LUCY MCBEE

Afterwardsness

I’'m sure someone somewhere could tell you how many people dropped in on the Depp v.
Heard trial in the spring of 2022 on YouTube, but all T know is that I wasn’t alone in eaves-
dropping on fairy-tale lives gone wrong. It was a civil trial (defamation), not a criminal
one, which meant the only thing at stake was money, not loss of freedom. Still, Depp v.
Heard catapulted some unknown YouTubers into stardom.

For me, that trial was just lazy entertainment—voices in my earbuds while I completed
tasks I didn’t enjoy and therefore put off until there was no more putting them off: driving
on the freeway; dusting ceiling fans; covering my grays. But I imagine for victims of inti-
mate partner violence, Johnny Depp’s testimony would’ve meant something else entirely.

One of the LawTubers whose subscriber numbers grew during the trial (more mod-
estly than many others, however) is Alyte from LegalBytes. There’s a kindness about her,
something that feels like genuine compassion of a sort that some other streamers can only
(unconvincingly) feign. So I subscribed, which, in a way, is asking to be led wherever she
might go next.

After Depp won his case, Alyte started a series called Classic Trials where she plays old
Court TV footage of trials that have long ago resolved. The first trial is Menendez v. Superior
Court (People) from the early ’gos. Sometimes Alyte dresses like she’s back there: oversized
plaid flannels with shoulder pads, long blonde hair in a high scrunchied ponytail, deep
blue eye shadow with pink accents swooping under her brows. Every Monday she streams
another three-hour chunk. It’s been going on for nearly a year, and we're not even halfway
through the defense.

I'm guessing Alyte was born in the *9os. Well after the killings. She mightve been an
infant when Erik and Lyle were brought to trial. So that’s why she didn’t watch it back then.

I was an adult back then and could have watched. But I didn't.

[ used to think there could be nothing worse than raising a child who grows up to annihilate you.
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I was wrong.

On August 20, 1989, brothers Erik and Lyle Menendez called 911 to report finding their
parents José and Kitty shot dead in their Beverly Hills mansion. The brothers were eigh-
teen and twenty-one.

On that date, my son Gregory was three weeks old. My daughter Sandra was twenty-two
months old. Like Lyle, I was twenty-one.

My boy was colicky. He wouldn't sleep more than three-quarters of an hour at one go.
He spit up a lot and screamed more. His infancy was something I felt wholly unprepared
for since his sister’s had been a breeze. I used to change her outfits frequently not because
shed spit up on them, but just because I couldn’t wait to see her in some flouncy, frilly thing
I never would’ve worn. She slept through the night by the time she was four months old,
but even before then, she usually didn’t wake up screaming or panicking, just chilling in
the bassinet or crib. This little ancient new yogi, loosely holding onto peace without trying,
which is, apparently, the only way peace can be held onto.

At the time when the Beverly Hills killings occurred, Sandra was potty training herself
with the help of the First Lady. Before Greg was born, on a lark, really (I thought she was
too young), I bought a blue and white Fisher-Price potty and offered her an M&M—a
brand-new introduction to her world—if shed sit on it undiapered. I read her her favorite
book, Goodnight Moon, while she sat, her chubby knees the dearest, most perfect things in
the world. More motivating than the M&M, which she ate by locking it in her pincer grasp
and licking and licking till the orange coated her tongue and the chocolate had nowhere to
go but into the whorls of her fingertips, was the issue of Good Housekeeping with Barbara
Bush on the cover, face out in the bathroom’s magazine rack.

Sandra pointed and waved at her and asked, “Who the lady?”

Despite her parents’ staunch Democratic affiliation, from that moment on, Sandra
adored Barbara Bush. Was it the kind face? The soft smile? The cloud of cottony hair? Her
privileged place in a private room? “Baba Bush, Baba Bush! Watch me tinkle!”

My husband of three years—whom I still couldn’t inwardly embrace as husband since
I lacked the feelings I assumed one should have toward the person you shared your daily
bed with, but I couldn’t be sure of anything because I'd never been with anyone else, not
even for a kiss, so mostly I deemed myself intimately defective and told myself to make
peace with my lot—was twenty-six years old.

