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The Lost Country: The Series

_____________________________________________________________


Photographers call it the golden hour, that period of time right before sunset when the sky glows orange and the shadows lose their edges, and the world becomes, for the space of about 20 minutes, something elevated and painterly—ephemeral, even sublime. Add to that the ocean breaking over the rocks and the black and white 19th century lighthouse, and, well, you have some idea of how seeing Granite Point that first time affected us (when we were taking it all in by Jeep, whose top we’d removed in spite of the pterodactyls swarming the beach). So, too, were there the strange lights in the sky, which peered down, relentlessly, disapprovingly, as though we had no right to even celebrate (by going on what Amelia had called our “post-apocalyptic honeymoon”), nor to end our crushing isolation.   

Beyond that, though, beyond the fact that it was the golden hour and the waves were crashing and that one side of the lighthouse gleamed like polished brass (or that we were still euphoric over having encountered each other less than 24 hours before), beyond all that was our shared epiphany; which was that the lantern, far from being illuminated from without, was, now that we’d had a chance to observe it up close, shining from within. That it had somehow been kept on—either by electricity or gas or the burning of oil or kerosene—and that it would have had to have been carefully maintained. Which meant that someone, somehow, someone just like us, perhaps, had managed to survive.

“It’s beautiful,” said Amelia—and swallowed, batting away the tears. “My God, Francis. Look at it. I never thought—”

“That you’d see a light again, I know.” I peered at the house attached to the tower’s base and the old truck parked in its drive—which looked to be in surprisingly good shape. “Nor did I.” I looked at her sidelong and gave her a little wink. “But then, I didn’t expect you, either.”

She didn’t notice, only continued staring at the lantern house, as if she were in a daze. “It shifts ... the light. First white, then blue, then purple. And then a color—sort of like bottle green, only iridescent. Like a mallard’s neck. And yet shot through with ...”

She looked at me as if for help.

“Beats me,” I said. “I’m color blind. Red-green color deficiency. Either way, I suggest we make contact—if we’re going to. It’ll be too dangerous after dark.”

She seemed to come out of it, whatever it was. “Is that a good idea? I mean, with just our knives?”

“No,” I said, studying the darkened house. “But—whoever they are—they’re using something for power.” I lifted my gaze to the rotating lamp. “Enough to turn and illuminate that thing. And I’d like to know what it is.” I looked at her across the cab, which was bathed in golden light. “Wouldn’t you?”

And we just stared at each other: there by the lighthouse at Granite Point on the Oregon coast, after the time-storm—the Flashback, as someone had called it at the beginning—the dinosaur apocalypse. After everyone had vanished and the entire world had become a landscape of cycads and ruins, a place inhabited by winds and the souls of winds, a lost country.
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“JESUS. JUST—Jesus,” said Amelia, staring at the decomposing body. “How long do you think it’s been here?”

I examined it where it was sprawled on the back porch, facing the ocean, its skin blackened and clinging to the bones—like it had been vacuum sealed—its wispy hair fluttering. "Hard to say. Few weeks. Maybe a month.” I batted away the flies. “Long enough for the organs to liquify.”

“How—how do you know?”

I studied the holes in its head, a smaller one which was about the size of a dime and a larger, more cavernous one—the exit wound. “Because, otherwise, there’d be brains all over.” I stepped over it and picked up the gun, checked its chamber. “There’s still bullets in it.”

She stared at me tentatively as I closed the chamber and gripped the weapon in both hands—neither of us saying anything. At last I nodded to the back door—the screen of which banged back and forth in the wind—and tried to brace myself. “You ready?”

She shook her head.

“Let’s go,” I said.

And then she was holding the screen as I inched forward and gripped the knob—turning it slowly, carefully, easing the door open. Stepping into a room which was dark as pitch; which reeked of cat piss and despair.
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WE WORKED WELL TOGETHER, that much was clear; it was evidenced by how we swept and cleared the house so efficiently, Amelia opening the curtains (to let in more light) even as I scrambled to quick-check the rooms and closet spaces—finding a radio with batteries in it as well as some flashlights; not to mention a pantry full of food (mainly jars and jars of canned fish—salmon and snapper, according to the labels). Still, what I didn’t find was any evidence of a non-electric power source for the lantern; something which seemed impossible—given the grid had failed shortly after the Flashback and the house itself was completely inert. Nor would this have gone unexamined—that is, if not for the discovery of the door; by which I mean the padlocked door to the tower itself, which we stumbled across at virtually the same instant—or so it seemed—having found it tucked away in a kind of antechamber in the furthermost section of the home.

