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An Uninvited Guest

Augusta Trobaugh

When Lula came into Miss Minnie’s kitchen that August morning, she let the screen door from the back porch slam behind her—on purpose—because she was already irritated. She didn’t know why.

Even the early-morning coolness of the kitchen didn’t please her as it usually did. Because she knew that by noon, it would be just like an oven—steamy and miserable from the simmering butterbeans, the potatoes boiling for potato salad, and the August sun baking the windows.

She took the clean apron out of the paper sack she always carried and continued her silent grumbling. When she went home that evening, the sack would contain not only the apron, but cornbread left over from dinner, and maybe even a few crookneck squash from Miss Minnie’s garden—but only if Miss Minnie happened to be in one of her generous moods, something that happened ever more rarely as the hot summer wore on.

Because Miss Minnie was nearly as irritable as Lula, they fussed with each other almost all the time, mostly over things that didn’t matter worth a hill of beans, anyway. Not really.

“Where’d you put the jelly? Why do you always hide it from me?” Miss Minnie said the day before, pushing everything around in the refrigerator, clanging the pickle jar against the mayonnaise jar and sending two over-ripe tomatoes tumbling from the vegelator shelf and onto the floor.

“I done told you and told you, the jelly’s right here on the table. I wish you’d listen to me when I tell you the first time,” Lula snapped.

Before Lula could retrieve the tomatoes from where they had rolled under the kitchen table, Miss Minnie was clanging jars in the refrigerator yet again and demanding to know why Lula was hiding the jelly.

It had to be the heat.

Day after weary day of blazing sun and oven-hot air, relieved only briefly by thunderstorms that blew in from across the creek every afternoon, drenching the baked ground with rain and then moving on, leaving the scorched earth simmering under the returning glare of a molten-golden sun. Steam rising up from the ground, just like in a volcano program Lula saw one time on Miss Minnie’s television set.

Even the rain caused trouble between them that summer, because Lula took to throwing the windows wide open to the thunderstorms, to the cooler gusts of air that blew down the long, central hallway from the front porch all the way to the back, eddying into the stifling dining room and the back bedroom where the very sheets on the bed were as warm as if they’d just come off an ironing board.
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