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    INTRODUCTION




    WOMEN OF A CERTAIN AGE




     




    Middle-aged housewives and mothers. Girls barely out of their teens.




    Grandmothers. Blindfolds. Restraints. Dominance. Submission.




    Sadomasochism. What’s wrong with this picture?




    Absolutely nothing thanks to E L James, a middle-aged, hard-working British wife and mother who has single-handedly succeeded in bringing erotica kicking and screaming to a heretofore unheard of level of acceptance and freedom with her trilogy of sexually charged Fifty Shades novels.




    Fifty Shades of Grey. Fifty Shades Darker. Fifty Shades Freed. The titles ring out like a call to arms. The battle ultimately won has been for the freedom for women to think and feel.




    Fifty Shades books are proudly displayed, in stacks many feet high, in bookstore displays around the world. They’ve made the leap from fan fiction homage to the Twilight series to best-seller status in a much more adult world at light speed.




    And far from the days of back of the store/brown paper wrapper book covers secured and digested in hushed tones that greeted forerunners of the modern erotic novel like Lady Chatterley’s Lover, The Story of O, Peyton Place (very hot stuff for its day), Fanny Hill, Fear of Flying and the more erotic writing of Anais Nin and, more recently, Anne Rice, fans of these very raw romantic and sexual odysseys are proudly and openly displaying their books, discussing them in very public arenas. In the ultimate sign of respectability, these books can be purchased in Aisle 4 of their favorite supermarket from mile-high displays next to the frozen food cases, as well as in front-of-the-store displays normally reserved for what many would consider more serious forms of literature as well as the latest efforts of the best-seller brands.




    You know that erotica has truly arrived when you can buy Fifty Shades of Grey and creamed corn in the same place.




    This is a classic case of “where did this come from?” We’ve seen it before with the series by J.K. Rowling and Stephenie Meyer. Yes, E L James has quickly risen to that level of company and, as such, is reaping the rewards.




    Not surprisingly, a spirited bidding war for the film rights to Fifty Shades ensued in 2012 with major film studios falling all over themselves to the tune of millions of dollars. Even actress Angelina Jolie has tossed her hat into the ring to direct while author Bret Easton Ellis, who has had his own share of controversy with American Psycho, has enthusiastically lobbied to adapt the books for the screen.




    BDSM merchandise has escaped the dungeons of kinky specialty shops and is flying out the door of above ground, mainstream department stores. And let’s not forget the soundtrack albums, the fuzzy handcuffs and all the trappings of an underground movement that has risen to ground level on the back of one middle-aged housewife and one very graphic love story. It has all the elements of an out-of-nowhere success story that has been a happy ending literally from the word go.




    This success has been made all the more amazing by the fact that E L James’ creation is, at its core, fairly predictable stuff by erotic standards.




    The conceit of Fifty Shades’ story is fairly traditional. An inexperienced young woman named Anastasia Steele becomes involved with an older and light years more experienced man, billionaire Christian Grey, who teaches her the ways of life and love. It is your basic romance novel, the ones with the strapping male torsos and the willowy women cowering at their feet.




    So far so good.




    But where the Fifty Shades books have radically departed from the polite/well mannered norm of mass-market romance paperbacks is that the older man in this scenario has a few kinks. He is into control and dominance when it comes to his lovers, be it in or out of his notorious Red Room of Pain. Sadomasochism is part and parcel of his lovemaking. Handcuffs, whips, blindfolds and bindings are integral to his foreplay. Control is at the center of this erotic dance. Who has it? Who is willing to accept it?




    And finally, who says when it’s all too much?




    And make no mistake, James does not pull any punches with the sexual nature of the couple’s encounters. Hardcore and rude in the typical pornographic manner, it is not. But the descriptive and truly erotic passages offer just the right element of unbridled heat and passion. Readers are quick to turn the pages ... for all the right and wrong reasons.




