
72 ARKANSAS LIFE   www.arkansaslife.com

T.S. Eliot wouldn’t have pegged April as the cruelest month if he’d ever 
come home for the summer with John Gould Fletcher.

Of course, Fletcher himself didn’t make too many summer trips to 
visit the old family place during his expatriate years in the Nineteen 
Teens and Twenties, when he was living in Europe and writing some 
damn fine poetry. And who can blame him? In these parts, humidity 
has the effect of turning any kind of clothing into a literal sweatsuit; 
meanwhile, in England the humidity is expressed in the form of fog 
and lies cool upon your skin. 

No wonder there’s a library branch named for Fletcher — the man 
was clearly possessed of wisdom.

Even in years like this one, when the 
consistently hot days hold off until June, 
there is little cause for optimism. That’s 
because summer is not so much a season 
in Arkansas as it is a malady, and a chronic 
condition at that — treatments can be had 
but, alas, not cures.

In its own way, the first month of 
summer can be the most frustrating. June 
is subtle in its wickedness, robbing us of the 
pleasantness of springtime in bits rather 
than bounds. You might be tempted on a 
mild morning to throw open the windows 
and enjoy a fresh breeze or two. You are 
lulled into complacency, and the next 
thing you know, it’s eighty-five degrees 
inside as well as out. Plus, you suddenly 
notice everything feels a little bit sticky, 
a harbinger of humidity to come. Even 
the most frugal among us know there’s 
only one thing to do: Shut the sashes and crank down the thermostat. 
Summer has laid siege to Arkansas.

Come July, subtlety goes the way of the dodo in favor of plain old 
meanness. The highs creep inexorably upward, and that’s bad enough, 
but the month has more vicious tricks up its sleeve. South-facing 
windows become heating elements, magnifying the sun so efficiently 
that you have to keep the curtains shut from daybreak to dark. And 
your car? Park in the shade all you want — climbing inside for a trip to 
the grocery store will still be self-torture. If the Ledge really wanted to 
pass a law to benefit everyone in Arkansas, they’d put a ban on black 
interiors in automobiles, or at least require you to sign a waiver before 
you bought such a car.

July is also known for the occasional shower, and I understand that 

in song and story, such summer rainfalls are believed to bring relief to 
a beleaguered population. The truth is, in exchange for dropping the 
temperature a couple of notches, the humidity gets jacked up ten or 
twenty percent. That’s the kind of relief I can do without.

August is simply a migraine — thirty-one days of suffering. The only 
effective treatment is to relocate to someplace cool and dark and lay a 
cold, damp cloth over your face. Sometimes even that won’t suffice, 
especially on those days when there’s a twenty-degree swing between 
the high and the low, yet the thermometer never drops below eighty. 
Now that, Mr. Eliot, is a cruel month.

Even during the most brutal summers, 
we have our moments of respite, of 
course. Now and then a cold front will 
push its way this far south and, like a 
schoolyard monitor, send the bullies of 
heat and humidity to stand in the corner 
for the rest of the day. Or maybe there 
will be a spell when the highs merely 
reach the upper eighties for a week or so 
— cooler only by comparison, of course, 
but sometimes comparative relief just has 
to serve. And if you’re standing in the 
right spot around sunset, say near a deep 
lake or a river of any significant breadth, 
there’s always the chance of catching one 
of those marvelous little breezes that 
carry what coolth the waters are wont to 
give up at day’s end.

But all good things etc. Summer’s hold 
on Arkansas is strong and deep, and only 
the inevitable creep toward autumn offers 

any promise of true relief. Come September, while it may still be plenty 
hot, one can at least watch the steady retreat of the daily highs from 
triple digits to double, from the nineties to the eighties, and finally 
to that magical moment when we hear the most beautiful phrase in 
meteorology: “Highs all week in the seventies.”

Time for rejoicing! For porch-sitting and evening strolls, for grilling 
without heat stroke and frolicking without sunburn. But for all who want 
to believe it’s over, we must accept that Arkansas will deliver us one final 
thermal shock before we settle into our autumnal complacency: That 
last summer electric bill.

Get out your checkbook, Mr. Eliot, and tell me once again how it is 
that April’s so cruel.

Eric Francis is a freelance writer and lives in North Little Rock.
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