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FOR VIRGINIA




Ah Death


How pathetic you look enjoying your moments of power


And then retreating to that darkness where you curl up


Friendless and despised.


How frustrated you must be


Watching my continual resurrection


With every new reader


Turning my pages.


—Andrew Neiderman
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preface


OVER THIRTY-FIVE YEARS AGO, I was at a business lunch in New York City with my then literary agent, Anita Diamant. Before we were too deep into a discussion of my own latest published thriller, she paused and said, “I think we’re going to ask you to complete a V.C. Andrews novel.”


Anita went on to describe the book as the prequel to Flowers in the Attic and explained that the latest medical reports concerning Virginia Andrews were not promising.


Needless to say, I was quite surprised. However, after digesting the information and the lunch, I drove back to my home in the village of South Fallsburg in the Catskill Mountains and told my wife what my agent had suggested. My wife, Diane, was a big fan of the Dollanganger family series, especially Flowers in the Attic, which I had not yet read. She had been talking about the book to the point of it haunting me. I had intended to find out what it was, and then came this proposal.


Diane was even more excited about it than I was. To me, the possibility of continuing such a massive presence in the publishing world was daunting. At the time I began, there were approximately 26 million copies of V.C. Andrews novels in print. Currently, there are over 107 million, and that number continues to grow.


Anita had thought of me for this task because through her agency, I had published a number of thrillers involving family intrigue and relationships, as well as young characters. The first novel I had ever published, Sisters, was a thriller told from the point of view of the older sister. Six out of the seven V.C. Andrews novels published by that point featured a female narrator. Whenever I’m asked how a male can capture the point of view of a female, I give the famous answer for all creativity, expressed in the movie Shakespeare in Love: “It’s a mystery.”


Another reason Anita turned to me was the fact that while I was publishing, I was still teaching, and one of the courses I taught was creative writing. That experience enabled me to study style and thus potentially capture someone else’s. Virginia’s style, her development of family crises and intrigue, and her attention to settings remain a source of pleasure and interest for innumerable readers.


Now, after well over forty years of V.C. Andrews novels published worldwide and over a dozen film adaptations of the works, with many more on the horizon, it felt like time to present Virginia Andrews’s biography, especially because there was so much misinformation about her and her career, as well as so many conjectures concerning the origins of her stories and the basis for her characters. Literally millions of fans worldwide continuously debate and wonder about the details of her life because she was so private.


How disabled was she? How was it possible for her not only to write the novels but also to promote them? Were her books based on her life or her family? She was living alone with her mother? Did she use her mother as an audience ever? Was there someone outside the family who encouraged her, perhaps a boyfriend? Why didn’t she publish earlier? When had she actually started to write? What did she think of other writers?


We can immediately say that by Virginia’s own admission, part of what made her so private and seemingly reticent about what she would reveal about herself, especially later in life, is seen in her personal letters, her interviews, and the testimony of her family. Although she rarely revealed it in public, nothing better illustrated how much she hated being viewed as different, someone to pity, than her reaction to the People magazine interviewer and article. She thought the piece capitalized on her disability and portrayed her as an eccentric recluse. This particular interview in People in 1980, in her opinion, had been constructed in such a way as to make her look unattractive and even, in her mind, horrifying. She was especially sensitive to the question of her age; by the time Flowers in the Attic was published on November 15, 1979, Virginia had celebrated her fifty-sixth birthday. The late ’70s was not a time that celebrated late-life accomplishments—especially for women—in a way that might be more common nowadays.


Writer and horror critic Douglas E. Winter, in his collection of interviews titled Faces of Fear, excavated from Virginia one of her best and most honest comments about this: “When I was young, I made some new friends and they liked me a lot. They asked me my age, and when I said nineteen, they seemed disappointed I wasn’t sixteen. I decided then that I was never going to tell my age again. People judge you by your age. If you are young, you’re immature or impulsive, and if you are old, you must be senile and dotty.” She went on to admit, “I get older and younger as I want. It bothers me that people dig so much into your life for all the wrong reasons.”


She explained to Winter that when the People reporters found someone who claimed she was a lot older than she was at the time and then confronted her with it, Virginia told the interviewer, “You must have found an enemy.” She told Winter, “[T]hey told me quite frankly, that they come to get dirt.… And when they don’t find any, they make up things.”


She especially hated the photographs in the article and told her cousin Pat Mock in a letter, “They were awful! I don’t look like that old woman peeking out of the window! I hated the shot of me in the chair! I refuse to allow pictures of me sitting in that thing—but [they] sneaked in one.”


Privately, she had even harsher words for the article than those, and as a result of the experience, she retreated from similar media exposure. However, by not contradicting them or the statements in other articles, she unfortunately, and unintentionally, supported the false accusations and unattractive descriptions of her. And so a primary aim of this biography is to finally reveal the truth around some of these misconceptions and establish Virginia’s rightful place in the history of American publishing.


That given, one wonders, then how did Douglas E. Winter get her to do such an in-depth, personal interview after this dramatically hurtful experience? Intrigued, I asked him to explain.


“I knew about, and probably saw, the People interview,” Winter says, “but I’ve never paid much attention to pop magazine interviews. They’re superficial confections, compressing lives into a few nimble quotations interspersed with logline descriptions of the subject’s latest role, album, book, or other event of the moment, with some emotional hook—inevitably, some tragedy, preferably one that’s been overcome.


“I knew Virginia had decided never to be interviewed again, and I was warned that it would be futile to try to contact her; but I also knew she deserved—indeed, needed—to be part of Faces of Fear if I was to realize my ambition for the book. My persuasiveness, I believe, was the result of two simple things: honesty and context. I’d been fortunate, early in my writing career, to have befriended several major writers. Others knew me as the voice in what, at that time, was a wilderness: a critic writing about the fiction of fear for leading newspapers and magazines.


