did not know.
The remedy:
warm water, sugars, immediate care;
I hope you never had to want
for these things.

*

You entered a life compromised by relational rifts: My 
closest friends and family assumed I was heterosexual, and, 
once I came out, either quit talking to me or had reactions of 
doubt and surprise—reactions justified by my once hyper-
masculine and straight-identified self. They wondered if I 
was joking; how could I ever like men, ever be gay, queer? 
Furthermore, given that I had only recently embraced my 
same-sex attraction and was doing my best to work through 
my own homophobia, I did not have many close gay or 
queer friends. I felt lost, undone; I had no way of speaking 
about these rifts and felt as though no one could offer trust 
and support.

And then you appeared, accepting me, loving me. Maybe 
I was naïve, but I always felt your care and respect. Even in 
our fights, you fought fair—you never attacked me, as a 
person, ever. You may not have liked something I did, but I 
never felt that you did not like me. Your support—uncondi-
tional, it felt—allowed me to become close to you. You 
were an unwavering friend, a buffer to my homophobic 
self/others, at a time when I felt as though I had no one else.

Diabetes or suicide, postcoming out—
(possible) causes of death.
To think about suicide
as your response to a
hateful, homophobic response
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makes me angry, confused;
I thought most everyone knew that you liked men;
I guess I should have asked.

*

After reading my book—a book framed by our story 
(Adams, 2011)—a man once asked: Why do you still matter 
to me so much, especially since we were only together for 
18 months. I was angry, confused; why did I have to justify 
us? I told him that, at the time, you were my only family; I 
felt estranged from my family of origin. I told him that you 
were the first boyfriend with whom I ever lived. I told him 
that you were the first person to introduce me to the benefits 
of open relationships, drugs, and theater, and the first per-
son to show me how ex-boyfriends could remain loving and 
close. But then I wondered: Maybe I was framing you, and 
us, as something more meaningful than we ever really were.

*

March 2006. The “death-call” (Gingrich-Philbrook, 
2005, p. 305). I crumble in my apartment, on Fletcher 
Avenue in Tampa, Florida, hoping desperately that your 
pain had ended. I understood, selfishly, that my pain had 
just begun. My then-boyfriend arrived to hold me, for hours, 
on my couch.

I moved in with this boyfriend 2 weeks later, though I 
immediately retreated into myself. Moving in with this boy-
friend, the second man with whom I would ever live, 
brought back memories of us. I missed you, now even more 
because of your death. I did not know yet that your pres-
ence–absence would contaminate all of my subsequent rela-
tionships: I broke up with this boyfriend 2 months later.

A queer undoing: You have scarred my life. I want to 
speak another boyfriend-language; I want to have partner-
training with someone else. You are my relational “precon-
dition,” someone with whom I cannot “do without,” a voice 
that “animates” and “secures” me (Butler, 2004a, p. 32). 
Sometimes, often, I wish that I could unlearn us.

*

In August 2012, more than 6 years after your death, I 
messaged your sister on Facebook. I had only spoken with 
her once before, a few days after your death. She did not 
reply to my message. I also made contact with two persons 
who continued to regularly post comments on your online 
obituary. They replied, and they seemed to be open to 
speaking with me about their relationship with you. I told 
them about our relationship and I sent them some of our 
story (Adams, 2011, pp. 11-19, 149-152.). Neither replied 
again.15

I rarely take a lack of response to messages personally, 
but I already have so much uncertainty about your death. 
Their lack of response only fuels my suspicion.

Arranging letters,
sending letters,
never receiving letters in return;
trying to determine if silence is
intentional,
or if these letters are
dead letters (Peters, 1999)
failing at reception.

*

Memories16: An apartment with unfinished cabinets, a 
bathroom full of plants, your bedroom and my bedroom, 
each containing a single bed.17

The time, after we broke up, of coming home to you 
doing cocaine on our coffee table with a man named Will. 
Will looked creepy, unsafe; I didn’t like him in our apart-
ment. I didn’t like cocaine in our apartment, either. You 
never let Will, or cocaine, visit again.

You cheated on me, with a man, in our apartment. 
Though I am not sure that I can call it cheating given that 
you did not believe in monogamy. A few weeks later, you 
traveled to Oklahoma. While you were away, I met a man in 
the local gay bar and invited him back to our apartment. I 
took him into your room; we had sex on your bed.

