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“Get in the truck,” Anders said. “We got a service call to make.”

Anders was David’s dad, who owned and ran a small air conditioning company.

“Where are we going?” David said.

“Lucedale,” Anders said. “Well, close to there anyway. A friend on the outskirts of Lucedale said his AC’s not working. I have a few other stops between here and there, so we need to get going.”

“Sounds good to me,” David said and loaded a few tools from the garage, ensuring they had what they needed to work on air conditioners during the summer in Southwest Alabama.

Somebody once told David’s dad that if he couldn’t make money in air conditioning in Southwest Alabama, he probably needed to quit and do something else because everybody needs air conditioning.

After an hour or so, they turned onto a dirt road near Lucedale.

David had never been there before, and apparently neither had anyone else, because there was simply a pigtail of a dirt road that led about six miles out into the woods. David counted one lone pole that provided electricity and telephone service to this remote homestead.

But then again, David had seen it all with his dad, from the extremely rich on the Bay in Mobile to places like they were going to today.

A trailer that could only loosely be called a home stood like a deserted monument to a dying culture among the pines.

The truck kicked up a formidable cloud of dust behind them as they sped down the red dirt road.

The trees in southeast Mississippi were ubiquitous and mainly loblolly pine. If it weren’t for TV, David would never have known that there was anything but loblolly pines in the entire state of Mississippi.

An eerie feeling fell on David as they traversed the one-lane red dirt road. He couldn’t put his finger on it.

David had been to hundreds of service calls with his dad before, from the very rich to the very poor. But the sight of this dilapidated trailer surprised him because he just could not understand how anybody could live in that thing.

And as the truck came to a stop, David wondered just why the South was covered in pines. He’d read that they were there because fires and colonizers had wiped out the original hardwoods that were there first. The pines liked the soil and just sort of grew in secondarily.

What he knew was that the pines were all he knew.

And he liked the shade and pinecones they produced.

All of the loblollies stood straight except for the occasional swath that leaned forty-five degrees to the right or left, depending on the incoming direction of the particular tornado that ravaged the area.

These trees were just lucky that the tornado simply altered their growing trajectory toward the sun and didn’t completely uproot them like it had done thousands of others before them.

Besides the occasional tornado and even rarer hurricanes, not much occurred in this part of south Mississippi.

David’s dad told him stories of how he used to run moonshine back in the day when he was just David’s age, how he would hide from the law in any number of nooks and crannies in that part of the woods.

His favorite place was actually over behind Mobile College, which had by now taken over the forest where the moonshine stills once stood and built dormitories and various other buildings that were probably necessary for the school but certainly detrimental to the moonshine industry.

The truck came to a stop, and the clouds of red dust took five minutes to settle before they could actually open the door. A large and rotund semi-bald gentleman, who looked eighty years old to David, came to the door with a shotgun in his right hand, having temporarily forgotten that he had called Anders to come and repair his air conditioner.

“Hey, it’s me, Jack,” Anders said, calling out from the truck.

“Oh yeah, forgot,” said Jack.

“Let me get some tools, and I’ll be right in,” Anders said. “David, grab the tool pouch and I’ll meet you around back, okay?”

David’s dad, against David’s better judgment, followed the old young man back into the trailer and found the thermostat just to make sure it was set on cooling and had not been knocked off the wall in a drunken stupor, which had happened on several occasions.

After a few moments, David’s dad opened the rear door to the trailer, stepped precariously on the semi-rotted back porch, and met David at the outdoor AC unit.

The grass had grown crazy high around the AC unit, enough, as a matter of fact, to compel a family of rat snakes to make it their summer home, highly displeasing Anders.

“Damn it, Jack,” Anders said. “I told you last time I was out here to keep the grass cut around this condensing unit to keep these snakes away. I ain’t driving an hour to get out here just to get bit by some rattlesnake.”

“They ain’t no rattlesnakes,” Jack said. “Just some harmless rat snakes. They ain’t gonna hurt you.”

“The hell they won’t,” Anders said. “I ain’t working alongside anything that can slither up my leg and bite me. Now get your ass out here and get rid of these snakes, or we are leaving. You got that, Jack?”

Jack grumbled, found a sling blade, and went to work encouraging the mostly peaceful rat snakes to seek other housing arrangements.

The snakes were not, however, happy about the whole eviction situation.

While the inside unit was operating and blowing hot air, the outside unit was as dead as several of the loblolly pines precariously close to Jack’s summer home in the forest.

“Jack,” Anders said, “you’re gonna need to get those trees cut down. They’re gonna fall on your trailer, and you’re gonna be dead.”

“Yeah, yeah, I got it,” Jack said. “I was gonna get that done this week.”

“Well, whatever,” Anders said. “All I know is that you better cut them, or you’re gonna die, and those snakes gonna eat ya.”

“Ha, very funny,” Jack said. “Just fix the AC, all right? I don’t need your sass.”

“You need something,” Anders said. “Thirty-eight years old, and you look like you’re seventy, Jack. You need to start taking care of yourself, bud.”

“Do you want a beer or not?” Jack said.

“Absolutely, I do.”

While Jack went back into the trailer to retrieve cold beer from the presumptively operational refrigerator, Anders started troubleshooting the non-working unit, sans rat snakes.

After David’s dad removed the service panel from the unit, he quickly noted the accumulation of several wasp nests, as well as the remnants of the vacated rat snakes.

“Dang,” Anders said. “Look at this crap. How does anybody expect anything to keep running if he won’t at least take care of them every now and then? One easy thing you can do is not let the dang grass and snakes overtake them and act like they run the place.”

“Hey, David,” Anders said. “Get me that Simpson 260 and that yellow-handle needle-nose. I don’t know why they ain’t in this tool pouch.”

“Copy that, Dad,” David said.

David loved going with his dad on service calls. And
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