“As the book neared completion, I was working hard to include the writers I wanted who were not friends or acquaintances. And I offered Virginia a straightforward and sincere proposition. This book would provide an oral history of the fiction of fear, as told by its creators, with my own critical observations. I was inviting her into a ‘hall of fame’ of the writers who were crucial to the renaissance of this fiction, along with other, lesser-known writers who were crucial voices or who could offer insights into the other side of the street—the realities of commercial publishing, the perilous economics of the writing life, the honey trap of genre.


“I wanted to meet her, as I’d met the other interviewees, at home. The interview would be extensive and biographical. She could review my final draft of the chapter devoted to her, and she would have full approval over its content. (She did, and she didn’t change a word—and, in fact, expanded one of her answers in a beautiful way.) And—although I didn’t know the underpinning of her dismay at the People interview—I said she could provide the photograph that would accompany the chapter.


“I wrote to her and held my breath. And she soon sent a lovely invitation to her home. Which led to an amazing day, and one of the most delightful interviews in the book.”


While she participated in some newspaper interviews, particularly around the launch of a new novel, she didn’t do anything as in-depth as what she did for Faces of Fear. As a consequence, there are many little mysteries about Virginia Andrews for us to explore.


Her name, for example—one of the most basic aspects of a person’s identity. Yet for Virginia, even that twisted and changed. On her passport she is listed as Cleo Virginia Andrews, but everyone knew her as Virginia Andrews. A social security card has her name as Virginia Cleo. And yet on her book jackets, she is identified as V.C. Andrews in America and some other countries but as Virginia Andrews in the United Kingdom and elsewhere.


Why was her name so puzzling? Her personal letters will give us insight into her reactions to her pseudonym. And the opinions of early readers will be amusing and interesting, too. We’ll even find a reference to the reason for a pseudonym in Flowers in the Attic. According to her personal letters to family, the name V.C. Andrews was not her choice. As with so many other personal decisions that were made for her once she became disabled, disentangling what was truly her choice and what was decided for her can be difficult. How do we arrive at the answers, often having to read between the lines in her letters and her answers in interviews?


During the course of my own journey reproducing her style, her characters, and her views of family and love, my wife and I became so closely involved with the Andrewses that they literally became our second family. Having trusted me with Virginia’s legacy, they trusted me with the details of her life, her relationships, and her struggles, as well as her personal papers.


Even after having written V.C. Andrews novels for decades and hearing stories about her from her family, uncovering these never seen or published letters and engaging in deeper interviews with her family brought Virginia even more to life for me, as I had never had the opportunity to meet her.


From the outset, one fact became instantly clear. Few bestselling authors are as intimately connected and as well-known internationally with just a single one of their works as V.C. Andrews is with Flowers in the Attic. When even frequent readers of novels are asked if they know who V.C. Andrews is, they often have a blank look until you say, “Flowers in the Attic.” Then their eyes light up, and they might say, “I read that in high school” or “I was forbidden to read it in high school, even while I was home and in the privacy of my own room, so my parents wouldn’t be embarrassed I was reading it!”


When I began writing V.C. Andrews novels, I was surprised to discover that Flowers was banned in many places from the first days of its release—and for quite a while thereafter. For example, the entire Flowers in the Attic series at the time (also now called the Dollanganger family series) was banned in Oconee County, Georgia, shortly after Flowers in the Attic was published in 1979. The county’s board of education had decided to remove all school curriculum materials and library books deemed to have “profanity” and “pornography,” concepts that were both ill-defined. The tremendous public outcry made the board backtrack and resolve to review its selection policy. However, even after this conciliatory decision, and with the review process still inching along, most of the Dollanganger books were removed from the high school library for “pornographic” content.


This was not an isolated incident. Despite the popularity of Virginia’s debut, there were other libraries and bookstore owners who refused to carry it or any other V.C. Andrews novel, even if it meant losing out on sales. I can recall one of my early experiences of researching to understand and capture the essence of V.C. Andrews as a writer. I went into a bookstore in California, asked if they carried any V.C. Andrews novels, and received a firm, even angry, reply of “No. The author exploits women.”


This I found amusing, considering there were copies of Playboy and Penthouse magazines on sale despite the fact that the store was owned and managed by women. But then I gave it deeper thought and concluded that if revealing the secret abuse of children and exploring and revealing the female psyche so compassionately and, from what most readers say, so accurately, especially during the adolescent years, was exploiting, then onward with exploitation.


Virginia explored these themes from her very first novel. And clearly, she had considered them for a long time, given her age (fifty-five) when she wrote the final draft of Flowers in the Attic. How many people do you know who set a goal for their life when they were in their twenties—something they had dreamed about since they were children—and did not give up on that goal for over thirty years despite a host of physical impediments and continued rejection?


Because of physical circumstances that we will explore in more detail, Virginia often had to stand up to type her stories, which she did for hours and hours. Her sister-in-law Joan Andrews claims, “She told me she even wore out the soles of her shoes,” standing and typing on her new IBM. When she first became serious about writing, she described writing thirty to forty pages a night.


Conversely, sitting for long periods was also a challenge, and when she did, she sat tilted back at roughly a forty-five-degree angle. Virginia would sometimes type while boosted into a sitting position in bed. She revealed that she occasionally would mount a mirror behind her typewriter so that she could watch herself as she composed in order to “project better.” What she was seeing in herself she could imbue her characters with, especially the blond girls who resembled her. There was no sister to confide in, no other young female near her age with whom she could share her changing emotions and feelings. Virginia searched everywhere she could for inspiration and understanding, including within herself.


