The following novel unit is based on The Secret Life of Bees by Sue Monk Kidd.  This unit is designed for a 10th grade Regents-level class, but these lessons can be easily adapted to work with 9th or 11th grade students.  The story is told through the voice of a young woman, Lily Owens, coming to terms with an abusive father, racist neighbors, the mother who she believes abandoned her, and her bourgeoning feelings for the opposite sex.  

Kidd’s success as a writer lies in her ability to witness, appreciate and illustrate the vivid details that comprise everyday life.  Kidd expertly uses language to paint the lives of her characters; her protagonists are diverse, flawed, humorous and honest.  She is able to compassionately depict the relationships between lovers and friends, while at the same time capturing the pain, anger, tenderness, guilt, and forgiveness of family life.  Her descriptions of the physical landscape and environment are just as absorbing:  

From a distance it (a cluster of beehives) will look like a big painting you might see in a museum, but museums can’t capture the sound.  Fifty feet away you will hear it, a humming that sounds like it came from another planet.  At thirty feet your skin will start to vibrate.  The hair will lift on your neck.  Your head will say, Don’t go any farther, but your heart will send you straight into the hum, where you will be swallowed by it.  You will stand there and think, I am in the center of the universe, where everything is sung to life. (286)   

The language, depth of characters, and insight will pull in readers at this level, but they will be drawn as well into the story of a young woman attempting to define herself and her relationship with others in the world.  Lily’s voice is fresh and funny, and while students will be challenged by some of the deeper issues the story tackles, they will be able to relate to the universal (and painful) experience of growing up.  

The reader is riveted by the voice of this Southern adolescent, and becomes enveloped in the hot South Carolina summer and one of most tumultuous times the country has ever seen.   Sue Monk Kidd is the author of two widely acclaimed nonfiction books, The Dance of the Dissident Daughter and When the Heart Waits. She has won a Poets and Writers Award for the story that began this novel, as well as a Katherine Anne Porter Award. Two of her short stories, including an excerpt from The Secret Life of Bees, were selected as notable stories in Best American Short Stories. The Secret Life of Bees, her first novel, was nominated for the prestigious Orange Prize in England. 

