
Excerpt from The Secret Life of Bees  by Sue Monk Kidd 
 
Lily Owens, 14, is learning about bees and honey from her new friend, beekeeper August 
Boatwright, and her assistant Zach. 
 

On our first Friday evening there, after prayers were finished and orange and pink swirls still 
hung in the sky from sunset, I went with August to the bee yard. 

I hadn’t been out to the hives before, so to start off she gave me a lesson in what she called 
“bee yard etiquette.” She reminded me that the world was really one big bee yard, and the same 
rules worked fine in both places: Don’t be afraid, as no life-loving bee wants to sting you. Still, 
don’t be an idiot; wear long sleeves and long pants. Don’t swat. Don’t even think about swatting. 
If you feel angry, whistle. Anger agitates, while whistling melts a bee’s temper. Act like you 
know what you’re doing, even if you don’t. Above all, send the bees love. Every little thing 
wants to be loved. 

August had been stung so many times she had immunity. They barely hurt her. In fact, she 
said, stings helped her arthritis, but since I didn’t have arthritis, I should cover up. She made me 
put on one of her long-sleeved white shirts, then placed one of the white helmets on my head and 
adjusted the netting. 

If this was a man’s world a veil took the rough beard right off it. Everything appeared softer, 
nicer. When I walked behind August in my bee veil, I felt like a moon floating behind a night 
cloud. 

She kept 48 hives strewn through the woods around the pink house, and another 280 were 
parceled out on various farms, in river yards and upland swamps. The farmers loved her bees, 
thanks to all the pollinating they did, how they made the watermelons redder and the cucumbers 
bigger. They would have welcomed her bees for free, but August paid every one of them with 
five gallons of honey. 

She was constantly checking on her hives, driving her old flat-bed truck from one end of the 
county to the other. The “honey wagon” was what she called it. Bee patrol was what she did in it. 
I watched her load the red wagon, the one I’d seen in the backyard, with brood frames, those 
little slats that slip down in the hives for the bees to deposit honey on. 

“We have to make sure the queen has plenty of room to lay her eggs, or else we’ll get a 
swarm,” she said. 

“What does that mean, a swarm?” 
“Well, if you have a queen and a group of independent-minded bees that split off from the 

rest of the hive and look for another place to live, then you’ve got a swarm. They usually cluster 
on a limb somewhere.” 

It was clear she didn’t like swarms. 
“So,” she said, getting down to business, “what we have to do is take out the frames filled 

with honey and put in empty ones.” August pulled the wagon while I walked behind it carrying 
the smoker stuffed with pine straw and tobacco leaves. Zach had placed a brick on top of each 
hive telling August what to do. If the brick was at the front, it meant the colony had nearly filled 
the combs and needed another super. If the brick was at the back, there were problems like wax 
moths or ailing queens. Turned on its side, the brick announced a happy bee family, no Ozzie, just Harriet and her 
ten thousand daughters . 1

August struck a match and lit the grass in the smoker. I watched her face flare with light, then 
recede into the dimness. She waved the bucket, sending smoke into the hive. The smoke, she 
said, worked better than a sedative. 

Still, when August removed the lids, the bees poured out in thick black ropes, breaking into 

1  “The real-life Nelson family - Ozzie, his wife Harriet and their sons David and Ricky - played themselves in this 
long-running sitcom, where Ricky got his start as a teen idol. When the Nelson boys grew up and married their 
sweethearts, Kris and June, their real-life wives played their TV wives. The series began as a radio program in 1944. . . . 
The "adventures" the family experienced every week involved very little conflict or friction. Problems and 
misunderstandings were solved quickly and with a shared laugh over the silliness of it all” (tv.com). 
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strands, a flurry of tiny wings moving around our faces. The air rained bees, and I sent them 
love, just like August said. 

She pulled out a brood frame, a canvas of whirling blacks and grays, with rubbings of silver. 
“There she is, Lily, see her?” said August. “That’s the queen, the large one.” 

I made a curtsy like people do for the queen of England, which made August laugh. 
 

☼ 
“Come on, Lily,” she said. “We’ve got all these jars of honey to paste labels on, and it’s just me and you.” 
Zach was spending the day delivering honey to her selling places all over town and picking up money from 

the previous month’s sales. “Honey money” was what Zach called it. Even though the big honey flow was over, the 
bees were still out there sucking nectar, going about their business. (You could not stop a bee from working if you 
tried.) Zach said August’s honey brought fifty cents a pound. I figured she must be dripping in honey money. I didn’t 
see why she wasn’t living in a hot pink mansion somewhere. 

Waiting on August to open a box containing the new shipment of Black Madonna labels, I studied a piece of 
honeycomb. People don’t realize how smart bees are, even smarter than dolphins. Bees know enough geometry to 
make row after row of perfect hexagons, angles so accurate you’d think they used rulers. They take plain flower juice 
and turn it into something everyone in the world loves to pour on biscuits. And I have personally witnessed how it 
took a whole fifteen minutes for about fifty thousand bees to find those empty supers August had left out for them to 
clean up, passing along the discovery in some kind of advanced bee language. But the main thing is they are 
hardworking to the point of killing themselves. Sometimes you want to say to them, Relax, take some time off, you 
deserve it.  
 

☼ 
 

I stopped wetting the labels, not wanting to get ahead of her. When she picked up the jar again, I said, “Did 
you grow up in this house?” I wanted to know everything there was about her. 