We will explore ways in which she did this and point specifically to her works to illustrate the results. From the day Flowers in the Attic was published until now, readers have continually conjectured about how much of Virginia herself is in what her characters say, do, and think. She would get these questions from readers while she lived, and the same questions persist on various V.C. Andrews fan pages. Did she envision her mother as one of the characters in her books? Did she envision herself or some other member of her family?


My goal is to provide biographical illustrations and insights to help you reach your own conclusions about these questions and many others. Virginia’s own words, printed and spoken to her family and to reporters, are invaluable, but I cannot promise some mystery won’t still remain.


Beyond family, looking at Virginia’s physical challenges—a constant that she would not always readily admit to and certainly not something to which she would surrender—will give us a sense of her as an artist and a person. For Virginia, there would be no retreating behind drawn window shades in dimly lit rooms, curled up with self-pity, mourning lost femininity, like some gothic heroine without agency. She would be heard at all costs.


It is helpful to keep in mind that Virginia struggled to make her artistic voice heard years before rights for the disabled became enshrined in law and at a time when wheelchairs still made most people a little uncomfortable. My sense of that period is that many people would avert their gaze from someone in a wheelchair and try to avoid conversations with them.


Strides have been made in improving the social lot of people who use wheelchairs since then, but many today still suffer certain isolation as Virginia did. As she illustrates often in her letters, if anyone was well tuned in to patronization, it was she. Virginia knew empty words when she heard them and was not afraid to point this out to her family, even when they were the ones who were guilty of it.


But as you will see, from the testimonies of those who met her in public and family members, people could be so taken with Virginia’s energy and enthusiasm for her work that they rarely noted her disability, even when she was sitting at a limited forty-five-degree angle to greet fans and sign autographs. Visitors whom Lillian Andrews, Virginia’s mother, permitted to see Virginia after her surge to fame heard no invectives or self-pity. Her niece and nephews loved to visit her because she was so cheerful and fun to be with, as we will see when we read her niece Suzanne’s memories as a child and as a young woman.


In her personal letters, we shall see how she chafed at someone interviewing her and making her feel incapable, unfortunate, and pathetic. She despised being called “paralyzed” and made it a point in interviews to make sure the reporter understood that. Virginia Andrews was particular about the impressions she made on her fans especially.


As we can easily conclude from pictures taken of her in public or just with family, included in this volume, Virginia Andrews cared just as deeply about her feminine appearance, maybe even more so because of her limited social encounters. Her clothes, her hair, her cosmetics—all of it was certainly important to her even if she wasn’t going to attend any sort of public event. When a book promotion was the reason for a photograph, she took special care. As pictures taken with fans and family included here will show, she is beaming, flourishing, and joyfully having the experience of interacting and discussing her work and her art.


According to her niece Suzanne, “Virginia loved pink rose and sea-foam green colors. Some of the dresses she herself had sewn. One of my favorites was a rose chiffon, mid-sleeve, with a jewel-embellished burgundy velvet cinch at the waist. She looked like a princess. Her hair at the time was a strawberry blond, shiny, with soft curls.”


Keep in mind that this was Virginia long before she became quite famous and was very aware of her appearance before her fans and the press. Suspected bone spurs and her surgeries to correct her physical issues did not steal away her womanliness and especially did not stop her meteoric rise when fame came knocking on the door of the house where she lived with only her mother.


After reading this biography, I hope fans will appreciate the complexities of describing Virginia’s diminutive, hard-crusted mother—someone who never expected, and was not prepared, to become a caretaker for a daughter so beautiful and talented. Her mother, according to the testimony of family, was often in denial about Virginia’s disability, often looking for an escape from this difficult reality. We might conclude that in a real sense, Virginia felt trapped in an attic of sorts. Her mother was the woman who eventually ended up opening the front door to learn that her disabled daughter, who worked at all hours of the day and night, had been heard by some of the biggest names in publishing and who had turned her into one of the most successful commercial authors of the time.


All children’s parents make major choices for them, but how many adult decisions did Virginia’s mother make for her after her affliction began, after her unsuccessful surgeries, after the body cast stole her teenage years when a young girl’s self-image is so vulnerable? Did Virginia crystallize this question herself in Flowers in the Attic when Chris says, “I believe, though I’m not sure, once you are an adult, and come back to the home of your parents to live, for some odd reason, you’re reduced to being a child again, and dependent”?


Certainly because Virginia needed crutches and was confined to a wheelchair for most of her adult life, her mother cared for her, and more vigorously after her father’s passing in 1957. But were some people right to characterize her mother as Bette Davis in What Ever Happened to Baby Jane?—dominating, confining, judgmental—instead of a mother who tried her best to be protective of her fragile, beautiful daughter?


If the rumors and, in some cases, written comments about how tightly and sometimes harshly her mother controlled her were true, why did Virginia dedicate Flowers in the Attic to the woman? And why then, during the early days of Virginia’s struggle with cancer, did she legally ensure that her mother would be well cared for? Did she feel she had to? Was there the push-pull of a love-hate relationship?


We have personal letters that will help us understand these apparent paradoxes that have lingered for decades and others that will reveal some hitherto unknown facts about Virginia’s romantic life and her family relationships. At one point, we might easily conclude that her life was directly affected by these apparent contradictions and found voice in her novels, sometimes verbatim.


