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ON THE COVER Breaking Dawn reaches bookstores on Aug. 2 at 12:01 a.m.; the Twilight movie debuts in 
Stephenie Meyer: Inside the 'Twilight' Saga 

Five years ago, she was a 29-year-old  Mormon housewife. Now, she's about to publish  the breathlessly awaited finale to her best-selling  series. An intimate chat with the woman  who just might be the next J.K. Rowling
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STEPHENIE MEYER ''Since I discovered how amazing it is to write a story, I can't stop''

PHOTOGRAPH BY ERIC OGDEN

Bottom of Form

By Karen Valby 
During one mad summer, while her husband and three young boys slept, Stephenie Meyer wrote a mountain of pages about a heady romance between a smart 17-year-old girl and a handsome god of a vampire. Mystified as to how a nice housewife living in Phoenix goes about cracking the New York publishing world, she joined a small writers' group of cozy, supportive women who were working on trivia books, Hallmark cards, and song lyrics. On a lark, she'd gotten up the nerve to contact a handful of literary agents whose names she'd found online, sending them each a tease about Twilight. The right one bit, and landed her new client a three-book deal for $750,000. (''I'd been hoping for $10,000 to pay off my minivan,'' says Meyer.) Unsure what to expect from their new Mormon author, Little, Brown Books for Young Readers later dispatched a publicist to Arizona — to make sure, as Meyer says with a laugh, ''I wasn't wearing a skirt over my jeans or something.''

The birth of Twilight was both five years and a lifetime ago. Now the 34-year-old is a New York Times best-seller, a published author in 37 countries, a millionaire many times over, and, according to fans and booksellers alike, the second coming of J.K. Rowling. When Eclipse, the third installment in the Twilight saga, came out last summer, it shook hands with Harry Potter before sweetly knocking him from his perch at No. 1. This Aug. 2, at 12:01 a.m., cash registers everywhere will start ringing with sales of Breaking Dawn (read the opening pages), Meyer's feverishly anticipated fourth and final volume. The fervor won't die down then, either, as fans can direct their passionate gaze toward the December release of the Twilight movie.

One day late in May, Meyer is in Salt Lake City promoting her first adult novel, The Host, a vigorous blend of romance and science fiction that sold at auction for $600,000 and debuted at No. 1. In the audience, a thousand restless fans scream for the author at a decibel level normally reserved for boy bands. There are young girls and grown women alike wearing homemade T-shirts with slogans like ''I Love Hot Guys With Superpowers (and Fangs)'' and ''I Love Vegan Vampires.'' There are gleeful members from the online community Twilight Moms, who Meyer had breakfast with that morning despite being at a signing until 1 a.m. the previous night, and grandmothers who say if they knew how to use a computer they'd start their own fansite too. There are women who've quit their day jobs and now make a living online selling Twilight-inspired T-shirts and jewelry, and a teenage girl clutching a letter for Meyer that says the books persuaded her not to take her own life.
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TWIHARDS UNITE Fans waiting at Minnesota's Mall of America, where the author signed copies of The Host in May

Tony Nelson
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Backstage, a high school tech crew lounges on a ratty sofa eating pizza while Meyer, her thick, russet Anne of Green Gables hair pulled back in a barrette, sits with her publicist and vets a basket of audience questions. (Out is the most popular question she gets asked: If vampires go nuts for the smell of blood, what does Bella do when she has her period? ''Gross,'' says Meyer.) A techie in a black T-shirt rolls her eyes over the geyser of energy bursting forth in the crowd. ''They're really great books, but I think some people out there need to get a life,'' she smugly tells the room. ''It's the 50-year-old women who are screaming the loudest!'' ''Oh, they're a little excitable is all,'' Meyer says warmly. Meyer's publicist then recounts the time some fans started calling themselves Twihards instead of the long-accepted moniker Twilighters and the blogosphere erupted. When a marketing executive at Little, Brown announced plans for a Twihard button, the publicist begged him to abort, insisting he'd be fanning the flames of war.

When Meyer eventually takes the podium, her pale face and neck flushed from stage fright, she talks about her new novel and gives reach-for-the-stars counsel to all the aspiring writers in the crowd. When she mentions Breaking Dawn, the screeching starts up again. The grand finale that will answer once and for all the future of Bella's humanity has been the No. 1 best-seller on Amazon.com for well over a month. ''I kept saying that there will never be another book in my career like Harry Potter 7,'' says Borders' director of children's merchandising, Diane Mangan. ''Who would have thought a year later we'd be talking like this again?'' With anticipation online hitting DEFCON 2 — should Bella end up with the sexy Edward or the faithful Jacob? — Meyer is feeling the pressure. She went so far as to write her publicist a parody entitled ''Breaking Down,'' in which she cataloged all the various ways she could enrage fans. ''You have to understand,'' Meyer says wearily, as if speaking to her younger, innocent self, ''that no matter what you do, people are going to be mad at you.''