She shook her head. “No but my mother did. This is where I spent my summers,” she said. “You see, the 
house belonged to my grandparents, and all this property around it. Big Mama kept bees, too, right out there in the 
same spot they’re in today. Nobody around here had ever seen a lady beekeeper ‘till her. She liked to tell everybody 
that women made the best beekeepers, ‘cause they have a special ability built into them to love creatures that sting. ‘It 
comes from years of loving children and husbands,’ she’d say.” August laughed, and so did I.  

“Was your Big Mama the one who taught you to keep bees?” 
August took off her glasses and cleaned them on the scarf at her waist. “She taught me lots more about bees 

than just how to keep them. She used to tell me one tall bee tale after another.” 
I perked up. “Tell me one,” I said. 
August thumped her finger on her forehead like she was trying to take one of them off some back shelf in her 

head. Then her eyes lit up, and she said, “Well, one time Big Mama told me she went out to the hives on Christmas 
Eve and heard the bees singing the words of the Christmas story right out of the gospel Luke.” August started to sing 
then in a humming sort of way, “Mary brought forth her firstborn child and wrapped him in swaddling clothes and 
laid him in the manger.” 

I giggled. “Do you think that really happened?” 
“Well, yes and no,” she said. “Some things happen in a literal way, Lily. And then other things, like this one, 

happen in a non-literal way, but they still happen. Do you know what I mean?” 
I didn’t have a clue. “Not really,” I said. 
“What I mean is that the bees weren’t really  singing the words from Luke, but still, if you have the right kind 

of ears, you can listen to a hive and hear the Christmas story somewhere inside yourself. You can hear silent things on 
the other side of the everyday world that nobody else can. Big Mama had those kind of ears. Now, my mother, she 
didn’t really have that gift. I think it skipped a generation.” 

 
☼ 
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I couldn’t locate a stray bee anywhere. The hives looked like an abandoned neighborhood, the air groggy with 
heat. You got the impression the bees were inside having a big siesta. Maybe all that excessive work had finally 
caught up with them. 

“Where are they?” I said. 
August placed her finger to her lips, signaling me to be quiet. She lifted off her helmet and laid the side of her 

face flat against the top of the hive box. “Come listen,” she whispered. 
I removed my hat, tucking it under my arm, and placed my face next to hers so that we were practically nose 

to nose. 
“You hear that?” she said. 
A sound rushed up. A perfect hum, high-pitched and swollen, like someone had put the teakettle on and it had 

come to a boil. 
“They’re cooling the hives down,” she said, and her breath broke over my face with the smell of spearmint. 

“That’s the sound of one hundred thousand bee wings fanning the air.” 
She closed her eyes and soaked it in the way you imagine people at a fancy orchestra concert drinking up 

highbrow music. I hope it’s not too backward to say that I felt like I had never heard anything on my hi-fi back home 
that came out that good. You would have to hear it yourself to believe the perfect pitch, the harmony parts, how the 
volume rolled up and down. We had our ears pressed to a giant music box. 

The the whole side of my face started to vibrate as if the music had rushed into my pores. I could see August’s 
skin pulsating the tiniest bit. When we stood back up, my cheek prickled and itched. 

“You were listening to bee air-conditioning,” August said. “Most people don’t have any idea about all the 
complicated life going on inside a hive. Bees have a secret life we don’t know anything about.” 

I loved the idea of bees having a secret life, just like the one I was living. 
“What other secrets have they got?” I wanted to know. 
“Well, for instance, every bee has its role to play.” 
She went through the whole thing. The nest builders were the group that drew the comb. I told her the way 

they created hexagons, they must be the ones who could do math in their heads, and she smiled and said, yes, nest 
builders had true math aptitude.  

Field bees were the ones with good navigational skills and tireless hearts, going out to gather nectar and 
pollen. There was a group called the mortician bees whose pitiful job it was to rake the dead bees out of the hive and 
keep everything on the clean side. Nurse bees, August said, had a gift for nurturing, and they fed all the baby bees. 
They were probably the self-sacrificing group, like the women at church socials who said, “No, you take the chicken 
breast. I’m just fine with the neck and gizzard, really.” The only males were the drones who sat around waiting to 
mate with the queen  

“And of course,” August said, “there’s the queen and her attendants.” 
“She has attendants?” 
“Oh, yes, like ladies-in-waiting. They feed her, bathe her, keep her warm or cool--whatever’s needed. You 

can see them always circled around her, fussing over her. I’ve even seen them caress her.”  
August returned her helmet to her head. “I guess I’d want comfort, too, if I did nothing but lay eggs all day 

long, week in and week out.” 
“That’s all she does--lay eggs?” I wasn’t sure what I expected, it wasn’t like she wore a crown and sat on a 

throne giving out royal orders. 
“Egg laying is the main thing, Lily. She’s the mother of every bee in the hive, and they all depend on her to 

keep it going. I don’t care what their job is--they know the queen is their mother. She’s the mother of thousands.” 
The mother of thousands. 
I put on my helmet as August lifted the lid. The way the bees poured out, rushing up all of a sudden in spirals 

of chaos and noise, caused me to jump. 
“Don’t move an inch,” said August. “Remember what I told you. Don’t be scared.” 
A bee flew straight at my forehead, collided with the net and bumped against my skin. 
“She’s giving you a little warning,” August said. “When they bump your forehead, they’re saying, I’ve got my 

eye on you, so you be careful.  Send them love and everything will be fine.” 
I love you, I love you,  I said in my head. I LOVE YOU . I tried to say it thirty-two ways.  

 
 (Excerpt from The Secret Life of Bees  by Sue Monk Kidd, copyright © 2002 by Sue Monk Kidd. Used by 
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