The Andrews family had no experience with fame, much less worldwide fame. They were hardworking Southern folk whose women could easily be imagined behind a protective colorful fan, smiling shyly, sipping mint juleps, and listening to their men argue about politics, their jobs, and the economy. Hearing the way the surviving members describe family functions, we sometimes feel as if we’ve stepped into Gone with the Wind—only our Scarlett O’Hara would find herself on bestseller lists, not dance cards. And she was almost as active as Scarlett as a result.


In particular, many to this day don’t realize that after the success of Flowers in the Attic, Virginia participated in several book conferences, attended the national ABA convention in Chicago in June 1980 after the publication of the sequel Petals on the Wind, and spoke there at a session featuring her. She contributed to and attended publishers’ publicity events, even overseas, and did book signings with a joy and delight that rivaled that of any other successful contemporary author. And, like other successful authors, she was eager to describe her craft to those dreaming of similar success.


A clear example of how she refused to hide behind any infirmity was the way she seized upon the opportunity to play a cameo role in the first film adaptation of Flowers in the Attic. She would not be a shy wallflower. Virginia’s letters will tell us what she appreciated and didn’t appreciate about the first film version of Flowers in the Attic, as well as why it took so long to make. These include some of the cast’s reactions to her and her reactions to the first screenplay. Most exciting, perhaps, is her detailed description of her first visit to Hollywood—whom she met, the celebrities she saw there, and how she was wined and dined.


We will also have a box seat for her first and only transatlantic trip to promote her work, meet her fans, and enjoy just being a tourist. We have the press’s reactions to her and her bitter reactions to their coverage, all revealed through her letters to family members and their testimonies.


However, aside from how much of her material was drawn from real life, perhaps nothing is more central to the mystery of V.C. Andrews than arriving at the truth concerning her disability. Was it the result of an accident, blundering medical attention, or a chronic condition exacerbated? Just as important is how it affected her social life, her family life, and especially her work. Perhaps one of the most exciting revelations of all is how one of these medical experiences provided the foundation for Virginia’s remarkable writing career, Flowers in the Attic. In analyzing the novel from this perspective, we will examine theories regarding how Virginia applied her own life experiences and personal decisions to her characters’ lives.


Virginia did not set out at first to be a writer. In her youth, she hoped to be an actress, for practically the same reasons she wanted to become a writer. Her medical event ended that pursuit, but she didn’t settle on an ambition to be a successful writer immediately. Rather, she developed a respectable career in commercial art, somewhat necessitated by her father’s unexpected death and the family’s need for income to supplement his Navy pension and her disability payments. Her artistic talent was there from an almost incredibly early age. Teachers recognized it. Her classmates were intrigued with it, and her family was amazed. Where it took her educationally would be just as surprising.


So, then, if she was so successful at it, why did she give up art and turn all her energy to writing? And when she began to dedicate herself to writing, she was not an immediate success. By her own admission, she had written nine novels before she wrote Flowers in the Attic, none of them attracting an agent, much less a publisher. Why didn’t she give up writing novels and stories and return to art, through which she had proven income?


Could it have had something to do with a self-proclaimed ability to see the future, a future she saw filled with success, and her belief in reincarnation? Would it surprise you to know that Virginia was convinced she was gifted with ESP and thought this gift prepared her to confront the challenges presented by chronic pain and limited mobility? Did “psychic” experiences strengthen her faith in her eventual writing success? From her letters included here, it is almost eerie to see how confident and determined she was.


What does triumph look like for a successful author as opposed to, say, a business entrepreneur? Authors, all authors, find success with their work when they create an intimate connection with their readers. These authors succeed in going beneath the surface of romance and love, hate and envy, dreams and pain, to touch what is true not only for themselves but for humanity in general. It’s this achievement, especially the fears and challenges of adolescence and the betrayal within families, that allows some authors, like V.C. Andrews, to become international successes.


At the time of this writing, there is a V.C. Andrews title in just about every country that has a publisher, including, as of relatively recently, mainland China. What is it about this author, her characters, and her stories that touches the hearts and minds of people regardless of their nationality, language, and socioeconomic development? What makes her universal? And especially, what makes Flowers in the Attic and all its sequels so popular in all these countries, a popularity that truly seems immortal?


Virginia’s books continue to sell in significant numbers. Most dramatically, adaptations of V.C. Andrews novels have been featured so often on the Lifetime channel that the channel is claiming the author as part of its cachet. To this date, Lifetime has done fourteen movies, each garnering some of the best ratings among all its movies. This clearly disproves the idea that these stories were for a past generation and are not timeless. There is a constant influx of new readers, of young girls and young women discovering them—and let’s not forget the new male readers, despite the common perception of V.C. Andrews as for women only. In fact, her first fan letter, as we will see, came from a man.


Indeed, Virginia’s works are timeless and universal. What makes them so? Is it the successful way she captured the development, subtle at times, from childhood to adolescence, adolescence to adulthood? She admitted to reading and studying psychology at the time, but she also admitted that she couldn’t live without fantasy. Fantasy led her to creative writing, to fiction, in which an author could take the omniscient point of view and, in a sense, play God.


Most writers do that, play God, though perhaps not as purposefully as someone like Virginia, who lived within narrow borders for most of her life. Looking down on her cast of characters, she, like all writers, designated where they would go and how. To be a successful writer, you have to sublimate yourself and see the world through the eyes of those you have created. You sift your personal likes and dislikes, dreams, and ambitions through a very fine sieve constructed from the characters you’ve created. Novels, after all, are not meant to be autobiographies.


But, as we will discover through her own comments and clear analogies to her own experiences, for Virginia, any rule about novels being pure fiction was not so strictly observed. Indeed, if your characters are providing you with a freedom of movement that life has denied you, you want them imbued with much of who you are. You want to slip into them and do what they do, go where they go, whether that is to a dance, to a party, or on a simple walk in the park, even an exploratory walk like the one Audrina takes in My Sweet Audrina.


