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Romance Anyone?


The word is romance.


Look it up in the dictionary if you’ve forgotten what it means. And when you get the clinical meaning, go to the masters of the form.


Romeo and Juliet is a good example, an enduring one if you will. It has all the shudders, the thrills of love at its most chaste and yet most emotional. And for its time and forever more, it has all the angst and tragedy that anybody could ask for. Wuthering Heights, which is currently experiencing a resurgence in popularity, is another good emotional exercise. Even Gone with the Wind, amid the scope and adventure of the Civil War, is a love story at its core.


The titles are different. The stories remain quite divergent. But there is a reason these books remain uniformally powerful and timeless. It’s the love.


Now many years up the line is Stephenie Meyer, who has taken romance to a very different place. A place of the night. A place of supernatural thrills. But, at the end of the day, it’s always about the romance, those first feelings and the beating of the heart at the sight of another.


The moment when you know that you will be together forever.


Make no mistake. Stephenie Meyer is not about the physical expression of those feelings that, for better or worse, we have become all too familiar with. You know what we’re talking about here. There’s no need to spell it out.


You can get that anywhere, figuratively and literally. Any commercial can give you that warm, desirous feeling. Your breakfast cereal can give you that sense of arousal. Movies and television? What can you say? The obvious is the new foreplay. Sadly, courtship, to a very large extent, has gone out the window.


Except in the world of Bella the human and Edward the vampire as chronicled in the books Twilight, New Moon, Eclipse, and Breaking Dawn. There it is, the gentle touch, the longing look, the warm embrace, the hand-in-hand walks in the fog-shrouded night in the town of Forks. Oh, and yes, the kiss. Make no mistake, there is the tension and that warm and fuzzy feeling when you know it’s first love and it’s real. Don’t remember those emotions? Talk to your parents. They can clue you in.


In Stephenie Meyer’s world, it’s everything that leads up to sex . . . without the sex. It’s the romance, stupid.


And nobody knows that better than Stephenie Meyer.


Stephenie is old school when it comes to affairs of the heart. Old as in the forties and fifties as portrayed on the silver screen. Old as when the logical conclusion to affairs of the heart were left up to the imagination and the heart. When even the hint of a physical rendezvous was usually played out over a film’s end credits or a fade to black.


Stephenie was brought up in a world of genteel thoughts and emotions. She was raised Mormon; in and of itself not a defining factor in her approach to creating imaginary canvases. But her religion, coupled with a loving, conservative sense of self that is her template, is very much the fuel that has fired her work. 

Being a good girl with good values and a freedom to make the best choice is at the root of her works. Not always the hip and cool personality to present, especially in high school where peer pressure reigns supreme. But then for Stephenie, peer pressure has never been part of her approach to life and her work. Being true to herself has.


She writes of the chaste, lyrical emotions of the courtship. That first look across a crowded room. The early, unsure small talk. The smile. The first feelings of attraction. The heat is present but, in her imagination, it is a warm glow rather than a blazing fire that guides her characters through the dance that is first love.


Yes, there are vampires and other fantastic manifestations in her world and the consequences of a human falling in love with a creature of the night cannot be avoided. But even in this extreme kind of relationship, Stephenie draws on innocence and a quite natural coming-of-age as her signposts rather than the carnal elements that have populated much of the vampire genre in such classics as Anne Rice’s Interview with the Vampire, Bram Stoker’s Dracula, and countless other movies and books.


In her books, the vampires are much more civilized, mature, and have a definite moral compass. They drink blood, but it is animal not human, although they can be tempted. They don’t turn into bats. They don’t sleep in coffins. But they can have conflicts, desires, and emotions. In Stephenie Meyer’s world, the line between human and inhuman is blurred. And that is what makes this dance even more enticing.


Make no mistake. The millions of readers of Stephenie Meyer’s books are not naive. In the real world most know where this courtship is heading. Many of them have experienced it firsthand.


But that does not mean that the fairy tale, the warm

moments and memories of first love cannot still be a comforting place to go. A place where Stephenie Meyer has chosen to take us.