*

A queer undoing: I sometimes stroll through life numb, 
scarred by your death and not worrying about mine.18 I’m 
writing these words at 34; I’m no longer the 23-year-old 
you once knew. I have a career, a home, and a loving part-
ner who makes sure that I am as content as I can be. But I 
find myself drinking more and more, most every night, and 
I find myself spending many nights here, lost and lonely, 
writing to you.

*

I end without resolution. I miss you, love you. I will keep 
your shirt, the Cher mug we bought at our last concert 
together, our pictures, and the electric clippers I still use to 
shave my chest—the same clippers you used to shave 
yours.19 Our goldfish, Alexander Prettifish, died a few 
months after we separated, but I think you knew this. I’ll 
keep listening to Judy Garland, and I’ll remember our 
departure, with you leaving a few days before me and me 
sleeping lonely in an empty apartment for three nights. I 
will continue to rethink the unexpected and abrupt call 
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about your death and the awkward conversation with your 
sister confirming the news. I will continue to question the 
circumstances surrounding your death, wondering if it was 
suicide postcoming out, diabetic shock, or something else.

I hope that
someday, somewhere
we will meet again
in an afterlife, vivid dream, or
over the metaphorical rainbow.
But these imaginations only offer
slight satisfaction;
I miss you now.

Losing the Alphabet
We touched each other in word—in letter, in underlined pas-
sages, in pages torn from books— a linguistic monument we 
made to a conversation that could not last. I find you now, 
lost to me, in word—marks you made in the margins of 
books, in the improvised instructions you recorded on my 
hand-worn collection of recipes, in the sentences you lov-
ingly pared and plied in my book on songs of unrequited 
love (Holman Jones, 2007). I lose you in the questions I still 
ask you—the name of this book, the location of that essay, 
the rightness of an idea for the stories I long to write—know-
ing you will not respond, that you cannot answer, and calling 
out still, conjuring the memory of you in an imagined reply.

This is a story of the loss of a relation forged in language. 
My hand tracing our bond in the language of connection. 
Mourning written “in the words (words of love) that come 
to mind,”20 even as who and what we have lost is the “very 
substance [we] employ in order to speak” of that loss 
(Barthes, 1996, p. 59). Following poet May Sarton, who 
writes, “When I said that all poems are love poems, I meant 
that the motor power, the electric current, is love of one kind 
or another (Sarton, 1965, p. 123),” I begin with a poem. I 
begin with the electric current that forged, then split our 
connection; I begin with a phone call and a question:

The office phone rings and your thin voice calls my name,
a question.
The line is clear, your words static;
through thrumming haze you whisper,
Why are you helping me?

Starving on sugar, toothache holidays give you reason
to gorge.
Wolfing down sour apples warheads malt liquor spree;
October’s bitter calories hardly nourish the lock-jawed
or costume the hollow crater of collarbones.

Hunger a control anatomy feeds, hard candy taming
unruly thoughts.

Until a teacher sees you wavering in and out of heartbeat,
takes you to a lunch as a course requirement.
Ravenous, you push and pick and consume nothing.

In a pinched scrawl you sketch and haunt a child’s body,
head slammed.
 An errant nail opens a jagged mouth in your mind, skull 
buckles
under a weight you dedicate your life to extinguishing,
 hoarding fingertips, teeth, and eyes for class paper 
confessions.

Hiding switchblade hip bones inside exquisite poetry,
an etymology
 I devour by the spoonful. Learning the labor of squan-
dering cells,
taking the artistry of your hunger under my tongue,
gaping at the grace of your disappearance.

Until you evaporate into hospital gowns, slit yawning
the chasm
between survival and sustenance, wanting nothing
 except escape from heavy breasts, swollen belly, ribcage.
No craving strong enough to keep you from vanishing.

The office phone rings and your thin voice calls my name,
a question.
The line is clear, my heart static.
Through that thrumming haze you cry:
Why won’t you help me?

 Octobers later, I think I see you gliding along the health 
center corridor,
an apparition.
 I stop and gawk, body revolving to watch you pass, 
unwavering.
 Refusing to recognize, to swallow my words whole. Or 
at all.
Shivering, I stumble into the mistaken October heat.

 My slipup shakes me; fingers trembling I reach for the 
tools of work,
marking paper.
 Looking for new languages to fill my vacant hands, my 
empty mouth.
 Throat swollen sweetshut with the news, a forwarded 
message:
 Thought you would want to know. You were one of her 
favorite teachers.

