COUNTING

I’d walk close to buildings counting

bricks, run my finger in the grout

till it grew hot and numb.  Bricks

in a row, rows on a floor, multiply

floors, buildings, blocks in the city.

I knew there were numbers for everything—

tires piled in the mountains of the dump,

cars on the interstate to Maine,

pine needles blanketing the shoulder of the road,

bubbles in my white summer spit.

I dreamed of counting the galaxies

of freckles on Laura MacNally,

touching each one—she loves me,

she loves me not—right on up her leg,

my pulse beating away at the sea

wall of my skin, my breath

inhaling odd, exhaling even.
To know certain numbers

would be like standing next to God,

a counting  God, too busy

to stop a war or famine.

I’d go search for Him up there:

God counting, next to Orion

drawing his bow.  I’d seen

an orthodox Jew on the subway

bobbing into the black volume

in his palms, mouthing words

with fury and precision, a single

drop of spittle at the center

of his lip catching the other lip

and stretching like silk thread.

At night I dreamed a constant stream

of numbers shooting past my eyes so fast

all I could do was whisper as they

came.  I’d wake up reading the red

flesh of my lids, my tongue

flapping like ticker tape.

I came from a family of counters;

my brother had 41 cavities in 20 teeth

and he told everyone he met;

Grandpa figured his compound

daily interest in the den, at dusk

the lights turned off, the ice

crackling in his bourbon; my father

hunched over his desk working

overtime for the insurance company,

using numbers to predict

when men were going to die.

When I saw the tenth digit added

to the giant odometer in Times Square

tracking world population, I wondered

what it would take for those wheels

to stop and reverse.  What monsoon

or earthquake could fill graves faster

than babies wriggled out of wombs?

Those vast cemeteries in Queens—

white tablets lined up like dominoes

running over hills in perfect rows—

which was higher, the number

of the living or the dead? Was it

true, what my teacher had said:

get everyone in China to stand on a bucket,

jump at exactly the same time

and it’s knock us out of orbit?

You wouldn’t need everyone,

just enough, the right number,

and if you know that number

you could point to a skinny

copper-colored kid and say

You’re the one, you can send us flying.

That’s all any child wants: to count.

That’s all I wanted to be, the millionth

customer, the billionth burger sold, the one

with the foul ball, waving for TV.


Doug Goetsch
It’s algebra!  

It’s algebra!  Algorhymes and rhythms, sum for sun, windstrewn for windblown.  A melody of non sense — No, sound-sense. A libation, liberation, yes, but with no real application? Just affectation, no implications?  Oh no, sir.  I beg you: one lake breeze; one late day sky; two thin grey cumuli = one heart; one lie.  This calculus, calculi of sound over sense, heart - no, ear over whence we come to know.  Either/or; less than/more than; metaphor.  A train leaves Chicago at a constant rate of speed.  Where will it intersect?  Include your work.  Cross your t’s.  

But.  So.  Why?  You can’t begin to comprehend.  Yet.  There’s always a yet.  
JP

Numbers
I like the generosity of numbers.
The way, for example,
they are willing to count
anything or anyone:
two pickles, one door to the room,
eight dancers dressed as swans.

I like the domesticity of addition--
add two cups of milk and stir--
the sense of plenty: six plums
on the ground, three more
falling from the tree.

And multiplication's school
of fish times fish,
whose silver bodies breed
beneath the shadow
of a boat.

Even subtraction is never loss,
just addition somewhere else:
five sparrows take away two,
the two in someone else's
garden now.

There's an amplitude to long division,
as it opens Chinese take-out
box by paper box,
inside every folded cookie
a new fortune.

And I never fail to be surprised
by the gift of an odd remainder,
footloose at the end:
forty-seven divided by eleven equals four,
with three remaining.

Three boys beyond their mothers' call,
two Italians off to the sea,
one sock that isn't anywhere you look.


Mary Cornish
Arithmetic

Arithmetic is where numbers fly like pigeons in and out of your head.

Arithmetic tells you how many you lose or win if you know how many you had before you lost or won.

Arithmetic is seven eleven all good children go to heaven -- or five six bundle of sticks.

Arithmetic is numbers you squeeze from your head to your hand to your pencil to your paper till you get the answer.

Arithmetic is where the answer is right and everything is nice and you can look out of the window and see the blue sky -- or the answer is wrong and you have to start all over and try again and see how it comes out this time.

If you take a number and double it and double it again and then double it a few more times, the number gets bigger and bigger and goes higher and higher and only arithmetic can tell you what the number is when you decide to quit doubling.

Arithmetic is where you have to multiply -- and you carry the multiplication table in your head and hope you won't lose it.

If you have two animal crackers, one good and one bad, and you eat one and a striped zebra with streaks all over him eats the other, how many animal crackers will you have if somebody offers you five six seven and you say No no no and you say Nay nay nay and you say Nix nix nix?

If you ask your mother for one fried egg for breakfast and she gives you two fried eggs and you eat both of them, who is better in arithmetic, you or your mother?


Carl Sandburg
You can't mix math and poems!
There's no rhymes in numbers – except for seven and eleven

All those teens don't count  – at least as rhymes 

And what's so poetic about algebra!  I mean Al Ge Bra

Some Arab wearing his wife's brassiere?  Some abstraction

posing as a thick text book?  Arithmetic running around 

under assumed names?  And who is X and Y is Z?

And who thought of X in the first place?  Shouldn't N

stand in for the unknown number.  Or why not U?

And why not me?  I'm as unknown as any X2 + 4 = 7

Were the ABC's already taken? Did letters come first?

Before fingers and toes?  Before Red fish Blue fish?

Did "one" came before "toe"?  Did "Yes" come before No"?

I bet "I have the answer" followed "I don't know."

So is that a poem?  Is that a problem?  Can anyone find 

a solution?

Variables

Without them everything would be the same.

Uniformed figures answering to the same name –

clones of clones.  Whatever color chosen 

would become grey, but there is no choice

if there's no variables to choose.  All patterns? One

All directions?  One.  All words?  One.  All all one one.

No X.  No Y.  All A.   Aaaaaaaaa! the word for everything.

One hair color.  One skin color.  One height.  One shoe size.

The sea and the sky?  One.  The land and water?  One.

One.  One.  One.  One.  One.  One mantra for all to hum.

When the guru goes the hot dog stand he orders one

with everything.  All jokes have the same punch line.

Why did the chicken cross the road?  To be one

with everything.  All poems have the same rhyme.

Rose are red

Violets are red

Sugar is red 

and so are you red.

Red is the new grey.  Grey is the new orange.

Nothing is the new nothing.  Nothing is new.  

Pizza?  One topping.  Chinese menus?

All #1.  We're # 1!  Everyone's #1

Aaaaaaaa!   Aaaaaaa!  Aaaaaa!

Paul Says

Paul says he hates algebra but

Paul writes an ode to algebra like the ode

Paul wrote to the weight room.

Paul makes graphs slow and perfect

Paul won't eat the donuts

Paul counts his protein and his carbs

He counts his weights in steady reps

He grunts with each push

He multiples the sets by the number of lifts

He divides his time between lifting and sleeping

Paul subtracts the time he needs to eat from the time

Paul spends in class

Paul says he's done but 

Nick was done first.