The sixties brought the world new freedoms. Stephenie Meyer is leading a heartfelt charge back to a simpler, more romantic, and, yes, a more innocent time.


—Marc Shapiro
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Fame . . . What’s Your Name?


Cave Creek, Arizona, is a chamber of commerce dream. It is an artsy, antique kind of town. Big on family, a sense of community, and just far enough away from the hustle and bustle of Phoenix. The surrounding desert landscape does not so much distract as it does complement the town. It is the type of place people come to relax and get away from it all.


In the case of Stephenie Meyer, it was the kind of place to come, raise a family, embrace her faith, and to live a fulfilling, quiet, and relaxing life.


But when Stephenie Meyer returned to her home in Cave Creek in the summer of 2008, it was far from a quiet time.


You could see it on her face. Her eyes would occasionally reflect that thousand-mile stare that comes from not enough sleep. The tight little smile, which had

looked so precious when her first book, Twilight, came out, was now often showing a hint of being forced. If you caught any of her television interviews or YouTube videos that were making the rounds in support of her new novel, The Host, Twilight the movie, and all her previous books, you might have caught some hints of resignation as she waited for the questions she knew were coming and mentally readied herself for the by now automatic responses.


And the endless round of reporters were not making the task easy. That the entire story, by 2008, had been told too many times to count did not stop lazy reporters from asking the “dream” question, the “how does it feel to be famous” question, and the “how did you know so much about vampires” question. It was as if everybody was satisfied with the obvious angles on Stephenie’s life and not really anxious to discover more. Which is why things that would occasionally slip out during media interviews and book-signing question-and-answers that should have been of interest rarely rated a note on the numerous Twilight and Stephenie Web sites.


To be sure, there were exceptions to the rule. A Phoenix New Times article dug deeper than most and so came away with things we did not know. And although it was all primarily surface glitz and gloss, Entertainment Weekly managed to pluck a few nuggets of new info out of the basket. But for the most part it was all the same, repeated to the nth degree. It was enough to drive this mild-mannered Mormon wife and mother turned best-selling author to . . . well, go all vampire on them. But Stephenie was the good soldier, perhaps still at a stage when the excitement of it all had not yet been trumped by the tedium, who smiled until it hurt, and did interviews until her mind turned to mush.


And then limped home . . . to do the work that needed to be done.


Looking forward to some quiet time with her husband and three children after coming off a grueling weeks-long promotional tour, Meyer was immediately thrust into a three-day marathon of fine-tuning Breaking Dawn, the final novel in her tale of human and vampire love in the isolated town of Forks, Washington. The book was primed for an August 2008 release with advance orders already clocking in at more than three million.


But despite every sign in the universe pointing to the author having made that final leap to stardom, as recently as early 2008, Stephenie was insisting to everybody who asked, including Vogue, that what she had accomplished was still small potatoes.


“It’s still a small family business,” she said. “It’s just a little family thing. I couldn’t deal with it if I couldn’t keep it small.”


By the time she sat down with Breaking Dawn, Stephenie had already discovered certain realities of the writing life, not the least of which was the time it was taking away from her family. Not that her husband and children were complaining. They had long since discovered the reality of Stephenie’s new life and the shorthand that indicated it was time for her to be alone to write.


Twilight had been written for herself. She has said more times than she can count that she never thought anybody would read it. New Moon was essentially finished before Twilight was even published. But by the time she sat down to write Eclipse, there were agents and publishers to consult with, interviews to do in support of her books, and perhaps most important, deadlines that were constantly in evidence that had to be met and were indicative of a career that had taken off like a comet to the tune of millions of copies sold.


Stephenie admittedly enjoyed the notoriety, but on those days when the obligations of bestselling author became too much, she longed for the days when only a few people knew her name.


“I like being normal,” she told the National Post. “I like being ordinary. I like going home and just being mom and having my little circle of friends. I’m not Stephenie Meyer to them. I’m just Steph.”