“But, why the hell would he lock it?” I confess I was flummoxed.

Amelia frowned. “Why wouldn’t he? He probably felt as though he were the only one that—I don’t know, could be trusted with it. To maintain it. Especially after the Flashback.” She fingered a small hook next to the door. “That’s odd—don’t you think?”

I stared at the hook. It was the only thing that wasn’t.

“It’s probably on that corpse; the key, I mean.”

She looked up at me fetchingly, her brown eyes—she said they were green—flicking up and down my body, once, twice.

“Now wait just a damn minute,”

“Now you wouldn’t promise me a lighthouse and then fail to deliver, would you?” She ran her hands over my shirt and up the sides of my neck, cupping my face in her palms, tilting her head. “I mean, we are on our honeymoon—aren’t we? And who knows what a girl might do if escorted to the top of that beautiful beacon with the waves crashing all around her and the seabirds—”

“Pterodactyls,” I corrected her. “They’re pterodactyls. And they’ll peck your eyes out.”

“Whatever,” she rasped, and brushed my lips with her own. “What are you afraid of? That you’ll catch the Ebola virus? Or maybe smallpox? The 1918 flu?”

“What I’m afraid of,” I lowered her hands gently. “Is that we’re going to lose the light and get stuck here. Like, all night.” I looked at her sternly. “And I don’t think you want that.”

She picked at and adjusted my shirt collar, undeterred. “Why not? I mean, where else should we go? Back to Walmart? Back to those little settees in Home Furnishings, with their hard, hard little cushions—where you were such a gentleman, I might add, to just talk to me and assuage my doubts, and to not try so much as a—”

There was a sound, a kind of warbling yowl, a drawn-out, caterwauling, doleful cry, which rose up from the nearby trees and reverberated along the shoreline—where it was promptly answered by another, and yet another.

Neither of us moved.

At last I said: “That was a pit raptor.”

Nobody said anything as the waves crashed against the rocks and the pterodactyls squawked.

“Out on the point? That’s impossible.”

“No, it’s not. They’re night hunters. They’re just beginning their workday.”

“But—”

“Shhh. Listen.”

The sound came again—briefer, this time, more succinct, as though the animal was moving.

I looked around the room—my heart pounding, but there were no windows, no way to tell what was going on outside. “We’ve got to go. Like, now. Before—”

“But, don’t you see? That’s what I was trying to tell you. We took the top down.”

I froze, feeling as though the walls were closing in—like I might actually pass out. But then—then it just passed, I can’t really explain it, and I was myself again (the “cool cucumber,” as Amelia had described me), and what’s more, I’d accepted it. Accepted that I had led us blunderingly into a bad situation because I had hoped, in some dim quarter of my mind—and this despite it being the end of the world itself—to make time with her.

Amelia. The girl I’d met in a ruined Walmart in Coos Bay while scrounging for a pair of shoes—again, while the sun was going down—as well as something to eat. I guess one didn’t know whether to laugh or to cry. Either way, one thing had become clear. And that was that, for this night, anyway—we weren’t going anywhere.
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NOW, YOU MIGHT ASK: Didn’t I find it odd that she’d be so adamant on sleeping separately—in spite of the cold and her earlier flirtatiousness—that we had to drag a bed into the antechamber? And my answer is: No. Not really. Rather, I just took it to mean she was establishing a boundary, and that the apocalypse itself couldn’t turn her into something she wasn’t—which, frankly, I respected. Besides, any man who knows anything knows the coin paid going in is the same earned staying out, which is to say Time, however scrambled it had become, was on my side, and I knew it.

More than any of that, though, was that I wanted to try out the radio, which I did, drinking scotch from the caretaker’s stash and looking out the window—which framed the breakers and gathered pterodactyls like a picture—wrapped in one of the keeper’s thick, filthy blankets. At which I was delighted to discover that the batteries were good and that it in fact worked— and so began scrubbing the dial; hoping, against hope, to catch something, anything (an emergency broadcast signal, a test tone, anything) but finding only static; until, suddenly, even as I was about to give up, there were a flurry of sounds—sounds such as I hadn’t heard since before the Flashback—which, taken together, constituted a thing I’d thought no longer possible, a thing as extinct as the terrible lizards themselves, which I turned down immediately in order to keep all to myself, and soaked up as though fresh from the desert—marinating in it, breathing it all in, drowning.