Was I happy? 1 hear you ask. Or maybe it's me I'm hearing, and I'm only handing you the
mic so as not to appear too self-involved, a real concern now that 'm writing memoir instead
of fiction where every character I conjured was markedly different from me and hobbled by a
shame different from mine.
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I was surviving. Despite my youth, I was exhausted. There were flashes of joy, always
involving the kids. Loneliness too.

Although I loved my children with an intensity that often left me lightheaded and
terrified (I knew I couldn’t survive without them), I wasn’t physically where I wanted to
be—a crummy apartment with mean neighbors and a smoke detector that failed to work
when I forgot about the eggs I was boiling and fell asleep and woke when the pan itself was
melting on the stove and the visibility was nearly zero. And adored children excepted, I
certainly wasn’t with the life partner I'd wanted. But it was too late—too many giant holes
had yawned open and I'd tumbled into them all.

How had I gotten there? In headline-speak:

15-YEAR-OLD GIRL’S MOTHER DIES
GIRL Is LEFT WITH BROKENHEARTED, PSYCHOTIC FATHER
AT 17, GIRL TRIES TO FEEL NORMAL, GOES ON A FEW DATES WITH A MAN
FaTtHER FINDS OuT, LoseEs His MIND
GIRL RUNS AwAY WITH MAN WHO OFFERS TO SAVE HER
GIRL WANTS TO COME HOME, FATHER ORDERS HER TO GET MARRIED
Home Lost To HER, GIRL TRIES TO MAKE NEW HOME WITH MAN
GIRL TRIES AND GIRL TRIES AND GIRL TRIES AND—

There’s this concept that Freud came up with known as “afterwardsness.” In German, it’s
Nachtrdglichkeit. It says that a traumatic experience changes earlier memories, memories
made before the trauma. Emotional pain in the present alchemizes the past, so that when
we look back on happy times, we use eyes that have seen what’s come after. And when we
try to relive the happy times in our minds, we find they’re happy no more.

Like with the Depp v. Heard trial, I don’t watch the livestreams, but the replays. And I don’t
exactly watch them, not like I used to watch The Waltons when I was twelve (“Goodnight,
John-Boy..”) or the way I watched Breaking Bad when I was forty-four (“Let’s cook.”).
I don’t give it my full attention. I just play it when I'm scooping the litter box or folding
laundry or fixing a meal. Most of the time I'm not even looking at a screen. Sometimes
Alyte will say something like: “Eesh, did you see Leslie roll her eyes when the judge over-
ruled her objection?” And then I'll set down the shallot or the socks and make my way to
the device and rewind to see what she saw.

Lyle and I were born in the same year, 1968. That makes us contemporaries. Peers. I
try not to think about how the two of us are impossibly and inexplicably the same age
in the murky “now,” living very different lives on the surface and yet, when it comes to

74 | SOUTH CAROLINA REVIEW



shades of freedom, possibly not so different after all. One of us is incarcerated by the State
of California, every moment accounted for, told when to wake up, when—and what—to
eat, when to shower, when the lights will get snuffed out. And the other one is imprisoned
by complicated grief and its cousin, guilt—ostensibly free, but with insides so cramped
there’s no turning around, no turning away.

On Thursday nights back then, after working second shift at The Hartford Insurance Group
call center, I'd cash my check at Edwards Supermarket on Queen Street in Southington,
Connecticut, and turn it into groceries just before midnight.

It couldn’t have been earlier than March of 1990 when I first saw Erik and Lyle on the
cover of People magazine in the checkout line. MURDER IN BEVERLY HILLS, the headline
screamed. And even without the aggressive font, back then I tended to believe that head-
lines contained all the truth needed. I didn’t go searching for nuance.

What were they to me at the time, the brothers?

Not real. Not real enough to feel for, anyway. They were hypothetical. Theoretical.
Allegorical.

No, not even that.

They were handsome young men with attorneys, newly arrested and trailed by words
like “matricide” and “patricide” and “double murder.” Like any good lizard brain, mine
kicked on with the instinct to shudder, to other them as I judged them, to find a comfort-
able distance between me and them, and then me and their parents, to take solace in the
belief that they were just spoiled rich kids diseased by out-of-bounds greediness. That
could never happen to me, I told myself. My kids won’t grow up to be spoiled rich kids,
although money would be fucking nice, I had to admit. How many times had my math
been off, forcing me to pluck some nonessential oft the conveyor belt and hand it to the
cashier with a look that begged for the miracle of vanishing it and me?

