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To Staci forever

And all who have helped me along my journey . . .




 

 

 


We will be gone one day, you know. Off like pilgrims on to progress.

—Patsy Daniels, April 17, 1980
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WHAT DROVE ME TO IT

Over the years I’ve been asked when I plan to write a memoir. I’ve said never. It’s my obsessive nature to move forward full speed without looking back. But as has been true of most important projects, this one picked me rather than the other way around.

In recent years there have been discussions about a TV series based on my life. The focus would be my intense research and tendency to get involved in real murder investigations. When I read the first draft of the outline and then the pilot, I didn’t recognize myself. This wasn’t anybody’s fault. Until now there’s been no accurate and full accounting of my personal background and career.

At the end of 2024, I was five months early turning in my twenty-ninth Scarpetta novel, Sharp Force. I don’t know how that happened. But some plots uncoil faster than others, the characters more cooperative than usual. Suddenly, I had time on my hands and decided to draft an autobiographical treatment for the proposed TV show. If it were made, the details I supplied would be helpful to the writers.

Getting started, I was frustrated immediately. I hate composing pitches, summaries, master plots, and resist talking about something instead of writing it. I won’t do outlines unless it’s after the fact. In college, I always created them and the index cards last. I’d rather jump straight into the term paper, essay, or story. Within days of working on the treatment, I quit and began writing this memoir.

It wouldn’t have been possible were it not for my sister-in-law Mary. She’s been my archivist for more than twenty years, and has helped me research my life. This memoir isn’t as much about me as everyone else who’s had a starring role in my saga, most of all my brothers, Jim and John.

When we were growing up, they blocked out distressing episodes. But I don’t have that special talent. Now that so many people are gone, including my parents, my former husband, Charlie Cornwell, and others instrumental in my life, it’s important to tell what I remember. For some reason, I don’t forget drama, fantastic or awful.

Extreme emotions capture scenes the way light etches images on a photographic negative. I can envision what people looked like, what they were wearing, sometimes what they said, and most of all what I felt about them. This is a helpful quality for a writer, and a way of fixing programming errors.

I believe that life is a series of self-corrections if we’re willing to make them, and we don’t always understand what’s going on while it’s happening. Often what I experience, research, and imagine is intended for the future. The best example is my first full-length book. I began it the summer of 1976 when I’d just turned twenty and was transferring to Davidson College in North Carolina.

The so-called novel is a detailed recounting of my first nineteen years. I think of it as a naïve and amateurish Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man. Only in this case the author was a young woman who’d never heard of James Joyce or much else considered literature. I wasn’t well read and never will be.

Over the summer of 1976, I’d mail installments of my writing to Davidson English professor Charlie Lloyd. An eccentric genius, he knew more about Shakespeare than any mortal and had taught himself seven languages. But he refused to get a Ph.D. When the frustrated Davidson president Sam Spencer demanded to know why, Charlie Lloyd famously answered, “Who would examine me?”

Mr. Lloyd, as I called him, became my mentor before I arrived on the Davidson campus in late August. He was incredibly generous to a largely illiterate stranger, his appraisals honest but kind. At that time, I was writing in fractured sentences, ignoring rules while exploring how to create scenes without words, punctuation, and structure getting in the way.

Mr. Lloyd commented that my staccato style was jolting and annoying. Remotely, he was tutoring me, answering every time I wrote. While at Davidson, I often was at his home, where he introduced me to sputtered eggs that he scrambled with cream and butter. I’d leave bottles of his favorite beer, St. Pauli Girl, in the pigeonhole where he got his interoffice mail.

I spent most of my spare time at Davidson working on various drafts of my book. From the start it was an autobiography that I paraded as fiction. With rare exception, the only thing I made up were the characters’ names. The title of my first draft was The Man with the Golden Key, an allusion to the George MacDonald fairy tale about a boy who finds a golden key at the end of a rainbow. But what does it unlock? He must discover that next.

The eventual title of my book was Forum, as in the ancient Roman Forum, the site of legal trials. Ironically, forum is where the word forensic comes from. The root of it is the Latin word forensis or of the forum. Specifically, forensic refers to matters of interest to the courts, and that’s the point of forensic science and medicine. I didn’t know this when I was in college.

Ultimately, my book was three hundred pages long, composed on a pawnshop manual Royal typewriter. With each draft, I’d recycle the paper of the previous one, using the backs of pages for something else. After the final manuscript was done my senior year, I never looked at it again until half a century later.

Without that early effort, and journals I’ve kept throughout my life, I couldn’t have pieced together my past. Many of the vivid details I knew at the time I wouldn’t remember now. This memoir has been part of the master plan all along. Only I didn’t know it.

I wish I could time travel and tell my young self not to be discouraged. I imagine her typing away as if possessed while her classmates participated in extracurricular activities and partied. I would whisper to young Patsy Daniels that things would turn out far better than she dreamed. Don’t despair and never quit.

You’ll be shocked to find out what your future holds, I’d confide. Most of it magical and wonderful. And the rest you will survive.

I didn’t grow up wanting to be an author. It wouldn’t have occurred to me that one day I’d be known for graphic thrillers that read like true crime. But the foreshadowing was there early on. By the age of nine I was telling scary stories that made the neighborhood children cry and run home. I’d feel chagrined, a touch remorseful, but not for long. They always came back for more.

I can’t abide violence, which is why I feel compelled to write about it. I hate to think about anything being killed. That’s not to say I haven’t taken a few lives, mostly during my early years. Fish. Crabs. Bugs. During a brief but shameful period, I collected butterflies, writing a poem about it that I titled “Murder in the Lilacs.” I went dove hunting once and am sorry for all of it.

People assume I enjoy spending time in morgues, and at the scenes of murders, suicides, and violent accidents. It must be a thrill talking to serial killers on death row. Obviously, I think it’s the coolest thing to see an autopsy. How amazing to watch a dead body shoved into a crematorium oven. Or to witness an execution.

I find most of my research all but unbearable. I endure it because I must if I’m to tell the truth in my stories, whether nonfiction or imagined. To witness gore and suffering is fascinating while indescribably awful, and I pay a high price. Disaster and violence await around every corner. Wherever I am, I spot something potentially fatal.

