
The project of Chance Operations is two-fold: to offer a personal response to the 
power imbalance and dehumanization created by the medical-industrial 
complex, and to explore a new language with which to talk about my particular 
relationship with pain and illness.  
 
The speaker of this book has an antagonist, Dr. Dog, who appears in many of 
the poems. We don’t learn much about him. He could be a therapist, physician, 
or surgeon. 
 
Lastly, the title Chance Operations reflects the way that certain poems in the book 
were composed. For many of these poems, I used Oulipian techniques to 
restrict the path each poem would take. To me this reflects both the attempt at 
living well in a “compromised” body, and the element of chance inherent in 
any patient’s treatment or recovery. 



Pain Taxonomy 
 
 
Dr. Dog says 
I need to 
name names. 
But some truths 
are extradimensional.  
I have climbed out 
my tree, and now live 
in the ozone. 
Got a real 
barnburner 
up in my retina. 
Been ejected 
from one borderland 
into another 
uncertain 
district. Woke 
with welts 
on my thighs 
in the shape 
of linden leaves. 



Chronic 
 
 
This muse likes domination. I can’t 
rouse myself to moving with her on top  
of me. She pins my wrists, 
founders me with her slight weight, 
sharp shapes. 
 
She whispers say you love me, 
plays each axon with a barbed wire 
bow. Today it’s the space where head 
meets neck. Yesterday, right elbow. 
Day before, sacroiliac crest. 
 
Say you’re blessed. She gently 
shoves her fist in my mouth. My eyes 
roll back. At times like these I tell myself, 
just breathe. She makes me seize. 
 
She flips me upside down, hangs me 
off the bed, head toward floor. 
She counts with me C1, C2, C3 
then sticks a fork in my ear and twists. 



[optic nerve hypoplasia] 
 
literally means underdevelopment of the optic nerves. It’s also thought that this condition is an 
overexpression of the natural “dying back” process that happens optic nerves that occurs in 
utero 
 
 
pastoral play-actors conspire 
these cavalier inciters 
 
erase the nest in the apse 
every aerie stolen, only scant hairs 
 
(plaits and ravels 
riven too early, they starve) 
 
carve trails into thin pine; then—spoilation 
sever inert parts into ashen teasel, torn horsetail 
 
they poison the sepals  
leave no coils in the hive  
 
snip & chip 
coarse epitaphs 
 
they shave the shyer pairs 
reveal a tinier center 
 



The Eye Surgeon 
 
this poem is a response to two things 1) people who constantly send me articles about 
technology developed to blind people to help them see with electronic eyes 2) a visit to a 
specialist when I was 38 y.o. who wanted to do surgery on my eyes even though the procedure 
would do almost nothing to improve my vision 
 
I do not wish 
my eyes symmetrical 
 
I would not trade 
the almost-sight of  
finch, jay, cardinal 
 
for a pixilated 
viewfinder 
 
* 
 
We do this procedure all the time on children  
If you were four years old we would just get it over with 
 
* 
 
The horizon is  
horizontal; the  
horizon is 
vertical 
 
* 
 
I should 
just  
do you 
and get it 
over with 
 
* 
 
They begin 
decompression 



 
* 
 
To them 
I am a projection 
I am so 
many deep 
I will be so 
many wide 
 
so many  
high 
 
 
* 
 
I enter 
prairie 
 
Graze  
bluestem 
with my  
fingertips 



Ataxia 
 
 
It sounds like the name of a queen in a Greek tragedy. She wants to be let 
alone. She sits in resonance, observing coronae. There’s a word for the scatter 
of colored lines you see behind your closed eyes but I don’t remember it. Stand 
straight upright with your feet together for a full minute. Now do it with your 
eyes closed. If you sway back and forth it means one thing. If you sway side to 
side it means another. If you don’t sway at all, it means a Sign, some Sign is 
positive, or negative. Later the doctor for whom the Sign is named may write a 
new paper, reverse his opinion. Then you are no longer sick. Or you are more 
ill than everyone thought. At Connie’s baby shower, the mamas and grammas 
shrieked like mad hens when a pendant placed plumb over Connie’s belly 
swung in a line or maybe it was a circle. Either you’re a line or a circle. Not a 
slash, spiral, or hemisphere. You must answer all the questions on the survey or 
else this trial will be invalid. Somewhere in Missouri an assistant will shred your 
research data. These are forced-choice questions. Attacks of acronyms are 
normal. Pick the one that best describes you. Heavy and dark. You’d rather 
have something ending in –osis or –asia than –oma. These sound like the names 
of servants in the Greek tragedy. After each scene there’s always a chorus of 
mad hens telling you what you should know by now. 



Off Label 
 
  Ablation via lithium fugues. Floating in taffeta.  
         Then, to the 
molestation. The ambulating of affiliate thumbs. She’s-gamine-he’s-a-nihilist. 
Blames his gluttonies. Haste fuels him. He bungles the tubing.  
 
       Goliath mutilation of the inlets. 
The thiamin isthmus. Absinthe. Bestial fetish. A tough snout. Mouthfuls of 
anathema— ululation. Isolate the fifth one; it’s mutable. It bleats, faithful even 
at stifling voltages. Get a hemostat; limit its mobility.  
   
  A blast, a sabotage. Shuttle her outside to autumn. 
 
Her flashing teases 
the bluet moths. The voile 
tumbles. Mavens hum. 
 



Drowning at Cinchona Lake 
 
 
I clap the water backwards. Weighted bracelets  
labeled elopement risk make the light recede faster.  
First, white into gelid green. Algae-clouded. Then  
phosphorescence on cave walls. A voice murmurs  
below my pulse. The surface softens into constellations;  
the dark invades my eyes and nose. Murmur increases  
to buzz, then dopplers past the side of my head. It says  
Detox and treatment. Insurance accepted. Try a neurostimulator.  
Check all sharps. Meditation for pain management.  
See also: placebo. Straw into gold.  
 
 
 



 The Agnostic Addresses Dog 
 
 
1. 
Neurochemicals have guided  
me to these foothills. 
 
They look like the buried  
backs of dinosaurs. 
 
How to interpret this  
muddled sky? 
 
Cirrus contrails cursive  
all through its vividness. 
 
2. 
If I were ice, falling  
with no haste 
through space. 
 
If my rough sphere  
were distracted 
by Your gravity. 
 
If my center 
disintegrated   
while being dragged  
 
toward You 
by a force I only half  
understood. 
 
3. 
We hold this quantum   thread between us maybe 
How long for the weather  inside my head  to break? 
 
4. 
it’s getting 
harder to 
focus on You 



 
I gotta lie in bed 
long enough to 
still the quake  
in my lungs 
 
5. 
my haunts 
pin my shoulders to the bed 
put their hands over my mouth 
 
in it 
 
they 
tongue my face 
leave their atmosphere 
 
everywhere on me 
 
and if I believed, You could 
say stop and it would stop 
 
but you are  
ineffable  
 
 