Woah, Georgia ... Geoorrgia ... No peace, no peace I find. Just an old, sweet song, keeps Georgia, on my miiind ....

I think I must have sunk to the floor, sunk to it in a veritable puddle, spilling the bottle of scotch which clinked and sloshed, forgetting about the cold and the lantern and the pit raptors—which may or may not have still been out there—forgetting the lost country and its hopelessness.

I said just an old, sweet song, keeps Georgia ... on my miiind ...

Until it was over, and the instruments and back-up singers had all faded to nothing, and a voice came on—a new voice, a speaking voice; a woman’s voice—and said, mellifluously, “And that was the immortal Ray Charles, with “Georgia on my Mind.” And this—this is Radio Free Montana—with Bella Ray, broadcasting from Barley Hot Springs in what some used to call the Great White North—which was not intended as a compliment.” She laughed. “So just trust in God and keep your powder dry; and stay with us here wherever you may be—whether that’s a cold water flat in Devil’s Lake, North Dakota, or a high-rise hotel in Miami-Dade—wherever you are out there in the Big Empty, we here at KAAR-RFM will try to have your back. And now it’s back to the music and Patsy Cline, with “Walking After Midnight.” Take it away, Patsy!”

I was up and moving down the hall almost before I’d realized it, double-timing it for Amelia’s room, using one of the flashlights I’d found to see the way, knocking on her door (which seemed thick as a vault now that I thought about it and just sort of absorbed the sound, like solid rock).

Jesus, I remember thinking. I’d searched for a mere signal and found a whole community! It was like we’d gotten rescued from Gilligan’s Island; escaped from the Land of the Lost. Like we’d come home from Oz itself. And I simply couldn’t wait to tell her— although how the music hadn’t awakened her was completely beyond me. I mean, surely—

But she didn’t answer the door, which seemed impossible, not even when I pounded on it with my fists, which literally shook off paint peelings. “Amelia!” I shouted. “Amelia!” I pounded again and again. “Wake up, Amelia!”

Until at last I thought, Fuck this, and tried the knob—only to find it locked. At which I resolved to kick it in (fat chance), or find an ax (she could be dying in there!), and was backing away from it to try just that, when it occurred to me I was acting like a psychopath and a fool.

The fact was, she was a heavy sleeper, I’d seen it myself the previous night. And she was in the habit of wrapping the pillow about her head, which would have further blunted any sound. And that door—Jesus Christ.

I wandered back into the living room and turned off the radio, to conserve the batteries. It would just have to wait until morning, like digging the key out of the corpse’s pocket. The fact was—everything was going to be all right. And with that I found another bottle of liquor—Jeppson’s Malört, whatever the fuck that was—and settled in on the couch; after which the grandfather clock struck 8 and what looked a plesiosaur, only huge, like a small whale, leapt from the ocean—to snatch one of the pterodactyls from the orange-painted rocks.
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“WHAT, YOU’VE NEVER wondered if you dreamt something or actually experienced it? Happens to me. And you said it yourself: you were shit-canned off that—what was it?”

“Jeppson’s Malört,” I said—still tasting it in my mouth, smelling it on my sweat. Still feeling as though it had been poured over my brain like bile. “Look, it wasn’t a dream, okay?”

I stopped walking and stared at her—to emphasize my point—as seabirds swirled (there were no pterodactyls today) and the waves crashed. “Look, I know it’s hard to believe, but I’m telling you: Someone is on the air.” I gripped her shoulders—harder than I’d intended. “Radio Free Montana—that’s what they call themselves. Broadcasting out of a place called Barley Hot Springs. Jesus, Amelia. Don’t you see what that means?”

She placed her hands on her hips. “Have you listened to yourself?” She briefly put her face in her palm. “How would a signal even get from there to here, without—I don’t know, a relay of some kind. What you’re saying is crazy, Francis—can’t you see that?” She shook her head as if in pity. “I mean, can’t you?”

“I’m not crazy,” I said, and took my hands off her. “I heard what I heard. And we’ve got to go there—like, now, today. While the sun is shining. I swear, I’ll—” I looked back at the lighthouse and the old truck parked near our Jeep. “I’ll go alone if I have to.”

She picked up a couple pieces of driftwood, first one, then the other, looking exasperated. “Then why aren’t they broadcasting anymore? Riddle me that, Francis. And why aren’t you gathering wood for the fire? For that matter; why aren’t you burying our friend?”

