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A Conversation with  
Diane Meier

“I’ve always 
had the  

ability to write 
in voices. . . .”

Why did you choose to make your heroine,  
Joy Harkness, a university teacher? 

I needed her to have authority and, just as important, 
to be seen as having authority. I didn’t want her mixed 
into the commercial world, the world I know so well, 
because her lack of style and her discomfort with those 
choices wouldn’t have allowed her to be successful. 

She could get away with ignoring or rejecting the 
expression of personal style in her life on campus.  
The academic world, in fact, is one where style has 
been seen as suspect. And for feminists of Joy’s age 
(forty-eight at the start of the book), style, and in gen-
eral most things feminine (as opposed to female), have 
also been seen as less than worthy, as less than credible.  
I believe academics and many hard-line feminists have 
done a disservice to both women and men, in giving  
license, or worse, a more than subtle directive, to dis-
courage issues of style as bourgeois, frivolous, and 
antifeminist. Nothing, in my opinion, could be further 
from the truth. And it certainly isn’t a truth that would 
have been embraced by Yeats or Wilde, Byron or Keats, 
Chopin or Liszt, Rembrandt or Vermeer—and certainly 
not Joy’s beloved Edith Wharton or Henry James.

And why the discipline of English literature? 

It allowed me to show a character who related to the 
full nature of life, in all its passion and emotion—but 
only within the safety and distance of literature. So we 
could see that she had the depth, the intellect, and the 
instincts for a life of emotional connection, but not the 
courage to face it—in the flesh—so to speak.

What connection—if any—were you trying to forge 
between the restoration of a beautiful old house and the 
teaching of English? 

Less, I think, between the restoration of a house and 
teaching—since we don’t actually get to see Joy teach 
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About the 
Author

(that’s the next book—and another character!)—but 
more between the restoration of a house and the resto-
ration of a civilized and emotionally integrated life.

How much were you launching a discussion of the way 
women make community among themselves? 

Most women know very well how friends can form a 
kind of protective, emotional layer around the hard  
corners of life. But I do think that literature has given 
the fact of this kind of community very short shrift. 

In our books, we get stories about men and women  
in passion and out, and tales of women and children 
from every possible angle—but the less obsessive and 
more socially integrated nature of friendship is rarely 
celebrated. I did, very consciously, want to show this 
part of life as valuable. 

It was also important to me to develop that community 
as not exclusively female. Josie’s husband, Dan, Dr. 
Catsup, and the two professors, Howard and Edward, 
all step up to meet a variety of challenges through the 
unfolding of this book.

Throughout the book, there’s a delicate balance going 
on between Joy’s physical surroundings—the renova-
tion and opening of this falling-down house—and the 
restoration of her own emotional values. In other words, 
as the house recovers its old beauty, Joy emerges as a 
woman prepared to engage with friends. How con- 
sciously did you plot this or did it just unfold? 

It was the inherent “business” of the book—so it didn’t 
need much management. But I did, in the end, find that 
I had to go back and create a few moments where the 
reader was able to actually see Joy change in more  
discernable increments.
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“I wanted to 
show two  

characters who 
. . . integrate their 

passions with 
their lives, some-
thing I’ve found 
so rewarding in 

my own.”

She has a very clear and distinctive voice. Some writers 
struggle for years to find such a bell ringing inside them. 
Did you? 

Nope. I’ve always had the ability to write in voices. 
That’s what copywriting is. If you’re asking where this 
talent comes from, I don’t have an answer, but I do 
have a story: Thirty years ago I created a series of little 
witty “playlets” that I dashed off on postcards in the 
clear voices of characters I might see on the street or 
imagine shopping in a particular kind of store. I loved 
the irony, sometimes pathetic, sometimes rather noble, 
that we could find in their circumstances, as we seemed 
to overhear bits of their lives. 

Many of the pals to whom I sent these morsels of fluff 
continue to refer to their characters—three decades on. 
I suppose, in writing them, I was playing with a talent I 
didn’t yet know how to harness.

The other main character in the book—the jobbing 
handyman/genius, Teddy Hennessy—becomes the proj-
ect within the project. What is that relationship about? 