I knew you first in writings created for my audience—
your careful and intricate synthesis of words we read in tan-
dem, treasured course texts forever altered and refined: 
Annie Dillard’s For the Time Being, Chela Mohanty’s 
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Feminism Without Borders, Wayne Koestembaum’s The 
Queen’s Throat, the whole of Butler, Acker, and Barthes. 
Books I fell for in my chosen teacher’s classrooms, now in 
ours. We layered our own speech, mark, and breath over 
and through these texts, inventing a language full of cita-
tion, reverence, remembrance.

And then the stories—always the stories—impossible to 
accept, exhausting to write and to read: homeless after com-
ing out, the Christian charity of your family a bludgeon, the 
desperate clutch at control (Bordo, 1993, p. 59) that starva-
tion and compulsive exercising offered, the temporary 
oblivion of sugar and alcohol.21 Your brilliant spirit trapped 
in a weak and wrong body, agent and instrument of an inex-
haustible violence.22

Out of the chaos your voice called and questioned and I 
listened and said otherwise. In and through the crippling sto-
ries, others were born: unstinting efforts to mend the rift with 
family, taking their love in spoonfuls; cautious embrace of 
the curve and heft of flesh; resolute support of others waver-
ing in and out of identity categories. And always, the relief at 
finding language to story the confusion, fear, and determina-
tion into being. At finding the words to tether mind to body 
and knowledge to desire23 where they had come undone.

You were my student and my teacher, my editor and 
imagined reader, my careful confidant and exacting critic. 
You invited me into your story and you entered mine: the 
doubt and desert of marriage after the baby arrived, the 
thrill and depletion of parenting a small child alone, the hun-
ger for more captivating and important work in the place of 
vacant texts and empty stares, the inchoate desire to live a 
more open, more queer existence. Your writing, your sto-
ries left me open to possibility (Mohanty, 2003, p. 226).

We ran into the world of books, the only living world we 
could find.24 There we spun stories of change dense with 
theory as a provocation to practice: stories brave when we 
weren’t, certain when we doubted, shouting when we could 
only whisper. We risked ourselves “precisely at moments of 
unknowingness,” our writing together testimony to a “will-
ingness to be undone” (Butler, 2005, p. 136). We heard and 
wrote each other into being, pressed our selves up against 
the texts we made and imprinted their desires and hope onto 
our bodies. We found a future in poetry.

Still, “desire is to lack what one has—and to give what 
one does not have” (Barthes, 1996, p. 226). This desire, this 
lack, this borrowed giving were our failure. We lost each 
other in language—words you could not say, names I could 
not claim, sentences we could not pry from our hands or 
loose from our hearts. Our stories became ransom notes, 
demanding to know what our connection might mean 
(Butler, 2004a), cataloging debts we could not repay in text 
or deed. We wrote each other where we did not—could 
not—exist.25 Until nothing was possible except the return of 
your poetry, my books, our shared history. Letter by letter, 
we dismantled the alphabet.

No word for days, then months, then years. Until out of 
nowhere, your voice on the line. No small talk, no stories, 
only a question: Could I help you finish a manuscript you 
began long ago. Untwine our narrative and return to our 
beginning, writing the promise of teacher–student eros: 
turning each other inward, onto our own lack, fulfilling our-
selves.26 You said the text was already written, said that you 
needed only my eyes and my hands, said please. And I—I 
who had stitched your heart and mind and language into 
every text I had given and made since that first call, so long 
ago—said, I can’t. Said, you don’t need me. Said no.

Our line went silent, again.
Silent except for the news I wasn’t meant to receive, 

months later, except by forwarded email. A message about 
your disappearance27 sent to someone else, a teacher espe-
cially important to you. Some other instructor, editor, writ-
ing partner, loved connection. I had been stricken from your 
record. And rightly so.

Still, I hear your voice. Your stories hover above my own, 
“gray clouds over the water in failing light” (Dillard, 2000,  
p. 20). My breath catches each time I see your words in the 
margin, asking as I read, reminding as I cook, offering as I 
write and imagine in story. I unfold all of your letters, trace 
each line, looking for you, wanting one more moment to gather 
and release a handful of your words. I close my eyes and feel 
your “love-struck attention” (Koestenbaum, 2001, p. 33):

Words28 instead of fingers,29

hands pocketing fragments.
Moments worth collecting.
What she loved turned to quotation.
A footnote.