“There’s maggots,” I said—and started walking, finding it strange she hadn’t mentioned the key. “I’m working up to it. And to hell with the fire. You’re just trying to change the subject.”  

“Oh, I see. Well—isn’t that what we came out here for? To gather wood?” She hurried to catch up with me. “Or would you prefer to freeze again tonight? You know: and to pickle yourself in Jeppson’s Merlot, like—”

“Malört,” I said, increasing my pace. “Besides, I don’t plan on being here. And neither should you.”

She stopped abruptly and called after me, “Then where are you going?”

I took a few more steps and then paused—but didn’t turn around. “I was just walking—if you want to know the truth. Figured it would do us some good. But now—now I want to look at that.” And I pointed.

At the beach grasses which had been singed and lain down nearly flat—as if a burning helicopter had set down directly in their midst—and the saltbushes twisted into an insidious vortex. At the mounds and mounds of sand and other sediment which had been dredged up and redeposited—in an approximate circle—by some presently unseen force (a bulldozer, perhaps); or an object from space having made sudden, violent impact.
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“WHAT DO YOU SUPPOSE it was?” asked Amelia, poking the ashy dirt with one of her sticks, stirring it around.

“I wouldn’t do that,” I warned. “Could be unexploded ordinance—you never know.”

She gasped and moved back—although not very far—as I studied the point of impact, noting how angular it was, how geometrical (as if a giant arrowhead had been stabbed into the earth); all of which left me to wonder—had the object somehow been removed? Or was it still down there?

I scanned the area, looking for debris. “There’s no wreckage—which is odd. So I doubt it was a satellite. No; I’m afraid there’s only two possibilities, really. Bomb or meteorite. And I doubt very much it was a bomb.”

“Or is?”

“Or is.”

She didn’t say anything, only continued staring into the dirt.

At last I said, “What is it?”

“Nothing ... it ... it’s nothing.” She seemed dazed, confused. “It’s just that ... it all seems so strange now. I mean—that we ever had use for such things. For bombs. That we could spend so much time and effort and money ... just to kill each other.”

She looked out at the ocean and the billowing clouds, the whirling seabirds, the distant pterodactyls. “That we could make such ugliness and pain—such sheer terror—and in such a beautiful world. I mean, look at it, Francis. Can you honestly say that it’s not better off without us? Or that, even if there are other people, we’re not better off without them?”

I must have looked confused. “What the hell are you talking about?”

She turned to face me; her dark eyes close to mine. “Give me one reason, Francis. Give me one reason why we shouldn’t just stay here, forever—you and I, alone. Give me one reason why we shouldn’t restore the lighthouse and defend it and kill anyone who comes close; why we shouldn’t go so far as to kill them first—just kill them where they sleep—and stop the threat before it even begins. Tell me now why they’re worth saving, and why we shouldn’t finish what they started,” She nodded briskly at the sky, “What they instigated with the Flashback but failed to complete. What can be completed still—”

And I kissed her, suddenly, completely—I’m still not sure why, maybe because I thought she was breaking down and that doing so would be the only way to snap her out of it, to shock her back to her senses. All I know is that she responded almost immediately and we stayed like that for some time, kissing not as children lost in a storm—which is how it had felt that first night when she’d pecked me on the lips before retreating to her own settee—but as something akin to red hot lovers: thirstily, intensely, primally (but not base), the Bogie and Bacall of the apocalypse.

After which I said, “Maybe you shouldn’t be alone tonight.”

And she said: “Not yet.” And then kissed me again.

Until the moment (and the day) had passed and we’d agreed to stay one more night, and she’d retired by 8 pm to the antechamber while I drank vodka on the couch, shortly after which a plesiosaur breached the froth like a glistening killer whale—and snatched a pterodactyl from the orange-painted rocks.
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I’M NOT GOING TO LIE; I hadn’t really expected to find it—the key—regardless of what I’d expressed previously; so, imagine my surprise when I searched the corpse’s stained pockets—managing, somehow, to keep a tenuous grasp on my breakfast—and touched a crenulated edge. 

Bingo, I remember thinking, not lastly because it seemed to absolve Amelia—whom I’d come to suspect had taken it and not told me—but also because it would allow me to test something; something I’d been thinking about a lot since discovering the strange crater. One of many things I’d been thinking about.

I peered up at the lantern as the rain fell and the clouds drifted, as the melancholy of the day hung over everything
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