    And women of all ages and, particularly, James’ middle-aged peers who had, according to pop culture pundits looking to make sense of Fifty Shades, admittedly fallen into a sedate state of routine and, yes, perhaps boredom in their love lives, have literally been drawn to the flame of this later-in-life fictional experience. And for many reasons.




    Many have speculated that Fifty Shades is a mirror on the excitement of long-ago first love. Others offer up the tales as the fantasy many women crave of being dominated by a strong man; their escape from a workaday world that often sees them as the breadwinner and competing in a male-driven society. For still others, Christian is the erotic one-night stand they dream of when the husband or significant other has fallen asleep and the children are off in their own lives. Pundits have had a field day trying to figure it all out. But at the end of the day, the attraction to Fifty Shades has been undeniable.




    One enthusiastic convert to the allure of the Fifty Shades trilogy summed things up fairly succinctly when she sent James a note (chronicled in The Daily Mail) informing her that the effect of the books on her readers was as though “you’re waking the dead here.”




    While wildly successful on a massive commercial scale, the odyssey of Christian and Anastasia has not gone by unscathed. James herself has often made the point that she is not a great writer and, inevitably, that point is made even in the most complimentary reviews. Take away the erotic passages and most would find the storyline fairly suitable fodder for generic romance novels.




    As they would likely find the company of E L James (the nom de plume of former British television producer Erika Leonard). This late-40s mother of two is alternately soft-spoken and self-deprecating. After years of a solid family life with no bumps in the road, she experienced what she calls “her midlife crisis” that resulted in the creation of Fifty Shades and a level of fame that she constantly marvels at and, even at this late date, still finds hard to believe. To put it mildly, she was “gobsmacked.”




    As a matter of fact, amazement at it all has become James’ stock answer to the endless questions of how sudden success and riches beyond her wildest dreams feels. The plain spoken, to the point and slightly understated responses to just how success feels are refreshingly obvious and have taken on a life of their own. How many ways can you describe how it feels to suddenly have it all? E L James has a million of them and, to this point, has used them all. Including a rather understated response to NPR during an interview. “My name is E L James. I’m in my 40s and I do lots of laundry... And write books.”




    James’ mother, Alexandra Mitchell, echoed her daughter’s surprise at the books’ success in an Entertainmentwise interview. “It was a lovely surprise. None of us expected it. She didn’t either. She was writing it for herself. She didn’t even want to publish it at first. She said to me, ‘I never wanted to be a famous mother.’”




    To that point, James was visibly upset when The London Evening Standard saw through her E L James pseudonym and tracked her down at her quiet, nondescript West London home. “How did you find me?” she asked the journalist who came knocking on her door. “I didn’t want my real name to come out.”




    Nor did she have high expectations when the very small publisher, The Writer’s Coffee Shop, began publishing her books. “I thought I would put it out, get a few gentle sales and I’d carry on with my work,” she told the New Zealand news website stuff.co.nz.




    Not surprisingly, when Fifty Shades became an international sensation, James, as given her modest roots, proclaimed that she would use the money to buy a new car and fix up her kitchen. But, as she explained in quotes that appeared in The Daily Mail and Face The Facts, she did make one subtle concession to her erotic alter ego.




    “I bought some made-to-measure bras,” she chuckled. “They’re very plain. They haven’t got tassels or anything raunchy on them.”




    That James’ modest/low-key traits sound vaguely familiar come as no surprise. For James is the latest in a long line of midlife women writers who after years of quiet obscurity have had mammoth, unexpected breakthroughs. We’ve seen it with J.K. Rowling who, after years of personal and creative challenges and frustrations, made literary history with Harry Potter. Stephenie Meyer, for whom James owes a real sense of gratitude and inspiration, lived a prim and proper life in Middle American bliss before a dream resulted in Twilight.




    But as the accolades and book sales came pouring in, reaching their peak in early 2012 with an estimated one million copies sold a week, James began to loosen up. She became more comfortable in the public eye, laughed easily and often in the face of inquiring press and adoring fans, and developed a quite easy and believable patter during her first U.S. book tour.