An escalator can cut you to ribbons if you’re not paying attention. The scaffolding you foolishly walked under could collapse. The backhoe gouging the earth on the roadside is way too close to cars going past. The person loitering suspiciously might be a serial killer. If I’m not careful I’ll imagine the scenario to its gruesome conclusion while making sure everybody else does too.

One might suppose that my exposure to virtually any horror you can think of would have made me insensitive. I’d be impervious. It’s the opposite, as if I have no emotional skin left as a barrier. I get upset, even teary, when I see cruelty. I switch the channel when an animal rescue commercial comes on.

I’m squeamish and can’t watch scary or depressing movies. I avert my gaze during gory scenes or get up and leave the room. I avoid shows like Grey’s Anatomy while eating dinner. I have a list of food associations that are best left unmentioned. But I will anyway. Topping the list are beef liver, steak tartare, and borscht.

I became a published author for the first time at the young age of twenty-eight, but nothing about my career has been easy. This is one of many reasons I tell people, especially artists, not to give up. If anybody’s had good reason to on countless occasions, it’s me. My early life was a string of failures. I was convinced I’d never amount to a thing. I would die young, possibly by my own hand.

If nothing else, this story is my way of encouraging others never to stop trying, and to take a big swing at life. Like that flawed book I wrote in college, there are reasons for what happens, and we may not know them until much later. In January 2025 as I began sifting through the manuscript of Forum, I felt as if Patsy Daniels and Patricia Cornwell finally found each other. Patsy was helping with my story, and I was helping with hers.

On August 29, 1977, the beginning of my junior year in college, I noted in my journal:


The first draft of my novel is finished. I wonder if my gut rending effort will be destined to rest in a dusty box on a closet shelf. If so, I can only say that I would have written it anyway.
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I awoke to a terrible commotion, something wrong that January morning in 1966. Sensing trouble in my mother’s rapid footsteps up and down the hall, I hurried into pants, a pullover shirt, thick socks.

My brothers’ urgent voices sounded from their bedroom.

“No, Mom . . . !”

“MOM . . . !”

“PLEASE STOP . . . !”

Out my window the gray sky hung low over the whited foothills of western North Carolina. Fresh snow was piled deep on tree branches, a male cardinal a splash of blood red on the birdfeeder. Icicles looked like glass stalactites and daggers, the rising sun a ghostly smudge.

While I’d slept, a winter storm had dumped another six or seven inches, frosting tree trunks and evergreens, the rhododendron leaves tightly curled against the cold. Footprints, sled tracks from earlier were covered, big flakes drifting down like feathers. In front of our wooded property, Kanawha Drive was blank and silent.

There would be no church today, the schools closed again tomorrow as they’d been since Christmas, the buses unable to manage the conditions. It was now late January, and no one was going anywhere without chains on tires or four-wheel drive. Many businesses were closed. Our car had been stuck for a while at the bottom of the hill near Montreat’s gated entrance.

The next town over was Black Mountain, where Mom grocery shopped and ran other errands. She hadn’t been to the store or anywhere else for weeks. Alone with no help, she was overwhelmed by three children. I was nine and in the fourth grade. Jim was in the sixth, and John in the first.

Staying home from school was paradise for us at least. We loved snow, and the first time I saw it I was filled with wonder. I remember sunlight glaring off whiteness, the snow crunching and groaning as I moved around and rolled snowballs. My brothers and I would race each other out the door to be the first leaving footprints.

Mom took us on trudges through the neighborhood, and I was astonished by our breath fogging out. She showed us how to make snow angels, the ground covered with wings and body shapes while we laughed. I remember gathering small handfuls of snow, disappointed it had no flavor as I ate it until my tongue was numb. I tried a bowl with maple syrup but found it inedible.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” Mom said the first times the flakes floated down after we’d moved from Miami. “I haven’t seen snow since growing up in Chicago.”

She wasn’t talking like that anymore at the beginning of 1966. Now she made strange comments that I found unsettling.

“God is forever trying to clean up our messes,” she said the other day when looking out the window. “He covers them over with a robe of whiteness. Then we sully ourselves again and again.”

While home from school, I’d been making snowmen with pine branch arms and comical faces. Building an igloo, I’d sequester myself in quiet whiteness, pretending I was in a spaceship. The winding mountain roads were treacherous when the top layer froze into an icy slick. Jim and I rubbed candle stubs over the runners of our sleds to make them faster.

John was a bit young to keep up with his big brother, and I shouldn’t have tried. For some unknown reason I tended to do what Jim said. I’d taste a hot toothpick that burned my mouth, climb the sheer rocky face of Lookout Mountain, run through a briar patch, let go of my bicycle handlebars, pick up a worm.

I’d race after him on my sled, the red metal runners sparking over exposed patches of pavement. It was like following in the fiery wake of a comet or dragon, dragging my toes when trying to brake, careening and fishtailing. Inevitably, he’d lose me around a tight turn, and I’d crash through the woods or upend in a ditch, my galoshes in the air.

Back up the hill we’d tramp, tugging our sleds by ropes lashed to the wooden steering handles. We’d hurtle downhill again and again, never able to get enough. Sometimes we’d resume after supper when it was dark and the roads the iciest. I scarcely could see anything except our sparks.

After the first snow earlier in the month, Jim took me on a long slog through the woods, emerging in what looked like an overgrown logging trail. He showed me the deep shaft of an abandoned mica mine that was caving in, rotted scaffolding inside. I watched him pitch a stone into the dark mouth and it took a long time to hit bottom, a thrill of fear running up my spine.

That night he told Mom about it while she drank Russian tea near the fireplace, fingerlike flames curling over logs. Our wet gloves and socks were steaming on the mesh screen, and I stared at a charred chunk of wood until it became a shark with a fiery knothole eye. Mom frowned as she heard about the mica mine we’d visited.

“You’re not to go there ever again,” she said firmly. “You could have slipped on the snow and fallen down the shaft, and no one would have ever found you!”