Teddy is so very central that I wanted to call the book, 
Teddy Hennessy—and I still think that’s the natural 
title of this story. He is, I believe, the truly original 
work in this piece. Teddy is an intelligent, thoughtful, 
and talented designer and craftsman, locked within an 
adolescent position of development, and held there by 
forces within and very much outside of himself. We’re 
allowed to see this as both pathetic and funny—as so 
much of life—or at least as so much of what I enjoy in 
life so often is. 

But I also like the joke that the reader is ahead of the 
narrator. All we are supposed to know of Joy’s world 
comes from her to us, but rather early in the game the 
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reader begins to sense that she’s an unreliable witness. 
Joy believes that this is a story about Teddy Hennessy 
and his potential for growth, but we understand that 
it is really a book about Joy. She’s angry, negative, 
sardonic, and alarmingly guarded; however, she’s also 
funny, smart, and so insightful that we recognize how 
the conflict of that insight, when paired with her self-
protection, must be searingly painful. Teddy, in his 
goofy T-shirts and pot-infused fog, is equally protected. 
They are, a bit, like the blind leading the blind. And  
certainly, they do not, in any way suggest a typical  
literary love story.

Marketing/advertising is a field concerned with the  
making of style. What effect did your career in that field 
have on this book? 

As a breed, successful marketers have infinite curios-
ity about the kinds of things that delight and motivate, 
fulfill and define people; and we learn how to speak the 
varied languages of subtle detail in words and visuals 
that reflect and ignite the choices of their lives. 

It’s very difficult to know now whether my fascina-
tion with those issues of style and choice came from 
my thirty years of working in this field—or whether I 
became a marketer because I was so damned fascinated 
with those delicate, ephemeral but discernable issues of 
style and choice.

After years of writing advertising copy, how different 
was writing fiction? 

Not different at all. Dedicated copywriters hear the 
voices of their target customers. We need to write com-
pelling prose. We need to hear the music of language. 

The strategic drafts I create for clients, which define a 
position, a launch, or the turnaround of a brand, have 
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“I’ve been . . . 
sensitive to 
the . . . ways 

we cope with a 
world that feels 
too precarious.”

to be clear, clean, and convincing. They must be smart 
and solid. But they also have to be persuasive and 
seductive enough for a business executive and a team 
of disparate employees, each with their own agenda, to 
want to sign on to a course of action. 

A novel is just a longer form of what I’ve done all my 
working life.

Joy Harkness is strong, clear, and, by the end of the 
book, directed forward into a new life. Will you write 
about her again? 

I don’t think so. She may show up as a tiny character 
in a book I’m working on now—but I think I’ve said 
everything I want to say about Joy. We’ve given her all 
the tools, now it’s her job to get on with her life.
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In Her Own 
Words

“Why I Wrote  
The Season of Second Chances” 

Childhood traumas damage two families decades before 
we meet Joy Harkness and Teddy Hennessy, the off-
center characters of The Season of Second Chances. 
While we can easily identify the ways in which their 
individual brands of self-protection have kept them 
insulated from the emotional tolls of real life, it is their 
talent, intelligence, humor, and heart that make us care 
about them. And it’s those things that made these two 
characters so much fun to write about. Given my own 
childhood and family background, I’ve been, I suppose, 
especially sensitive to the inventive, self-protective, and 
sometimes funny ways we cope with a world that feels 
too precarious. And I look for the hints that might show 
us how to move beyond the comfort levels that baffle 
our own terrors and tears.

The family in which I grew up was pretty high WASP, 
in all the denial and quiet good behavior that cliché 
suggests. No one ever raised their voice. Scenes were 
avoided at (almost) all cost. But there was more than a 
small amount of tragedy in that house that carried into 
our daily lives. From a brother who was intermittently 
ill throughout my childhood to the ghost of my grand-
mother—dead at the age of thirty-three, daily remem-
bered and mourned by my equally fragile and intermit-
tently ill mother, my great-grandmother, and my grand-
father. All lived (ghosts and otherwise) under our roof, 
and were my daily caretakers. And yet, in the face of 
their losses, there was the remarkable staff of strength, 
irony, and humor that extended grace and protection 
and made me feel well loved and safe despite their fears 
about what turn life might next take. 

