Suburbia Becomes Her

Roberta Lee remembers how liberated she felt--at first--when she left suburban Bucks County, Pennsylvania behind and fled to California right after high school. The year was 1971.

"Suburbia felt so stifling to me," she says. "I recall thinking that I needed to live in either a truly urban landscape or a strictly rural one to feel comfortable. The suburbia I grew up inside--in Washington Crossing, Bucks County--seemed to be this weird, unbalanced blend of both. What can I say? I was young; I was wrong."

It took her a decade to realize her mistake, however, those years spent mostly in Los Angeles. Today, sitting on the spacious deck of her home near New Hope in Bucks County, she shrugs and smiles at the impetuousness of youth.

"I returned to Bucks County after my father died and my mom was left trying to maintain a property about the same size as the one I now own. She needed my help; I needed a change of scenery. A long-term relationship was ending for me; perhaps all I wanted was a fresh start, a change of scenery. I didn't realize to what degree I'd missed not only the East Coast, but Bucks County, until I came back."

It's hard, now, to imagine Lee living anywhere else but within the world that delineates her Suburban Sprawl series of novels. Her characters drive minivans and SUVs, housewives meet for lunch at the mall, their kids attend mega schools, and the husbands golf, stray and sneak off to the strip clubs hidden just past the developments, big box stores and multiplexes. Lee, a very youthful-looking “fifty-something,” in her words, found more than a return to home in the Suburbs of Philadelphia; she found inspiration.

"One day I looked around and felt that this landscape is populated by more than suburban clichés, it's filled with people torn between conformity and creativity, with the oddest juxtapositions of old and new imaginable, with striving and denial, and with the ghosts of all our collective pasts."

And with real ghosts, as well, we have to ask, because her books are most certainly filled with those.

The writer laughs at the question. "If you're asking if I believe in ghosts in the literal sense, then, no, I don't. But if you're asking if I think we are all haunted by our pasts, our regrets, our mistakes and often our victories, as well, then I say, yes, those ghosts I believe in very much."

Of the writer's own ghosts, however, we quickly understand, we will not be informed.

"My presence online is so open and ubiquitous that I try to keep a certain degree of privacy when it comes to my personal life. I record commentaries for the books I offer as podcasts, and sometimes I let a bit of personal information slip into those. But beyond that, my personal life stays exactly that: personal."

The podcasts in question have grown in popularity to such a degree that the Suburban Sprawl feed has been within the top ten of search results on iTunes for over a year. That feed contains the first four books in the series in their entirety, and it is entirely free.

"It's the same approach to marketing you would take if you had a new laundry detergent and you wanted shelf space in the major supermarket chains," she says. "To achieve that, you would need to give away a lot of detergent first. Really a lot. So in order to sell the subsequent volumes in the series, I decided to give away audiobook versions of the first four, which is what the podcast is: audiobooks. Each chapter is a separate episode, and they can be downloaded, then automatically synched with an iPod using iTunes. I'm a bit stunned how well that approach has worked, actually."

That approach, in fact, has led to book sales in many formats.

"You can buy all my books as traditionally bound books on my website, RobertaLeeArt.com, or on Amazon. Or you can buy eBook versions on my website, as well as podcast versions of the books not on the free podcast," the author says. "The publishing industry is in a kind of self-inflicted free fall at the moment--I won't bore you with my thoughts on why that happened--so I decided to do an end-around and self-publish. The 'how' of that--using social media such as Facebook and Twitter to reach my audience, using iTunes and YouTube to give people free samples--is what defines my marketing effort."

The success of that unorthodox and up-to-the-minute approach is probably best appreciated by a quick online search of her name.

"Go on, google me!" she says with a laugh. "There was a time--pre-podcasts, pre-iTunes, pre-YouTube, pre-Facebook, pre-Twitter--when I was on, like, page 597 if you searched for me by name. This did not make me happy. I mean, it's my name, for heaven's sake, I wanted to be right up there, number one with a bullet. Sometimes I am, now, but my name is actually rather a common one, and there's a Dr. Roberta Lee who swaps off with me daily to be number one. My best advice for a beginning writer: if your name is not unusual, use a pen name that is. Seriously. The more common your name, the tougher it will be for potential readers to find you online."

Pointing out that thousands have, nevertheless, found this particular Roberta Lee online draws another laugh.

"They've found the stories I write, actually," she says. "And they are fiction, you know. And yet, I will admit, my work defines me, sums me up, in many ways is me. So, yes, they have found me. And I have in turn found them."

Noting that she seems very happy about that, the writer is quick to agree.

"It's wonderful," she says, and this time she seems quite serious. "For any artist. It's wonderful to find an audience, to be able to share what you love, to be able to send it out there, into people's lives. It's miraculous, is what it is."

Podcast, or miracle?

"Both," she says. "One wrapped inside the other. And all of it tucked neatly into suburbia."

One of the author's neighbor's lawn service arrives; we hear the buzz of mowers, oddly comforting in the midday doldrums.

"The sound track of suburbia," she notes. "It's in my books: birds twittering in the tress, the growl of lawn mowers, the hiss of pool filters."

One notices that the self-proclaimed writer of social satire intended to skewer suburbia seems very pleased with that sound track.

"It's the sound track of my life, is what it is," she says. "And a comforting one it is!"

