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Overview
Hercules Beal, a seventh-grader, is grappling with the sudden death of his father, a Classics
professor. His father, in his will, leaves Hercules a list of twelve "labors" to complete, inspired by
the mythical Hercules. These tasks are not grand heroic feats but rather a series of quirky,
challenging, and often deeply personal assignments designed to help Hercules navigate his
grief, connect with his community, and understand his father's legacy. Each labor pushes
Hercules out of his comfort zone, forcing him to interact with eccentric townspeople, confront his
own emotions, and discover hidden strengths.

The narrative follows Hercules as he undertakes these seemingly disparate tasks, from finding a
specific type of dog to retrieving a lost item for a reclusive neighbor. Through these experiences,
he begins to process his loss, forge unexpected friendships, and see his small town and its
inhabitants in a new light. The book explores themes of grief, the enduring power of family, the
importance of community, and the quiet heroism found in everyday acts of kindness and
perseverance. It's a journey of healing and self-discovery, demonstrating how even in profound
sorrow, one can find purpose and connection.

Key Takeaways
• Grief is a complex process that can be navigated through meaningful action and connection
with others.

• Community support and unexpected friendships can be crucial in times of personal loss and
healing.

• Sometimes, the most profound acts of healing come from engaging with the world around
you, even in small, seemingly mundane ways.

• A parent's legacy can continue to guide and shape a child's life long after they are gone,
offering comfort and direction.

• Embracing challenges, even quirky or difficult ones, can lead to significant self-discovery and
resilience.

• The stories we inherit, whether mythical or personal, can offer powerful frameworks for
understanding and navigating our own lives.

Chapter Summaries
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The First Labor: Find a Three-Headed Dog

Hercules begins his first labor by searching for a 'three-headed dog,' which he eventually
interprets as an old, blind, and deaf dog named Cerberus. This task immediately plunges him
into the community and introduces him to unexpected allies and challenges, setting the tone for
his unique journey of grief and discovery.

The Second Labor: Clean Out the Augean Stables

This labor involves Hercules cleaning out the notoriously cluttered garage of his reclusive
neighbor, Mrs. Periwinkle. The physical act of cleaning becomes a metaphor for clearing
emotional clutter, and it fosters an unexpected bond between Hercules and Mrs. Periwinkle,
revealing her hidden kindness and wisdom.

The Third Labor: Capture the Ceryneian Hind

Hercules is tasked with finding a specific, elusive type of deer for a local taxidermist. This labor
requires patience, observation, and a deeper understanding of the natural world around him,
highlighting the interconnectedness of his community and its environment.

The Fourth Labor: Bring Back the Erymanthian Boar

This labor challenges Hercules to deal with a wild pig that has been causing havoc on a local
farm. It's a test of his resourcefulness and courage, as he must find a way to manage something
unruly and disruptive, both literally and metaphorically in his own life.

The Fifth Labor: Slay the Lernaean Hydra

Hercules confronts a persistent and recurring leak in the school roof, which seems to defy all
attempts at repair. This labor symbolizes the multi-faceted and stubborn problems in life,
teaching Hercules about perseverance and the importance of tackling issues at their root, even
when they seem to multiply.

The Sixth Labor: Get the Girdle of Hippolyta

Hercules must retrieve a lost belt for a strong-willed and somewhat difficult woman in town. This
task tests his diplomacy and ability to navigate challenging personalities, teaching him empathy
and the art of gentle persuasion in his interactions with others.

The Seventh Labor: Capture the Cretan Bull

This labor involves taming a particularly stubborn and aggressive bull on a local farm. It's a
significant physical and mental challenge, pushing Hercules to confront something powerful and
overwhelming, and to find strength and calm in the face of intimidation.

The Eighth Labor: Steal the Mares of Diomedes
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Hercules is tasked with rescuing a group of neglected horses from an abusive owner. This labor
is emotionally demanding, requiring him to act with compassion and to stand up for those who
cannot defend themselves, reinforcing his growing sense of responsibility and justice.

The Ninth Labor: Get the Apples of the Hesperides

This labor sends Hercules on a quest to find a specific, rare variety of apple for a local pie-making
contest. It's a journey that emphasizes the value of persistence and the pursuit of something
unique and precious, connecting him to local traditions and the simple joys of life.

The Tenth Labor: Bring Back the Cattle of Geryon

Hercules assists a farmer in moving a large herd of cattle across town, a task that requires
coordination, patience, and community effort. This labor highlights the importance of teamwork
and the collective strength found in working together towards a common goal.

The Eleventh Labor: Kill the Stymphalian Birds

Hercules must deal with a flock of aggressive geese causing problems at the town pond. This
labor is about confronting persistent nuisances and finding creative solutions to restore peace
and order, both in his environment and within himself.

The Twelfth Labor: Bring Cerberus from the Underworld

The final labor is the most metaphorical, representing Hercules's ultimate confrontation with his
grief and the acceptance of his father's death. It involves a symbolic act of remembrance and
letting go, allowing him to fully embrace his father's legacy while moving forward with his own
life, deeply connected to his community.

Themes
• Grief and Loss

• Community and Connection

• Family Legacy

• Self-Discovery

• Resilience

• The Power of Stories

Notable Quotes
• "Grief is a thing that makes you do things you wouldn't ordinarily do." — Reflecting on the
unusual nature of his father's labors and his own reactions to loss.

• "Sometimes, the hardest thing to do is to simply be." — A moment of introspection for
Hercules, realizing the difficulty of existing with his grief.
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• "You can't outrun the things that matter." — Understanding that confronting his feelings
and responsibilities is essential, not avoidable.

• "The world is full of things that need fixing, and sometimes, you're the one to fix them." — A
realization Hercules has about his role in his community and the impact of his actions.

Frequently Asked Questions
What is The Labors Of Hercules Beal about?

The book is about a seventh-grader named Hercules Beal who, after his Classics professor father
dies, is left with a list of twelve "labors" to complete. These tasks, inspired by Greek mythology,
are designed to help him process his grief, connect with his community, and discover his own
strength and purpose.

Is The Labors Of Hercules Beal worth reading?

Yes, it's highly regarded for its heartfelt exploration of grief, family, and community. Readers
praise its blend of humor and poignant emotion, making it a moving and ultimately hopeful story
for middle-grade readers and adults alike who appreciate thoughtful, character-driven
narratives.

How does The Labors Of Hercules Beal end?

Spoiler: Hercules successfully completes all twelve labors, which culminates in a deeper
understanding of his father's love and enduring legacy. He finds a way to carry his grief while
also embracing life, forging stronger connections with his family and the town, and finding his
own place in the world.

Who should read The Labors Of Hercules Beal?

It is ideal for middle-grade readers (ages 10-14) who enjoy character-driven stories, especially
those dealing with themes of loss, family, and community. Adults who appreciate thoughtful,
emotionally resonant fiction with a touch of whimsy will also find it a rewarding read.

How long does it take to read The Labors Of Hercules Beal?

The book is approximately 300 pages long. At an average reading speed of 250 words per
minute, it would take roughly 4 to 5 hours (around 300 minutes) to read the entire book.


