

  

    

  




  




  Here's what people are saying about
 OFF COURSE: ROUNDABOUTS & DEVIATIONS




  What great fun to read A. Robert Lee's new book! Since his Tokyo Commute (2001), I've followed with joy the off-course adventures and meanderings in the books of this world-traveler and literary critic-author. The wry humor, quick insight, and tremendous knowledge mark him as a top-quality creative writer. This time, more than ever, he's intensely into what words can do. With daring and speed, he creates crystal-clear vignettes, bringing into life scenes of his childhood or travels, both the dangerous moments and happy ones, with his unmistakable energetic rhythm.




  — Shoko Miura, Tokyo University of Marine Science and Technology




  Readers shouldn't worry. In this new collection, Off Course: Roundabouts & Deviations, A. Robert Lee is very much on course. Wonderful floating worlds in a variety of voices. Eyes on and yet at same time well beyond the road.




  — Andrew Hook, The University of Glasgow




  Starting with the striking cover illustration, A. Robert Lee's Off Course: Roundabouts & Deviations offers good cause for the reader to leave the straight and narrow for the surprising linguistic adventures of his world. His collection of sketches in poetry and prose offers oblique glances at language, life, and cultural quiddities that delight with laughter and pensiveness.




  — Rex Burns, author of The Alvarez Journal and other Mysteries




  Often witty, usually wry, and always wise, A. Robert Lee's poems and vignettes of word magic prove that a wormhole view is in fact the widest lens.




  — Cathy Covell Waegner, University of Siegen, Germany
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  DISCLAIMER:
 NOTE TO THE READER




  Viewing this eBook at a higher than optimal text size will cause the reading experience to be altered considerably. Since eBooks are formatted as reflowable text and have to work on many different screens and devices, it is impossible to guarantee that the poems will display as the poet intended. As such, some of the lines will display as multiple lines of text. When this occurs, the turn of the line will be marked with a slight indent, prompting the reader that this is a continuation of a previous line. In order to read the poetry as it was written, we suggest that you read this book at the default font size on your device. Please note, that spacing of some of the poems were either truncated or eliminated to accommodate reflowable text format. Please refer to the print edition of this book for a more accurate rendering of the poetry.■
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  For Justice Gary Strankman.




  PREFACE




  Too much of a good thing would be wonderful.




  — Mae West




  INTRODUCTION




  I hate all definitions.




  — Doris Lessing




  OFF COURSE. Certain lives give the impression of having been more or less on course from the outset. The unblemished record. Success to success. The good war. The straight or almost straight line.




  But other lives, my own assuredly among them, look altogether more slant, circuitous. By chance or otherwise given to roundabouts and deviations.




  These compositions seek to give recognition.




  In consequence they are also pitched to challenge idioms of the one or another agreed version. Banners, I hope, to unfix the long-term groove or saying. Diagonals. Obliquities. Styles of contra-flow.




  Versification and prose. Monologue and dialogue. Vignette and riff.




  OFF COURSE. As likely as true a direction, or language, as quite any. Some might say of course.■




    




  It seemed like a nice neighbourhood to have bad habits in.




  — Raymond Chandler, The Big Sleep 




  Getting In Touch With Yourself




  Touch, it's a fair old item.




  You get in touch. You lose touch.




  You touch wood. You touch the ground.




  Commands give it play.




  Don't touch me.




  Don't touch the computer.




  Intimacies are involved.




  The feel of her touch.




  Our hearts touched.




  The arts are full of it.




  The painter's finishing touch.




  The touch of musical genius.




  Sport has its share.




  He's simply out of touch.




  She's in good touch.




  There are prohibitions.




  He's not allowed to touch another drink.




  She can't touch the inheritance.




  Cuisine can feature.




  A touch of ground pepper.




  Lightly touched with oregano.




  Sex of course.




  He tried to touch her up.




  Just stop touching yourself.




  Medicine has its say.




  A touch of flu.




  Try not to touch the bandage.




  Gymnastics can enter the fray.




  Touch your toes.




  The high jumper barely touched the bar.




  What about voice?




  The touch of irony.




  Spoken with a light touch.




  And then the therapist.




  Get in touch with your feelings.




  Get in touch with yourself.




  As if you had a choice.




