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When reading about Kansas in 
a magazine or travel guide, 

one will likely come across beautifully 
crafted words admiring its sunlit 
stretches of prairie, warm winds 
whispering through open fields, 
charming small towns tucked away off 
battered gravel roads — and probably 
The Wizard of Oz. 

But in other cases, some writers 
aren’t afraid to go to darker places. 
Bent Road, the nationally acclaimed 
debut novel by Lori Harold Roy ’88, 
shows that sometimes skeletons can 
be locked away in the expanses of the 
prairie. 

Set in the mid-1960s, the novel 
depicts the story of the Scotts, a family 
that flees civil rights turmoil and riots 
in Detroit for the husband’s hometown 
in western Kansas. When a young local 
girl disappears, the search dredges out 
many of the family’s secrets that kept 
them away from Kansas for 20 years. 

Roy’s Kansas is gripping and gothic. 
The rural background is draped with 
suspense and tragedy, rich in details 

and packed with captivating characters.  
It is fictionalized, but scarily real and 
deeply moving. At a public reading 
Sept. 25 in Manhattan, Kan., she said 
her work is influenced by the writing 
of authors John Steinbeck and Truman 
Capote.

Roy, a native of Manhattan, Kan., 
and current resident of Tierra Verde, 
Fla., couldn’t have come from a more 
incongruous background for a new 
author making waves in the literary 
world. The product of a “math and 

science” family, she majored in finance 
at Kansas State University and upon 
graduation, dove straight into a career 
in accounting and taxes. 

And when you’re in a job that’s 
“full-time-plus,” there’s little room to 
nurture one’s creative side. But she 
knew there was something more for 
her beyond the partition walls, cubicles 
and water coolers of the corporate 
world — a new calling, one that would 
plunge her into an untapped well of 
creativity.

“When I was younger, I remember I 
enjoyed writing and always did well in 
those classes,” Roy said. “It didn’t ever 
occur to me to pursue a writing career 
— but when my first child was 3 years 
old, I wanted to stay home and keep a 
career, so I started writing.

“My first piece was a novel that was 
very bad,” she laughs. “Several of them, 
actually.”

Putting her first attempts behind her 
and focused on improving her work, 
Roy attended a writers conference at 
Eckerd College in St. Petersburg, Fla., 
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during which she received a piece of 
advice that would change her approach 
and eventually lead to her debut novel.

“I learned if you want to learn how 
to write plots, write a short story,” Roy 
said. “You have little space with which 
to create a beginning, middle and end, 
so you have to make it compelling.”

“I took the advice and began writing 
short stories, several of which were 
published in regional journals. One 
of the stories ended up becoming the 
basis for Bent Road — several parts of 
the short story appear in the novel.”

Fast-forward six years to present 
day. Bent Road, published by Dutton, 
a subsidiary of the Penguin Publishing 
Group, has been on the shelves for nine 
months, and a paperback version is 
due out Feb. 28.  It’s already garnered 
excellent reviews from The New York 
Times, People, National Public Radio 
and The Associated Press.

“A lot of first books are happy to 
get any review, but I’m with a great 
publisher and editor, so they were 
able to get the book in front of a lot of 

people,” Roy said. “I’ve been privileged 
to receive such wonderful reviews. It’s 
been a tremendous experience.”

In the same fashion as a champion 
fighter or an accomplished musician, 
success in writing is dependent on 
discipline and consistency — qualities 
Roy developed as an accountant, 
putting in long hours and meeting 
deadlines. 

“There’s an idea that one must 
wait around for inspiration, 
but most writers I know 
are very disciplined 
and write every day,” 
Roy said. “I think 
a big part of 
finding success 
as a writer is 
finding out 
what works 
for you and 
sticking to it.

“When I 
read a book, 
I want it to 
have a great plot, 

r oad
suspense and mystery — something 
that drives me through the story and 
keeps me turning pages. I also want it 
to have great characters,” Roy said. “I 
hope readers will find the same in my 
stories.”  
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