The rocket to stardom that now left Stephenie occasionally longing for the simple life was not a sudden invasion in her life. Well into the writing of New Moon and the earliest stages of Eclipse, Stephenie would say during a 2008 question-and-answer session in a Chicago bookstore, that she was still able to hang on to some semblance of normalcy and routine.


“I would get up, get the kids ready, and send them off to school,” she recalled. “If I was being good, I would hit the elliptical machine for a half hour. Then I would flip through TiVo and answer my e-mail. Then I would sit down, slip on my headphones, and write until I heard somebody asking me what we were having for dinner.”


For better or worse, as she slipped on some music by Muse and Blue October and tuned herself into editing mode, Stephenie’s world had gotten a lot bigger.


Normally Stephenie wrote at night when her family was long asleep and the chance for distractions was slim. But with the pressures and demands of the publishing world at hand, she had begun this final lap with Breaking Dawn at 6:00 A.M. and, if she was lucky, burned out, or both, would be finishing up around midnight.


Adding to the craziness was the seemingly endless round of media interviews that saw reporters, despite the fact that she had been on every possible outlet on the last tour, from the likes of Entertainment Weekly and USA Today making the pilgrimage to Cave Creek to ask the probing questions, the questions she had heard so many times before, and to find out, in many cases, what happens when a happily married Mormon woman with three children has a dream.


A dream that has turned into a worldwide literary sensation, the likes of which hasn’t caught the world’s collective imagination since a young British single mother named Joanne Rowling scribbled those initial notes about a fantasy world and a young boy with glasses named Harry Potter on a long train ride through the British countryside.


The comparison between Stephenie and J. K. Rowling was one of the first labels to stick. Stephenie was amazed and honored at the comparison but also a bit ambivalent.


“There will never be another J. K. Rowling,” Meyer told USA Today long after she had heard the comparison between Rowling and herself too many times to count. “That really puts a lot of pressure on me. I’m just happy being Stephenie Meyer. That’s cool enough for me.”


Meyer’s laid-back persona was partially born of an endearing shyness that has followed her from birth. The mild-mannered outsider who was never the life of the party. The consensus from those who knew her pre-Twilight was that she was adjusting fairly well to the mantle of bestselling author and that not much had changed since her days at Brigham Young University. And on the surface, Stephenie does seem to present the demeanor of “good sport” about it all. But the author conceded in a recent Paris Match interview that celebrity takes a bit of getting used to.


“I don’t really know how I’m dealing with celebrity,” she offered. “I used to live without being recognized. When I am stopped on the road now, I am always shocked.”


Despite the pressure of her newfound celebrity and the increased scrutiny, Meyer remains accommodating and delightfully candid and disarming in a sort of straightforward way that springs full-blown from a highly conservative Mormon upbringing. Her homespun candor, evolved as it has since she began doing press in 2005, has been a quiet breath of fresh air in an often overhyped to the point of overkill pop culture landscape.


Meyer has indicated in many interviews that her modest hopes for the first novel, Twilight, “were to maybe get $10,000 to pay off the family’s minivan.” In her wildest dreams, Stephenie Meyer had no idea what the romance of Bella and Edward, a human who falls in chaste love with a vampire, would bring.


Stephenie Meyer appears the unlikeliest of torch-bearers for a brand of what is often dismissed as “chick lit” that has captured the imaginations of young girls and middle-aged women alike. She is as un-vampire oriented as a romantic horror novelist could be.


She has an aversion to horror films and racy literature of any kind. It was only in college and her discovery of satellite radio that she discovered the joys of new music such as Blue October, Muse, Linkin Park, and My Chemical Romance, all of which are constantly plugged into the aural background of her working environment and that have driven her writing spurts over the course of her four romantic vampire novels. But while she has opened up to modern music, Jane Austen and the more genteel side of literature has remained a constant influence and companion.


To this day she is an ardent follower of the Book of Mormon, attends the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, and will not work on Sunday in conjunction with her religious beliefs. During the early editing stages of Twilight, an editor suggested that she might do well to add a premarital sex scene to the lyrically romantic but sex-free proceedings. Stephenie said no, most likely more for the integrity of the story, but also, it’s safe to say, a by-product of her own moral upbringing where “good girls” were a natural way of being. There would be no sex scene.


