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        How can people work on trains? Read on trains? There is so much happening outside: Trees and iron pylons, golf-cart graveyards, vines. Rapunzel-towers of overgrown silos, muralled with graffiti.

        Forgotten windows, weeds and wildflowers, signs unclad.

        Artichoke-leafed storeroom roofs; construction equipment out of old picture books. Lines and wires and insulators, brickyards and urban quarries.

        Men under golf umbrellas in carparks. Abandoned cinemas, flags, the occult paraphernalia of sidings (arrays of buckets, lights, signs). Leaf & light & trunk & wire, chain-link fence & overpass, signal box & gate & stair.

        Orange tape & rusted drum. Sleeper, chimney, lamp & stone. Sun-bright domes and needling spires, bridges arched like a skipped pebble.

        A swooping net of cross-mown lawn, lilies yellow-starred on a cool olive sky, a trickle of creeks, water clear as gasoline. The swift-tumbled bank down to furtive trees.

        A bridge like a shout of iron. Bee hives spindle-legged—INDUSTRY—a piano-accordion.

        Waisted pylons, leaves dense as a mattress. A spilling warehouse where all the trash is stored.

        School buses, corralled, yellow as waterlilies. And willows, willows streaming in our wake. Willows straining and effortless as sleep. Telephone poles like a word game or a condemnation, flower-foam frothed on embankments.

        Shingles hammocked between rafters, a yard secretive with conspiracies of pipes and funnels. Summer piled thick as a symphony, leaf-pleated, pod-smocked, buttoned with blossom and set about with red-brick and tar.

        Generous mysteries of warehouse doors, a cool wilderness of concrete colonnades (and beyond, towers cream and blue as Wedgewood, as pewter).

        Immense scrollwork brackets, a freight-train painted like wooden teething beads (red, cream, folk blue), flowered with graffiti.

        And clocks! Clocks on towers, gilt-shadowed; new-grown sundials. A pendulum of wires, the chime of horns, the ratchet-tick of miles.

        And hello river, stone-tucked and snag-gathered! I know you!

        (Over that river the land becomes unsettling: oiled silk water flocked and baized with algae, trees hot-handed against the windows.

        An inexplicable, almost intelligible script of bleached trunks; even the bulldozers cluster, somnolent, closer by the tracks, too yellow.)

        It is the being-on of trains that I like. The way the world(s) and people move around them. They pleat the world and weight time.

        (And on: trucks engulfed by the slow embrace of vines, a field of chalk-pale satellite dishes listening, or watching—I think it is not accidental that they are bowed like the bowl of a camera obscura.)

        I did not realise how ominous Massachusetts could look with all its leaves on. Beautiful still, but engulfing, like a green gullet.

        There! A brand new platform, small as a cubbyhouse and smelling of fresh-cut timber. An electric violin tunes up at the cafe.
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        A yellow fog of rain and ochre leaves over a matte pewter bay. Not swooping—gliding straight and velvet as if between two walls of painted scenes.

        The woods are chiffon, thin and hazy.

        A tall white house alone in sere and tawny stubble.

        The powerlines and industrial estates, the fallow fields of white trucks, the autumnal bulldozers and black plastic fencing. The toy houses set down anyhow, the large-boned fuel stations. All lost in the woods.

        And the woods crowd up to the umber water.

        And the towns are harbours in the trees.

        A deep pile of wrecked cars fallen, rusty as leaves, at the base of a tangled hill.

        The water breaks off into the ellipses of short-stumped jetties. When you are on the water, there is nothing but water. When you are in the forest, the world is made of trees. But the houses are built to keep both out, and the houses cannot forget.

        The train sings like a finger on the rim of a glass.

      

        

      
        I think autumn is an invention, an infection.

        Culverts and buttresses, cuttings and weighbridges, iron and concrete both softened and fall-stained. A pine-green shed, a turned-bone tanker. Both bleed and lichen and bloom.

        At home it is spring, the variegated-rose bark is peeling like ribbon candy and the trees are shedding violet and scarlet like painted shade. Fall is made-up, like yellow schoolbuses, sororities and American high schools.

        And Wilmington, Delaware. Someone has dreamed it up and neglected to fill in the details. The sky is blank as water and I don’t know what will happen if you get off the train.

      

        

      
        The doors ring like a distant alarm and a man gets on, out of the dream, with a hard hat and hung about with keys and carabiners. Why does he need so many? Where are the locks they open? What was out there?

        On the other side of that high vine-knotted wall, a car company. Below that low bridge, a little river, warm-olive and silver.

        Dredges, grave and solitary, and are they above the train? Are we a little heavier on the water? There is a ticket above me shaped like a bookmark. The conductor puts her hand on my shoulder. “If you decide to move, just move that with you.”

        A lady in a neat suit and gold necklace staggers down the aisle and here is a house, half soot and hanging shingles and half scarlet and icing-white, and the train cuts between the world and a railway is a wild, implausible idea.

        These high, hunched houses, ornamented on two sides, are shaped to press together, but each stands alone on its lawn, at offset angles, with its turrets and blank bay windows, and the trees pry between them.

        Philadelphia, and a convocation of hi-vis vests might have been shaken from a branch onto the tracks.

        Philadelphia, with a railway bridge putting out leaves and a willow brooding over a rubble pile.

        An enclosed station belongs to the world of the carriage. It’s an airlock, easier to believe.

        “Yes, mountain bikes,” “Yes, spin classes,” “Yes, record stores,” say the signs. You must build the city from that, and here is a perspective grid of lines and cables upon which to construct it.

        It is unfinished. The tops of buildings are soft sketches in the clouds.