And yet how far can one go with this theory? Do we apply it specifically to a novel like Flowers in the Attic, every major story beat? Certainly no one wants to be locked in a small bedroom and an attic for over three years during their adolescence. But can’t the argument be made that Virginia was indeed locked up in a medical attic following her surgeries and body cast? At one point, we will see how she admits to the analogy.


The point is clearly illustrated in a letter she wrote to her nephew Brad Andrews: “No one knows more about depression than I… it is my daily battle to fight and to win. I live in the tightest cage of all, my own body.” Although the analogy isn’t exact, trapped and caged is how she had envisioned the Dollanganger children in Flowers. Can we understand how sympathetic she would be and how important it was to her for her readers to feel the restrictions?


Readers are always interested in hearing about what real person some character is based on. And theories run especially rampant regarding Flowers in the Attic. This biography will describe some significant revelations regarding them. How much will Virginia Andrews finally admit to? How much of herself did she inject into the fictional Cathy Dollanganger?


Most commentators and reviewers searching for answers have been frustrated by Virginia’s contradictory statements about herself—some deliberately so—and by her avoidance of penetrating interviews. In Faces of Fear, she reveals, “I’m a Gemini, and I’ve got a tremendous need for secrecy. I don’t want to tell people all about myself. I decided that I would put bits and pieces of me in my novels, and they won’t know which parts are really me.”


Apparently, she deliberately sought to be mysterious. What did she fear about being more truthful? Where can we go to find the truths she never revealed to the public?


Because of the surviving family’s cooperation, we have not only historical family details in documents but also family photographs never before seen and Virginia’s own letters, most of which have never been read by the public, filled with her thoughts and opinions about herself and the world around her. Much of the information in this biography also has come from interviews with Virginia’s closest relatives, who lived with her and her mother at times and thus witnessed Virginia’s life-changing events themselves. These are the recollections of her contemporaries. Much is taken from their personal discussions with her and what they themselves gleaned from those interactions. (This includes an aunt who at the time of this writing is 103 years old and in possession of a vivid memory.)


Because of all this, while we can never really know a person in full, I am confident that we can begin to understand what forces conspired to create the writer V.C. Andrews became.


From the way her family describes it, it did seem as if someone had waved a magic wand, just like the good fairies in her fantasies. One day she was a much-protected and quite isolated young woman not really known by the people of Portsmouth, Virginia, and then, although it took almost all her adult life, suddenly, surely overnight to them, she became one of the city’s most famous people. Awards would come her way, one from the governor of Virginia, another from the city of Norfolk, in their celebration of local notables. The media would pursue her, and a major publishing company would wine and dine her, arranging for her to meet fans at book conventions and autograph sessions. There was talk of a Broadway play based on Flowers in the Attic. Movie producers would seek rights to her big achievement. Almost as if the wind had picked up her identity and carried it across the ocean, her fame would fly to international capitals.


One of the most important and perhaps most fascinating questions is how—after she had been diagnosed with cancer at age sixty-one, four years after the publication of Flowers in the Attic—did knowing she was in a losing struggle with cancer impact her work and her relationship to her family and fans? Almost as soon as she got to enjoy the accolades, the financial success, and the self-satisfaction of seeing her dreams materialize, it was all being snatched away from her.


How natural it would be for such a person to be bitter and angry toward the end, but was Virginia Andrews? She wasn’t leaving behind children or a husband, but she knew she was leaving behind books that would go on. Indeed, she wrote again to her nephew Brad after she had experienced having her books become bestsellers and told him, “I have never felt the need to be a mother. I consider my books my children, children that will never die from what my public and publishers tell me.”


She was right about that.


And so, as with any biography, but perhaps more so here because Virginia Andrews herself was quite private, we have the main question we must try to answer: Who was she?


We’ll get to know Virginia Andrews through what she tells us in her letters, in her interviews, and in what she said to her family and how she related to them. Alongside this, we’ll wonder, what gave her the courage to come out of her undesired—as she herself said—“cage” to greet her overwhelming success and then gracefully, tragically, watch her life slip away?
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chapter one First Steps



A COOL BREEZE SKATES over the Elizabeth River and combs through the grass around the tombs and monuments in the Olive Branch Cemetery on Cpl J M Williams Avenue in Portsmouth, Virginia.


Despite the passage of decades, or perhaps because time has cemented her name in literary history, reverent admirers enter the Olive Branch Cemetery to pay their respects to an author who has deeply touched their lives and the lives of millions of readers worldwide. Looking down at her footstone, they see she is simply described as Author, but when her admirers look at her monument behind it, they first see an inscription bearing the titles of the books that gave her domestic and international fame, headed by the title that most likely has brought them here: Flowers in the Attic.


Walking around to the rear of the monument, they see that Virginia Andrews had these thoughts inscribed, a farewell letter to her fans:




Books opened doors I hadn’t even realized were there. They took me up and out of myself, back into the past, forward into the future, put me on the moon, placed me in palaces, in jungles, everywhere. When finally I did reach London and Paris—I’d been there before. When books fail to give me what I need, dreams supply the rest. A long time ago I dreamed I was rich and famous—and I saw flowers growing in the attic. Dreams can come true, no matter what obstacles fate chooses to place as obstacles to hurdle, crawl under, or go around. Somehow I always manage to reach the far side.


What else can I say? To have a goal and achieve it, despite everything, is my only accomplishment. If I give a few million readers pleasure and escape along the way, I do the same for myself.


