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  Context


  Sue Monk Kidd was born on August 12, 1948, in Sylvester, Georgia, and lived on a plot of land that had belonged to her family for more than 200 years. She spent all of her childhood in Sylvester, a safe, small, rural town she has called “endearing” and “Mayberry-esque” in interviews, even though the town was the site of racial injustices so prevalent in the South during that time. As a child, Kidd observed the deeply ingrained segregation between white and black southerners. Nevertheless, she recalls listening to the stories of the African American women that worked in the domestic realm of her home. As a teenager, during the mid-1960s, Kidd witnessed the beginnings of desegregation; the injustices she encountered left a lasting impression, as did two literary works she read at the time: Henry David Thoreau’s Walden; or Life in the Woods (1854) and Kate Chopin’s novel The Awakening (1899). These works would come to guide her early years as a writer.


  In 1970, Kidd graduated from Texas Christian University with a degree in nursing. Throughout her twenties, she worked as a registered nurse in pediatrics and surgery and as a nursing instructor at the college level. Although she kept a journal—she has always been an avid chronicler of her own life—Kidd did not publish any writing. Around this time, she met and married Sanford Kidd, a theologian. The pair later had two children, Bob and Ann. In the late 1970s, while her husband was teaching at a liberal arts college in Anderson, South Carolina, Kidd began to take writing courses with the intention of learning the craft of fiction writing. However, just before she turned 30, a nonfiction essay she had written for the class was published in Guideposts magazine, then reprinted in Reader’s Digest. Inspired by this success, Kidd began to write professionally; eventually she went on to publish hundreds of articles and essays on religious, inspirational, and personal themes and became a contributing editor at Guideposts.


  Throughout her thirties, Kidd began to use her writing to explore philosophy and theology. She read widely in the classics of Western spirituality, philosophy, and literature, and she has named the Swiss psychiatrist C. G. Jung and the monk and poet Thomas Merton as important influences discovered during that time. In 1988, Kidd published her first book, God’s Joyful Surprise: Finding Yourself Loved, a spiritual memoir that explores her Christian faith and personal relationship with God. Her next book, another spiritual memoir called When the Heart Waits: Spiritual Direction for Life’s Sacred Questions (1990), describes Kidd’s spiritual awakening. Virtue magazine named this book its “Book of the Year” in 1991. Kidd’s third book, Dance of the Dissident Daughter: A Woman’s Journey from Christian Tradition to the Sacred Feminine (1996), describes Kidd’s transition from a Baptist upbringing to the development of her unique feminist perspective. This bestselling memoir explores feminist theology—a thematic interest that would reappear in her later fictional work, including The Secret Life of Bees.


  As successful as her nonfiction books had been, Kidd began feeling an urge to write fiction as she entered her forties. She enrolled in graduate writing courses at Emory University and spent time at the Sewanee and the Bread Loaf writers’ conferences. Gradually Kidd began to publish short fiction in literary journals. In 1997, she decided to expand a short story she had published in 1993 in Nimrod magazine. That story, entitled “The Secret Life of Bees,” would become the seed for her first published novel. It took Kidd nearly four years to complete The Secret Life of Bees.


  The Secret Life of Bees draws on both Kidd’s personal experience as a child growing up in the segregated South and on American history. Kidd has cited the storytelling influences of her father and of the African American maids who worked in her childhood home as forces that helped shape the novel. Even though slavery was outlawed in the United States in 1865, several laws, known collectively as the Jim Crow laws, were enacted to limit the civil liberties of the newly freed blacks in the American South. These laws ensured that blacks were treated as second-class citizens, even as lawmakers invoked the “separate but equal” doctrine. In practice, the laws institutionalized prejudice, racism, and discrimination. Under Jim Crow, blacks and whites were forced to attend separate schools, were not allowed to get married, were not able to use the same textbooks or library books, and were not allowed to drink from the same water fountain or sit in the same sections of movie theaters, among other things. In 1954, Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka eliminated segregation in schools; in 1964, the Civil Rights Act eliminated the other Jim Crow laws. Over time, the civil rights movement rid the United States of these practices and worked toward establishing a society of equals.


