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ANOTHER SUMMER'S DAY in a pasture they used to call meadows in the old days. Well, those were the real old days.

We had them more now, and they even seemed more enjoyable. Summer went to fall, went to winter, which broke into spring, and came right back around. Summer grew things and was a time to pasture animals here and there in order to make the grass last. And yet, we left some pastures near the barn and house, the homestead, so that they'd be able to eat during the winter. And some hay was put up for the weeks of the worst weather. These, too were stored in haystacks in those nearby pastures. Livestock could dig through almost the worst snow in order to graze, but there was no reason to have them starve because ice just a half-inch thick was between them and food.

It seemed everyone was farming these days. The cities were slowly coming back, from the edges in. Many had huge lakes in their centers now, perfectly round. Some had natural drainage, and would never fill. Most had fused from the heat of the cities exhaust as they took flight.

I went to see the cities once. Someone got an old rail engine running on eco-diesel and had a few shipping containers on flatbeds pulling behind it. People organized to take whatever crafts and produce into the city to see what trade could be done. Mostly young men went on the trip, with a few adventurous elders to watch out for them, and a few tom-boy girls like me who could take care of themselves in most cases. It didn't hurt to have a beau thinking you were really interested in them. At least that would give you another set of eyes at your back. Most of the boys that were run by their hormones had to be watched out for more than they would watch you. But that was the times where you sat with a boy on one side and a married elder nearby. Usually safer that way.

We rolled into town on as we could. Some flatbeds were empty and had a rough roof put over them. This is where we rode. If the derricks were working in the rail yards, we could have them lift off whole containers. More than likely, the rail yards had left with the city. So the containers had to be unloaded onto a nearby empty flatbed and then carried off to wherever we stopped.

The trip took half the day as we wanted to be back before dark. The owner of the rail engine, I called him Mr. Ben, had stayed overnight at our town, since we had a decent dock set up where we could load and unload. As well, he had joined in with one of our farmer cooperatives to raise and process oil seed into eco-diesel. He used to run it on leftover animal fat, but soon outstripped supply. The eco-diesel could also be used on some old combines and tractors so that we could start again planting and harvesting the huge acreage in the plains. Slow work, as it was no good to plant and harvest something if it was just going to rot in the cribs.

This was the reason to get this machine rolling regularly into town. The highways weren't in bad shape, but the rails had survived better. Plus, most of the rails ran through the old villages and so could bring trade both to and from them.

With the eco-diesel, some trucks could run on the roads. The problem was getting tires for them. Steel wheels tended to eat up roads. And there was no real way to patch those roads. So the horse-pulled carts would stay to the side roads. It was an Amish sort-of life in many respects. The side roads could be bladed and dragged to smooth them out. And the abandoned roads and concrete foundations were gradually harvested to re-purpose into other building materials. The smaller rocks either made their way into new concrete pours, or onto the roads. No one much liked the smell or sight of the old asphalt, so this gravel tended to wind up on the gravel roads.
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SORRY, I'M TELLING you all this stuff when I should be sticking to the story. All that explains why we have black and gray roads on each side of the railway, and how the big and wide "interstates" and "state" roads have gradually been turning back into gravel. Meanwhile, the gravel roads that don't get used have become weedy with woody sprouts. Eventually, the forest is taking everything back.

Forests bring wildlife and predators. Mostly, they leave people alone. There aren't all that many usable guns left, mainly due to the lack of quality gunpowder for the bullets. Most children are trained in using knives and scythes for harvesting as well as spears along with bows and arrows for both hunting and defense. Women generally tended the house and children while the men and boys did the farming and hunting. There was a workable common sense in these Amish and traditional ways. Communities developed with clusters of houses toward the center, barns nearby, and fields outlying these. Where the predators were heavy, stockade walls were built around the homes, and perhaps another ring around the barns, further out. The barns themselves were built for defense. 

Mainly because the predators had become savvy to the ways of people.

That was another reason to visit the cities. They needed our food, and we needed more technology to defend our food production.

The closer we got to town, the more we were assaulted by unnatural smells. Pungent. Mostly because the heavy industries that were left on the outskirts of the city ran on coal and old fuel oil burning to run a steam-driven piston engine and a few turbines. It looked all grey and black downwind of these smokestacks. All the whites and colors were upwind. The rails seemed to be on the dividing line between the two.

We pulled into a dockyard where a long line of decking came right up to the side of the rails on one side. This was slow going as we didn't know the conditions of the rails. The rail engine had a repair cart with a crane that was pulled right behind his oil-tender, just in case. It could also be run as a second engine, but the gearing was set much lower, in order to pull the engine back onto tracks in case of derailing.

We also didn't have many flatbeds with or without containers on that run, mainly because we didn't know if the tracks were in good shape all the way into and inside the city. You see, the tracks were the simplest way to find good quality steel.

It was much easier than tearing apart the old vehicles. The very oldest vehicles were sliced up first as they had the best alloys in them. The newer cars were more cheaply made and had the most useless electronics in them.

But the reason we were here is to see if we could get some of these electronic gizmo's. The main thing we wanted was communications. First was to get the wireless between the villages going. Most of the old electric wires were not in good shape due to weather. There was some fiber-optics along the rail lines, but the electronics that linked them together had mostly been flashed by the bombing, except in rural areas. Which left no national system, just scraps. And the people in villages didn't know how to bring these back, or didn't have the repair materials to fix many of them if someone survived who did have the know-how.
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