    During a stopover in Chicago, as reported by The Chicago Tribune, she was alternately shy and forthcoming. She visibly blushed at one point when an ardent fan relayed a personal thank you from her husband. When another woman told her that she was now very pregnant thanks to her, James jokingly responded, “I never touched you.”




    James’ dream has become the lightning rod of a sudden realization that love and sex as a freedom for bottled-up emotions and fantasies can be possible. Pop culture being what it is, those who make a living defining something at its most basic have been quick to call what E L James has written “Mommy porn.”




    James has had a good laugh at the notion of her work being dismissed as porn or something equally scandalous. To her way of thinking, even the more civilized “erotica” is missing the boat.




    “I wouldn’t call it erotica,” she told Stuff. “I call it a contemporary romance. What’s in my books is what people do. They meet, fall in love and have sex. That’s what I remember from back in the day.”




     






     




    CHAPTER ONE




    BORN AND RAISED




     




    It would not be too difficult to fall in love with Buckinghamshire. Surrounded by rolling hills, idyllic country sides and crisscrossed by lazy, meandering rivers that cross hatch the various counties in South Eastern England, Buckinghamshire is nothing if not gentile. The service-oriented economy of the city is backed by the highest level of educational achievement in the United Kingdom. Numerous British celebrities hail from Buckinghamshire, including ‘80s pop singer Howard Jones, actor Michael York, and five-time Olympic gold medalist Steve Redgrave. During medieval times, no lesser lights than Edward the Confessor and Ann Boleyn made Buckinghamshire their home.




    It was the place where Erika Leonard’s parents put down roots, mixing their Scottish and Chilean backgrounds and an abiding interest in the finer, creative elements of life into the fabric of the town. Her father plied his trade in the big city as a cameraman for the BBC while her mother tended home and hearth.




    For whatever reason, the particulars of Erika’s family tree are maddeningly inconsistent. Whether by design or the relative privacy of the author, research has failed to disclose her father’s name. It was only within the past year and a chance interview with her mother (Alexandra) and the occasional memories of the author that we discovered precious fragments of those early years, such as the fact that she has a brother.




    Erika Leonard was born in Buckinghamshire in 1963. From the beginning, it seemed like a good fit.




    While very much stepped in tradition, Erika’s parents raised their daughter with a soft, encouraging hand. At an early age, Erika was quite naturally bilingual, speaking fluid Spanish along with a very crisp British lilt. Very much a self-described “good girl,” the young Erika was equally at home with friends and in the privacy of her own imagination and thoughts. When out and about, she could often be counted on for the amusing anecdote or off-the-cuff remark that could induce mild surprise and laughter. She recalled in an interview with romance author journalist Rachael Wade that a sense of humor was a family trait.




    “My father and brother both had and have an amazing sense of humor,” she said. “My mother has a tremendous sense of mischief. So it kind of rubbed off.”




    It was a trait of mild outlandishness that would follow her throughout the years.




    “I’ve always had a tendency to over-share,” she jokingly explained in a Times of India article. “I’m not a particularly reserved person.”




    The young child grew up in a house of readers and gravitated toward a love of the written word, and by the time she entered school, she was already making tentative strides in composing flights of fancy to entertain herself and her classmates.




    “When I was in primary school at age 10, I used to write stories,” she told Fiction Vixen. “My teacher would always make me read them to the class. That was mainly because I used to include my classmates in every story.”




    James’ mother, Alexandra Mitchell, proudly recalled her daughter’s earliest writing efforts in a conversation with The Daily Mail. “Erika won’t remember this, but she wrote something that was absolutely brilliant about a snowman that flew.”




    The notion of writing stories that would center on love and captivate the hearts and minds of massive audiences was part and parcel of Erika’s early years.




    Erika’s childhood and teen years were normal by most standards. She played hard. She studied hard. And she stayed out of trouble. By the time she finished up her primary education, the consensus was that Erika Mitchell would be going places.