It’s a wonder we survived exploring, sledding, not to mention snowball fights when Jim added gravel to his frozen ammunition. Predictably, John and I ended up fleeing to the house, crying, and complaining, tracking water over the hardwood floors and braided rugs.

“Mom!”

“Jimmy hit me again!”

“MAKE HIM STOP!”

As this was going on the front door would slam shut, Jim stomping in to make his rebuttal.

“They started it!” was his usual defense.

Sometimes it was true. I’d tease him and get what was coming. But often his incursions were unprovoked, and when it was payback time, I wasn’t obvious. Better to be stealthy if I wanted to avoid punishment. One day when I was especially miffed by something he’d done, I sneaked into his bedroom when no one was home.

On the windowsill was his prized soda pop bottle that had been twisted and elongated by a glass blower, a souvenir from a visit with our aunt and uncle in Chicago. I picked up Jim’s Daisy B.B. gun and shot his precious bottle, not intending to cause such extensive damage, putting a hole in the window screen while at it. Of course, he found out, and Mom wasn’t happy either.

It didn’t help that she was obsessive-compulsive, having no peace when things were dirty, off center, out of place. She’d been cleaning up after us nonstop since that snowy January morning in 1966, constantly straightening the bath towel in front of the door. The floor was filthy from us tracking snow in and out. Literally, she was at the end of her rope, and we were too young to understand.

I knew she was irritable or sad, rarely smiling. I could feel her stress as she made oatmeal, Cream of Wheat, grilled Cheese Whiz sandwiches, Campbell’s vegetable soup. I sensed her despair as our provisions dwindled, the cupboards getting bare. We were out of canned tuna fish, peanut butter, jelly, eggs, Tang, the last bag of puffed rice cereal almost empty.

The Biltmore Dairy Farms delivery trucks weren’t running, and we had no milk. There wasn’t much left in the refrigerator. We’d emptied the basement freezer of backup staples like loaves of sliced Bunny bread, hot dogs, and Blue Bonnet margarine. The heat was turned down, the oil tank almost drained, the firewood low. Soon we’d have no hot water.

When I paused in my brothers’ doorway, Mom was heaping pants, shirts, shorts on one bed while Jim and John were upset on the other. I realized that she was burning their belongings in the family room fireplace.

“No, no! That’s mine!” John cried as his teddy bear was added to the pile.

“DON’T!” Jim kept protesting.

“Hush, and do as you’re told,” Mom would repeat in a dull flat tone.

I now know that she was in the throes of a psychotic depressive episode, purging in preparation for the end of our world as we knew it. She intended to erase her painful childhood, our years in Miami, her failed marriage and every vestige of the husband who left her. She wanted no reminder of my brothers and me, not a trace.

Jim was one of the most agile people I’ve ever known and a daredevil. In later years I would joke that he was the best argument for evolution. Clearly, he was a monkey in an earlier life.

Not long after we moved into our new Montreat house in the spring of 1965, he bought two long pieces of lumber two-by-two inches thick, attaching plyboard triangles for footrests. He painted the wood the same blue as the shutters and doors, the stilts so tall he had to mount them from the railing of the back porch. He would walk around some six feet off the ground.

Stalking the hills like the giant in “Jack and the Beanstalk,” Jim would rest now and then by sitting on top of stop signs. He had the balance of a gymnast or acrobat. There wasn’t much he couldn’t climb, including our roof, where he’d recently rolled huge snowballs, pushing them overboard, one almost landing on my head.

As Mom raided my brothers’ dressers and closet that January morning, Jim snatched a pair of jeans and fled into the hallway.

“Come back with that!” Mom called out after him.

Feet planted on one wall, his back against the other, he scooted up to the attic like an inmate escaping prison. Pushing open the ceiling access door, he shoved in his favorite Levi’s for safekeeping, his panicked eyes the size of half dollars. As he climbed back down, Mom left the bedroom with an armload of clothing.

“What are you doing, Mommy?” I followed her. “What are you doing!”

“Someday you’ll understand when you’re older and the ugly beast comes,” was her unnerving response.

“What are we going to wear?” I tried to reason with her.

“We’ll have new things. White things.” She hurried down the hallway, dropping a sock.

Inside the family room, a fire raged on the hearth, the flames popping and snapping, the air shimmering with heat. Flashing in my thoughts were Mom’s evacuation drills that had become more frequent. She was always anticipating what might injure or kill us. Fires and carbon monoxide, floods, hurricanes, murderers, sexual predators, drug addicts.

Most of all her former husband, Sam Daniels, a brilliant attorney in Miami and the love of her life despite his cruelties. She believed that if anything bad happened he was behind it. He wanted her to suffer. He wanted her off the planet.

“You’re not fit to live . . . You’re not fit to live . . . ,” he’d whisper in her sleep like a hypnotist while they were still together in Miami.

She might be washing dishes at night when he’d appear in the window above the sink, his face smushed by a nylon stocking pulled over his head. Out in their motorboat, she divined that he intended to push her into the Atlantic Ocean. After she drowned, he’d pass off her death as an accident, a suicide. She stopped going out in the boat, not telling him the reason.
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June 9, 1956, at 6:56 a.m., Dr. William Mixon delivered me in room 309 of Doctors Hospital in Coral Gables, Florida. Some seven hours earlier there was a total eclipse of the sun, the weather that Saturday clear, a high of 91.

I weighed close to eight pounds, was nineteen inches long with platinum blond hair. A cutting of it is saved in my baby book, the yellow satin cover decorated with pussy willows. Dad was a gifted photographer and took the pictures that Mom mounted on the thick creamy pages, writing copiously in blue with her Parker fountain pen.

She listed the many gifts I received from relatives, friends, my father’s colleagues. Mostly checks but also frilly panties, dresses, swimsuits, a Swiss music box, a silver brush and comb set, and an engraved silver baby cup and spoon that I still have. In my earliest photographs I’m smiling and laughing, especially when Jim was hovering, kissing the top of my head.

By the time I was a year old, I weighed twenty pounds and Mom described me as “a placid, healthy baby . . . always smiling and cooing . . . and what an appetite! She is a very fat baby; In fact, is almost overweight.” She noted that I was a “roller.” I never learned to crawl but would “roll over and over” while seeming to enjoy it.