—Yours, Virginia C. Andrews





Cleo Virginia Andrews, who went by Virginia Andrews (her mother’s preference, because she loved the state of Virginia), was born in Portsmouth, Virginia, on June 6, 1923, the second child of William Henry Andrews and Lillian Lilnora Parker, who had married on May 8, 1920. This was the year the Nineteenth Amendment was ratified and women could vote. Lillian Andrews was only eighteen and still couldn’t vote—it wasn’t until 1970 when the voting age was reduced from twenty-one to eighteen—but even so, she was certainly one with a strong presence in this marriage. In fact, William’s close friends called him “Bid” because he never knew when to bid when playing bridge and waited for Lillian to tell him what to do, a small but telling sign of her forceful personality and his reliance on her thoughts and opinions.


Did she, like many wives, tell her husband how to vote? When to make a change in their lives? Where to live? What work he should do? The evidence seems to support a big yes. Words used by surviving relatives to describe her ranged from “determined” to “controlling.” These personality qualities will have great meaning and importance for us to understand once the family of five essentially becomes a family of two: Lillian and her daughter, Virginia.


William enlisted in the US Navy and would send home money for his young family when he was away. In one postcard he wrote from Cuba, he said, “I will always send you money and I will always be faithful to you.”


Not formally educated, Lillian worked as a telephone operator. Affectionately known as “Hello Girls,” these women had the tedious job of connecting calls via cables and jacks at the telephone exchange. According to Virginia’s aunt Eleanor Parker—whom the family called “Baby Sis” because she was the youngest of the Parker sisters and who is now 103 years old—Lillian was headstrong, a wild child who had been sneaking out of her house at night to attend the dances at the navy yard.


From what Virginia’s cousin Pat Mock recalls, Lillian’s father was a very conservative man who strongly disapproved of his daughter’s nocturnal adventures. She even recalls hearing he had occasionally gone after Lillian and dragged her back from the streets, “and not gently.” This will prove to be quite a contrary view of the woman who later ruled her family with almost as much conservatism as her father had once ruled her with.


However, it was at these navy yard dances where Lillian met William, who Baby Sis said was a handsome man who was always impeccably dressed, and whom everyone seemed to love. “From what everyone told me about their romance, everyone in the family was pleased with the choice Lillian had made,” said Mary Andrews, the wife of Virginia’s brother Eugene.


The Andrewses’ first child, William “Bill” Andrews Jr., was born on May 24, 1921. The young family struggled on William Sr.’s naval pay and were as yet unable to afford a home of their own. They lived with Lillian’s parents and her five siblings in a large four-bedroom home in Portsmouth. Pat Mock recalls that Lillian’s father was a successful businessman and had one of the biggest brick houses in the area.


Two years later, Lillian gave birth to Virginia. For an additional two years, they remained a naval family, with William often away from home and Lillian sharing the household duties with her mother.


William Sr. was a veteran of World War I and was used to Navy life. Some of the Andrews descendants suggest that Lillian insisted her husband finally leave the service. They often heard her say he should “get a decent job to support his family,” and she finally convinced him that his romantic Navy life had to come to an end. There were two children to support now. She wanted her family to be secure; she wanted her children to be protected, and all her living relatives remember she was not shy when it came to her opinions. This was surely a telling example of her firm, no-nonsense personality.


In 1927, the circle of life would take young Virginia and her older brother, Bill, and their parents first to Rochester, New York, where William Sr. had been born and raised. His parents were still alive, as were his three brothers, Arthur, Roy, and Wallace. The Andrews family had a big dairy farm outside the city, but only Arthur helped his father run it. William Sr. had taken his young family back to his birthplace not to work the family farm but because he had the opportunity to work for Bausch & Lomb, one of the earliest and most successful optical companies, famous for developing groundbreaking sunglasses for the military in World War I, which had been founded in Rochester.


Soon after they arrived in Rochester, William Sr. bought a relatively new house that his brother Wallace, a builder, had constructed not far from his own house at 25 Wetmore Park, in a quiet residential part of the city. Virginia and her family lived in Rochester from when she was four until she was nine.


Although far from wealthy in the 1920s, Virginia’s family was living during a period of economic boom that drove more and more people from the rural world to the cities, aided by improvements in indoor plumbing and modern sewer systems.


The comparatively undeveloped Portsmouth where she had lived previously would be a dramatic contrast to the city of Rochester, even for one as young as Virginia. Rochester was bursting with urban energy. In the late eighteenth century, Rochester had flourished with the opening of the Erie Canal and became a major manufacturing center, bustling with a growing population and five freight and passenger railroads.


It will surely be of interest to her fans to know that young Virginia’s startling impressions of a rapidly modernizing urban world came from a deep-seated belief, even at so young an age, that she had lived in this very place during an earlier time. Virginia seriously believed in reincarnation. According to her sister-in-law Mary, she called herself “an old soul” and her mother “a new soul.”


“When I was a little girl,” Virginia told Douglas E. Winter in Faces of Fear, “particularly when I was very young—three or four—I would look at things like automobiles and skyscrapers, and I would say, ‘They didn’t have those when I was here before.’ I was sort of expecting horses and carriages. And then I would feel strange thinking this.”


She claimed she would get flashes of other lives when she was a child. Adults would shake their heads and smile as adults do at children’s imaginations. So, according to what she told others later in her life, she began to “shovel it all under” and didn’t think about the subject for a while and later tried to stop the sensation from happening so much.