     




     






     




    CHAPTER TWO




    HIGHER EDUCATION




     




    Erika’s interests were running very much toward the intellectual side when it came time for her to go onto the next phase of her education life. Ultimately she chose to attend the prestigious University of Kent with a major in History, filled out by classes in English Literature.




    Her years at Kent must have seemed to have flown by. Alternately studious and outgoing, Erika remained personable in social settings and dedicated in her studies. On the surface, a career in teaching seemed the logical career path. And although she remained enamored of the idea of writing stories and, reportedly, would produce occasional bits and fragments of short stories that never saw the light of day, a career as a woman of letters did not appear to be on the horizon.




    What is known about Erika during this period was that she was very detail-oriented, good with numbers and highly organized. Given that aptitude, it was no surprise that her final dissertation at the university was a complex and detailed look at the fall of the Tsar of Russia. It was a paper that earned Erika high marks.




    And it was safe to say that Erika’s father had some input when it came to discussing what his daughter might do once she graduated from university. He would most likely have played up the excitement of being in the entertainment industry and Erika would have been taken with the notion of a career in a creative world.




    Which was why it did not come as too much of a surprise when, despite having graduated from the University of Kent with a degree in History, Erika turned toward entertainment when she applied to and was accepted at the prestigious National Film and Television School in London. The school had a sterling reputation as a real world entry into show business thanks to its mixture of education and theory, as well as lots of on-the-job training.




    Erika’s personal life during this period remained a deep-dark secret. But during her U.S. book tour, she did let it slip that, “I did have an inappropriate relationship when I was younger.” She would not be any more specific. But the speculation ran wild with the notion that this relationship, rumored to have happened sometime after she graduated from Kent and during her early years at The National Film and Television School, may well have planted the seeds, on a subconscious level, for the domineering Christian Grey in Fifty Shades.




    Erika was thrown into the deep end at The National Film and Television School, serving as the studio manager’s assistant, essentially a gofer who did anything and everything and learned quite a bit along the way. It was a tough and constantly challenging exercise in on-the-job training but Erika was not deterred by the nuts and bolts nature of this new element of her education.




    While at the school, Erika met a fellow student, Niall Leonard, a good-natured Irishman with a sly sense of humor and a very down-to-earth nature. That he was a creative type who was pointing toward a career as a scriptwriter and director was of particular interest to Erika. And their friendship soon blossomed into something more.




    Becoming romantically involved proved to be quite a natural and easygoing scenario for the pair. Niall was making his first forays into writing and directing while Erika was proving her mettle with all the bottom-line skills and instincts of a seasoned producer. They both had their work and education. And when they were together they were genuinely excited by each other and their lives. Niall was never what one would consider a romantic. He made that plain in a Guardian commentary when he talked about his seeming inability to write a romantic novel. “I’m the least romantic fecker that ever lived. Our first Christmas together I bought her a tin opener. My earliest experience of kinky sex was her trying to shove it up my arse.”




    “We annoy the hell out of each other,” Erika jokingly revealed about the nature of their relationship to Irish Central. “But generally, we get on very well.”




    So well, in fact, that they made their life together permanent when they married in 1987.




    The couple settled into marital bliss in a nondescript home in a quiet area of West London. The early years were a whirlwind as they moved ahead in their education and made the first tentative steps forward in their respective careers.




    But as these things often happen, Erika adjusted quite easily to the role of a stay-at-home housewife who enjoyed the simple pleasures of puttering around in a small garden and being the doting wife. When she had a few moments to herself, Erika would curl up with a good book. Always an avid reader, those days she gravitated toward romance novels and an escape into fantasy.




    In the meantime, Niall’s growing reputation as a screenwriter had made him an in-demand writer on a number of the BBC’s growing roster of television series. He would be kept busy over the next few years on the shows Spender (1993), Pie In The Sky (1997) and Ballykissangel (1997-1998).




    The marriage took a happy turn when Erika discovered that she was pregnant in 1991. The couple’s first child, a boy, was born in 1992. Erika and Niall were beside themselves with happiness and Erika was nothing if not the ideal mother. And even more in love with Niall.