Maybe I found rolling a more efficient way to get from one place to another. Later in life, I realized I had weak ankles that were a drawback in sports, most of all tennis when I played competitively. Maybe my rolling everywhere caused my ankles not to develop properly. More likely, it was genetic. When my father later remarried, his daughter Rona wore ankle braces when she was little.

I wasn’t very verbal, at least not at first. I’d make up for it soon enough, routinely accused of being a motor mouth. I had no awareness of that early on, but my mind was never still. That was a factor in my becoming a writer. I had so much to say about anything and everything.

I’d pick up a crayon or a pencil, having no other way to express my rapid-fire synapses. At eleven months, my racing thoughts weren’t articulated, my vocabulary most unimpressive. I knew three words, da-da, mama, and pattycake. I didn’t walk until I was a little more than a year and a half old, also at the late end of the normal spectrum.

We were living on Alfonso Avenue in Coral Gables, near the University of Miami and a canal called the Mahi Waterway, where there were alligators and cottonmouth moccasins. Our single-level house had two bedrooms and two baths. It was pale yellow stucco with terrazzo marble floors and a white brick fireplace.

The huge gnarly ficus tree in the backyard had ropy exposed roots and a lush canopy. It was great to climb when I was a little older until I happened upon a bright green snake, its beady eyes peeking out at me from leaves. I shrieked and scrambled back to terra firma, the snake just as scared, undulating to a higher branch.

Our yard had mango and citrus trees, and an early memory is checking on my latest experiment with orange peels. I was curious about what would happen if I dried them in the sun for several days. Deciding they didn’t taste good, I tried hibiscus flowers, tiring of them quickly. I was intrigued by bumblebees and dragonflies, watching them endlessly.

My first few years on the planet were contented as best I know. I remember visits to the beach where I’d drink Orange Crush, grape soda pop, and Brownie chocolate drinks, usually getting sand in the bottle. My father provided the most wonderful modes of transportation. A surrey with fringe on the top, and my favorite, a rocket on wheels that I’d pedal madly on the driveway.

I have happy memories of him taking my brothers and me to the circus, a boat show, the beach, or he might hit a few balls with us on a tennis court at his country club. I remember the Musa Isle Indian Village where I’d stand behind a thick concrete wall watching Seminoles wrestle alligators, their forced-open mouths exposing wicked-looking teeth. I thought it was disturbing and rather horrible for all involved.

I felt the same way during visits to Parrot Jungle, the immured colorful birds manipulated for entertainment. Sometimes we’d go to Monkey Jungle, where I was unnerved by the chattering creatures with spindly furry arms flailing in the air. Shrieking, they clutched the sides of the wire cages, snatching peanuts off the filthy floor. They’d look at me with eyes that seemed human.

What made me the happiest was when we went on road trips, spending several days and nights with Dad. I remember following Alligator Alley through the Everglades, stopping for the best key lime pie I’ve ever put in my mouth. Our favorite vacation spot was Vero Beach, where the waves were huge, the smokestack of a nineteenth-century sunken steamship jutting above the surf at low tide.

In my imagination it was a pirate ship that wrecked with gold and jewels aboard, and I’d search the beach in hopes of finding doubloons, emeralds, and diamonds that we could sell for a fortune. I’d envision a treasure chest filled with white and black pearls on the ocean floor near a cutlass and a skull wearing an eyepatch.

We always stayed in the Driftwood Inn, constructed from salvaged wood, a lot of old metal bells everywhere that I would clang. A breezeway led to our room facing the ocean, the loud thudding surf lulling me to sleep. During the day my brothers and I floated on canvas-covered rubber rafts. At night we’d feast on fried seafood platters at Waldo’s Restaurant, the walls covered with fishnets and old photographs.

Whenever Dad took us on an adventure, we were plied with delicious food, and all the soda pop we wanted. I don’t remember being hungry when he was around. He surprised us with wonderful gifts like leather lace-up boot skates with rubber toe stops. He shrewdly got them a few sizes too big, so we didn’t outgrow them in a hurry.

I wore mine for years, replacing the ball bearings I’d lose around sharp turns and wipeouts. I was industrious about applying Kiwi white shoe polish, the leather looking chalky no matter how vigorously I buffed it. But my best present came from a maritime museum or some other pirate attraction.

I don’t know where or what it was but seem to remember paintings and carved wooden statues of Blackbeard and the like. I was enthralled as we walked around perusing anchors, cannons, Jolly Roger flags, showcases of sunken treasure and other artifacts. When it was time to leave, Dad told me to pick out what I wanted in the gift shop.

I went home with six fake gold doubloons that I valued more than anything. I thought I was rich and hid the box in my bedroom where my brothers couldn’t find it. Now and then I’d shut my door and retrieve the coins from their secret place. I’d sit on the bed staring at the bright gold metal shining in the light.

I wouldn’t have the gold doubloons for long. Around this time there was a house fire close to where we lived in Coral Gables, smoke pluming above the horizon. Racing there, Jim and I stared mesmerized by the flames, the big red trucks, the thick hoses snaking everywhere. The driveway was deep with what looked like soap suds that I now know was fire-suppressing foam.

One of the people who lived there was a girl in my St. Thomas Episcopal kindergarten class. I don’t remember her name, but it might have been Maria. So I’ll call her that. I watched her on the street with her distraught family and imagined how sad they must be. I felt sorry for Maria even though we weren’t friends, scarcely civil, really. It’s not that I hadn’t tried.

She’d never been nice when I’d strike up a chat in the classroom, usually while I was drawing the hamster, white with a pink nose, its nails clicking on the wire wheel. A sign posted on the cage warned not to stick fingers through the wires. I did, and got bitten, bleeding like crazy. I was doing other weird things like eating globs of white paste out of the big jar. I’d get carried away with fingerpaints.

On my report card in late January 1961, the teacher mentioned my “inclination to tease a lot.” Apparently, I was relentless with the other kids, perhaps explaining why they weren’t my fans. “Patsy contributes greatly to all of our discussions,” my teacher commented. That was her diplomatic way of saying I talked too much.