The insulating nature of humor—the good manners 
of the gentle joke in the face of terror or loss—might 

An Original Essay  
by the Author
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lighten the burden a bit, and remind us we are not the 
only person in the room (or on the planet). Or it might 
remind us that if there is a small thing to smile about 
today, perhaps there will be a larger thing to laugh 
about tomorrow. That’s the atmosphere in which I grew 
up and that approach to life—both good and bad—is 
what I wanted to write about in my main character, Joy 
Harkness, an intelligent, successful college professor.

To the outside world, Joy’s professional life seems an 
unmitigated success, yet she’s taken very little pleasure 
in it, and has systematically learned to step away from 
people and emotional involvements. But a new job in 
a new town, and a new house that needs a lot of work, 
force Joy to face, if not embrace, change. The other 
character who figures quite large in the book is a very 
talented but emotionally stunted handyman/restoration 
artist, Teddy Hennessy. Teddy has limited his life to 
include little outside of his work and his mother, with 
whom he lives; but Joy and Teddy each allow larger 
joys of creativity in design and literature to enrich 
their days. As I wrote the book, I wanted to show two 
characters who, in spite of themselves, find a way to 
integrate their passions with their lives, something I’ve 
found so rewarding in my own life.

I believe that the celebration of an authentic personal 
style can enhance a person’s life, both as an outward 
gesture of one’s personality, and internally, for the 
comfort of personal recognition. Allowing Joy’s house 
to come together as a home is a metaphor for that 
process. That it happens as she integrates her life into 
those around her feels emotionally accurate to me. 
From noting her “colors” to asking her to care for—and 
about—a critically ill acquaintance, Joy’s world of intel-
lect and cynicism are shaken hard until she finds a  
way to develop a real life that can stand up to the 
written lives she’s treasured between the pages of her 
beloved books. 
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In Her Own 
Words

My career as a marketer has been about little but 
Style—with a capital S. From my earliest assignments, I 
have had to interpret cultural signs to set the look and 
strategy for brands and products that we’ve all known 
and used, from cosmetics and fashions to home fur-
nishings and food. What we choose and the ways we 
choose to express ourselves, as individuals and as a  
culture, is a subject of endless fascination to me. I 
suspect the subject will surface in any story I might 
address. In life and in work, we can see the evidence of 
our lives as collages of choice, showing us, pretty clear-
ly, how we communicate in signs, infinite and specific, 
which is another definition of style. 

To separate these choices from those driven by status 
or commercial intent can only be done when we are 
allowed to find and express authentic ideas of delight 
and self-knowledge. Joy learns from Teddy, and from 
the rich community of friends and coworkers who fill 
her life, how to express herself, in the truest sense of 
that word. 

In a culture as commercially driven as ours, this is a 
challenge many people find overwhelming. But if they 
demur, what joys they’re missing! Our lives are our 
canvases. The only eye we need to delight is our own, 
reading the signs of our lives in our choices. My job has 
always been reading the signs. This time I got to write 
about them.
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Recommended Reading

I’m not sure there is enough paper in the world to hold 
this list—but I’ll give it a try:

Literature

Everything O’Hara 

Most of all, I love his short stories—but I have great 
affection for every novel and novella John O’Hara 
penned. Sanctioned for children or not, he was my 
childhood’s Robert Louis Stevenson. And I’ve been 
hooked on his Gibbsville, PA, characters ever since. I 
return, year after year, to reread a novel or collection 
of stories, to touch base with the incipient idea of the 
adult I hoped to become, and to see again the vestiges 
of the once-familiar tribes and worlds I now suspect are 
gone forever.

Everything Wharton

Everything, except The Decoration of Houses—which 
you must have, of course. It changed everything; it was 
a landmark in the evolution of American design. So 
naturally, one has to respect it. After all, it threw out 
the idea of formal. It lightened things up. Heavy lay-
ers of velvets vanished from windows, fake copies of 
French furniture were tossed out, to be replaced with 
something simple—like wicker. It was groundbreaking. 
It should have felt like freedom. But good grief, it is 
written in a style so filled with contempt, so devoid of 
delight or release, that I wonder how anyone chose to 
follow what reads like just another set of rules. And yet 
in her glorious, compassionate, and deep body of fic-
tion, everything is a reaction against rules. Go figure.
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Keep on 
Reading

Most of Henry James

At the risk of sounding like a cretin, let me just say: I 
like the early stuff. I like the stories in the later stuff; 
but, by this time, he’s become so terribly self-conscious, 
so irrevocably hurt, so desperate for status and thrown 
off the track by the intellectual fringe, that his brilliant, 
moral core is nearly suffocated by his sentences. Inside 
all of that, though, is glorious, darling, compassionate, 
insightful, solid old Henry. No one better.

