The Hills Go On Forever

By: Whitney Boland

Bill wasn’t quite sure what he was looking for but he knew it couldn’t be this.  A retreat center.  Whatever that was.  Judy was probably already there waiting on him. But this couldn’t be the road. The way it curved in a direction that looked to him a little too shady.  Uninviting. No one went this way.  For sure not. Maybe he was just being a little jumpy.  He was feeling a little anxious about the whole thing, seeing Judy for the first time in a few months.  Maybe that.  Or it could all just be in his head. The large pines curved in and over the street creating a vacuuming tunnel, dark and inhaling. There was no pavement, but only loose and rutted out gravel from large, four-wheel drive trucks tearing through without thought. For him, he had to maneuver his low-lying Toyota Camry.  He’d just spend too much money changing the oil and getting a check-up he knew it probably didn’t need, but had been suggested by the retailers every 5,000 miles.  He distrusted car salesmen and really anyone in the car business.  They thrived on ignorance and discomfort.  They tried to gain your trust by acting like they liked you when really they could care less.  Those were the types of people that he hated most. But he would have felt like a bigger fool if his car had stalled out or acted up unexpectedly.  He did it not out of trust of their recommendations, but out of anticipation for what could happen in an unexpected situation.  Currently he was feeling good about the decision because this was definitely not a road that he wanted to break down on – out in the middle of Kentucky back roads, no cell services – but the car wash had been overkill and he’d regretted that from the moment the road had tapered into unmarked territory with puddles and mud trenches that were, naturally, unavoidable.

He drove on trying to find the higher ground, keeping each wheel up on the peaks of the carved out ridges where cars and wheels had not tread.  He eased the car up the hill pressing down hard on the gas and cringing when the car dropped to a thud and left him wondering if what had made that metallic sound was something important, or something to worry about.  Maybe he had left a hole in the gas tank.  Or torn off the inner wheel well cover. He checked his rearview mirror to make sure he hadn’t left behind something important, but what caught his eye was the road he had just passed along: the trees and view of the hills beyond distracting him.  The hills that extended out from where he came from and rolled underneath him to somewhere where he was going.

He thought of Judy.  It had been so long.  He thought about what he might say to her first.  What were they going to do? What did they do before?  Did they just sit around and do nothing?  Surely not.  He weighed his options, and practiced his hello’s out loud watching his facial expressions in the rearview mirror: the unnatural way his mouth seemed to form o’s. Judy had called two hours ago from her cell phone; she had cut in and out.  He gathered that she was almost there, and that she would be waiting for him, but when she tried to give him directions she was a little vague.  From what he could gather between the cell phone reception’s dead points was that she was going with Andy to a retreat center where he lived in Clay City.  Andy, Bill understood, was someone she had met at the airport in Boston while she was waiting for the Boeing 757 “with those powerful soul shaking wings” to roll up and dock, and boarding direct to Louisville to begin.   Bill imagined him to be tall, dark, tan-skinned maybe a rustic beard with some type of button-up shirt.  A small, tattered backpack.  The type Judy would be intrigued by.  Mountainous.  Reminiscent of home.  Perhaps his eyes were deep-set giving him an austere and contemplative look.  Mysterious.  Ooo and ahh-able. Bill already hated him.  He probably listened to bluegrass and read Edward Abbey.  Maybe he was intrigued by the Dalai Lama.  Who knew, but Judy had managed, it appeared, to befriend him on the flight where they “had switched seats to continue the conversation about diesel engines and gas prices, which, by the way, he’s got a bio diesel he’s converting to veggie.” She had managed to convince him to give her a lift from the airport to his place which would help Bill out in not “driving all that long way to Louisville” by just picking her up a little closer to home. No matter that he had to drive another fifty miles east out of his way, instead of west, which was almost as much as going to get her in Louisville.  It was her thought that counted, even though Bill figured that very little thought on her part had actually gone into it.  Whatever. Bill was to pick her up at this guy’s house. The retreat center.  And of course he would do it.  He hadn’t seen her in three months.  But more than that, she had asked him to, and how could he refuse that voice over the phone.  It was light and delicate floating through space like some kind of fragrance of lilies or honeysuckle.  He thought of her face every time he heard it, the way she tipped her head back when she laughed and took small measured bits of her food, chewing quickly.  It was chipmunk-like he had told her, but cute. Endearing.  He noticed it the first time they went out on a date for sushi.  She made one piece of a tuna roll three bites. He had laughed, but wanted to ask her to just put the whole piece into her mouth.  It was as if she distrusted the fact that she could fit it in.  Maybe she was trying to savor the taste, or thought that by taking smaller bites in some obscure way meant she was eating less.  Who knew, but it was irritating.