My brain likely rinsed that magazine cover out of my awareness before the next diaper
change or visit to the pediatrician.

When the trial began four years later, in 1993, when the kids were six and four, I was in
my second year of undergrad studies at Central Connecticut State University. I'd been ac-
cepted into the honors program, which meant a scholarship and dedicated, interdisciplin-
ary (and intense) coursework, as well as a requirement to maintain a 3.75 GPA. So the only
time I was turning on the TV was for Sesame Street to entertain the kids while I worked.

The Menendez brothers meant nothing to me. They weren't even a cautionary tale—don’t
raise your kids to be spoiled rich snobs lest they turn on you. And I didn’t even bother to figure
out which name was attached to which brother. There wasn’t room for them in my head.
If they meant nothing to me, then their trial couldn’t have meant anything to me either.
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The brothers were arrested in March of 1990. Perhaps they never would have been if Erik,
unbeknownst to Lyle, had not been feeling suicidal and therefore had not made an ap-
pointment to see Dr. Jerome Oziel on October 31, 1989. And perhaps they never would
have been if, during that bizarre hours-long session, Erik had not confessed to that appall-
ingly unethical psychologist who violated the confidentiality he was sworn to protect by
secretly recording the session and playing it for his mistress who later went to the police.

I can’t help but think how that was Halloween, the day that confession was born. The
night of ghouls and ghosts and gore, the night when the dead don’t stay dead but animate
themselves with a long, fresh gasp. I can’t help but imagine what Erik would have been
doing instead, if he hadn’t been at that particular counseling office, unwinding the mummy
rags off the confession that would devour him and his only sibling.

I can’t help but wonder how many Halloweens I had taken for granted. Or worse, how
many Halloweens I observed with impatience, with annoyance, wishing for the cosmic
clock to speed up and have its ruthless second hand whisk me to the point where my
responsibility didn’t extend beyond passing out candy to neighborhood kids and reading
a book while tossing back funsizeds between doorbell rings.

I listen to the testimony about that Halloween therapy session, but I'm thinking of the
Halloween my boy was a weepy firefighter.

The defense objects when the prosecution uses the word murder. That’s what the two
juries (one for each brother) are there to decide. Whether this was murder or whether
it was manslaughter by way of imperfect self-defense. Killing isn’t the charged word that
murder is.

I used to think murder and killing were synonymous.

I've never been crafty, and I've never shown a burst of creativity anywhere but on the page,
so I relied on cheap premade Halloween costumes for the kids that always ran too small
and felt more chemical than cloth against the skin. The year the trial started, Sandra was
Little Red Riding Hood, but it was cold that night, so I told her she had to wear her coat.
Understandably, she was upset that her costume would be swallowed up by outerwear. And
understandably, I wasn’t about to let her freeze for festivity’s sake. I helped her squeeze
into a coat she’d outgrown so that the costume could go over it, and I said she was Little
Red Riding Hood who'd swallowed a mattress. Giggling, she grabbed her jack-o’-lantern
bucket. She was ready to go. She was six. Saves like that work when they’re six.

Greg was four that year, the year he settled on impersonating a miniature firefighter
for Halloween. Granted, uncrafty me hadn’t given him all that many options. He'd just
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started a pipe cleaner phase, drawing things on paper (dinosaurs and cars, mostly), and
then bending pipe cleaners to mirror what he’d drawn. Neither his father nor I had any
apparent artistic talent, so we were astonished over his. At how he could twist pipe cleaners
into looking, unmistakably, like a goddamned T-Rex. So he wanted to be a pipe cleaner.
A relentlessly resourceful mother would’ve figured out how to make that possible. But he
didn’t have a relentlessly resourceful mother; he had me.

My son didn’t protest when I said a pipe cleaner costume was beyond where I could
go. God, I didn’t deserve him. And maybe, just maybe, if I'd realized that then, instead
of here in the afterwards, I'd still be able to hear his voice and feel his hug that, with its
everythingness and allness, made time irrelevant.

Greg’s dad elevated the costume by suggesting he be a firefighter after the fire, charcoal-
smudged from a rescue. “Yes! Yes! Yes!” Greg shouted, getting busy drawing a smoke-twisty
human silhouette cradling a cat.