Despite the effort to keep it to herself, her belief in her psychic visions would remain with her through most of her life. She would use the concept in Flowers in the Attic, where Cathy has a premonition that she will fall in love with the first man she meets, although it won’t be just any man. Like a young Virginia, Cathy had visions, detailed visions. “If I had a dream that the airplane I was taking was going to crash,” Virginia said, “I wouldn’t take it. So before I take a flight, I try to remember what I dreamed.” Perhaps one of the most notable of Virginia’s visions was, “When I sent Flowers in the Attic off to my agent, I had a big house dream.”


Transferring the visionary power to Cathy in Flowers in the Attic, she wrote: “And somewhere in that crimson-colored never-never land where I pirouetted madly, in a wild and crazy effort to exhaust myself into insensibility, I saw that man, shadowy and distant, half-hidden behind towering white columns that rose clear up to a purple sky. In a passionate pas de deux he danced with me, forever apart, no matter how hard I sought to draw nearer and leap into his arms, where I could feel them protective about me, supporting me… and with him I’d find, at last, a safe place to live and love.”


And this is precisely what happens when Cathy meets Julian Marquet, the dancer who had been pursuing her since the day they met. Was he the dancer she envisioned in the attic? She marries him impulsively in Petals on the Wind, the sequel to Flowers in the Attic. Visions and prophecies run dramatically through all the novels Virginia wrote. What she believed for herself she was sure to have her characters believe. This was no mere literary device for Virginia.


Eventually, this fascination with clairvoyance would come out in the more in-depth interviews after her success with Flowers in the Attic. Virginia even claimed to have foreseen her father’s death two weeks before he died of heart failure in the hospital.


Elaborating in Faces of Fear, she said, “I woke up and I was crying and I told my mother, and she said, ‘Don’t tell me. I don’t want to hear it.’ ”


According to Virginia’s niece Suzanne, Lillian would get frightened whenever she saw Virginia make a prediction, no matter how silly or insignificant it might seem.


“When I lived with my grandmother and Virginia for a month, I saw her tell Virginia to ‘stop that’ whenever she predicted this or that, especially if it involved members of the family or neighbors. I had the impression my aunt took a little pleasure in teasing my grandmother with her sudden predictions, made up or not, when she was younger.”


Everyone remembered that young Virginia had a jovial personality, was more like her father, and could be a little impish. However, there was nothing jocund or blithe about what she had envisioned for her father. Their relationship was close, their love quite strong. He had inspired her in many ways, especially when it came to literature.


The seriousness with which she took clairvoyance never waned, despite how her mother forbade it. She tied it closely to her dreams. At one point during her writing career, she would express a desire to write a novel about someone with psychic abilities. She would think a character who was living what she would often call an otherwise dull, ordinary existence fascinated her. There was no doubt she saw herself as such a person. Late in her teenage years, mainly because of the restriction her disability and consequently her mother had placed on her, she didn’t have friends or a boyfriend. Adventurous journeys were limited to the front porch.


Perhaps visions and dreams were another reason Virginia would eventually be drawn to writing fiction. In a real sense, the author of a novel must see the future for his or her characters. Once she had a plot premise and a main character, Virginia could begin to envision where the events unfolding in her imagination would take her protagonist. This is also why forming the character is so essential, because his or her personality, ambitions, and likes and dislikes will determine the plot. Simply put, if characters are vivid enough, they will naturally lead the writer down a path. For Virginia especially, it was another exercise in clairvoyance and clearly the door to escape the confinement her illness had imposed. Thus, her developing imagination encouraged her to explore, and as time went by, that drive only intensified.


“I step into a universe of my own making,” she was quoted as saying in the Virginian-Pilot and the Ledger-Star in 1986, “and I am the god. What a sense of power! Nobody can exist unless I let them.”


Creative and imaginative people hunger for a means of expression, even at a very young age. But it is one thing to be imaginative and pretend, to be part of the make-believe games you might play with others your age, and quite another thing to be innovative and creative enough to produce something of value, which Virginia did first with her visual art.


One of the earliest examples of her imaginative artistic skill came when the famous architect Frank Lloyd Wright arrived at her elementary school to speak to her second-grade class in Rochester, four years after her family had moved there.


Much later in life, when she was talking about her art experiences, Virginia related her vivid memory of Wright pausing at her second-grade desk, standing behind her, looking over her shoulder, and asking, “Why did you draw a round house with all glass?”


She recalled her teacher standing by with a small smile of pride and curiosity. From what Virginia described, one of the world’s most famous architects did not intimidate her seven-year-old self. To her, the answer was plain and simple.


“Well, it’s my mother,” she replied. “She always complains that she never seems to have enough windows.”


Virginia had a clear recollection of the encounter, the classroom situation, and Wright’s reaction. As noted in a Simon & Schuster press release after Flowers in the Attic’s publication (a release that Virginia helped create), Wright told her teacher, “A child like that scares the hell out of me.”


The fury with which she would imagine and then create her artistic images was already overwhelming in grade school. Her memories of this period were vivid and expressed in a number of interviews. Her second-grade teacher gave Virginia an easel and placed it at the back of the class because she would finish her work quickly and otherwise become a distraction to the other kids. Moving her to the rear didn’t solve the problem, however, as her classmates would turn around to see what she was drawing or painting, and the teacher lost their attention anyway.


One temporary solution to fill Virginia’s spare time in class was to send her to help in the principal’s office, to be kept busy copying information about student attendance and school repairs. Years later, as an adult, she felt that the experience was one of the first to urge her into writing. In Faces of Fear, she related, “He [the principal] said, ‘Remember, you’ve got the talent to do anything you want to do as long as you stick to that one branch…’ and every time I would falter in my writing, I would think of him.”