  Grasping the Nettle




  HAVE YOU EVER MET ANYONE WHO DID? I mean literally. And even if you grasped the thing wouldn't you un-grasp it pretty damned quick? Not necessarily say those in the know. If you grasp it lightly you get all manner of stings and then bumps. Little hairs. Toxins. You then have to find a handy dock leaf as antidote. On the other hand if you get hold of the nettle firmly it flattens the hairs and you get home sting-free. Skin-clear. That's something you can learn from botany books. Also that your nettle vaunts the name urtica dioica. Latin. Or ought to be even if it weren't. Must have been a mouthful, though, for those Romans. Mothers telling their would-be Caesars not to get their mitts on the nasty urtica. Fond grandfathers out for a ramble with the little ones warning not to play with wayside plants. Not that any of them would have cared a fig had it been their Thracian or Carthaginian slave. You don't hear much about nettles in Julius Caesar or Livy. Not even Tacitus, who wrote lots of Annals. It seems pretty clear that grasping nettles, even avoiding them, hasn't been pivotal to the Grandeur that was Rome. Not to mention the Glory that was Greece. At least Edgar Poe, who was responsible for so lauding Rome and Greece as well as cracked mansions and pendulums, doesn't give them a billing.




  Which brings me to two of my own nettle close-encounters. Grasping them that is. One such harks back to when, as I was heading into my thirties, I gave up smoking. After thinking I'd proved my adolescent manhood by taking early to the weed it was well over a decade before hacker's cough and nicotine digits pointed to a change of regime. So like a shriven pilgrim and counting by the hour of non-lighting-up I started on the road to pulmonary redemption. Tough enough. But then came a spot of Damascus, my own reversal of Tobacco Road.




  In those days I would frequently find myself heading to London, an 80-minute journey give or take. You boarded old time slam door carriages. One tiny carriage, sealed from all the others, was for non-smokers. In I got, my own newfound monk's cell. The train lurched off duty bound to stop at two or three branch stations before it gathered speed and headed to the metropolis. At one of these a lady of middle years, a tweeded Miss Marple, joined me. I was, of course, in serious withdrawal mode. Trying not to think, even remember, what it was to inhale smoke. She and I exchanged perfunctories, weather, train on time and like. But then, like some rail-track Medusa, and as if to test my astonished senses, she pulled out a cigarette packet, fiddled in her bag for a lighter, and was on the edge of heading into ash and smoke-ring. My cry of protest, maybe near despair, but certainly aroused tobacco need, startled the life out of her. Just for a moment she seemed to be about to pull the emergency chord. A maniac on the loose. Sweating, a would-be sprinter to the non-smoking finish line, I explained that I was in rehab, getting clean. Never mind that she was breaking the rules. At an earlier time I would have happily, gloriously, joined her in the transgression. Whether she put away her cigarette from inward terror or from Florence Nightingale sympathy I shall never know. But I remember when we got to the London platform she headed off at some considerable lick. With just the one backward glance. To tell friend or family of this co-passenger drama. For my own part what persists is all that is meant by nettle nemesis.




  Another grasping concerns ears. Or to be more precise ear wax. It didn't take auricular genius to suss out that sounds were getting muffled, voices less than distinct. Blessedly my medical record showed no history of deafness. Inattention many a time. Drifting off. But no lack of actual hearing. It was then that the phrase earwax entered, well, my hearing. Somewhere deep inside both ear appurtenances lay a minor planet of the stuff. Time to grasp this nettle. A clean-up, in and out removal. By the time I'd got myself to a nearby clinic the term cerumen was on the lips. Medical-posh for what looked suspiciously like brown plasticine. Regulation maintenance as it first seemed. But then it began to dawn what was to be entailed. Inquisition metal instruments would journey into your inner reaches. It meant taking more than a readying few turns in the park, a word with friends, some consultations of the web and the home medical dictionary. Would it hurt? How to quell fears that this was something akin to Claudius poisoning Hamlet's father? One or two people brushed it off with winning insouciance. Nothing to it. Few minutes and you'll be hearing like a porpoise. Others spoke as though we were in Frankenstein territory. Oils, conic instruments, magnifying glasses, pointed miniature harpoons and rakes. And words I thought merely physiological took on terror-cell overtones. Canal, ossicle, cochlea, tymphanic membrane.




  Courage to the sticking place came into mind, no inapt borrowing from the Bard as I headed for the clinic. Within a trice it was cubicle, the chair itself, head to one side, and an inspection. Yes, said the doctor, a build-up. In he went with miniature fishing pole. Metal near your brain, steel to the sidewalls of your skull. The ferreting around felt like some monumentally dangerous scratch. At one point the hook touched my ear drum and I let out a cry worthy of Beowulf. Even so on we persisted. Captain Hook and The English Patient. And, up and out came sifted gold dust, scraped peelings. Oily, brown-yellow, almost extra-planetary blancmange. Nerves jangled throughout. Sweat came to brow, armpit, each and every body terrain. But the excavation complete I heard as one endowed with new powers. An auditory fog lifted. A dull pressure sent on its way. Another nettle grasped. Even if also chair arms held on to for dear life, knuckles for sale.■
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