    “My husband is a wonderful man,” she told a boston.com interviewer. “He’s a very real man.”




    As the days and months passed by, the idea of motherhood and a large family was so much on their minds that, two years later, they would welcome a second child, another boy, into the world.




    The ensuing years were idyllic for the young couple. They were content with their stature in suburban middle class London, very much the equivalent of low-key luxury. She drove a Mini Cooper. Her favorite drink was Oyster Bay sauvignon blanc, which cost a hefty 8 pounds a bottle. On the personal front, she has candidly offered that she is not a morning person and that her husband snored.




    “I was the only woman in the house,” she laughingly confided to Bona Fide Reflections. “I lived with four men; a grumpy old Irishman (her husband), two teenagers, a West Highland Terrier named Max and, for the longest time, a hamster named Chewy.”




    But as the children grew and the years moved on, Erika found herself growing restless. She wanted to work, and with Niall primarily working at home when writing scripts, when the boys weren’t in primary school, her children would be looked after.




    And while marriage and motherhood had made her forget about writing, Erika was never far from a good book.




    “I used to read all sorts of different things,” she told a miami.com interviewer. “I belonged to various book clubs.”




    Inevitably she was drawn to romance fiction, her way of escaping the workaday life and, at least for a while, into a world of pure fantasy. Erika grew particularly fond of the romance writers Elizabeth Lowell, Laura Kinsale and Judith McNaught.




    Niall had always been loving and supportive of his wife’s desires and so, when the subject of her taking a job was broached, he was quick to encourage her.




    And so by 1999, Erika was back out in the working world.




     




     






     




    CHAPTER THREE




    ALL WORK AND NO PLAY




     




    Niall’s working relationship with the BBC had always been very good. So it seemed like a good idea for Erika to take her first foray into the employment world to the hallowed halls of the British Broadcasting Corporation.




    Erika was most likely a bundle of nerves and excitement as she boarded the tube that would take her into the heart of London. The BBC was legendary for having a never-ending array of creative outlets in television, radio, films and documentaries. There would almost certainly be a place for Erika.




    Erika’s penchant for organization and numbers was rewarded with an appointment to the position of production executive for the BBC comedy series Funny Turns. Erika’s duties on the show involved the logistics of contracts, budgets and licensing. “I have only worked in television,” she related to Bona Fide Reflections. “I have done everything from live music to dramas to documentaries.”




    What would appear mundane and boring to many fit right in with Erika’s penchant for detail. The job lasted until the year 2000. With so many properties, Erika was soon onto another job within the organization; production executive on the television movie Goodbye 2000, which, in turn, led to a similar production position on the television documentary There’s Only One Madonna.




    During a London speaking engagement, James disclosed a brief history of her work in the television industry. “I worked for 412 years in TV,” she joked. “Yes, I’m one of the undead. I started life at The National School of Film and Television. Then I started working in the independent sector, then changed and started working at the BBC. I went into entertainment and music, that sort of thing. I had a great time actually. It was fantastic.”




    While she enjoyed her work and the idea of being out and about in the world, James confessed in a Fiction Vixens interview that there were those days when things did not look so ideal.




    “For a long time, I was working from an office in the center of London. It was a high pressure, stressful job.”




    Entering the workaday world also increased Erika’s penchant for reading. The sheer challenge of being a working wife and mother had cut her leisure reading time to almost nothing. But, as she recalled in an interview with miami.com, the ride to and from downtown London afforded her the opportunity to once again turn a page.




    “The commute to work on the Underground was such a miserable journey. I would use the time on the tube to escape into whatever I could find.”




    The now defunct Murder One Bookshop on Charring Cross Road became a regular stopover for Erika’s never-ending search for new reading material. Primarily a source for mysteries and thrillers, Murder One also did a thriving business in the imports of U.S. romance novels. Erika wandered into the romance section one day and became entranced by the colorful and splashy covers that promised romance and escape.




