
The Handyman
by Carolyn See

About the Book

With this brilliant novel about the surprises of destiny and the origins of fame, the critically acclaimed author of Golden 

Days ("Extraordinary . . . a very, very important book" --Los Angeles Times Book Review) and Making History 

("Radiant . . . exciting and imaginative" --Cleveland Plain Dealer) firmly establishes her place as one of the preeminent 

chroniclers of our times.

The Handyman is the story of Bob Hampton, an aspiring young painter who has had to face the humbling fact that he 

doesn't know what to paint. And how are you supposed to be an artist in this world if you don't have a vision? Bob trades 

in his artist's palette for a minivan full of house paints, hammers, and nails, and sets about earning a little cash as a 

handyman.

Although he turns out to be very bad at fixing the things he's hired to fix, Bob demonstrates quite a knack for fixing the 

lives of the people around him. In the midst of his jerry-built repairs and inspired home improvements, Bob meets an 

extraordinary cast of characters--rendered in all their delightful eccentricity and human frailty as only Carolyn See can-

each of whom shows Bob the true scope of his own remarkable talent. There's Angela Landry, a housewife with far too 

much time on her hands, a sexpot of a stepdaughter, and a son in need of attention; Jamie Walker, whose allergy-prone 

and ADD-afflicted children keep a menagerie of scaly pets that far exceed Jamie's managerial skills; Valerie LeClerc, 

older, sadder, and certainly wiser than Bob; and Hank and Ben, who leave a narrow-minded Midwest only to find 

unremitting illness and isolation in the California of their dreams.

Replete with stunning images and all of Carolyn See's trademark humor and wisdom, The Handyman depicts the 

countless ways in which our lives are intertwined and the profound effects we can have on one another. It is the kind of 

surprising and miraculously uplifting novel we have come to expect from the woman Diane Johnson has called "one of 

our most important writers."
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Discussion Guide

1. Do you think Peter Laue is going to get his grant? Why or why not?

2. As a handyman, Bob also a successful therapist. Do you agree with this assessment? Discuss the significance of the 

title of this novel.

3. Have you had a Bob in your life? If not, would you like to meet someone like him?

4. What do you think would have happened to the characters in this novel if Bob had not entered their lives?

5. Who do you think is the inspiration for the Lilith paintings?

6. Did you figure out the identity of Se?ora Hampton before the end of the novel? Do you think she was the right woman 

for him?

7. Why do you think Kate does not realize that her Bob became Robert Hampton?

8. Unlike the very dysfunctional families we meet throughout the course of this novel, Angela and Bob seem to have 

created a family that really works. Why do you think this is so?

9. Which character would you be most interested in meeting and why? Would you be interested in spending time at the 

Hampton compound?

10. Beginning with Bob's mother, so many of the characters in this novel seem paralyzed by their loneliness. Discuss 

why it can be so difficult to connect with other people.

11. As Bob compares his own far-from-privileged upbringing with the affluence of the tumultuous Landry household, he 

reflects, "Rich kids tried to destroy themselves as a hobby. . . . We couldn't afford a catastrophe." What does he mean?

12. Why do you think the housewives in this novel feel so helpless and hopeless? Why do they have so much trouble 

with their primary job of creating and sustaining a home?

13. This novel explores the landscape of failed marriages. How do you think people end up so trapped and unhappy? 

What brought these people together? What tore them apart?

14. "This wasn't how grown-up men were supposed to spend their time, but God, this was nice," thought Bob as he was 

playing with Tod. Why does he think this? Discuss societal expectations regarding men and work and family.

15. Hank and Ben's dreams of Hollywood fall very short. What is it about Los Angeles that drew them to it? What is the 

source of its pull on the popular imagination?



16. What does Bob learn while he is cleaning out Professor Le Clerc's office and, essentially, throwing out his life's 

work?

17. How does Bob's understanding of his art change over the course of this novel? Do you think he would have been 

successful if he had stayed in Paris?

18. Many reviewers refer to this novel as a fairy tale. Do you agree?

19. Describe this novel in a sentence or two. Have your group share their summaries and discuss the range of opinions 

and impressions.

20. How was your reading group formed? Why do you think it has stayed together? Do you agree with Carolyn See's 

reflections on the phenomenon of the reading group?

21. Why did your group select this novel? Have you or will you read other works by Carolyn See?

22. How does this novel compare with other works your group has read?

Author Bio

Critical Praise

"Beguiling, charming, witty, inspiring--Carolyn See's novel The Handyman is so wonderful in so many ways that it's 

going to seem as if her mother wrote every review for it. Twenty-eight-year-old Bob Hampton is a struggling artist who 

is panicking at the possibility that he will never find his authentic 'voice.' After a failed (and endearing) trip to Paris, Bob 

returns to his home in Los Angeles and decides to spend the summer working as a handyman before giving art school 

one more try. What he becomes, of course, is a handyman of the heart. "
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