The night before Judy left for California where she found a seasonal job at a ski lodge to occupy her winter, they’d decided to go out on a date.  She’d gotten a job teaching some remnant of yoga, a smattering of hatha, vinyasa, some kind of commercialized version for the business-retreat type.  No bother that she really didn’t know much about yoga, it had sounded  “rad” to her and why not, what else was she going to do, stay in Kentucky, that’s no fun, that’s not living life, this, yes, this somehow was.  Whatever.  Bill hadn’t approved but what did it matter to her, he said nothing and went along with her flights, her twittering of the mind.  It didn’t matter what he thought, because it wasn’t like he was going to stop her.

Their date was nothing more than more of the usual, it just had an occasion now – her leaving – and thus took on some kind of importance that Judy found necessary to document with pictures.  It was nothing special, though. They’d gone out for pizza. They went out to eat often, but mostly to restaurants that Bill was familiar with.  Simple selections.  Reasonable prices.  Something he could trust he would be satisfied with.  A nice cut of steak, or a chicken dish.  Italian was always a plus and American was a keeper. Judy liked the stranger, smaller places.   The Indian food.  Thai.  Ethiopian. Exactly why he rarely let her pick the restaurants because she was usually wrong about them, choosing some obscure and expensive cuisine based on a review or a recommendation of one of her “worldly friends:” the experienced ones that have traveled to ten different countries, lived in two, worked in orphanages, and probably kissed mother Teresa’s feet.  They’d been around and knew what was good, and well, she trusted their eclectic opinions of life experience.  Bill disagreed.  They probably all listened to Ravi Shankar, but whatever, he wasn’t going to argue most of the time.  The food was generally bland, usually not what he was in the mood to eat, and always overpriced.  She, for the most part, didn’t care what they ate, as long as it was fun, and so he always chose the location. That night, thought, she wanted pizza. Bill never really cared for it, but she’d said it was the best pizza in town, the best she’d ever had.  He was sure to love it, she knew it. And she was leaving and had wanted to go for a long time and what did it matter, pizza is pizza.  How can you mess that up?

She picked up the fork and knife and cut tiny, birdlike pieces as she talked, chewing quickly between her words.

“I just don’t know what else I’m going to do when I get out there. There’s just so much to do. Maybe I’ll try something different you know, something really cool. Maybe I’ll go surfing. Maybe, or skydiving.  I don’t know.  It’s going to be great though.  Great.  I just know it.  Can you imagine?  California.  Great. It just sounds great.  I’ve always wanted to go.  There’s just so much to do out there, so many people.  Cool people too.  They’re way more relaxed out there.  They really know how to live it up.  It’s a slower lifestyle. And their weather, man, it’s way better.  Three months.  I can’t believe I’m really going.  Wow.”

She sawed off a bite the size of half a pepperoni, and lifted it into her mouth. There were quick circular motions of her jaw, and then a small shiver at her neck that Bill knew was a swallow.

“Can’t you just eat like a normal person?” He folded his pizza slice and stuffed half of it into his mouth.

“What do you mean?”

“Eat you’re food don’t pick it. You nibble. Just eat it.  Put it in your mouth and eat it.”

“I am,” she said, “I am.”  Judy turned her head and looked down towards the floor, then picked up the fork and scooted her bite back and forth across the plate.  “Anyway,” she said, “it’s going to be great.”

“I don’t know about California,” Bill said.  “How special can it be?”  He said this and paused, then added, “but who knows, maybe it will.”