During the sing-alongs, I was loud belting out “My Poor Little Pony” and “Thumbelina.” I couldn’t sit still or be quiet and must have been a handful. Meanwhile Maria looked on with condescension and disgust. Then her mother left the iron plugged in, causing the electrical fire that destroyed their house. Or that’s what I was told. I imagined that happening to my family.

I wanted to make Maria feel better and to save the day. Knowing just the thing, I carried my prized box of doubloons to kindergarten, barely able to contain my excitement. The room was divided in two sections by a heavy plastic curtain, and I stepped behind it, finding Maria. She looked dubious and annoyed as I summoned her for a private conversation.

“This will help you buy a new house.” I solemnly handed the box to her, the six doubloons shining under their clear plastic cover.

She stared at me as if I might be the stupidest person ever born. Then she huffed back behind the curtain with my phony booty. I was sorry I’d given away something that mattered. Especially to a snobby ingrate. I didn’t realize the extent of my anger until the next time I was on the playground climbing the monkey bars while a few boys played jacks in the dirt.

Maria was nearby in her pretty dress, carrying her small white pocketbook. I jumped down, shoving her to the ground so hard I imagined I heard her eyeballs rattle. She wasn’t hurt but avoided me like the plague after that. Most of all I regretted giving her my doubloons and wanted them back. I never asked, figuring they’d long since ended up in the trash.

When I told Dad the story, he shook his head.

“What a waste,” was his verdict.

The coins weren’t worth anything, but what I’d done was foolish and self-destructive. I’d set myself up to be victimized, he said. Much later in life when my literary agent Esther Newberg began negotiating huge deals, making me millions, Dad would shake his head rather often.

“You’ll have a lot of money someday if you don’t spend it or give it all away,” he’d warn.

Often on Sunday mornings when I was five, Dad would take my brothers and me fishing, weather permitting. I’d wake up in the pitch dark to his quiet voice.

“Rise and shine, Patsy Boo! Time to go fishing!” Dad’s warm breath tickled my ear, and I’d open my eyes, excited and joyful.

There wasn’t much I loved more than going out in the boat. Mom didn’t come with us anymore, and we’d be gone long before she was up. I’d wrap my arms around Dad’s neck as he lifted me out of bed, telling me to hurry and get dressed, we’d be leaving in a few minutes.

He’d load my brothers and me in the car. Usually, I was in back and it was hard to keep my eyes open. The first stop was Sambo’s restaurant for a hearty breakfast. I’d drink orange juice and eat pancakes with tiger butter, pouring maple syrup on everything, including my eggs. Afterward, it would still be dark when we followed Old Cutler Road to the marina.

I remember the smell of gasoline and creosote as we carried the ice chest, the bait bucket, and fishing gear. I don’t recall what kind of boat we had, but something small like a twenty-footer. My brothers and I settled on our cushions as the outboard motor puttered to life, the bow light glowing red, reminding me of Rudolph.

We’d set out along the channel, the NO WAKE buoys nodding their welcome as we passed. I didn’t understand what the signs meant, only that we always slowed down. I assumed something was sleeping underwater that we weren’t supposed to wake up. Maybe a family of manatees that Dad called sea cows. I imagined their reaction to boats with sharp propellers churning overhead.

I didn’t like the Snapper Creek channel, the water dark and murky with gasoline slicks that in daylight looked like spilled rainbows. When Dad’s boat was going slowly, the mosquitoes caught up with us, the air thick and too warm. It seemed to take forever as we’d rumble past the dark, twisted shapes of mangroves. Their roots showed above the water as if the trees were lifting their legs and about to run.

Sitting on my orange cushion, I’d look up at the sky, counting the stars, wondering what would happen if the Big Dipper flipped over. What would spill out, and would it drench us? Maybe milk, I deduced, connecting the constellation to the Milky Way. Or perhaps the Big Dipper was full of stardust that would settle over us like a magic pollen and we’d live happily ever after.

I’d stare at the moon, making out the craters that Dad showed me through the telescope he sometimes set up in the backyard. The channel cut through a wildlife preserve impenetrable with trees, shrubs, all kinds of birds, and fish, the water brackish. I’d slap at mosquitoes while Dad stood behind the wheel, silhouetted in the red glow of the bow light, the tip of his cigarette a tiny orange coal. I could smell his smoke downwind.

When we entered the Biscayne Bay, he’d open the throttle. I’d close my eyes, hanging on to the railing as we roller-coasted over waves, bumping up and down. Opening my mouth, the wind rushing in, I imagined blowing up like a balloon and floating off my cushion. Then Dad would catch me with his fishing pole, reeling me back. He’d laugh at how clever I was, and there I’d go again, spinning another story.

Dad’s favorite fishing spot was a submerged pipe that I found mysterious and spooky. I wondered how it ended up there, possibly during the construction of the nearby Cutler Power Plant, its two smokestacks jutting into the horizon. Sometimes when the tide was low, I could see the vague rippling shape of the pipe on the bottom like a sunken submarine.

By the time we’d anchor, the sun was rising, and Dad would put on his dingy terrycloth tennis hat. We’d fish at the pipe for hours, rocking on the surf, our reels click-click-clicking. I was impatient, jerking up my line every other minute, rarely catching a thing, and not caring. I was content to sit on the boat, spending time with Dad, and I found the motion soothing.

Inside the ice chest were the fisherman sandwiches and soda pop he’d bought the day before, and I was more interested in them than in catching anything. But I played the part, holding my cork-handled pole, sometimes standing up. Usually, I’d lost my bait long ago and did nothing about it, including telling anyone.

Sometimes Dad anchored near a sandbar where my brothers and I would wade, netting blue crabs that he’d cook that night for supper, dipping the tender white meat into melted butter. I’d think about a huge cannibal chasing me with a net, throwing me into a big cauldron of boiling water. I hoped the crabs didn’t feel any pain but feared they did.

It was always disheartening when the day was done and we’d return along the Snapper Creek channel, my mood sinking like the sun. The thick mangrove roots now reminded me of snakes I’d seen at the Miami Serpentarium with its huge concrete hooded cobra in front. I remember glass cages of pythons draped over trees, and Dad saying that they wrap around animals, even humans, squeezing them to death.