A few weeks later, Meyer opens the door to her friendly five-bedroom house in Cave Creek, Ariz. Her husband, Pancho, whom she married when she was 21 years old, and who recently quit his job as an auditor at an accounting firm to be a stay-at-home dad, is with the boys at a water park. When the tour for The Host wrapped, Meyer came home exhausted to confront the biggest deadline of her short career. She had just three days, working out of her home office from 6 a.m. until midnight, to make the final tweaks to Breaking Dawn. Releasing two books in one summer was madness, and she says she'll never make that mistake again. And yet, says Meyer, there was great satisfaction in proving to both her publisher and herself that she wasn't ''just a vampire girl.'' In Salt Lake City her dear friend Shannon Hale, the Newbery-award-winning young-adult author of Princess Academy, congratulated Meyer on The Host. ''I'm so proud of you! Because we're not sure if J.K. Rowling is a one-hit wonder,'' Hale gushed teasingly before the signing began. ''But you're not!''
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'TWILIGHT' READING The four books in the saga, which will have more than 10 million copies in print when Breaking Dawn arrives
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Meyer writes facing the kitchen, with music headphones on to tune out the joyful antics of her sons, who range in age from 6 to 11. She used to have family photos on her website, but she and Pancho have decided to remove the boys from the public eye. Occasionally she'll receive a fan letter at her home, which is unlisted, and those always go straight to the trash. And she's started getting random calls on her cell phone from fans, who stutter and giggle when their unsuspecting hero picks up. ''Numbers are easy to change,'' says Meyer with a shrug. ''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 shepherds. And then I'll have a button and get to say 'Release the hounds!''' It's no wonder that Meyer is unwilling to let a few overzealous fans drive her from her Western refuge. Her parents live in the neighborhood, as does one of her brothers. Best of all, her house has a spiral staircase up to the roof, where Meyer can find relief from the blogosphere under a blanket of shimmering stars.

The message boards are bursting with dismay, the fans having gotten their first peek at Breaking Dawn's cover. Of course they don't yet know that Meyer herself helped design the image — featuring a chessboard with a white queen piece and a hovering red pawn — or how it relates to the story. ''They just hate it,'' sighs Meyer, over cheeseburgers and shakes at a nearby In-N-Out. ''After a while they'll like it, I think,'' she says, comparing the furor to the howls of outrage when Robert Pattinson was cast as Edward in the Twilight movie. ''They freaked out and they all said nasty things and now all the taglines on their posts say 'When God made Robert Pattinson, He was just showing off.''' Harder to shake, though, has been the negative response to online postings of Dawn's first chapter. ''There were a lot of people,'' says Meyer, laughing and throwing her hands up in the air, ''who said, 'This isn't the real first chapter, the writing is so bad!'''

Despite wincing over the occasional Amazon.com one-star review (''bookaholic,'' for instance, declares that Twilight ''sucks like a vampire on your neck''), Meyer can't help but pore over the message boards. She loves her fans and wants to know how they're responding to her work. ''Sometimes the feedback is helpful,'' she says. ''I want to be a better writer...I read these other authors and I think, 'Now, that's a good writer. I'm never going to reach that level.' But I'm going to be a good storyteller,'' she says, sitting up a little straighter in her seat. ''And what a thing to be!''
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ON THE COVER Breaking Dawn reaches bookstores on Aug. 2 at 12:01 a.m.; the Twilight movie debuts in December 2008
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All the money, the fans, the fame — it's nothing compared with the high she's still riding from plucking that first story from her imagination and putting it to paper. She already has a first and second sequel to The Host mapped out in her head. She's written four chapters of a ghost story that she's calling Summer House. Then there's the time-travel novel that she figured out the ending to this very morning while putting on her makeup. And, of course, to her ardent fans' delight, she has half of Midnight Sun, a retelling of Twilight from Edward's point of view, lurking on her computer. There's pressure to polish it off and have it ready for next summer, but Meyer is playing it cool. ''I haven't sold Midnight Sun yet,'' she says. ''It's for me still. I'll probably sell it when I'm done, for one reason: I want to have it bound up on my shelf with the others. Or,'' she laughs, ''maybe I'll just publish it on my website.'' (In a land far, far away, blood seeps from her publisher's ear.) ''Since I discovered how amazing it is to write a story, I can't stop,'' Meyer continues. ''But the publishing and all the politics and the negativity? I don't know if it will be worth putting the stories out there forever.'' So for now she's under contract to no one; there are no more deadlines. She plans to take a solid year just to write. It's the stories that matter most, not the circus surrounding them.

To that end, Meyer hopes the four-city swing for Breaking Dawn, on which Blue October frontman Justin Furstenfeld will serve as her opening act, will be her swan-song tour. (''Though I imagine I'll get talked into it again because I'm a marshmallow.'') Her big sister Emily, who lives in Salt Lake, remembers somewhat wistfully when Meyer used to greet 20 fans instead of 2,000. ''It would be me and my five little friends, because of course I loaned out my books and got my whole neighborhood reading, and we'd go to the ice cream store, and she'd read some of the Midnight Sun manuscript to us,'' Emily says. ''Those were the gatherings that Stephenie really loved.''

It's a far cry from Meyer's recent stop in Salt Lake. She was in her fourth hour of signing books when an 11-year-old girl wearing a rhinestone-studded Twilight T-shirt leaned over the table to get a good look at Meyer. ''You're like my favorite author ever!'' she said, clapping her hands. ''I'm a person who judges authors a lot, and I don't have anything bad to say about you. I mean, I'm really tough, I didn't even like Harry Potter.'' Meyer looked confused for a moment as to what the proper response to such a compliment might be, and the young girl peered eagerly into the author's eyes. ''Are we going to feel complete at the end of Breaking Dawn?'' she whispered pleadingly. Meyer handed the girl back a signed book and smiled. ''I can't really answer that question for you,'' she said, her voice both cheerful and firm. ''But I felt closure.''