Eventually, Virginia’s second-grade teacher took a closer look at her work and realized that she really did have a prodigy on her hands, something Virginia called herself many times in conversations, letters, and interviews.


Virginia explained it to Winter this way: “Well, we had a house that had an interesting design, and I knew you couldn’t see it if I did it head-on, so I drew it three-quarters and in perspective. My people had necks and arms and waists. Any of my teachers who looked at my work were stunned because 7-year-olds don’t know to see perspective and how to go to a vanishing point.”


Virginia’s teacher was frustrated but also excited. She showed Virginia’s drawings to the principal, but he was skeptical. He was, after all, looking at the work of a seven-year-old. This wasn’t childish doodling.


“You saw her draw these?” was the response Virginia recalled and often bragged about when she related the story to her sister-in-law Mary. Her teacher confirmed it, and the principal was astonished.


Here was a wunderkind in 1930—what could a grade school offer her? Her teacher couldn’t ignore the rest of her pupils and concentrate more on Virginia, and yet the principal might have felt guilty letting this budding talent die on the vine. Amazingly, the powers that be doubted that even a high school art class could further develop this nascent talent. They had a solution that was far ahead of its time: they sent the diminutive seven-year-old child to junior college art classes.


Virginia remembered sitting on a big dictionary to see the front of the classroom at the junior college. In Faces of Fear, she described the experience: “I think my nose just used to clear the desk and I would draw with all these great big kids.”


Can we imagine what it was like for eighteen-, nineteen-, and twenty-year-olds to see a bright and inquisitive little seven-year-old girl listen to and follow the instructions that perhaps challenged even them? Would the older students feel resentful? Maybe. After all, what they were being asked to do was something that even a grade-school child could do. Perhaps their skepticism would have abated when they saw what Virginia could accomplish.


Virginia, on the other hand, was not intimidated sitting among older and bigger kids. What did they have to do with the art that became her passion? According to her, the development of her talent was unstoppable. She took her vision and her art with her everywhere. She claimed she would draw on all her books, illustrate everything she read. She admitted to defacing library books by drawing on them. She said she used to color the black-and-white funny papers because she wanted them to be in color; she even tried to color the bedroom wallpaper because she thought it wasn’t lively. There was an excitement in her life that few seven-year-olds enjoyed. Most were temporarily amused with a coloring book or when given a blank pad and a pencil, especially with multicolored pencils, but Virginia was more than amused. She was challenged, and after mining her imagination, she skillfully created pictures adults admired.


She was never far from her love of art and what she had learned about colors, shades, and tints, even when she wrote Flowers in the Attic. The novel opens with Cathy Dollanganger telling us, “It’s so appropriate to color hope yellow.” She was, of course, relating it to sunshine, brightness, symbols of hope that would exist outside the attic.


Later, perhaps employing what she had learned in her advanced art lessons, Virginia speaks through Cathy: “Momma bought us art instruction books by the dozens. The first of these books taught us to reduce all complicated designs into basic spheres, cylinders, cones, rectangles and cubes. A chair was just a cube—I hadn’t known that before. A Christmas tree was just an inverted ice-cream cone—I hadn’t known that before, either. People were just combinations of all those basic forms: spheres for heads; arms, necks, legs, torso, upper and lower, were only rectangular cubes or cylinders, and triangles made for feet. And believe it or not, using this basic method with just a few simple additions, we soon had rabbits, squirrels, birds, and other small friendly creatures—all made by our very own hands.”


This description of what Cathy did with the animals clearly reflects some of Virginia’s designs and needlework created years earlier as well. Describing her own work in a letter, Virginia wrote: “I decorated mine with polka-dots, gingham checks, plaids, and put lace-edged pockets on the laying hens.” Drawing from the details of artwork she did during her medical confinement in her teenage years after dropping out of school for health reasons, Virginia refers to Corrine bringing Cathy sewing notions like “lace, cords of all colors, buttons, sequins, felt, pebbles and other decorative materials.”


Cathy’s fictional biography in Flowers often bears a resemblance to Virginia’s actual life. While drawing exact equivalences can lead to error, in some places, as with discussions of art, there is a true mirroring.


A second area of similarity: Cathy’s family, prior to the father’s accident, existed in an atmosphere of happiness and security, one Virginia surely related to.


Virginia’s childhood was a time when her family, like so many middle-class families during the late Roaring Twenties, would enjoy some measure of financial security. Her father was gainfully employed, they had a relatively new house, and their family was growing. Lillian gave birth to Virginia’s younger brother Eugene five years and ten months after Virginia was born and nearly eight years after Bill Jr. Virginia and Bill Jr. were often looking after baby Eugene, especially when their mother went shopping. Contemporary relatives say they both enjoyed and welcomed adult responsibility.


Did this childhood parental experience find life in Flowers in the Attic? Was motherhood something Virginia longed for later in life, despite at least one disclaimer to the contrary to her nephew?


It was always something looming out there. She did say she had planned to be married by age thirty. “I never wanted to be an ordinary housewife,” she told Stephen Rubin in the September 1981 Washington Post article “Blooms of Darkness.” “I had no intentions of getting married till after thirty, but life kinda threw me a curve. I think if I had failed at writing maybe I would be bitter now. I always wanted to be somebody exceptional, somebody different, who did something on her own.”


Perhaps she expressed her frustration at never being able to become a wife and mother best in Flowers, when Cathy tells her twin siblings, “Why can’t you pretend I’m Momma? I’ll do everything for you that she would. I’ll hold you on my lap, and rock you to sleep while I sing you a lullaby.”


When one learns more about Virginia’s confinements and social restrictions, one can easily envision the writer imagining how she would be with her own children, were she to have them.
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