        Narrow, pastel houses like used paperbacks. A factory hollowed out and refilled with rubble. The skeleton of a roof, the bound of great red-and-white arched windows. The codes of hundred-paned industrial windows, like so many palms: glass, black glass, empty, boarded-up.

        Tall, pendulous-bellied tanks on mosquito legs, picking their way over factory roofs.

        The raw ends of row-houses, depot yards, the cross-sections of the world.

        An ill-knit, finger-knit shawl of vines, displayed between two power poles (knotted, drop-stitched).

        Back into the trees. Push your face into the trees and hold yourself under until you can breathe again, and there is no city, only stray pale rectangles reforming and distorting on the surfaces of the world.

        On two arches of a mint-green box-girder bridge, dashing against the foliage: “TRENTON MAKES, THE WORLD TAKES.”

      

        

      
        The brashness of industry is a type of creative defiance. “Here, take. Come buy.”

        Do these houses feel permanent? Did the painter of the ANTIQUES sign know how unlikely it looks to claim, here, for these things, antiquity? The trees persist through impermanence. Turning. A stretch of pale bare trunks, and a pylon frozen among them.

        Peach, cherry, lemon. Such full colours for something so thin as leaves.

        A basket of gold, rustling, full as a heart.

        Grape, loquat, mandarine. Pomegranate, melon. Plum, lime. Bark and paper.

        On an embankment, a tyre holds down a white sheet of tin.

        “174 to Boston.”

        Three bells.

        MetroPark pretends a stately arrangement with the trees. A grand park. But the trees are taller here, and the wet, lion-coloured grass by the carpark is unkempt. The golf course has been manicured but the trees are otherwise engaged. Make, and change, and toss it down.

        Plates of riveted tin patch the dome of a silo, rounded as if to fit a hand. No prefabricated pretence (without any seam or ironwork): here is a thing that was made.

        The leaf-mould of old industry: mossy concrete, verdigris, wine-dark walls.

        Newark, and a breeze only out the right-hand windows. One shrub waving wildly as its neighbours stand still. A copper dome. A spire. Safety rails harmonise with a pale yellow tree.

        A gold dome, black-topped like a set pearl. Racks of cars, neatly stored like the pieces of a game. And here you begin to believe the towers are building themselves into being; summoned as in a mirror, they will resolve as you approach them, gain details fractally.

        The burnt-bark laminations of a railway bridge. The concentric rings of a city.

        In approximately ten minutes, ladies and gentlemen, you, too, must become real again.

        A toybox yard: trailers, boats, pick-ups, tumbled and twisted. On a small black car in great letters: LOST.

        Here is a field of reeds, soft as sleep on the eyes. There is the city half-suspended from cloud.

        Say its name twice in the window and summon it.

        White waterbirds, still.

        The train calls like an indrawn breath.

        A brick beehive with a temple door. A tunnel. Lights flash by, counting down. And you will wake up, any moment now.

        [Photo: You have arrived]

        New York!

        Two men diligently sweep water uphill, and the roofline is a case of faceted, opaque jewels.
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        The train pulls out on an indrawn breath, in darkness, like the suspense of strings being tuned behind a curtain.

        The world is being made. Plastic sacks of earth, of timber, of iron shards, of wires.

        Five men frown at a flaming spar. The props of lives stored on flat roofs: buckets, ladders, a yellowing tree in a blue-glazed pot.

        They are letting out the seams of the city.

        Self-edged, selvedge, unhemmed, whip-stitched with cables and weighted with concrete, rolled with fraying vines, blanket-stitched with a scrabble of pickets, beaded with paper cups, knee-deep in river mud.

        A fall forest waits like a fable.

        Last week’s gilding has tarnished. The trees are rusted and verdigrised.

        The graffiti on the cuttings, arrows and obscure commands, are tailor’s marks.

        Sheds chained in back yards follow the train with unlit windows. The nervous system of ivy displayed on a wall. The naked belly of a boat. Dissecting pins and wires hold the bloodless branches peeled away from the tracks.

        These rusting sutures make an enormous creature, beautiful, unnatural. It rushes headlong into wastelands, blunders with unwieldy, clever brutality into the cities’ hearts.

        New York. New Rochelle. New Haven.

        A bulldozer broods on a nest of gravel. Here is where they make. Here is where they store: water; sacks of leaves; pallets; iron staircases; the pewter sky in the broken mirrors of a swamp.

        A small town. The fine, tidy houses face the line, the trimmed verge of the corridor. The train rolls on a mattress of leaves, then clatters back behind the arras, dragging the straggled carried-stitches at the back of the trees. Pressing against mismatched, milky factory windows, kicking through the trash.

        At Bridgeport, the little boats have slid down their ramps and lie tangled together. There are so many broken factory windows and, within, the buildings are fretted and porous as a theatre. As if you could click a lever and the world would revolve inside them.

        Here are trees broken into their component parts and sorted: bolls, branches, twigs, leaves.

        Self Storage. Auto Body. Choose a name, guano-white, from the underpass and wade out into the dark water.

        Gravestones thin as train tickets, or bookmarks, or garden markers.

        At New Haven the train stops. The power is off. In the grey afternoon twilight the passengers eat to keep warm.

        From the train, you can see where all the car bodies are buried. We are leaving the leaves behind.

        The train is a harmonica. Sucking cold air through the teeth of the trees, the one broad low note of someone testing a mouth-organ.

        A blue truck, broken, in a hollow of brown. Rusted funnels and conveyors, spilling flakes.

        A mirrored dragon, pink stomached, climbs a rail in Meriden and grimaces through its forest of teeth.

        A plastic dollhouse falls open like a book beside the tracks.

        Two car seats, a love-seat, settled on the bank. Waterlilies flat as palms against wet grass. Black trees against a red ground.
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