    More often than not, what she was finding were that the romance novels she now purchased on a regular basis, many of which had adult-themed stories and somewhat risqué covers, were taking her to a place of comfort and escape; a place that was far removed from the hustle and bustle of big city life. Erika became hooked on the stories of fantasy romance but was a bit embarrassed, should any of her co-riders see what she was reading.




    “I’d have to bend the book covers back so no one would see them,” she told miami.com. “I’m not keen on those kinds of covers with torsos all over them.”




    But over the course of her daily rides to work, she would succeed in racing through several books a week. Books by Catherine Coulter, Heather Graham and Karen Robards would come and go to the “read” pile in a matter of days. She would later admit that stacks of romance novels numbering into the hundreds were taking up space in a rarely entered room of her house.




    Erika’s fondness for romance novels was very public knowledge to her co-workers. During breaks in the day, they would often find her in a chair in a faraway corner, her nose buried in a book. “I often took a ribbing when people saw whatever novel I was reading,” she explained to My Secret Romance.




    Erika would move seamlessly between assignments. But she was still very much the homebody, rushing home on the tube after a day of juggling numbers to be with her boys and her husband. Ever the level-headed one, Erika would good-naturedly deflect any notion that she was working in the glamorous entertainment industry. She knew her place in the show business pipeline. She was a numbers cruncher, pure and simple.




    But she had developed a certain fascination with all the behind-the-scenes machinations required to put a successful show on the air. And she had always made a point of being at home when the important steps in her children’s lives took place. Happily she had not missed a thing.




    Given the nature of television, Erika’s job description was largely transitory. Consequently, over the next few years, she was essentially on call to direct the nuts and bolts of several BBC and outside production offerings. She contributed her skills to the 2002 comedy short Not Another Eurovision Song Contest. In 2003, she laid the budgetary and contractual groundwork for the series Have I Got News For You, a show she would return to sporadically until 2006. She would serve in production executive positions on two television series in 2004, Bodies and Room 101, before jumping behind the scenes for the Vodafone Live Music Awards in 2006.




    However, by 2007, Erika found herself with a bad case of the blues. The grind she felt on the job weighed heavily on her and, she later admitted, she was on the verge of job burnout. The daily rides back and forth on the London tube were becoming increasingly unbearable. Just being in the city with all the hustle and bustle was a constant source of frustration in Erika’s world. Her children had grown up to be respectable young men and her husband’s career had grown by leaps and bounds.




    Niall had long sensed that his wife was not happy. “She was great at her job,” he said in a Guardian piece. “But she was never really happy.”




    For Erika it was an internal anchor that carried her through her days. But those things were outweighed by the fact that, now into her 40s, she was feeling unfulfilled and unhappy. She had read up on the idea of a midlife crisis and was feeling on the verge of one. But she had no desire to have an affair or buy a fancy sports car. Her husband had remained the one true love of her life and she had no designs on testing the relationship in that way.




    So her life revolved around her family. Her work had long since turned into an emotional blur. Erika would never admit as much, but there was a sense that there had to be something on the horizon to salve her frustration.




    And so Erika continued to ride the tube and read about romance.




     




     






     




    CHAPTER FOUR




    TWILIGHT’S LAST GLEAMING




     




    Midway through 2008, Erika had reached a milestone in her own emotional journey. She had completed reading her 800th romance novel. By now, romance was pretty much all she read. The countless tales of romance and fantasy that were constantly in her thoughts had stalled her pending “midlife crisis”.




    Her home life continued to be pleasant. But the nature of the entertainment business being what it is, Erika was suddenly experiencing a distinct lack of work; her only job during 2007 had been a very short, one-episode stint on the Armstrong and Miller Show.




    Late in 2008, and more to relieve boredom than anything else, Erika took in a movie, the first in the series of Twilight films based on the books by Stephenie Meyer. She found the horror/vampire elements to the film amusing but saw a very real love story through those trappings.




    “That’s what drew me in,” she told miami.com.




    Erika was so smitten with the notion of Twilight that, not long after seeing the film, she suggested to her husband that she might like to read the books. Niall took the hint and, on Christmas 2008, he presented his wife with all three of the Twilight books.