Bill put his slice down.  He wanted to apologize for criticizing, but not really. He just wanted her to stop eating like she was.  It irritated him.  It was small and stupid he thought, but irritating.  And it shouldn’t be.  It was nothing. He didn’t want her to annoy him though.  There just seemed to be something wrong with that.  They were in a relationship, he should find he attractive, intriguing, cute.  Not bird-like and a nibbler. They finished and paid, and talked in short doses about stupid inconsequential things that now he had a hard time remembering.

The pizza wasn’t all that good.  Chicken, bacon, mango. Unsettling to the stomach. It was greasy and tasteless.  A big let down.  But what did he expect?  They left and he took her home and dropped her off at her doorstep.  They kissed and hugged goodbye and she said she would call him the next day when she got to the airport. That was the last time he’d seen Judy, kissing him and tipping her head back as she laughed in excitement of California.  She was ready to go, to throw caution to the wind, to just up and do whatever it was she wanted to do.  That’s how she was.  He wished she’d not be.  But it was.  He wanted, sometimes, to be like that.  And he’d wanted her not to be.

Bill expected Judy to call the next day like she said she would.  He was going to apologize for being a little irritable and cynical.  But when she called two days later than he’d expected saying California was great, he was quiet. He’d been ready to apologize about the pizza night, but too much time had passed and he’d lost all motivation to change what he’d already said or done. She seemed to have forgotten, and it didn’t matter anyway, she was excited about California, sunny California, and he was stuck in Kentucky with a light drizzle and cold.  He’d rather she not have called, and had hung up after only a few minutes of conversation.

That was three months ago. But now, he was ready for her to get back.  He wanted her unexpected remarks, her flightiness, her lack of consideration and spontaneity.  He wanted her small bites, and her high-pitched laugh.  The way she would twirl (who the hell still twirls who’s older than ten) her hair around her pinky finger when she’s nervous. Those little annoying things. They were the things he missed most now.

He veered right with the road.  It just didn’t feel right.  He thought maybe the unmarked gravel road she had mentioned might have been the first one he passed.  She had said he couldn’t miss it.  She had said it was the obvious road, that there were a few other gravel roads that were oil service roads but that this one was clearly a residential area.  He was beginning to second-guess himself.  He was beginning to second-guess her directions. There had been something about a gate, which he’d seen, but she said it would probably be closed. The one he’d passed when he got onto the road was open; however, none of the other roads had gates. So, who knows.

To his left, the road hugged a drop-off.  The road, it appeared was winding up around the outside of a mountain or a small foothill.  The view began to get more distinct.  Open.  Too open.  It made him feel almost dizzy.  All that air. It was too much room, too open and light like he could be lifted up and swept away with a light breeze.  He slowed to a stop to take in the view.  The drop-off opened up to foothills covering the distance.  Miles extending.  The tops of trees made a green blanket extending from where he was to nowhere it seemed.  It could have gone on forever for all Bill knew.

Somewhere in the distance the trees met the gray drifting sky.  The clouds were moving fast.  Shifting and bulging.  Moving, changing.  Shaping and reshaping.  He imagined how adaptable they were.  With the wind and the sky.  Always on the go, but always settling over the earth in a comfortable way. Like they knew there was no other way to be.  Like they wanted to be exactly the shape they were.  Gray, full, heavy feeling.  It had rained earlier, flipping the bellies of deciduous trees upwards like subservient dogs, making the trees sparkle and shine.  The forest felt clean.  Beautiful and sad.  That cold meditative shimmer of the forest.  He felt alone and pathetic but like he could stay out there forever wandering aimlessly, looking for nothing in particular. Like he might find himself in the trunk of a tree or under a rock.  He thought maybe he should build.  Buy some land.  It was quiet.  Simple.  Satisfying.  It had to be.  He turned his head back to the road and put the car back in drive.  He needed to move; he’d been sitting there long enough.  He was going to be late and he needed to find this place before dark.  He was ready to settle down.  Get a drink.  Maybe this Andy fool would have a fire.  Maybe he would invite Bill in, considering he was in keeping of his girlfriend.  Maybe the three of them could have a good conversation.  A glass of wine.  Maybe they would be comfortable.  Maybe they would go for a hike.  Maybe Bill would like him.  They could be friends.  But probably not.

