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THE LETTER

By

Andrew Motion

If I remember right, his first letter.
Found where? My side-plate, perhaps,
or propped on our heavy brown tea-pot?
One thing is clear -- my brother leaning
across to ask Who is he? half angry

as always that summer before enlistment.

Then alone in the sunlit yard, mother
unlocking a door to call Up so early?

-- waving her yellow duster good-bye

in a small sinking cloud. The gate creaks
shut and there in the lane I am running

uphill, vanishing where the woodland starts.

The Ashground. A solid contour swept
through ripening wheat, and a fringe
of stippled green shading the furrow.
Now I am hardly breathing, gripping
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the thin paper and reading Write to me.

Write to me please. | miss you. My angel.

Almost shocked, but repeating him line
by line, and watching the words jitter
under the pale spidery shadow of leaves.
How else did 1 leave the plane unheard
so long? But suddenly there it was —

a Messerschmitt low at the wood's edge.

What I see today is the window open,

the pilot's unguarded face somehow
closer than possible. Goggles pushed up,
a stripe of ginger moustache, and his eyes
fixed on my own while I stand

with the letter held out, my frock blowing

before 1 am lost in cover again,

heading for home. He must have banked

at once, climbing steeply until his jump

and watching our simple village below —
the Downs swelling and flattening, speckled

with farms and bushy chalk-pits. By lunch

they found where he lay, the parachute
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tight in its pack, and both hands spread

as if they could break the fall. I still
imagine him there exactly. His face pressed
close to the sweet-smelling grass. His legs

splayed wide in a candid unshamable V.
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