Fear and I are old companions. Our introduction was mostly because of Mom, but not entirely. Dad often took my brothers and me to places that could be scary for a little kid. Not just the serpentarium but the seaquarium where he’d show us the shark tank. I’d gawk at dead-eyed gray predators swimming like missiles, getting close to the glass. I hoped never to encounter such a thing while swimming.

My first visit to the zoo, I screamed when a peacock fanned its spectacular tail in my face. My father said it sensed I was afraid, and that made it aggressive. In other words, it was my fault. Had I been brave and calm, it would leave me alone, Dad pronounced from the sidelines. I cried and stood on top of a bench until someone shooed the huge bird away.

I’d wish I could be like a hermit crab hiding in an empty shell. The instant I’d try to touch its spindly legs, they’d tuck out of sight. Dad said it was for self-protection. If only I could keep the fear from showing and barricade myself where no one could touch me. Much later in life, I’d master that ability.

Usually, it was late afternoon when we’d arrive back at the marina, our feet thumping hollowly on the dock as we carried everything to the car, the mosquitoes and sand fleas attacking in squadrons. Big horseflies droned, their stings itching and smarting during the hot ride home with the windows open. My skin was always bright red, sunblock uncommon then.




3

I have few memories of my mother while we lived in Miami. When she was home and not sequestered in her bedroom, I’d hear her move swiftly through the house making sliding sounds over the terrazzo. Rather than lifting her feet she skated room to room so her bedroom slippers wouldn’t fall off.

I have many more images of my father, even though he wasn’t home much. But when he’d show up it was fun and exciting, even as I felt mostly ignored. I can still see him making Jiffy Pop, sliding the pan back and forth over the burner as the kernels machine-gunned, the foil swelling until he stabbed it with a fork, steam blasting out.

He’d spirit us away to Shorty’s Bar-B-Q where we’d have baby back ribs and corn on the cob at a picnic table, sawdust on the floor. I loved Royal Castle, eating cheeseburgers, drinking birch beer. Dad would bring us barrels of Kentucky Fried Chicken, and hoagies in thick buns with delicious meats, cheeses, and shredded lettuce.

One Sunday morning when I was four and it was too hot to fish, my brothers and I were in the kitchen that Mom decorated in greens and yellows because they didn’t show the dirt. I’d heard her telling our maid Lutilla that while I was sitting at the table spooning tomato soup into my mouth, wishing I could drink it out of the bowl. When I did, I spilled too much.

On this occasion, my brothers and I were eating Frosted Flakes when Dad walked in, sunglasses in hand.

“Come on, Boo Boo Bears,” he said cheerfully. “Let’s get into the car.”

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“You’ll see.”

My brothers and I climbed into his Karmann Ghia convertible, white with a tan interior. It was early but already scorching, the Miami sky pale blue like a swimming pool, and no breeze. As we drove, I pointed out water trickling across the hot pavement ahead, wondering how that was possible when it hadn’t rained in days.

The shimmering ribbons moved as we did, never getting closer. Dad said they were heatwaves that created mirages. He explained the illusions weren’t water or anything we could touch. A metaphor for life, I’ve always thought. No point in chasing something you can’t catch. But that’s never stopped me.

We pulled over at a Shell service station, and Dad parked in front. He left us in the car, the silver keychain gently swinging in the ignition. Inside, he talked to a man behind the cash register, handing him a crumpled dollar bill. When Dad returned, he yawned open the trunk.

Nearby was a big white freezer, Crushed, Cubed and Block ICE. Pay inside in blue letters. Opening the square door to a cloud of thick fog, he pulled out three blocks of ice, the biggest I’d ever seen, loading them into the trunk, where they slid and thumped during the drive home.

Filling the wading pool, he arranged the blocks of ice in the grass, reminding me of polar bears at the zoo. My brothers and I would freeze our backsides before jumping into the water to thaw. While this was going on, the screen door thudded shut, my mother emerging from the house. She was in a sailor dress that reminded me of a bib worn the wrong way, a big straw hat shadowing her face.

“Well, isn’t that nice,” she said, her sandals clacking past Dad.

I could feel her unhappiness and the tension between them. My grandmother G.G. lived within walking distance, and Mom announced she was going there for lunch. They were extremely close, much to my father’s annoyance. He resented G.G. and anyone who adored her.

Some of my earliest memories are of Mom and G.G. going shopping or sitting in the yard, drinking iced tea under a shade tree, talking, laughing. They’d take my brothers and me to Matheson Hammock Park for swimming and picnics. When G.G. babysat we’d sally forth on treasure hunts, filling a picnic basket with whatever struck our fancy. Flowers. An intact leaf skeleton. A bit of sea glass. A perfect shell. A coconut.

She’d surprise us with unusual toys like the Etch A Sketch filled with “magic” aluminum powder that made it possible to draw pictures by manipulating two plastic knobs. I discovered that the transparent screen was glass when I cracked Jim over the head during one of our fights.

Everything G.G. gave us was instructive, like the gravity-defying toy car that used suction cups to climb walls. The Wooly Willy taught us about a magnet’s attraction to the metal chips we dragged with a wand. I made impressions of my finger pads in Silly Putty, wondering the purpose of the loops and whorls.

As my brothers and I sat on our big blocks of ice, I watched Mom’s blue dress and white collar disappear behind stucco walls and green bushes. Dad wasn’t smiling.

Dad returned to the air-conditioned house, the screen door screeching like a cartoon bird and banging shut. G.G. was my father’s mother, and he had as little to do with her as possible. She loved and enjoyed Mom, who didn’t come home the rest of the day. By late afternoon our ice had melted away, and Dad reappeared to fire up the grill. He cooked a sirloin steak that my brothers and I devoured, fighting over the bone.

My father wasn’t affectionate or demonstrative, and certainly not a disciplinarian. He didn’t raise his voice but spoke deliberately as if stating his case before an appellate judge. But when he was around, he fed and entertained us. I associate him with delicious food. That might have been a factor in my developing a life-threatening eating disorder years later, resulting in my being hospitalized.