    “Just after Christmas, I sat down and read the books and escaped for five days,” she told The Chicago Tribune. “I just loved them. It was such a fabulous love story.”




    When the family went on vacation in January 2009, she read them again. She would acknowledge that the books were all of her romantic fantasies rolled into one.




    “Everyone just left me alone and I went into this alternative universe,” she told Pop Culture Junkies. “I would go back and see the original Twilight movie ten more times. Each time I would take a different friend, but I don’t think they got it.”




    She was particularly enamored of Stephenie Meyer, who she felt was very much like her in that she was happily married with children, but had come up with an idea and just went with it.




    “I was totally inspired by Stephenie Meyer,” she told Access Hollywood. “She just flipped this switch.”




    That switch was that Erika was suddenly inspired to write.




    However, Erika would recall that there was more to writing than inspiration from Twilight. “When I started writing, I was really unhappy in my job,” she told Woman and Home. “So I escaped into writing and it took me out of my world.”




    It was not the first time Erika had entertained the idea of writing fiction. “I had always wanted to write,” she told Bona Fide Reflections, “but I could never find the time to get beyond the first chapter or so.”




    On January 15, 2009, Erika pulled out her laptop, got comfortable on a living room desk her husband had bought her, so as not to disturb Niall, who was writing nearby on a table in the garden, and began writing. As she explained to Entertainment Weekly, Meyer and Twilight continued to be her guiding light.




    “I came up with a story and wrote it,” she said. “I had read an interview with Stephenie Meyer where she said, ‘You have to start at the beginning.’ So that’s what I did.”




    But rather than a simple exercise to get her feet wet, she jumped full tilt into what would become two fairly quickly written novels.




    “I wrote the first, finished that one, and then started another,” she told Pop Culture Junkies. “They were kind of fan fiction in nature.”




    Whatever her muse was, Niall was thrilled. He was delighted with Erika’s upbeat mood and was ecstatic that he was now free to watch two of his favorite shows, The Sopranos and The Wire, without his wife complaining about the violence.




    From the outset, Erika was, from what she has hinted at, writing totally on instinct. “I just had to do it,” she told CBC radio. “I was obsessed.”




    And her family was quick to adjust to the idea that when Erika would go off to a quiet part of the house and stare intently at her computer screen, she was not to be bothered. It was an easy transition for Niall and the boys to make. Niall had written the template. Now the shoe was on the other foot.




    The main characters and the storylines remained vague, although Erika would hint at those early attempts as being a romance and a ghost story and the backdrop to the stories would be suspenseful. Erika knew she would infuse her stories with a very adult element that she had discovered in the volumes of romance novels she had consumed. One can only guess that there were some erotic notions at play as Erika worked away—and that both novels would be sexually charged.




    Erika worked on those novels through much of 2009. During much of that time she was getting to know the world of fan fiction in which stories were based on favorite existing characters and their worlds. By April 2009, Erika cautiously decided to have some fun in this brave new world and began writing a Twilight-style bit of fan fiction that would feature the characters of Edward and Bella in a more mature and sexually charged universe.




    “I thought I’ll have a go at this,” she told Woman and Home.




    “I had read some racy bondage and submission novels,” she explained during an interview on her first book tour. “I came up with the idea of what would you do if you met somebody who was into that sort of thing and you were not?”




    The summary of Erika’s Twilight-inspired fan fiction, as displayed on the fan fiction website, once read: “Bella Swan is drafted to interview a reclusive, enigmatic CEO, Edward Cullen. It is an encounter that will change her life irrevocably, leading her to the dark realms of desire.”




    Erika worked on her story every spare moment. Niall knew she was writing something but didn’t ask her the details. Which was just as well because the idea of writing a story that included many adult sexual situations made Erika equal parts excited and embarrassed. So much so that she decided that if her manuscript ever did see the light of day, it would never go out under her real name.




    What started out as a relatively simple notion quickly became a major undertaking. Over the course of three months, Erika produced a massive 1,200-page opus that took the characters of Edward and Bella into totally new territory.