In the best possible way, Stephenie Meyer is a walking contradiction.


So it seemed that the young mother from the Arizona suburb of Cave Creek had most certainly gone over to the dark side when she wrote Twilight, a story ripe with temptation and otherworldly creatures. At least that’s the way Meyer remembered the feedback from the Mormon community.


Stephenie acknowledged in an interview with ABC News Nightline, not long after Breaking Dawn was published, that her books reflect the way she looks at the world . . . which is pretty much black and white. “Not big black or big white, just little tiny checkers of it. There's always a right and wrong to the situation.”


But even with that defense, convincing many was an uphill battle.


“Some Mormons, especially those who know me, are surprised by my choice of topics,” she told the Mormon arts and culture Web site at www.motleyvision.org. “‘Vampires,’ they say, with a critical lilt in their voices. Then they add self-righteously, ‘I don’t read those kinds of books.’ I hasten to explain to them that it’s not like that. I put a lot of my basic beliefs into the stories. Free agency and sacrifice are big themes in what I do. But even after I explain all that, I still have family and friends who look at me funny.”


Which is the way that Meyer often looks at herself. As she puts the finishing touches on the book that will bring her total of books in print to twenty-eight million, what’s happening to her is still a mystery that she is only beginning to wrap her psyche around.


“I don’t really see myself as a professional writer,” she confessed in a Vogue interview. “I still feel like an amateur.”


A lot of people have agreed with that assessment. Many, including the increasingly cranky Stephen King, have dismissed her as a good storyteller, but not a very good writer. Some critics have demeaned her books as plotless, pointless, and populated with characters with no real substance. Some, at the darker end of the critical spectrum, have gotten downright nasty, calling her a housewife with a hobby who had just gotten lucky.


Not that it would be the first time a less-than-stellar writer has found success. The history of popular fiction has often been top-heavy with lesser-quality writers who had managed to captivate an audience. But no matter what one thinks of Stephenie Meyer’s skills as a writer, one thing cannot be denied.


Millions of readers can’t wait for more.


Those around her concede that Stephenie has done a wonderful high-wire act with it all. She has studiously avoided all the trappings and ego of being a bestselling author. Early on she was thrilled when twenty people showed up for a signing at a local bookstore.


“I kind of miss those days,” she reflected in a Media-Blvd magazine interview. “Then we would start getting a hundred people and I would freak out and say ‘There’s a hundred people out there!’ Now we’re getting thousands and I just have to suck it up and do my job.”


She was largely unfazed by the photo shoots and the early press encounters. Even the occasional negative reviews of her early books were like water off a duck’s back. To her way of thinking, suddenly being front and center in the public eye was no different than the years she spent as a nondescript wife and mother.


“I think that after thirty years of being the most normal person in the world, it’s really hard to become ungrounded,” she said when USA Today came calling. “When I’m not doing a book tour or press interviews I just tend to forget all about it.”


But that was then. By the time Stephenie began writing Breaking Dawn, her sense of privacy was slowly giving way to the intrusion of celebrity, a tale that had been told countless times before.


At a recently concluded book tour stop in Salt Lake City, primarily in support of The Host, her first foray into slightly more adult, non-vampire fare, more than a thousand girls and women, many wearing Twilight T-shirts and regalia, screamed at the mere presence of the Twilight author. She was a literary rock star and the baggage was not too far behind.


At one point in the Salt Lake City appearance, a shaking young girl approached Stephenie and stammered that she had been ready to kill herself, but that reading the Twilight books had given her a reason to live. Back at Cave Creek, she was now the local celebrity whose house people stopped by just to stand on the sidewalk or the foot of the driveway and stare. Suddenly it was not so easy to go down to the local deli and have a leisurely

lunch. And as she explained in an Entertainment Weekly interview, celebrity was beginning to have its price.


