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THE HEART OF THE HONEYCOMB: UNDERSTANDING MAY FROM SECRET LIFE OF
BEES

In Sue Monk Kidd’s beloved novel, The Secret Life of Bees, the Boatwright sisters form the emotional
core of the story. While August represents wisdom and June represents resistance, it is May From
Secret Life of Bees who embodies pure, unfiltered emotion. May Boatwright is a character who feels
the weight of the world so profoundly that she cannot separate her own grief from the suffering of
others. This article explores the depth of May’s character, her symbolic role, and why she remains
one of the most memorable figures in modern American literature.

WHO IS MAY BOATWRIGHT?

May Boatwright is the middle sister in the Boatwright family, living with her sisters August and June
in Tiburon, South Carolina. From the moment protagonist Lily Owens arrives at the pink house,
May’s presence is both haunting and tender. She is described as a gentle soul, deeply connected to
the  emotional  currents  around  her.  May  From  Secret  Life  Of  Bees  is  characterized  by  her
overwhelming sensitivity,  a trait  that sets her apart  from the more pragmatic August and the
guarded June.
May’s grief stems from the tragic death of her twin sister, April, who died by suicide when the two
were young. This loss fractured something in May, leaving her unable to process pain—both her own
and the pain she perceives in the world. She copes by writing her sorrows on scraps of paper and
placing them in the cracks of a stone wall she built behind the house, a wall she calls the "wailing
wall."

May’s Role as the Emotional Barometer
One of the most compelling aspects of May From Secret Life Of Bees is her function as the emotional
barometer for the household. She feels everything acutely. When there is tension, May feels it.
When there is joy, May feels that too. But it is the suffering that overwhelms her. She cannot watch
the news, hear about war, or listen to sad stories without being consumed by despair.
This sensitivity is not portrayed as weakness in the novel. Instead, it is presented as a kind of sacred
burden. May’s ability to empathize so completely with others makes her a vessel for collective grief.
The other characters learn to protect her, but they also learn from her. Through May, Kidd explores
the question: what does it mean to carry the pain of the world? And at what point does that weight

become unbearable?

MAY AND THE WAILING WALL: A SYMBOL OF SHARED SORROW

Perhaps the most powerful symbol associated with May From Secret Life Of Bees is the wailing wall.
Inspired by the Western Wall in Jerusalem, May builds a small stone structure behind the house
where she, and eventually others, place their written sorrows. This wall becomes a sacred space
within the novel, a place where grief is given a physical form and then released.
The wailing wall is a testament to May’s understanding that pain needs an outlet. She teaches the
other characters that sorrow is not meant to be held inside. By writing down her troubles and
tucking  them into  the  stones,  she  performs a  ritual  of  letting  go.  Lily  and the  other  women
eventually adopt this practice, and it becomes a central part of their emotional lives. The wall is
May’s gift to them—a way of processing grief that does not require words or explanations.

How May’s Sensitivity Shapes the Novel’s
Themes
May From Secret Life Of Bees is central to several of the novel’s key themes: grief, empathy,
community, and the healing power of ritual. Her character shows that feeling deeply is not a flaw but
a form of  connection.  In  a  world  that  often encourages emotional  restraint,  May stands as  a
reminder that sensitivity has its own kind of strength.
Her death midway through the novel is a turning point. When May learns of a local tragedy involving
a young boy, she cannot bear the weight of it. Her suicide is devastating, but it also catalyzes the
other  characters  to  grow.  They  are  forced  to  confront  their  own  grief  and  to  find  new  ways  to
support one another. After her death, the wailing wall becomes even more important. The women
continue to use it, and through this ritual, May’s spirit endures.

MAY’S RELATIONSHIP WITH OTHER CHARACTERS

May and Lily
For Lily, May represents a kind of unconditional acceptance. May does not judge Lily for her past or
her secrets. She simply loves her. This is profoundly healing for a girl who has grown up without a
mother and with a father incapable of showing affection. May’s warmth gives Lily permission to feel
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her own emotions, including the guilt she carries about her mother’s death.
After May dies, Lily inherits her room. This act is symbolic—Lily steps into the space that May once
occupied, literally and emotionally. She begins to understand the weight of carrying sorrow and the
necessity of finding ways to release it. May’s death pushes Lily toward emotional maturity in a way
her own personal struggles could not.