Mom hated to cook, and barely tried. I don’t remember a single meal she served while we lived in Miami except for chicken cacciatore that she’d make with canned mushrooms, spaghetti sauce, and dried oregano from the spice rack. We’d eat it night after night. But even making that was rare, as unhappy as she seemed.

When she was around, she spent a lot of time picking up and cleaning. She’d wipe fingerprints off the refrigerator. Usually they were mine no matter how many times she’d tell me to touch only the handle.

“Kinder sind so ein trost,” she’d say in German.

Children are such a comfort. That’s what my great-aunt Tilly would lament when Mom was a child in Chicago and dropped food on the rug. If it was strudel, she wanted it anyway, holding out her hand for the apple filling and broken pastry.

“Du bist verrück, mein kind!” Aunt Tilly would laugh at what a crazy child Mom was.

By the time I was five, she was either gone from home or in her bedroom most of the time. The housekeeper didn’t come in anymore, and neither did the babysitter. There was no one to grocery shop, heat up soup, make sandwiches, or do anything else. Sometimes I had to scrounge, eating raw hamburgers and hot dogs from the freezer.

I was aware that my parents were having problems. On one occasion, I heard Mom screaming hysterically in the kitchen where John was sitting in his high chair. Then a door slammed as she shrieked and cried. When I tried to check on her, Dad ordered me to return to my room. I was frightened by how aggressive and unkind he seemed.

Later I found out that Mom had spilled hot bacon grease on herself. Grabbing the diaper or “baba” John held for comfort while sucking his fingers, Dad roughly wiped her hand, the top layer of skin rolling off. Shoving her into their bedroom, he shut the door, telling her not to come out until she “got hold” of herself. I remember feeling scared.

My father’s demeanor was unnerving. He’d look right through me as if I were made of air. I don’t remember him hugging or touching my brothers and me hardly ever. He didn’t ask about our feelings or seem to care if we had them. Even when he whisked us away on fun outings or bought presents, there was a disconnect that made me feel wilted and empty.

By the fall of 1961 he was having a meltdown while sleeping with his secretary, a cheap-looking woman I’ll call Shirley. The affair wouldn’t last, and I’ve often wondered if it was a way of escaping his dysfunctional marriage with my mother. I remember their fights, her crying while he remained mostly silent.

He wouldn’t engage, and that was one of the most frustrating things about him. If he was reading the newspaper and my brothers and I started squabbling, his answer was to rustle the pages.

“Sam, why do you just sit there and allow them to fight?” Mom would say. “They could kill each other, and I don’t think you’d even notice.”

She’d push her auburn hair off her face, sometimes with shaky hands. Her skin was as pale as marble because she didn’t like the sun, and I’d detect the fear in her eyes.

Don’t show it. Don’t show it.

I knew what happened if you did. It was a red flag for Dad. He was bullied most of his young life, and to him fear was weakness. It was the scent of blood to a predator.

“They just want attention,” he’d say from behind his newspaper, speaking slowly, logically like an attorney to a client. “Eventually they’ll learn that the way to get attention is to be good.”

He talked about us as if we weren’t in the room, and at times I felt certain he didn’t know we were. He didn’t see us, and my impulse was to jump in his lap.

I’m here!

I’m here!

“When are you going to stop applying your logic to us?” Mom said one morning, twisting the belt of her bathrobe. “I wish you’d leave your cold analysis in the office.”

“The law is all there is,” Dad replied in his impenetrable voice.

I eavesdropped while tracing patterns with my finger on the stone floor. As my parents’ fight heated up, I scuttled around the corner like a crab, leaning against the wall, listening.

“Naturally, I don’t expect you to feel the same way, Pat. You obviously have no respect for the law.”

“You’re a monster, Sam . . .”

I’d heard this exchange before and wouldn’t understand until later that what my father alluded to were three abortions Mom had undergone in Chicago. Her first was at the age of seventeen when she was dating a Lake Michigan lifeguard. They had sex in the backseat of his car, and she thought that was safe. She couldn’t get pregnant unless she literally slept with the person.

Her older sister Alice took Mom to some back room where a doctor performed the illegal procedure. I don’t recall if Mom ever mentioned who got her pregnant the other two times. When she and my father had been married several years, she told him the truth. He turned on her after that.

“If you weren’t so weak, if you had been strong enough to obey the law, maybe then I’d have some respect for you, Pat,” he said in his soft voice, the newspaper rustling. “Murder, I just can’t believe it.”

“I had no choice. Six weeks old . . . not human yet . . . The doctor said it wasn’t murder.” Mom was sobbing. “Oh, I wish to God I’d never told you!”

When she cried, so did I, stifling it as I spied from my hiding place. I didn’t know the word abortion then. When I did it would cross my mind that if she’d had three of them, maybe the unborn babies didn’t give up. Maybe they insisted on being here and came back as my brothers and me.

During another one of my parents’ fights, Dad refused to engage emotionally as usual, dismissively telling her to stop being hysterical. She called him a monster again, and he said she was out of control, stupid, and worthless. I was hiding in the hallway listening. When his footsteps sounded in my direction, I crept into my bedroom, closing the door.

Moments later, I watched through my window as he left the house, walking across the lawn, his tennis racquet tucked under an elbow. His shorts and shirt were white like snow against the thick grass and bright sky. He climbed into his car and drove away, leaving Mom dismantled. Absenting himself and ghosting were his special weapons.

Most likely what offended him at his core weren’t the abortions she’d had years before they’d met. He didn’t hold life sacred as best I could tell, and I doubt that the illegality of what Mom had done was the biggest problem either. He was massively insecure, picked on when he was younger, accustomed to being called a weakling, a sissy.

As a child, my father had a lazy eye and wore glasses. He was quiet and studious, much smarter than his peers, making him a target. At the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill he played on the tennis team while future Wimbledon champion Vic Seixas was the captain. Dad was assigned to the dorm for varsity athletes. He shared a room with a football player who found Dad inconsequential, a wimp.