She questions her name
and the question is you:
Will you continue?
Will you provide?
Could you recognize me?

Wanting for love,
waiting to be spoken;
constellation of shadow and breath.
Silence sifting into dust.
It is enough just to listen.

Stuttering, faltering, shattered.
What does it mean when I say
You have touched me?
To have failed, to have found
what’s missing in the wake of me?

Your story—the line and verse of your being and your 
undoing—stopped in the midst of telling.30 Wanting to 
dwell in the memory of you, I arrange your words in a “field 

 by Tony Adams on April 22, 2014csc.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://csc.sagepub.com/


Holman Jones and Adams 107

of grief and longing.”31 I search your language, looking for 
what it is in you that I have lost.32 But my vocabulary fails, 
my story falters, as it must (Butler, 2004b, p. 23). Sifting 
through pages inked with your prose, I am undone.

And yet, in searching for what’s missing in the wake of 
you, I hear you call my name, again and again, and I want 
to answer. I want to ask what it means to “apprehend your 
life and your death, to give an account of its meaning, to 
acknowledge how your life is bound to mine” (Butler, 
2004a). I want to know the loss I was not asked to mourn,33 
to honor a loved connection I was warned to remain silent 
about,34 to do justice to the queer life the world extinguished 
without a word. I want to return, with my words, “several 
unpayable debts” (Butler, 2004a).

The office phone rings and your thin voice calls my name, 
a question. And here, too late, is my response, a forever sus-
pended performative: Forgive me. Mine are the words that 
failed, mine the voice that could not provide. Mine is the lan-
guage that looks back, not in distress for not knowing or 
remembering, so much as with a queer forgiveness.35 Here, 
too late, is my love poem, of one kind or another.

Are we unspeakable unless spoken in the
languages of others?36

If we begin in lack, how do we
return our borrowed giving,
right our failure to be
the texts of hope
we fashion for each other?

My every word marked by your
speech, moved by
the flight of your thought.
Each letter a monument undiscovered
until now, until I turn, too late, to write
to you. To dedicate my words,
as they have been without source.

For you to receive, not to keep.37

To provide without asking.
To want nothing save the
grace of self-acceptance
or forgiveness. Both.38

To remember the treasure,39

to hold and be held
in the midst of
churning waters;
gold hope of furnishing
what is wanting.

My fingers moving in memoria.
Inscription and that which comes in a dream.
Composing an altar to
losing the alphabet.

Undoing Writing
These stories call your names. They give an account of 
your significance and value. They insist that our relation-
ships counted—and still count—as legitimate, as speak-
able, as important. They publicly mourn the loss of you, as 
a relation gone missing, as grievable.40 They speak to you, 
even though you are gone, because you are gone,41 they 
try to tell you: We are nowhere without you (Butler, 
2004b, p. 49).

These stories count the innumerable debts we owe to 
your voices, your words, your ways of living and loving—
not as a way of getting over or closing down grief or 
moving on, but instead as an opening up and out into new 
ways of relating and becoming. As a way of dwelling in 
loss and the unknown transformations—in us, in our 
ways of relating—that it creates.42 As a gift, a promise to 
recognize and remember who and all we have lost and 
found.

Undoing writing as a gesture toward love, forgiveness, 
and doing you justice.
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Notes
 1. Stewart, 2013, p. 662: “Your body tries to dwell in the scene 

of the last time you touched her.”
 2. Stewart, 2013, p. 667: “The compositional complicity of  

subject-world is, for me, the first question of autoethnography. 
It is a way of calling up the textures and densities of worlds 
of all kinds formed out of this and that—identities, situa-
tions, scenes, sensory conditions, bodies, meanings, weights, 
rhythms, absence.”

 3. Phelan, 1997, p. 12: “The mimicry that motivates much of the 
writing here is an imitation that knows both that it is too late 
and that it is ‘off,’ that in the very energy of its imaginative 
making it destroys what it most wants to save.”

 4. Phelan, 1997, p. 12: “I want less to describe and preserve per-
formances than to enact and mimic the losses that beat away 
within them.”

 5. Butler, 2004b, p. 23: “I tell a story about the relations I 
choose, only to expose, somewhere along the way, the way I 
am griped and undone by these very relations. My narrative 
falters, as it must.”