But when the time came and he was suited up in an oversized yellow rain slicker (so
a coat could go underneath) and a tall red firehat with ENGINE No. ONE emblazoned on
the front and his father had burned something nontoxic on the stove to make ash (Was it
paper? Blank paper that could’ve instead been used to preserve the memory so it couldn’t
have been altered later?) and I gently daubed some on Greg’s chin and cheeks, my boy
decompensated. He sobbed and sobbed. I of course immediately washed the ash oft, but
he said he could still feel it. So I gave him a full-sized Twix, which happened to be the
first Twix of his life (I'd been saving it for myself; I had a philosophy paper due the next
day and would likely need to pull an all-nighter) and he held it with a fist and twisted his
wrist so he ate it in reverse.

I’d like to blame my husband, but it was me who snapped a photo of that four-year-
old firefighter, post-tears, with the apology candy bar in the process of being sacrificed.
Even though he'd stopped crying by the time I grabbed the camera and advanced the film
and took the picture, his eyes were still red and his face had that telltale splotchy look.
But the sugar was bringing him back, the faintest of smiles around the edges of the bite.
Even before I sent the roll off to get it developed, I heard a whisper of afterwardsness.
Will I remember his distress when I look at this, or will I wholly remake it? Will my brain
convince my eyes not to see the reddened eyes and nose? Will I forget the sound of the
little ragged stutter-sobs that kept bubbling up whole minutes after the tears had stopped?

I’d been amused by the entire thing, despite his distress, because I knew that despite his
distress—despite the phantom smudges he insisted he could still feel on his washclothed
face—he was safe.

He was safe.
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He was safe.
He was safe.
As if anybody—anyfuckingbody—can know what’s going on inside anybody else.

The first trial began in 1993 and ended in 1994. The result: hung juries.

Of course, a mistrial was better than a guilty verdict, but nobody was celebrating too
much because this meant the brothers were still incarcerated while they awaited the second
trial. The state wasn’t about to throw up their hands and let the brothers walk.

On June 17, 1994, O.J. Simpson, clutching a gun, sat in the back seat of a white Ford
Bronco driven by his friend Al Cowlings while the vehicle was chased...no, trailed—very
slowly, since the car was traveling very slowly—by twenty police cars for two hours on
the 405 Freeway in Los Angeles.

0.J’s double homicide trial began in September of 1994 and ended in October of 1995—
in the same courthouse where the Menendez trials took place.

(Are you watching the hands slide the shells around? Are you keeping track of where
the object is? Or are you distracted by motion, knuckles, the tangle of your own thoughts?)

The Menendez brothers’ second trial began in 1995, days after O.]. himself seemed
shocked by the not guilty verdict read aloud in court. People say that the district attorney
was burned by O.]s acquittal. Furious, even. Humiliated. One of the jurors was inter-
viewed after the verdict, and when asked how they managed to reconcile the clear DNA
evidence that placed O.J. at the crime scene, they said something like: “Oh, lots of people
have the same blood type.”

Lots of people have the same blood type.

Imagine Marcia Clark hearing that.

There were other prosecutors, naturally, but Marcia Clark is the one I remember, Marcia
Clark and her determined ferocity and her exhaustion and her hairstyles that changed
with the seasons and her haunted expression afterward. (I watched the O.J. trial whenever
I could. Everyone did, even people who swore they didn’t.) Imagine the forensic experts
the state had brought in to explain DNA science to the jury hearing that. Imagine it.

Lots of people have the same blood type.

I like to think that wouldn’t have happened today, an entire empaneled jury disregarding
extensive expert testimony and going on to conflate eight blood groups with a kajillion
genetic permutations. I also like to think that there would have been compassion and
understanding for the Menendez brothers if their trial were held today. I like to think that
none of the jurors would have dismissed ongoing child rape by positing that Erik—the
child, the child victim—must have been gay, so he must’ve liked it. And therefore, those
jurors reasoned, it couldn’t have been abuse. Those conversations that actually happened
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then couldn’t happen today, I like to think. But how can I know that with any certainty?
Besides, my brain is chewing on this in the afterwards. And the afterwards can’t touch
the before.