  Upon the publication of The Secret Life of Bees in 2002, the novel found a wide readership and received much critical acclaim. Since then, it has been translated into more than twenty languages, nominated for England’s Orange Prize, named a finalist for the 2003 Book Sense Book of the Year award, and selected for Good Morning America’s Read This! program. The book has also been made into a movie. In 2005, Kidd published The Mermaid Chair, which won the 2005 Quill Award for General Fiction; in 2006, she published Firstlight, a collection of her early writings on spirituality. Kidd lives with her husband and their dog outside of Charleston, South Carolina, where she is at work on another novel.


  Plot Overview


  Lily, a fourteen-year-old white girl, lives alone with her father, a peach farmer, in Sylvan, South Carolina. As the novel opens, she lies in bed, waiting for the bees that live in the walls of her bedroom to emerge and fly around, as they do most nights. T. Ray, her father, is abusive and does not believe her story about the bees. Her nanny and housekeeper, Rosaleen, believes Lily but also thinks Lily is foolish for trying to collect the bees in a jar. Lily recalls her very last memory of her mother, Deborah, who died when Lily was a small child. Lily thinks that she played a horrible part in Deborah’s death. In a flashback, readers learn that T. Ray told Lily that she accidentally shot Deborah while Deborah and T. Ray were fighting one day. The next morning, Lily accompanies Rosaleen into town, where Rosaleen intends to register to vote. Instead, a group of racists harass Rosaleen, who winds up getting arrested for affronting them. T. Ray picks up Lily at the prison and tells her that the men who accosted Rosaleen will most likely kill her. This news understandably frightens Lily, particularly as Rosaleen is the only person in her life who truly loves Lily. At home, T. Ray tells Lily that on the day she died Deborah had returned home to pick up just her clothes, intending to leave Lily behind. Lily notices that the bees have escaped from the jar she put them in, which leads her to have an epiphany: she needs to run away.


  Lily finds Rosaleen at the hospital, where Rosaleen has been taken after being beaten up by the arresting police officers. Together, Lily and Rosaleen hitchhike toward a town (Tiburon, S.C.) that Lily has found written on the back of a picture of a black Mary that once belonged to her mother. On the way, Lily feels free, as if a new life has begun for her. Rosaleen feels annoyed that Lily has broken the law only to head toward a town loosely associated with her deceased mother. In Tiburon, Lily learns that the black Mary picture comes from the label of a honey maker in town. Searching for this honey maker, she comes across the bright pink house of August Boatwright and her sisters. August invites Lily and Rosaleen to stay, although Lily makes up a false story to explain their needs. August decides that Rosaleen will help her sister May Boatwright around the house and Lily will learn beekeeping.


  Soon Lily and Rosaleen become members of the community centered around the Boatwright house: a close-knit group of African Americans, mostly women, who call themselves the “Daughters of Mary” and worship a three-foot-tall statue of a black Mary. Lily meets the honey farm helper, Zach, a handsome, intelligent, African American boy on whom she develops a crush. He develops feelings for her as well and buys Lily a notebook in which she can write stories. Lily grows closer and closer to August, beginning to love her and to find in her a surrogate mother. August urges her to open up about whatever led Lily to end up in Tiburon, but Lily worries that she will be sent back to Sylvan if the truth comes out. Meanwhile, Lily also learns how to care for bees and to understand her own ingrained prejudices. She visits a white lawyer in town who is helping Zach fulfill his dream of becoming a lawyer. At the lawyer’s office, she breaks down and calls her father. T. Ray is angry and indignant. The experience makes her miss her mother but also reaffirms her decision to run away.