 6. Butler, 2004b, p. 49: “For if I’m confounded by you, then you 
are already of me, and I am nowhere without you.”

 7. Our opening models Judith Butler’s (2004a) eulogy to  
Jacques Derrida. See http://www.lrb.co.uk/v26/n21/judith- 
butler/jacques-derrida.
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 8. Barthes, 2010, p. 133: “It is as if I had to make [you] recog-
nized. This is the theme of ‘monument’; . . . it is an act, an 
action, an activity that brings recognition.”

 9. Butler, 2004a: “We now must say ‘Jacques’ to the name the 
one we have lost, and in that sense ‘Jacques Derrida’ becomes 
the name of our loss.” Butler—in writing to and through 
Jacques Derrida—articulates the importance of naming our 
debts to others through direct address of those others (even 
though/because they are gone). In this essay, we choose not 
to name those we have lost to both underscore the unnamable 
ways their loss marks us and the ways they—as queer voices, 
bodies, lives, and connections—remained unnamed as fully 
and equally human in their lifetimes. Still, we hope that in 
naming our debts to and loving relations with the others we 
write to, for, and through, we have called their names and 
sounded the depths of our loss. We also leave that naming 
open for you to name those you have lost.

10. The Wikipedia (2013) entry on “Fugue” notes: “A fugue is 
a “style of composition, rather than a fixed structure.” See 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fugue#Musical_outline.

11. As we have written elsewhere (Holman Jones & Adams, 
2010), queer theory, as a philosophy, and queering, as a 
practice, work to create change by: diffusing, polluting, and 
creating dissonance around what passes as “normal”; (re)
appropriating language, texts, practices, and beliefs in inno-
vative and liberating ways; working against what passes as 
stable, certain, coherent, and rigid; and taking a vigilant and 
political approach to relationships and interaction that recog-
nizes that symbols and bodies matter.

12. The Oxford English Dictionary’s (2013) definition for 
“fugue” notes that it is “A polyphonic composition con-
structed on one or more short subjects or themes, which are 
harmonized according to the laws of counterpoint, and intro-
duced from time to time with various contrapuntal devices.” 
A second definition is drawn from psychiatry: “A flight from 
one’s own identity, often involving travel to some uncon-
sciously desired locality. It is a dissociative reaction to shock 
or emotional stress . . . during which all awareness of per-
sonal identity is lost.”

13. Henderson (2013) formulates the concept of “queer relay”—
a way of understanding cultural productions (e.g., film, criti-
cism, this writing) in generative and reparative ways.

14. I remember watching Steel Magnolias with you—you wanted 
to teach me about the importance of orange juice for diabet-
ics—“Drink your juice, Shelby.”

15. Barthes, 1996, p. 19: “He bestows upon the other in the form 
of a blank word . . . my language will always fumble, stam-
mer in order to attempt to express it, but I can never produce 
anything but a blank word, an empty vocable . . . ”

16. Phelan, 1997, p. 172: “Memories are not bodies yet as they 
form they might help us grip our grief.”

17. Did we sleep together in these single beds? I remember 
those frustrated nights of waking up in reaction to your night 
sweats, but I do not remember ever falling asleep/waking up 
next to you.

18. Butler, 2004b, p. 30: “To foreclose that vulnerability, to ban-
ish it, to make ourselves secure at the expense of every other 
human consideration is to eradicate one of the most impor-
tant resources from which we must take our bearings and 
find our way.”

19. Can you believe that these clippers still work? A great 
investment; I think we bought them at K-mart for $14.95 in 
2002.

20. Barthes, 2010, p. 39. Mourning Diary is a memorial to his 
maman.

21. Some research suggests that eating disorders and alcohol 
abuse go hand-in-hand, though this is an under-studied topic 
(Peveler & Fairburn, 1990).

22. Butler, 2004b, p. 26: “The body implies mortality, vulner-
ability, agency: The skin and the flesh expose us to the gaze 
of others, but also to touch, and to violence, and bodies put us 
at risk of becoming the agency and instrument of all these as 
well.”

23. hooks, 1994, pp. 198-199: “I asked students once . . . ‘Do 
you think there is not enough love or care to go around? To 
answer . . . they had to think about . . . the way we try to 
separate mind from body.” She notes that professors-and 
students—“must find again the place of eros within ourselves 
and together allow the mind and body to feel and know 
desire.”

