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       Poems by Linda Pastan 
 
Counting Backwards 
 
How did I get so old, 
I wonder, 
contemplating 
my 67th birthday. 
Dyslexia smiles: 
I’m 76 in fact. 
 
There are places 
where at 60 they start 
counting backwards; 
in Japan 
they start again 
from one. 
 
But the numbers 
hardly matter. 
It’s the physics 
of acceleration I mind, 
the way time speeds up 
as if it hasn’t guessed 
 
the destination— 
where look! 
I see my mother 
and father bearing a cake, 
waiting for me 
at the starting line. 

 

 

Arithmetic Lesson: Infinity 

In nature’s infinite book of secrecy 
A little I can read… 
 
Picture a parade of numbers: 1 
the sentry, out in front; 
dependent, monogamous 2; 
3 that odd man out, that 1 too many 
always trying to break into line. 
Numbers are subtracted, added 
numbers fall by the way. 



Some are broken into fractions – torn apart; 
some assigned to stars, to crystals 
of salt; to threads of water 
on the ocean’s dragging hem. 
The proper numbers march together 
their uniform buttons bright; 
the rational numbers walk alone. 
Every number on every clock repeats 
its psalm over again 
as minutes are numbered; 
and children; and parcels of earth; 
each sparrow as it falls 
each leaf after falling, before burning. 
The negative numbers squabble 
among themselves; imaginary numbers 
count the number of kisses 
that dance on the head of a pin. 
And the parade goes on. 
Each leaf of grass is numbered 
just as it bends beneath 
a numbered foot; each newt; 
each spider’s egg; 
each grain of sleep caught 
in each waking eye. 
Pages are numbered as they turn; 
dreams as they turn 
into facts; the sun 
as it rises on its fiery stalk 
and as it sets. 
But just as the end trembles into sight 
the way the sea trembles 
beyond the final dune 
the steps of the marchers 
grow smaller and smaller again – 
the steps divide. Each number 
hangs back, reluctant as a child 
afraid of what he’ll find 
at the end of a darkened hall.  
And though the destination  
remains always at hand 
the parade moves slowly on: 1 
the sentry, out in front; 
dependent, monogamous 2; 
3 
 

 



All I Want to Say 
 
When I pass you this bowl  
of Winesaps, do I want to say:  
here are some rosy spheres 
 of love, or lust-emblems 
of all those moments after Eden  
when a pinch of the forbidden  
was like spice on that first apple?  
Or do I simply mean:  
I'm sorry, I was busy today; fruit is all 
there is for dessert. 
 
And when you picked 
a single bloom from the fading bush  
outside our window,  
were you saying that I am somehow  
like a flower, or deserving of flowers?  
Were you saying  
anything flowery at all?  
Or simply: here is the last rose  
of November, please  
put it in water. 
 
But as for clouds,  
as for those white, voluptuous  
cumuli floating overhead,  
they are not camels or pillows  
or even the snowy peaks  
of half-imagined mountains.  
They are the pure shapes of silence,  
and for now, yes.  
The clouds are saying  
all I want to say. 
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