Biography

Amanda Vaill

Somewhere: The Life of Jerome Robbins

Everybody Was So Young: Gerald and Sara Murphy:  
A Lost Generation Love Story

James Kaplan

Frank: The Voice

It may be that the biographer’s task is the most difficult 
of all writing. You can’t make the facts up, and you have 
to find a way to hold readers by the lapels—when we 
all know that most of life is paying bills and waiting for 
the train to show up. 

Still, when one has characters who made their marks 
upon the surface of the globe with as many sparks, style, 
courage—and sometimes, simply abrasion—as Sinatra, 
Robbins, and Gerald and Sara Murphy, the biographer 
owes his subjects a debt of nothing less than brilliance. 
Sadly, it rarely happens. Those of us who love biogra-
phy, more often than not, live a life of dashed hopes. 
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Here are two wonderful exceptions:

Amanda Vaill and James Kaplan more than deliver on 
their promise to tender flesh and blood characters, full 
of issues and fears, subtext and contradictions. The 
folks they write about are as different as chalk and 
cheese—but they’ve wrapped them all up in books I 
could not put down. And I would go anywhere and 
read anything either of them writes, from now and for-
ever. I advise you to do the same.

Memoir

Alan Bennett

Untold Stories

I couldn’t have liked it more. It’s a lot of things—funny 
and touching and serious—and very moving. It’s inti-
mate in a way that I find personally resonant: the small 
ironic detail that keeps the terror at bay, a bit of busi-
ness to mitigate the sadness or make you smile in spite, 
in spite, of very real loss. Somehow, that spite in the 
face of loss is a kind of pluck I recognize in myself and 
admire in Bennett. What better skill to have as a writer 
of one’s life than the wit to find irony in both the  
tragedy and success of one’s life.

Katherine Lanpher

Leap Days

Another book of wit and loss and courage. A wonder-
ful set of pieces about her move to New York from the 
Midwest when she was forty and newly single (talk 
about second chances!).
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Keep on 
Reading

Quirky Choices

Two of my favorite books are more than a little quirky, 
I suppose. But then, I’m more than a little quirky.

Craig Seligman

Sontag and Kael: Opposites Attract Me 

Allen Shawn

Wish I Could Be There: Notes from a Phobic Life 

What holds these two wonderful books together is a 
deeply personal and almost obsessive degree of atten-
tion to a very narrow subject. As I happen to feel 
strongly (and positively) about both Sontag and Kael, 
my interest in the Seligman book was piqued from the 
get-go. But I fell in love with Seligman’s writing (and 
his values) in the process. The book felt like one of 
those great long conversations that one returns to over 
a weekend in the country, when you’re lucky enough to 
bring along a good friend—and a very thoughtful, very 
witty, very brilliant friend, indeed. 

I’m not sure how I stumbled across Shawn’s book, but 
it’s become a favorite. He’s produced an unwavering 
report of clear-eyed honesty within a subject that wants 
nothing more than to hide. A brave and captivating 
book. And, selfishly, a great lesson for a novelist who 
writes in the first person.

Reference

I have a thing for reference books. I’d almost rather 
retire with a guidebook or a book on paint formulas 
and techniques than any fantasy you could dream up. 
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Roget’s Thesaurus (1964) 

My affection for my 1964 Roget’s Thesaurus was so 
specific, so nontransferable—that when the poor book, 
rubbed nearly to death like The Velveteen Rabbit, was 
about to bite the dust, I sent it off to a great book-
binder to be dressed up in new clothes. It returned 
in brilliant red linen, struck with gold letters that say: 
“Diane Meier’s Beloved Thesaurus.” I know, I know: 
There are a lot of NEW words since 1964. But this is 
the book I like. Sometimes, when I don’t know what to 
write or how to write it, I just open it up and look at 
words. Words. What they look like. What they mean. 
What other words you might want to use. What they 
make you think of . . . and, lo and behold, I’m all fired 
up again. 