It was starting to get dark and Bill continued to shift and swerve down the gravel road.  The ruts were getting bigger.  Deeper.  He felt like he was entering into some old, unknowable world.  This was the type of thing Judy would love.  Adventure.  Unexpected turns.  Bill wanted to find a sign, a fork in the road, some distinguishing mark to let him know he was going the right way. Judy, he could imagine if she were there, would be sitting next to him almost ready to explode with excitement.  What’s that, she would say pointing to the right or to the left, let’s get out and explore.

A retreat center.  Who lives at those places?  Bill was ready to get there, wherever it was.  He was ready to see Judy.  To take her back with him. 

 Judy.  He wondered if she had changed any.  Three months isn’t that long but it felt as though he hadn’t seen her in a much longer time than that.  He didn’t know what to expect. Her hair could be longer. Or she could have cut it off without telling him.  He wondered if she would be wearing a shirt he would recognize, maybe that light blue cotton sweater.  It pulled the color right out of her eyes and threw it at you.  Or maybe she had bought some new outfit that was too tight, too sheer.  Maybe she had changed.  She could fall for Andy.

Bill took a right by a broken down truck with no wheel; something Judy had mentioned on the phone as part of the directions.  He might almost be there.  He might be close.  He turned a corner.  In the distance he saw something.  A split in the road and some buildings.   A blue roof that looked like a Japanese temple.  Retreat Center.  It wasn’t what he’d expected.  He’d thought, hoped, the road he was on had been a short cut to some large corporate-looking place. With a sign.  Reception desk.  A pool in the back.  This looked foreign.  Small, homely.  It was probably Andy’s private temple. It was unsettling.  How could he go in there?  Where was the entrance?  What building would he enter first to look for Judy? What room?  He wanted to be shown around.  He expected someone to be waiting for him.  Or to see something familiar, maybe an arrow.  As he drove closer, the gravel drive leveled off but split in three places fifty yards up.  One drive curved down and to the right into a shaded road whose whereabouts and destination he was unsure of; the middle veered up and right a bit and then straightened out to what appeared to be the front of the temple; the third curved down and left and to the steps of what looked to be a residential cabin.  Small.  Brown.  Where perhaps there was a fireplace and where people could potentially be.  But no cars or sign of life in sight.  He slowed his car to a stop at the fork. He didn’t know which way to go.  Judy hasn’t mentioned this part.  She had said after the turn at the truck with no wheels that he would be close and he would know when he got there.  He was uneasy. Unready to commit to any of the roads.  He didn’t want to go further.  He thought maybe he should just turn around and go home.  What was he doing here anyway?  He wasn’t prepared to go searching around a place he didn’t know anything about, and for what, for Judy. She could be anywhere.  He didn’t see any cars or people from where he was.

He thought maybe, now, he hadn’t wanted to see her at all.  It could be awkward.  It had been a long time, and the last few phone conversations hadn’t gone all that well.  There was a lot of stillness in the line and very little said.  What was he doing? He’d driven all this way, to some obscure town, to an obscure place.  He didn’t know where he was.  He was lost.  Why had he done it?  He felt small, like the sky was weighing down on him. The trees felt close together, hovering over him.  It was dark.  It was getting darker.  He flipped on the headlights, but instead of lighting up the area, they only caught the soft, settled rain fog and moisture on the trees and reflected back at him making the forest look hazy and sticky.  Grabbing and trapping the images like spider webs.

Bill couldn’t decide what to do.  In front of him the forest was dark, but behind, the familiar Kentucky hills went on forever.  He thought he could turn around and get back to the main road.  Call Judy again.  Get the definite directions.  The exact roads.  It was only, what, ten minutes back.  Yeah, it might be dark retracing his steps but it would be better than trekking on foot through the forest in front of him. In front of him there’s no telling where he would end up.  He put the car in park and stepped out.  The chill in the air had gotten sharp.  Sharper than in the city.  It was wetter here.  The fog was thicker. A more pronounced discomfort in the temperature. He zipped up his coat and turned around to look at the hills in the distance where he’d come from, then to the forest around him.  He got back in the driver’s seat, shut the door and then shifted his car into gear.
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