    “I finished it in April and then I started another one,” she explained to The Chicago Tribune. “I kind of came to a halt in August when the manuscript [was] at 96,000 words.”




    Satisfied with the way the manuscript was coming together, Erika now began thinking about what she should do with her magnum opus. The initial interest in fan fiction that had led to her writing the story seemed the perfect entry into this genre and its primary domain seemed to logically be fanfiction.net.




    Fanfiction.net had long been the vast repository for writers wanting to take their fictionalized adventures of their favorite stories and characters to a decidedly fan-friendly community. The efforts of those appearing on the website were considered amateur to the publishing industry and reading public at large and were often perceived as skirting the issue of copyright.




    But it seemed like a safe haven for Erika to explore. To test the water, Erika knocked out an initial story in three weeks and even though she wanted to know what others thought of her writing, she decided that her work would go out under a nom de plume. She chose the very Internet-appropriate secret identity IceQueen Snowdragon. When her initial story appeared on fanfiction.net to positive response, Erika felt brave enough to begin parceling out chapters of her massive book under the title Master of The Universe.




    Tish Beaty, a budding writer and editor, had only been reading fan fiction for a few months when she stumbled upon Master of The Universe in its earliest, Twilight-inspired incarnation and had a front-row seat as Erika’s maiden effort instantly caught on with the fan fiction community. And Tish told this author there was good reason for that.




    “It was a story I really liked,” she recalled. “I liked the characters. I liked the storyline. I liked the whole dominant/submissive thing.”




    Tish, who would later go on to have a working relationship with Erika, also appreciated Erika’s writing skills. “You could tell she could tell a good tale. She had a very simplistic way of writing. It was an easy read. It was all pretty straight-forward.”




    Even by the up and down standards of fan fiction, Erika’s first story immediately jumped out. There was a maturity and energy to the work. Erika’s mother, Alexandra, insisted in an Entertainmentwise story that a lot of her daughter’s creative inspiration came from her Chilean/Latin roots.




    Tish would acknowledge that, at the time, Erika and a handful of other fan fiction writers were “raising the bar” in terms of what had come to be expected in the fan fiction community.




    Master of The Universe began appearing in episodic segments midway through the summer of 2009. And the response was immediate. The fan fiction community voraciously followed the unfolding story. Twilight fans were particularly vocal in their opinions of this more adult version of their beloved story. A percentage were shocked at the adult nature of the story. But many more seemed supportive of this more adult turn on their favorite characters and applauded the effort.




    Tish defended Erika’s take on the Twilight universe in a 2012 conversation with the author. “I never looked at it in terms of twisting the whole Twilight thing. Yes, her characters have similar attributes to the Twilight characters but Erika’s stories are completely different.”




    Over the life of Master of The Universe on fanfiction.net, Erika’s stories received an estimated 60,000 comments on various fan fiction websites. Needless to say, Erika was amazed at the response.




    “I have done this as sort of an exercise to see if I could,” she said in a quote that appeared in Crushable, “and I think I’ve proven that I can.”




    Toward the end of 2009, Erika was plying her trade at her day job at the BBC, this time handling the books and logistics for a series called Naked. Admittedly, it was difficult to keep her mind on her office work. She continued to write in her free time, fine-tuning her pre-Masters exercise novels that, as before, went straight from her computer to a file cabinet she had mentally labeled Limbo. But she always seemed to return to the fan fiction sites to see what was going on with Master of The Universe. Thoughts of a second Master of The Universe novel were already coursing through her head.




    Because what was going on with the original was nothing short of miraculous.




    Her take on Edward and Bella had become the most popular and talked about story on fanfiction.net. Her alter ego had become the fan fiction queen of the roost. And her alter ego would routinely respond to comments, answer questions and basically bask in the community that was the tight-knit group of fan fiction readers and writers. There were invites to fan fiction conventions. Erika quite enjoyed the attention. But there were other elements of her creation to consider.
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