Jenifer Lang (Editor) 

Larousse Gastronomique (1988) 

Same deal as my thesaurus. You may find another  
copy but you WANT the 1988 version. Hardcover.  
Jenifer Lang edited. 

In this book you will find all the wonders of the food 
world (at least the French food world) made completely 
understandable. Hard to believe? Listen to this: Gratin? 
Look it up under G. There it is—the explanation, the 
history, a recipe. Magic! Béchamel? Under B, of course. 
It will not only give you a recipe, but tell you about the 
aristocrat for which it was named. You may never get 
around to cooking.

Isabel O’Neil 

The Art of the Painted Finish 

How many books did your mother work on? Well, 
mine worked on this. And helped to teach some of 
the most skilled decorative and restorative painters in 
this country during her more than forty-year career. I 
use some of the techniques—at least the inspiration, if 
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not the skills—throughout our homes and offices. But 
I could sit and just read it for hours. It’s everything I 
love. Recipes. Ideas. Color. And it just inspires all kinds 
of good things.

Stephen Sondheim

Finishing the Hat: Collected Lyrics (1954–1981)

Are books of lyrics reference books? I think so. 
And I have ’em all. Rogers and Hart. Rogers and 
Hammerstein, Ira Gershwin, Cole Porter, Noël 
Coward—you name it, we could prop it up on  
the piano and have a go. This Sondheim hybrid is 
something else: Part memoir, part gossip, all lyrics.  
If you are a Sondheim fan, that “something else” is  
simply heaven. If not, well, it won’t mean much to you. 
Go sing your own song.

Diane Meier

The New American Wedding 

Are we allowed to put our own work in these lists? 
Why not. I love this book. A fresh way to approach a 
ritual whose time has come to change. When the rite 
was cast in stone (only about a hundred years ago), 
brides were seventeen, grooms were eighteen, and 
parents were launching them out into the wide world 
in a shower of hope and support. Now, with first-time 
brides and grooms marrying at an age close to thirty, 
it’s a whole new ball game. 

Here at MEIER, we interviewed about a thousand  
people, visited a hundred, and brought their experi-
ences of New Ritual to the forefront. We clarified the 
differences and shared example after example of new 
thinking, fresh starts, and completely authentic ideas 
of personal style in fashion, entertaining, ceremony, 
and celebration. It’s a beauty of a book and we’re very 
proud of it.

Keep on 
Reading
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Plays

Theater is my secret passion. Well maybe not such a 
secret. But did you know about it? And I love reading 
plays.

Right now I’m reading Philip Barry. Working 
through everything he wrote. I pretty well hated a 
Hotel Universe, but I couldn’t like Holiday or The 
Philadelphia Story more. That’s generally the way the 
critics treated Barry in the 1930s and ’40s, not unlike 
Woody Allen (we really like your funny stuff better). 
But maybe sometimes, and only sometimes, the critics 
are right.

Eugene O’Neill is devastatingly good in print.  
Try A Moon for the Misbegotten first. It’s tenderness 
and brutality in equal parts and you can see every  
move you’d make on stage.

Tom Stoppard. Well, I’m not very original in my tastes, 
I know, but you’ve asked for the favorites. I’ve read just 
about all of Stoppard. Love them. I’d vote for The Real 
Thing and Rock ’n’ Roll. But it depends on the week. 
I might change my mind by Tuesday and have a new 
favorite. Check in with me often.

You have to read Oscar Wilde’s plays. For some odd 
reason, they’re better than seeing them performed. The 
Importance of Being Earnest, for instance, reads like a 
goofy, sliding, delightful satire by a good friend. A send-
up of a bunch of stiffs. All of a sudden you know what 
they mean by “romp.” And inside of it all is a kind of 
respect for the authentic that I only saw in print. 
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Contemporary Fiction

John Colapinto 

About the Author 

An original voice in a book about plagiarism. Funny. 
Great ear. Great energy. It came out the week of 9/11 
and consequently, no one ever heard about it. But now 
you have. You’ll love it.