  On a very hot day, Lily asks May if she ever knew anyone named Deborah Fontanel and learns that she has. With this, Lily receives absolute confirmation that her mother once spent time at the Boatwright house. Lily is simultaneously eager to find out more and anxious about exposing her true identity as Deborah’s daughter. On her way to talk to August, Lily decides instead to ride with Zach into town to buy pieces for the car. There, Zach is amongst a group of black boys that assault a white man, and the entire group gets taken to jail. When Lily returns home, Clayton, the lawyer, has arrived to tell the Boatwrights that Zach has been arrested. They decide to hide the news from May, the most sensitive sister, because they know how upset she’d be. But May finds out and leaves the house alone. She commits suicide by drowning herself in the river. The next week is taken up with mourning and a funeral. Once another boy confesses, Zach is let out of jail, unpunished. Lily fails to find a chance to speak to August.


  One morning, Lily wakes to find that it is Mary Day and that the mourning is over. A two-day celebration begins. During it, Lily finds herself alone with Zach. He kisses her, and they vow to try to be together in the future, though they both recognize that their union is, at present, impossible. Lily then goes to August’s room to wait for her. When August arrives, Lily tells her the truth of her life, of how she ended up in Tiburon and of how she killed her mother. August admits that she has known Lily’s true identity all along and corroborates Lily’s worst fear: that Deborah had already left her when she returned home and was shot to death. Deborah had gone to the house only to pick up her clothes. Feeling betrayed and upset, Lily begins to mourn for her mother. Days later, after she has recovered from her grief, her father arrives at the Boatwright house. Though T. Ray is angry and violent, Lily finally has the strength to confront him about the past and to call him “Daddy.” August convinces him to let Lily stay in Tiburon.


  As T. Ray leaves, Lily asks him if she really killed her mother. He reports that she did. However, Lily has come to realize that he, just like her mother, is a flawed and complex human. In a way, she forgives him, but she nevertheless feels happy to continue living at the Boatwright house. In the fall, she returns to school, which she attends with Zach and where she makes other friends. August and her community become Lily’s new family, and, at long last, Lily develops into a loved and loving person.


  Character List


  
    Lily Melissa Owens - The novel’s protagonist and narrator. Lily is a fourteen-year-old white girl born on the Fourth of July in 1950. When she was four, she accidentally killed her mother, Deborah. Along with her abusive father, T. Ray, whom she cannot call “Daddy,” she lives on a peach farm in rural South Carolina. Isolated and insecure, Lily fears that she lacks all femininity and imagines that her mother is her guardian angel, watching over and loving her from beyond. Lily loves and trusts Rosaleen, a black housekeeper who helped raise her, and she finds the racism so prevalent in the south confusing. Over the course of the novel, she grows into a loved and loving young woman, who sees beyond skin color.      Lily’s most prized possessions are a few things of her mother’s she found in her father’s attic: a picture of Deborah, a wooden picture of a black Mary, and a pair of white gloves. She loves to write and hopes to one day become a writer. Late in the novel, she finds a close friend and stand-in mother in August Boatwright and her sisters, June and May. In addition, her femininity blooms when she realizes her attraction to Zach, a young black man who helps out on the Boatwright farm. Lily also finds herself enchanted by bees, first by those living inside the walls of her room and later by those on August’s farm.

  


  
    August Boatwright - A middle-aged black woman who welcomes Lily into her home. August lives in a pink house in Tiburon, South Carolina, with her two sisters, May and June. Together, May, June, and August are known as “the calendar sisters.” August has chosen not to marry because she does not want to give up the autonomy of her independent womanhood. August works as a beekeeper and honey/beeswax manufacturer on a 28-acre farm she inherited from her grandfather. By selling honey, she supports herself and sisters, as well as Lily and Rosaleen, once they come to stay at her house. August is a warm and loving lady, skinnier than Rosaleen but still larger-than-life to Lily. As a young woman, August attended school and worked as a teacher, then she became a housekeeper in the home of Deborah, Lily’s mother, when Deborah was a child. August created an alternate religion for herself and her friends based around a statue of a black Mary that has been passed through generations of her family. She teaches Lily about this religion and spirituality in general, as well as about beekeeping and love.
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