On Saturday, June 18, 1994, I picked up my six-year-old daughter from a birthday slumber
party at a friend’s house. This might've only been the third or fourth sleepover in her young
life, and her first at this particular classmate’s house. Even though she'd been excited about
an overnight party with all the girls from her first-grade class, I'd been nervous dropping
her off the night before. I'd instructed her to call me if she wanted to come home, for any
reason. I made her recite our phone number, even though she’d had it easily memorized
since she was four.

Although I stayed close to the phone that Friday night, the spectacle of the O.]. car
chase distracted me a bit, diluted some of my anxiety. And when I picked Sandra up that
Saturday, she was flushed and hyper and the pigtails I'd given her the day before were flag-
ging, the part at the back of her head blurred and saggy. Just seeing her, her face looking
up into mine like it was a perfect sky, made the world make sense again. After gawking
at the live TV coverage that overrode every network’s programming for hours the night
before and growing more and more confused by a world where a suspected murderer was
allowed on a long, leisurely leash, just getting a glimpse of my little girl in the Tuneskis'
foyer, pizza sauce on her shirt, chocolate ice cream smudges on her chin, made me clear
and certain again.

What I'm proudest of as a parent:

At different points in their lives, each of my children came to me independently and
said they knew they were my favorite, and they knew I couldn’t admit to having a favor-
ite, so they understood why I couldn’t deny or agree, and they wouldn’t tell their sibling.

I don’t believe in god anymore, but maybe I still believe in karmic punishment. Some-
times I think my most egregious crime was having a favorite—and the sentence was
having him taken away.

After the State of California lost the O.J. trial in such spectacular fashion, it wanted the
very best salve for the wound: a fresh win. The judge presiding over both Menendez trials
obliged, and I will always hate him for it; he decided that any mention of the childhood
sexual abuse would not be allowed in the second trial, and, therefore, neither would a
potential lesser charge of manslaughter by way of self-defense—imperfect or otherwise—be
considered by the jury.

Cameras were not allowed in the courtroom for that swift second trial.
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In the first trial I'm watching, the only one that can be watched thanks to him, I see so
clearly that he’s biased in favor of the prosecution. He used to be a prosecutor, so maybe
that’s not surprising. But it disgusts me still, the way he almost always overrules the de-
fense’s objections and almost always sustains the prosecution’s.

And then deciding the new jury (the second trial only had one; the brothers were tried
together, destinies yoked) would never hear about the molestation and rape Erik and Lyle
endured for years and years. As if saying it isn’t so can erase it from history.

I feel homicidal urges toward that judge, I really do. Urges that unsettle me with their
muscle, with their fury. Those urges are completely unlike me.

At the end of the second trial, the brothers were convicted and sentenced to life without
parole. These are the things Alyte fills in as she plays the trial footage. I don’t go looking
for them.

When I began “watching” the livestreams, I knew nothing about the case other than
what was in the zeitgeist at the time: the narrative about rich kids wanting their inheritance
early and annihilating their parents to get it.

Although I mindlessly bought it back in the ’gos, I identify that narrative as bullshit
now, even before the brothers take the stand, even before Alyte announces that she finds
Erik and Lyle totally credible.

Because of this, because I know the ending and because I know the state got it wrong,
the convicting jury got it wrong, I have a lot of trouble watching the trial, knowing what
the end result is. And yet, I can’t stop.

I know in absorbing all these trial details, I'm not helping the brothers, not even slightly
or abstractly.

So I can’t understand why I stay plugged in when it hurts so much—why I won’t even
let myself skip the hard parts—though I have theories.

YouTube algorithms don’t allow Alyte to say certain words. Not swear words, those are fine.
It’s other words, words that stand in for trauma. Those are disallowed. Otherwise YouTube
will demonetize the video, or worse, deplatform her. She can’t say “sexual abuse.” Or “child
abuse” Or “rape” Or “suicide” Sometimes she almost says one of them but stops and uses
initials (and a euphemism) instead, and she says the initials very slowly, as if we need time
to decipher them, as if we're writing them down while operating heavy machinery. “SA.
CA. R. Unalive himself”

One theory I have is that it’s a kind of penance.

My father was a tyrant.
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He was a tyrant before my mother died, but afterwards everything that wasn't tyrannical
fell away.

My father was worse than many fathers (although what can I truly know about what
any other fathers are like?), but probably far, far better than many more.

He never, ever SAed me. Nothing of the sort.