Sara Pritchard 

Crackpots 

The kind of talent you didn’t think they’d discover any-
more, a completely unique point of view. Sort of flea-
market magic realism, if you can imagine that. Sublime 
passages will make you think of a paint-by-number ver-
sions of Chagall’s floating ladies, offering jars of Cheese 
Wiz, Marshmallow Fluff, and Play-Doh to the wacky 
but seriously wonderful crowds below.

Frank Delaney

Ireland, Tipperary, Shannon, Venetia Kelly’s Traveling 
Show, The Matchmaker of Kenmare

When people ask me whose work, besides your hus-
band’s, do you like, I want to reply, “What’s this 
besides?” I do love Frank’s work. They’re fabulous reads. 
Moving, big, sprawling novels. Like they used to write. 
With characters you’ll never forget. And if you don’t see 
yourself toting these big books around, try the audio 
books and let Frank read them to you. I promise you’ll 
be hooked. They’re heart-stopping.

Keep on 
Reading
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1.  Do you find Joy to be a reliable narrator? Is she 
capable of providing insights about her own life? 
Does this change from the beginning to the end of 
the novel? 

2.  How did your opinion of Joy change throughout the 
novel? Did you find her endearing at first? In a way, 
do you think your perception of the narrator over 
the course of the novel mimics Joy’s own coming to 
terms with herself? 

3.   Joy heads off to Amherst thinking that it will be a 
fresh change from what she perceives as the politics 
and bureaucracy at Columbia. Is Amherst truly dif-
ferent from Columbia? Did Adele Grant’s wedding 
change your opinion of the life Joy left behind?

4.  At first, Joy finds Fran and Josie’s attempts at friend-
ship intrusive. What is it that finally gets her to 
accept them as her friends? Why do you think it 
takes Joy so long to open up to them? 

5.  When Teddy first starts working on Joy’s house, he 
takes her completely by surprise when he recites 
Yeats to her. What do you make of this incident? 
How does it foreshadow the events still to come? 

Reading Group Questions
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6.  Joy’s sharp wit pervades the novel. Do you think that 
in some ways she uses her wit to distract herself from 
the reality at hand? Is it a kind of guard for her?

7.  Consider the effect that Joe’s death had on Teddy, 
and the effects of Tim’s death on Joy. Were their 
reactions to losing an older brother at all similar? 
How did Joy and Teddy each respond to this loss? 
Joy mentions that once she moved to New York, she 
no longer felt that Timmy was with her. Why do you 
think this changes when she arrives in Amherst? 

8.  At one point in the novel, Joy goes to Will’s apart-
ment, where she is met by a half-naked Will, and, 
moments later, a neighbor knocking at the door in a 
negligee who claims to have stopped by because she 
thought she smelled gas. What do you make of this 
incident? How is it that Will manages to make her try 
to talk herself out of what she’s seen? Is she  
willing to be manipulated? Why? 

9.   In what ways is the night Joy leaves Will a major 
turning point for her? Is there anything different 
about her afterward? 

10.   How does Joy deal with the attack on Donna?  
Does she surprise herself in some ways? Did  
she surprise you? 

Keep on 
Reading
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11.   What does this novel have to say about feminism? 
Consider Bernadette Lowell’s opinions about 
women taking care of each other, and also what 
Theo (the hairdresser) has to say about looking 
good to get ahead. What is Joy’s definition of femi-
nism? Does it change over the course of the novel? 

12.   Joy, Josie, and Dan all want to get Teddy to go  
back to school, but he doesn’t seem particularly 
interested. Why do you think that is? What are  
Joy’s reasons for wanting Teddy to go back to 
school? Do her actions in this arena demonstrate 
a deeper understanding of Teddy or not? Do you 
think, at times, academic learning can be overly 
important to her? 

13.   Parts of the novel’s plot turn on Teddy’s relation-
ship with his mother, Maureen. Why do you think 
she treats him the way that she does? Why does he 
submit to it? Do you think that Teddy is genuinely 
his own person? Do you think he can be his own 
person while he’s still under his mother’s wing? 
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