In the late 1940s, tennis wasn’t the sport it is today. Men running around in white with wooden racquets wasn’t macho. My father looked like the proverbial nerdy professor and wasn’t outwardly aggressive. Every night his football player roommate would stay out late partying. He’d return to the room drunk and pee on the floor, not cleaning up after himself, expecting my father to do it. Dad obliged without saying much or acting like he cared. He would wreak his revenge by mixing green dye into the roommate’s Brylcreem pomade, and a little dab would do him, all right.

Day after day, the roommate’s slicked-back hair got greener, to his bewilderment. Certain he had a fatal illness, he sought medical care, and no one could determine the cause of the problem. While this was going on, Dad swapped out the Brylcreem for an untainted bottle, the football player never knowing why his hair was green and then not after a while.

To me this wasn’t funny considering the distress Dad caused. But confrontation wasn’t his style. Sneak attacks like that were his modus operandi.
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In March 1961, evangelist Billy Graham held a televised crusade in South Florida for the first time in his organization’s history. Traffic was backed up day after day, a quarter of a million people filing into the Miami Beach Convention Center to hear him preach about Jesus and salvation.

In the audience was my mother, Marilyn Frances Zenner Daniels, or Pat as everyone called her. I don’t know the origin of her nickname. But it’s why she named me Patricia. When Billy Graham’s crusade began in Miami my mother was thirty-six and closely resembled the actress Vivian Leigh.

While a flight attendant, Mom had met my father on a blind date. I’m not sure when this was, but likely 1952 or early 1953 while she was living alone in a garage apartment, taking art and philosophy classes at the University of Miami. A part-time model, she’d been hired by the chamber of commerce for touristy photoshoots that might involve a parrot and her posing in a swimsuit.

In October 1951, Miami News columnist Herb Rau did a piece on her for his Sunday column. Included were several provocative photographs that made her look very Hollywood. She was touted as “a recent addition to Miami’s beauty,” a painter, a photographic model, a former actress.

“She dabbles in everything.” Including men, Herb Rau wrote, describing her as “attractive enough to find a niche in show business.”

With her “shorts-and-sweater figure” she easily “could win beauty contests” but thought they were “silly,” the Miami News columnist gushed.

The same month Billy Graham was preaching in South Florida for the first time, my father announced he was starting his own law firm. Recently, he’d stunned friends and colleagues by leaving the prestigious Nichols, Gaither, Green, Frates & Beckham, located in Miami’s Pan American Bank Building.

In the mid-’50s Dad had helped start the firm with Perry Nichols, a prominent trial lawyer and pioneer in personal injury cases. One of the first to use court exhibits, Perry had begun winning record-breaking settlements, his firm nationally recognized. Originally from Texas, he was flamboyant and persuasive in front of a jury, his oratorical style compared to Billy Graham.

Perry Nichols was a powerhouse. He received publicity and accolades, and earned a lot of money. Meanwhile my father worked behind the scenes. He didn’t make headlines and was rarely in the news. The firm’s appellate wizard, he’s credited with creating appellate law as a specialty. He was gifted at dissecting a legal case, perhaps explaining my eventual affinity for autopsies.

Dad was known for his logical mind, quirky humor, and impressive pedigree. His father, Carroll Salem Daniels, met Augusta “Gussie” Warner in 1915 in Muskegon, Michigan. She was a well-paid legal clerk, and a direct descendant of the Beecher family, best known for Harriet Beecher Stowe, the author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin.

After my grandparents married, he and a business partner decided to open an office supply company. They needed just the right location. Grandma Gussie, or G.G., as we called her, discovered a hat store for sale. She could have the building and everything in it for $1,500. This included barrels of ostrich feathers that G.G. had fashioned into hats, making more than what had been paid for the entire business. Daniels Office Supplies in Muskegon still exists today.

My grandparents’ first child, Warner Brown Daniels, was followed by a sister, Priscilla, who died from laryngeal diphtheria at the age of six. A year later, my dad, Samuel Carroll Daniels, arrived on February 22, 1927, the family bereft and in turmoil from losing their daughter. G.G.’s husband claimed it was her fault for leaving their sick child with the nurse.

By all accounts, Priscilla was special, playing the piano by the age of five. She had black curly hair and big eyes in the photograph on her father’s desk near his pens and ink bottle. G.G. remembered that after Priscilla died, her husband would stare at the photograph, wiping the gilt frame with his handkerchief. Then he’d wipe his eyes.

My grandfather had doted on Priscilla, wanting another daughter to take her place. He was disappointed by the arrival of Sam, born five months premature and not expected to live. He was in an incubator for quite a while, and when he came home from the hospital, G.G. had to hire a wet nurse. Mother and son never bonded.

Dad would later claim his compromised immune system was from being born prematurely. While in his early forties he would develop rheumatoid arthritis. He tried every remedy. Snake venom. Gold salts. Copper bracelets. A lifetime of steroids, and his skin became as thin as cigarette paper. He was always covered with bruises.

When he developed asthma as a child, his parents decided it would be best for him if they moved to a warmer climate. They relocated to Miami and started the family’s successful business, Daniels Incorporated Women’s Clothing Department Store. Or simply Daniels Department Store, famous for its free circulating library that encouraged people, especially women, to read books.

The nearly twenty-thousand-square-foot store occupied acres of prime Coral Gables real estate on Ponce de Leon Avenue. It was co-owned by G.G. and her husband, but she was the driving force. By now, their marriage was a façade. My father grew up in an erudite but toxic environment, his parents growing to detest each other. Eventually, they would take separate vacations, Sam his father’s confederate, and Warner his mother’s.

The brothers were vastly different and eventually had nothing to do with each other. Their father thought Warner was a lazy do-nothing. He was weak and worthless. Those were my dad’s sentiments as well. G.G. once commented that he wouldn’t speak to Warner if they were on the same elevator together.

Fair or not, my father blamed his brother for the eventual ruination of Daniels Department Store


























OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		What Drove Me to It



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39



		Chapter 40



		Chapter 41



		Chapter 42



		Chapter 43



		Chapter 44



		Chapter 45



		Chapter 46



		Chapter 47



		Chapter 48



		Chapter A Word of Thanks



		Chapter About the Author











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start











OEBPS/images/pub.png





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
THE WORLDWIDE BESTSELLER

PATRICIAL
'CORNWERE