24. Acker, 1995, p. 79: “I ran into the world of books, the only 
living world I, a girl, could find.”

25. Barthes, 1996, p. 52: “You wait for me where I do not want 
to go: You love me where I do not exist.”

26. Hull, 2002, p. 28: “The best teachers recognize that we do our 
students the best service not by cultivating their fantasy of us 
as all-knowing, but by acknowledging our ultimate ignorance 
and turning them back upon themselves, upon their own lack. 
We can never satisfy their lack, nor can they satisfy ours; to 
an important extent, we must all fill ourselves.”

27. You told me you would disappear. And you did; you are 
gone, without a word. I know this. And yet not having been 
told, not having heard or read the circumstances of your 
death, I am left wondering—fearing, agonizing over—what 
has already happened (Barthes, 2010, p. 122).

28. This poem is made of your words, fashioned out of the poetry 
you wrote to and for me. I sit and sort through a pile of let-
ters, poetry, lists of lines of text you noted and saved and I 
am struck by how much of your language has become my 
own—has appeared, over and over, in my writing. I am also 
struck by our love of citation—we made an art of composing 
ourselves out of the words of others; in writing of a kind of 
ekphrasis on the theory that moved us. Moves me still. (As 
described in the poets.org (2013) entry on the form Ekphrasis 
is a rhetorical term from the Greek ek—out of—and phra-
sis—speech or expression—in which texts work to describe 
or illuminate a work of art; see http://www.poets.org/view-
media.php/prmMID/19939.)

29. Barthes, 1996, p. 73: “It is as if I had words instead of fingers, 
or fingers at the tip of my words.”

30. Butler, 2004b, p. 23: “I might try to tell a story here about 
what I am feeling, but it would have to be a story in which the 
very ‘I’ who seeks to tell the story is stopped in the midst of 
the telling.”

31. Phelan, 1997, p. 150: “Critical writing, with its citations, quo-
tations, allusiveness, and intertextual resonance is a field of 
grief and longing.”

32. Butler, 2004b, p. 22: “Perhaps what I have lost ‘in’ you, that 
for which I have no ready vocabulary, is a relationality that is 
composed neither exclusively of myself nor you, but is to be 
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conceived as the tie by which those terms are differentiated 
and related.”

33. Butler, 2004b, p. 46: “What are the cultural barriers against 
which we struggle when we try to find out about the losses 
that we are asked not to mourn.”

34. hooks, 1994, p. 198: “Teachers who love students and who 
are loved by them are still ‘suspect’ in the academy.”

35. Pynchon, 2006, p. 577: “He gazed back, not in distress so 
much as a queer forgiveness, as if reluctant to blame her for 
not knowing. How could any of them know?”

36. Acker, 1995, p. 80: “I was unspeakable so I ran into the lan-
guage of others.”

37. Barthes, 1996, pp. 233-234: “I must manage . . . to let myself 
drop somewhere outside of language, into the inert, and in 
a sense, quite simply, to sit down . . . to let come (from the 
other) what comes, to let pass (from the other) what goes; to 
possess nothing, to repel nothing: to receive, not to keep, to 
produce without appropriating.”

38. Butler (2005) writes of both the “grace of self acceptance” 
and “forgiveness” (p. 136).

39. At the end of her essay, Acker (1995), shares a poem written 
in “languages of the body,” that does not separate “language 
body and identity,” which begins with the lines: “the treasure 
in the/midst of the/churning waters gold” (p. 85)

40. Barthes, 2010, p. 55: “Not to manifest mourning (or at least 
to be indifferent to it) but to impose the public right to the 
loving relation it implies.”

41. Butler, 2004a: “The act of mourning thus becomes a contin-
ued way of ‘speaking to’ the other who is gone, even though 
the other is gone, in spite of the fact that the other is gone, 
precisely because the other is gone” . . . [you] are the one we 
continue to address in what we write; because it is, for . . . us, 
impossible to write without relying on [you], without think-
ing with and through [you].”

42. Butler, 2004b, p. 21: “Perhaps . . . one mourns when one 
accepts that by the loss one undergoes one will be changed, 
possibly for ever. Perhaps mourning has to do with agreeing 
to undergo a transformation (perhaps one should say submit-
ting to a transformation) the full result of which one cannot 
know in advance. There is losing, as we know, but there is 
also the transformative effect of loss, and this latter cannot be 
charted or planned.”
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