She related that initially she and her husband thought it would be cute to put family photos on their Web site but, as her celebrity rose, they removed the photos for privacy’s sake. Her home address is now unlisted and any fan letters that do arrive are immediately thrown in the trash. Her home phone is, likewise, unlisted, but occasionally a fan will find out her cell phone number and she is often greeted with teenage giggling when she picks up. There is obvious concern, but she managed to couch it all in a bit of humor during the Entertainment Weekly interview.


“Numbers are easy to change,” she said. “Moving is harder. They’ll have to drag me out of this place on a plank. Before I move, I’m going to put up a fence and get some shepherds.”


But while she has taken precautions in the wake of celebrity, Stephenie was quick to point out in a www.canmag.com interview that some days being in the eye of the storm can bring up a lot of different emotions.


“It’s all a very strange and surreal thing,” she explained. “Most mornings I can get up and just not think about it at all. But then I have to go someplace for business and it’s like all of a sudden I can’t walk through the front door because I might be seen. It’s weird. It’s strange. And sometimes it can be real hard for me.”


However, ultimately Stephenie Meyer marches to her own beat. And going into late 2008, her mental day planner was looking to the future. There was the last-minute promotion for The Host, the rush of press for Breaking Dawn, and the November 2008 premiere of the movie version of Twilight.


Then, quite simply, she was going to disappear. Well, not completely. Stephenie was going to do what all good writers do. Which is to write.


She has long hinted at a book called Midnight Sun, which is the telling of Twilight from Edward’s perspective. She already has the basic outline of two sequels to The Host in place. She’s been anxious to tackle her notion of an adult murder mystery, a ghost story, and a book about time travel.


Many have speculated that this rush to take her talents in so many different directions is a not too veiled attempt to avoid the “one-trick pony” tag that is currently dogging J. K. Rowling. Stephenie insisted that was not the case in a conversation with USA Today.


“I’m just going to stay home next year and write five books. It may not happen, but that’s my goal. It’s just going to be about sitting home and writing.”
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Head in a Book


Stephenie Meyer is very much a child of television. In fact, despite a rather highbrow and progressive attitude toward music and literature, it would not be out of the question to describe her as a connoisseur of mainstream television.


She’ll drop everything for a Law & Order marathon and, these days, bemoans the fact that her heavy workload has caused her to lose touch with favorite reality shows like Survivor and The Amazing Race. So it comes as no surprise that as a child growing up, she saw herself as living in a television world.


“I always thought of us as The Brady Bunch,” she reflected in a Vogue magazine interview. “We were six children, three boys and three girls. The only thing that was missing was Alice the maid.”


Stephenie Morgan was born on December 24, 1973, in Hartford, Connecticut, the second of what would ultimately turn out to be six children to Stephen and Candy Morgan. The Morgans were cut from traditional stock. They were tradition-bound, very religious, conservative in thought and deed, and valued having a large family.


Being born on Christmas Eve had always resonated with Stephenie in an indifferent way. She never thought of herself as special because of the coincidence of her birthday and has allowed that it is an irony that she would just as soon not make a big deal out of. Her father, a financial planner, always had a streak of whimsy in him and so, when it came to naming his newborn, he opted for the “different” spelling of Stephenie, his first name with an ie on the end.


Stephen and Candy Morgan liked the quiet serenity of Hartford and would not have thought twice about staying there forever. But, when Stephenie was four, the reality of a better-paying job for Stephen and more financial security for their ever-expanding brood resulted in the couple relocating to the desert suburb of Glendale, Arizona, in 1977 before relocating to Cave Creek some years later. The growing Morgan clan immediately took to the great outdoors; the children’s activities centering around bike riding, the building of playhouses, and, as the boys got older, childhood war games.


“It was a really nice childhood,” Stephenie related in

a CBS Sunday Morning television interview. “My parents were good parents.”


The credo of the Morgan family was that everybody had to pull their own share of the load when it came to household chores and so it fell quite naturally to Stephenie to occasionally play surrogate mom to her younger brothers. She was usually the first on call to babysit them when her parents were busy doing other chores and she became quite adept at changing diapers for her younger siblings. To this day, she often describes those days, again in terms only a true television expert could understand, as fulfilling the “Jan Brady” role in the family hierarchy.
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