Tech Savvy Writer Finds Comfort in Suburban Roots

Roberta Lee laughs and sips her chi tea. "Decaf with soy milk," she says, "I feel just like one of the characters in my novels."

The novels in question currently number six available for sale, one that is in progress and will be published in the fall, and an eighth in the planning stages. All are tied together as a series collectively entitled Suburban Sprawl. All are set in Bucks County, Pennsylvania, and all revolve around the lives of the same cast of characters.

"They go in and out of the spotlight," she says about that cast. "There are four main characters who appear at in all the novels, and a slew of supporting characters who rotate in and out of the main plot arcs. Even the central characters have parts in the individual books that vary in importance, so that in the first book, The Liar's Guide, most of the story is about Jack and Laura, but Debbie and Tommy have more prominent roles in, respectively, The Chilling Effect and Owning Betty. Those four central characters even drop out of the spotlight entirely for a while, which is what happens in the book I’m working on right now, One Cube Over. It's a way to use the same cast but keep the stories fresh, so that the books aren't repetitious."

Lee's prose has been described as exactly that: fresh. The words sparkling, layered and evocative also often turn up in reviews as well as in the accolades of her many fans. Those fans have an active role in her life, since her efforts to promote her work has prompted her to explore new ways to reach an audience.

"The podcasts are the first thing that people comment on when it comes to my self-promo blitz," she says with another of her ready laughs. "That's me, reading my books into a microphone, adding music that I make myself and putting it on the internet for free. I actually didn't release any of the books as traditional, bound books until I'd sold copies as eBooks and built up a following on for the podcast on iTunes. And on YouTube, as well, where I upload promotional videos for all my books. Then there's Facebook, where people can become fans on my Page, make comments, ask questions, and join in or start discussions.  And Twitter, where I am @RobertaLeeArt. That’s a great place to stay in touch and find out about the new books as they get written."

The obvious question is why anyone would buy a book if they can listen to it for free. 

"It's not the same market," she says, "although obviously there's overlap. The majority of the people who listen to podcasts do so because they’re trapped in their cars for extended periods of time--commuting or waiting for soccer practice to end and basketball practice to begin--and they have no time to read. There are also people who listen because they simply enjoy audiobooks on their own merits. But for the most part they are not going to buy my books anyway because they literally have no quiet time in their day to read. So the podcast promotes the books by building awareness, name recognition and establishing a presence for Suburban Sprawl online. And only the first four books in the series are on the free podcast, anyway. If you want to listen to books five and six—Leviathan and Switch—you need to purchase the podcasts from me. So the podcasts are a marketing tool, a free sample, but they are also fun to produce, and a terrific way to do a final polish on a manuscript. Trust me, if you read your work into a microphone, you will find any lingering typos, wrong-words or other problems that have eluded all previous attempts at proofreading."

And what about those stories? Her books and podcasts carry disclaimers saying they are intended for an "adult audience," for example.

"Oh, don’t get me started!" she says. "That's a gentle warning that I don't write children's books. Yes, there are explicit sex scenes and casual drug use--in fact, one of my main characters is a drug dealer--but my books aren't erotica or all about drugs, not by any means. The plot arcs I use have a kind of soap opera quality that I enjoy, but the underlying themes are serious and worthy of any piece of fiction. The juxtaposition of those simple story lines--a love triangle gone bad, a murder plot that may or may not be a fantasy, an obsessive love, a struggle with addiction, the changes that come with age--with complex, layered characters and the overarching themes of disillusionment, angst, the boredom and conformity of suburbia, the sense of isolation in the midst of others are what make my novels interesting to write, and hopefully to read. They’re funny, too,” she adds. “I writer social satire and the books are intended to be very, very funny at times.”

And what about the setting of these books? The phrase, “suburban sprawl” carries some pretty strong pejorative connotations, doesn’t it?

“Does it, really?” Lee says.  “There are pluses and minuses in any place you might choose to live, for one thing, and the incarnation of suburbia about which I write—the far, far, distant suburbs—have lots of advantages. That’s why people go there, obviously. But there is a kind of subliminal press toward conformity in the suburbs. The beige houses, the relentless duplication of new construction, the bland street names inside developments, even the dreary uniformity of the color of the vehicles, which are almost universally some variation on black, white and gray. If you don’t aren’t married and/or have children, there’s an unspoken but palpable sense that something must be wrong with you, for another example. Because you are different.”

When asked about her own marital and/or parental status, however, the author demonstrates an unexpected degree of reticence. 

“Nobody’s business,” she says, simply.  “My private life is off limits in interviews, but I’ll sit here, drink tea and talk about my books all day if you wish.”

In that spirit, when she is asked about the future of the Suburban Sprawl series, she returns to being obliging.

“I know it goes on,” the writer says, “even on and on and on. I see at least four more books in the series, possibly, quite a few more even past that number.  It’s like the real suburban sprawl, you know. The truth is, you just can’t stop suburban sprawl!”