Yes, he was violent. And oppressive. After my mother died, he hit me. And he hit me
when, honestly, I didn’t deserve it. Not that there’s ever justification for violence against a
child, I don’t mean that. But even from the perspective of his don’t-spare-the-rod genera-
tion, there wasn’t cause to hit me when he hit me. I hadn’t been guilty of any of the things
he'd accused me of. I hadn’t been disgracing the family. I hadn’t been disobeying my lord
and savior. I hadn’t been breaking commandments or unraveling sacraments.

Although I was standing right there before him, he couldn’t see me through his grief
and panic.

Listening to Lyle testify and knowing that he doesn’t know what I know—how this will
end—I sometimes feel like I could cry. Sometimes, I do.

Tyrant—their father was a tyrant. This the prosecution concedes, but in an icy, sarcastic
way. Then the prosecuting attorney douses concession in kerosene and kisses it with a
match. Pam Bozanich, so young and peppy back then, with her shoulder pads and her
glossy hair tamed by a tortoiseshell headband, the kind with rows of teeth I had back then
too, gripping the sides of my head like vengeance. “So your father was a tyrant,” she says
over and over, scofling, desensitizing the jury with every eye-rolling repetition.

She denies the SA—as if...as if she could really know—by acknowledging only the
tyrannical character traits of their father.

Tyrant doesn’t even begin to describe José Menendez. This I know now, after hearing
the testimony.

How many times does Erik use the phrase “sex between me and dad.” I can’t count how
many. And every time I hear him say the words, something inside me howls No! It wasn’t
sex, it was rape! You were six years old when it started!

I feel protective of this young man. Maternal.

Let me keep you safe.

My son would’ve liked him, had they been contemporaries.

Erik played tennis. Naturally he liked tennis best when his father wasn’t around and there-

fore wasn’'t minimizing his victories or crucifying him over his losses. The sport itself, he
liked. And he was good at it—nationally ranked in his age group.
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I can see Erik in tennis whites sitting alone courtside after practice, a little sunburned
on his cheeks and nose, dread-waiting for his father to pick him up. I can see Greg walk
over to him in his black Metallica tee and black jeans, his hair long and audacious in a
spill of sunlight. Greg only played tennis a couple of times as a kid in the Wethersfield rec
center’s summer program and hadn’t liked it enough to want to play more—he preferred
soccer, how there was more geography to travel, how it relied on his own body only, not
an extension he could pick up or put down. Still, as a late teen—let’s say Erik’s age at
the time of the killings—I could see Greg picking up a racquet to play with Erik. Not to
compete, but to join. He was always game for revisiting something he'd abandoned. Or
for trying something new if he had someone to try the new thing with. Softshell crabs.
Splatter painting. Tie-dyeing. DXM. Acid.

I can see Erik looking up, momentarily confused at the new shadow tenting him. A
friendly shadow. I can see Greg’s hand rest on Erik’s shoulder. I can see Greg smiling at
Erik, can see Greg’s mouth moving—though I can’t hear what he’s saying. I can see Erik
smile for the first time since I've been watching. I can see that worried-alone-pensive
tightness fall away. I can see Greg jut his chin toward the court, an invitation. I can see
Erik point to an extra racquet nearby.

And then I can see them walking toward the court, a small brown bird perched on the
net before it flutters away, Greg saying something that makes Erik laugh. Of all Greg’s
talents, the way he made people laugh—without forcing, without premeditation, without
easy jokes—was the most striking, and the one he used most.

Let me keep you safe.

It gets confusing—and heartbreaking—when I remember that Erik is nearly my age
now. And that after he was arrested in 1990, he never got to play tennis again. And never
again got to step into sunshine whenever he wanted.

“But why didn’t you just leave home?” Pam Bozanich asks Lyle over and over. “Instead of
killing your parents, why didn’t you just get into your car and drive far, far away?”

Why why why?

Unlike Lyle and Erik, I did not go to a sporting goods store and use a stolen ID to
purchase shotguns. And ammo. Don't forget the ammo. Unlike Lyle and Erik, I did run
away. And longed for home almost immediately.

Even though the rules established after my mother’s death made home nearly unbear-
able—shades drawn always, no music ever (cassette, radio, or the Scott Joplin I'd loved
playing on the old upright piano), no laughter, no more speaking at the dinner table, no
more friends or extended family over the threshold, no school field trips or extracurricu-
lars, and worst of all: no mention of my mother, not in the house and not to a counselor,
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and no touching the clothes and the hairbrush and the slippers she’d left behind—I longed
for home.

