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The audiotape was in pristine condition. 
I found it in my aunt’s apartment, stuffed 
inside a drawer under all kinds of things, 
letters and bobby pins and broken knick-
knacks. But the logo on the box caught 
my eye: two circles, one red and the 
other black, that suggested a reel-to-reel 
player. I pulled it out from the clutter. It 
was a recording of a radio play by my late 
grandfather. I could feel my heart beat 
faster as I deciphered the label, which 
was written in Arabic, a language that 
continues to test me. The play’s title was 
something like “Songs for a Sacred Bee.”

The tape was wound around a clear plas-
tic spool and gave off a shiny chocolate 
gleam. It held the promise of uncorrupted 
sound. I thought my grandfather’s voice 
might be on it. I had never met him and 
had never heard his voice, and the possi-
bility of hearing him read his work made 
my eyes water. Not tears. I did not harbor 
feelings for this grandfather I never knew. 
It was the shock of the uncanny that 
stirred me, as if I had come upon an an-
cient tomb in a parking lot, or was poised 
to make contact with an alien.

I brought the tape to the place that digitiz-
es everything. They said they were work-
ing through a backlog and it would take 
them two weeks to transfer it. I have no 
patience for waiting, so I fidgeted for two 
weeks, as if nothing else mattered.

My aunt used to tell us a story about an 
English lady from the floral club who 
visited their apiary. Whenever my aunt 
told this story, a suspicion of glee crept 

into her eyes, which made me stop and 
listen. She described the English lady as 
aggressive and compared her to differ-
ent species of bees my grandfather bred. 
Carniolans are known for their gentle 
disposition, but other species, like the 
Punic or Tunisian bees, could be counted 
on to start a fight. The English lady didn’t 
heed my grandfather’s warnings and went 
straight to the Tunisians. Good thing she 
wore a veil, because the bees came at her 
like bullets. They found their point of en-
try, her uncovered ankles, attached them-
selves and stung her as she ran for cover, 
while a rear guard formed a phalanx and 
flew after her.

I have a promotional photograph of my 
grandfather at a recording studio some-
where. I wonder if it is the same studio 
where he recorded the tape I found in my 
aunt’s apartment. He is seated in front 
of a mic, surrounded by a handful of 
broadcast technicians and actors. He is 
chubby and balding in his wide-lapel suit 
and striped tie. It is one of the rare shots 
where he smiles for the camera. I like my 
grandfather smiling more than I like him 
serious.

It does seem that he preferred to be por-
trayed as a serious man. In most photos, 
he stares, unsmiling, into the camera. He 
gazes into the distance, or maybe it is the 
future he sees. He only smiles when he is 
caught off-guard or when he poses with 
his daughters, the older one who is my 
aunt, and the younger one, my mother. A 
photo of the three of them in their garden 
brings tears to my eyes.

My grandfather smiles for the camera 
when he is with his bees. He poses by a 
hive with my grandmother, their fox ter-
rier at their feet. He is in shirtsleeves, or 
a three-piece suit with a boutonnière and 
a watch-chain. My grandmother smiles 
too, as they pose with their beehives. He 
smiles as he demonstrates his inventions, 
like the patented removable aluminum 
honeycomb, or when he brandishes a 
cigar and performs a hive inspection. I 
think my grandfather was as happy with 
his bees as he was with his daughters, 
and much happier with his bees than he 
was with most people. I imagine his bees 
treated him well, that they were kinder to 
him than people.

The transfer is finally ready to be picked 
up. The young man behind the counter 
hands me the tape and a thumb drive with 
the digital file of the recording, and I feel 
the blood rush to my face. I walk home 
with the thumb drive inside my jacket 
pocket, and rub it like a worry
bead.

I boot up my laptop, open the file and hit 
play. The room fills with orchestral music 
and a booming male voice that speaks in 
a classical form of Arabic—alhamdulil-
lah! I can make out a few words here and 
there. Other voices join and mingle with 
the music. The program is designed to 
evoke another time and place. I cannot 
tell which voice belongs to whom, or if my 
grandfather’s voice is among them. 
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