May and August
August,  the  eldest  Boatwright  sister,  serves  as  May’s  primary  caretaker.  She is  the  one who
understands May’s needs and protects her from the harsher realities of the world. Their relationship
is tender and complex. August loves May deeply but also carries the burden of knowing she cannot
save her. When May dies, August’s grief is profound, but she does not let it destroy her. Instead, she
channels it into continued care for her community. August’s resilience is partly shaped by her years
of caring for May.

May and June
June’s relationship with May is more complicated. June often seems impatient with May’s fragility,
but this impatience masks her own fear. June is afraid of vulnerability, and May’s openness is a
mirror she cannot look into directly. After May’s death, June softens. She learns to accept love from
Neil and becomes more open with her own emotions. May’s absence creates space for June to heal
in ways she had resisted.

MAY AS A REFLECTION OF NATURE AND THE BEES

Bees are the central metaphor of the novel, and May is deeply connected to them. She is gentle,
communal, and essential to the hive of the Boatwright household. When the bees leave the hive, it is
May who seems to sense it first. Her connection to the natural world is intuitive and profound. She
does not try to control nature; she moves with it.
This connection is also evident in how May interacts with the world around her.  She picks flowers,
hums  songs,  and  finds  comfort  in  small,  natural  rhythms.  The  bees  in  the  novel  represent  the
unseen forces that hold a community together, and May embodies that same quiet, essential bond.
Without her, the Boatwright household would lose its emotional center.

WHAT MAY TEACHES US ABOUT GRIEF AND HEALING

May From Secret Life Of Bees teaches readers that grief is not something to be solved or fixed. It is

something to be held, shared, and released in small pieces over time. The wailing wall is a powerful
practice that anyone can adapt in their own life. It does not require religion or ritual; it simply
requires the willingness to name your pain and set it down.
May also teaches that some people carry more than their share. She carries the grief of the world,
but she also shows that this burden is too heavy for one person to bear alone. The tragedy of May’s
death is that she could not find a way to release the sorrow she took on. But her life and her death
inspire  others  to  build  their  own  wailing  walls—to  find  ways  to  cope  that  honor  their  emotions
without  being  consumed  by  them.

Grief is communal. May shows that sharing sorrow makes it more bearable.
Empathy is a gift, but it needs boundaries. Without boundaries, empathy can destroy us.
Rituals matter. The act of writing down pain and placing it somewhere sacred can be
profoundly healing.
Feeling deeply is not a weakness. In a world that often values stoicism, May reminds us
that sensitivity has its own power.

MAY’S LEGACY IN LITERATURE AND POPULAR CULTURE

May From Secret Life Of Bees has become an iconic character in contemporary literature. She
belongs to a tradition of literary figures who feel too much for the world—characters like Lenny in Of
Mice and Men or Benjy in The Sound and the Fury. These characters are often misunderstood, but
they hold a mirror up to the rest of us. They ask: what are we willing to feel? And what are we willing
to ignore?
In the 2008 film adaptation of the novel, May was portrayed by actress Hilarie Burton, who brought a
gentle, haunting quality to the role. The film introduced May to an even wider audience, cementing
her place as a beloved character in American storytelling.

CONCLUSION

May From Secret Life Of Bees is far more than a supporting character. She is the emotional heart of
the novel, a living symbol of empathy, grief, and the human capacity to feel deeply. Through her
wailing wall,  her connection to nature,  and her relationships with the people around her,  May
teaches readers that sorrow is not something to hide. It is something to share. Her death is tragic,
but her legacy endures in every character she touched and in every reader who has ever felt too
much and wondered if that was a burden or a gift.
In  the  end,  May  shows  us  that  the  secret  to  life  is  not  avoiding  pain  but  finding  ways  to  hold  it
together—and, when necessary, to let it go.


