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casionally become involved in a building
project, like the restoration of his great-aunt’s
house in Santa Ana, Calif., which he and his sib-
lings inherited and now rent out. 

But it was Fred McNeal who oversaw the
construction of Tom McNeal’s home in Fall-
brook, in 1993. 

“My brother throws nothing away, so a lot
of the doors in my house and some of the win-
dows came from my great-aunt’s or my grand-
mother’s house,” Mr. McNeal said, pointing out
a stained-glass window from his grandmother’s
home that’s now just inside his front entry.

Sited on a hill overlooking an orange grove,
the house is the architectural equivalent of a
carefully crafted novel: well constructed, invit-
ing, with a few surprise twists. Like the secret
rooms. 

Upstairs, in the couple’s bedroom, a book-
case rotates to reveal a hidden office, and in-
side, a trapdoor leads down to a storage room
and a library. Two tiny concealed playrooms,
designed for the boys, are also accessible
through the bedroom.

What was the purpose? “The pure fun of
it,” Mr. McNeal said. “I thought, if I ever build a
house, it’s going to have a secret passage.” 

The author’s new novel took shape not in
his secret office, but in a guest cottage on the
roughly two-acre property. 

Not surprisingly, given his day job, it is
filled with references to tools and pickup trucks
and men who carry “the commingled smells of
sweat and sawdust and beer.” Willy Blunt, the

character at the center of the book, is a car-
penter involved with a married film editor
named Judith. When the two first meet, during
Judith’s teenage years in Nebraska, he is
putting a roof on a barn, approaching the job
“like he was on his way to a picnic.” 

In another scene, Judith and her father re-
furbish an antique bedroom suite. Describing
the way her father is “evenly sanding the
bird’s-eye maple,” Mr. McNeal sounds like Bob
Vila with an M.F.A. 

“You use those things that you know,” he
said. “In my life, I’ve always balanced the writ-
ing with the other work. In the other work, you
meet people very different than the people you
meet on a college campus.” 

The Willy Blunt character, with his sly
sense of humor and strict moral compass, was
inspired by an old friend, he said. “He loved to
play cards, he smoked, he drank, girls were at-
tracted to him,” Mr. McNeal said. “He had a
more wide-open life than I was capable of.” 

But when the two were in their 20s and
roommates, the friend fell madly in love with a
woman, and “it didn’t work. She abandoned
him,” Mr. McNeal said. “It blindsided him.” 

The friend’s death several years ago made
Mr. McNeal reconsider what makes a good life
and a good marriage. 

“I doubt I could have written Willy Blunt
without having been around some construction
sites,” he said. “His mentality would fit right in
there.”

I
F manual labor is a recurring theme in Mr.
McNeal’s writing, Nebraska is another. His
mother is from the northwestern part of the
state, and as a boy he spent part of each
summer on the farm where she grew up.
Life on the plains has a near-mythic hold on
him. “For me, it represents a kind of purity

that is hard to come by,” Mr. McNeal said. 

In his 20s, Mr. McNeal and his wife at the time,
Cathy Karabensh, lived in a small town there
called Hay Springs and taught at local schools. He
continues to travel back in his imagination, having
set part of both novels there. 

His character Judith finds that being in Ne-
braska “dilates her senses,” and Mr. McNeal
seems to feel the same way. “When I drive back to

Nebraska, it’s as if something has just changed
for the better,” he said. “I know that for a lot of
people who have driven I-80 through Nebraska,
this will be a complete mystery.” 

Although the freeway-laced topography of
Southern California doesn’t often appear in his
work, Mr. McNeal grew up in Santa Ana, in Or-
ange County, back when the namesake fruit was
still abundant there. He lived for a while in Lake
Arrowhead, and after he married Laura, in 1993,
the couple moved to Fallbrook, a town northeast
of San Diego that bills itself as “the avocado cap-
ital of the world.” 

Driving a visitor around the rugged scrub-
land in his truck, Mr. McNeal observed that, un-
like his hometown, which he said has become “so
dense that you can’t breathe,” Fallbrook has
space and a relaxed attitude. “You don’t have to
worry about how loud the kids are or whether the
curtains are drawn on the windows,” he said. 

Then his cellphone rang, and he was sum-
moned home for dinner: a chicken potpie cooked
in the restored 1920s Wedgewood stove. Later,
over dessert, he and his wife talked about the
book business. In addition to their individual ef-
forts, the couple have collaborated on five books
for young readers. Ms. McNeal’s last novel,
“Dark Water,” was nominated for a National
Book Award last year and the family flew to New
York City for the ceremony (another author won). 

A visitor couldn’t help pointing out that the
scene of domesticity seemed in marked contrast
to the circumstances of the characters in his nov-
el, particularly Judith, who leaves her husband to
find Willy, her first love. Was Mr. McNeal explor-
ing the romantic road not taken?

“I don’t think it’s coming from current im-
pulses,” he said. 

Instead, he brought up his old friend, the
model for Willy. The girlfriend who broke his
heart, Mr. McNeal said, lived just a few miles
from the site of the memorial service, but she
didn’t attend. The author wanted to see a differ-
ent outcome.

“I thought the one thing I can do is, I can get
Willy Blunt a better girlfriend.” 

An Imagination With Built-Ins
From Page 1, This Section

PHOTOGRAPHS BY LAURE JOLIET FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES

COUNTRY LIVING 

Laura McNeal, an
author of young-
adult fiction, in the
couple’s kitchen.
The Valencia or-
anges in the wire
basket were picked
from the grove on
their property. Ms.
McNeal is a fan of
old-fashioned appli-
ances, like the Bake-
lite rotary phone
and the restored
1920s Wedgewood
stove. Tom McNeal
said: “Most people
come in here and
say, ‘You don’t cook
on that, do you?’” 

PRIVATE AND PUBLIC Clockwise, from above: a claw-foot tub in the mas-
ter suite; a bookshelf in the bedroom rotates to allow access to a room
with a small writing desk; a view of the house from the courtyard.

WORK AND FAMILY

Tom and Laura
McNeal have writ-
ten five books to-
gether, one for chil-
dren and four for
young adults.
Right, the couple’s
sons, Sam, 13, and
Hank, 11, on the
front stoop.

STORYBOOK SURROUNDINGS Another hidden room, above, designed for
the boys, evokes the classic children’s book “The Wind in the Willows.” 

CHILD-FRIENDLY Above, an attic play space, filled with old toys, that Ms.
McNeal calls “the Museum of Childhood.” Left, Sam McNeal’s room. 

AT  H O M E  W I T H

T o m  M c N e a l  

More photos of Tom and Laura McNeal’s
home in Southern California: 

nytimes.com/home
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