“Running away” is easy to say in a sentence that a court reporter transcribes for the
record.

Another possible theory is that when my head is in the trial, it’s also in my life at the time.
It’s like straddling geographic boundaries, standing in two states at once. Except with time.

The cross-examination of Erik is carried out by Lester Kuriyama, whom I grow to hate
as much as Pam Bozanich. It’s interminable, Kuriyama’s questioning, in part because he
doesn’t know how to listen, or maybe he doesn’t know how to listen to someone fighting
for his life (unbelievably, the death penalty was on the table; the final convicting jury did
not recommend it, however).

He keeps asking Erik questions that he already asked, that had already been answered.
Like Pam Bozanich’s favorite: “Why didn’t you just leave, sir?” He’s so smug, and his over-
the-top incredulity about EriK’s inability to remember every detail from that night—trauma
changes the brain, you ignorant fuck!—makes me wish his life after the trial was pure hell.
I'm shaken when I realize how uncharacteristic that is of me, but I wish it anyway.

The judge sits back and allows day after day of cruel, circular redundancy from the
prosecution. One-sided patience. When the defense brings in a bevy of witnesses to at-
test to how viciously controlling José was, and how unstable and neglectful Kitty was, the
judge snaps, “This isn’t a custody hearing. Move on to something else.”

Kuriyama’s questioning of Erik is so long and convoluted that Alyte, whose hair is so
long that you can’t see where it ends, pauses the replay and says, “Good grief! My hair
was shoulder-length when this cross-exam started.”

That helps. That helps remind me that it’s not all bad in the afterwards. She’s there, and
her dog is napping on camera, and I can stop watching anytime I want. (Maybe I can't stop
thinking about it, but at least, presumably, I can stop watching.) Some days all I can emo-
tionally manage is fifteen minutes while 'm emptying the dishwasher or putting groceries
away. But I never stop watching, and I don’t think I will. Not till there’s nothing left to watch.

In February of 1986, a boy I'd gone to school with since fourth grade stabbed his mother
to death.

I was seventeen years old. So was the boy who killed his mother.

My mother had died two years before. Murdered by cancer, not her child.

In June of 1986 I would run away with a twenty-two-year-old man I barely knew after he
saw what my father had done to my face with a telephone receiver. He said he’d save me. But
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when the rescue only brought me regret and I wanted to come back home, my father barred
the door and signed me away to marriage.

I was too young to get married without the only parent I had left signing an official
notarized document. I hadn’t wanted to get married. But I did it anyway. Because I thought
I had no choice.

Kevin Poznanski, the boy who fatally stabbed the only parent he’d had left, maybe
hadn’t wanted to do it. Maybe he thought he had no choice.

Kevin stabbed his younger brother Gary, too, but Gary ran out of the house and ulti-
mately survived. Orphaned (his father had died of natural causes some years prior) and
without a sibling he could ever trust again. But alive.

My mother met Mrs. Poznanski during cafeteria duty when Kevin and I were in sixth or
seventh grade, and she invited my mother over for a Saturday lunch once. My mother was
extroverted—the other end of the social spectrum from me, much to her dismay—and usually
found something to like in everyone. She came back from that lunch saying she felt bad for
the woman, so clearly overwhelmed since her husband’s death, but worse, she felt bad for her
sons. “I didn't enjoy my time with her;” she said. “She won't stop harping on those boys. Right
in front of me, nitpicking without end. About nothing. She’s driving those poor kids crazy”

After getting the obligatory reciprocal lunch out of the way, she closed the book on Mrs.
Poznanski. She made excuse after excuse when the woman invited my mother out again.
Eventually, the invitations dried up. My mother died two years before Mrs. Poznanski, and
I often wondered what she would’ve said about the killing. That she deserved it somehow?
But what about Gary?

But it’s not fair to indict my mother on charges she can’t defend.

Or maybe I'm projecting my own mean, small thoughts onto her ghost, exactly because
she has no way to launch a defense.

After a suicide attempt while he was being held pending trial, Kevin was found not
competent to stand trial. He was institutionalized for many years, then later released. In
2012, he died in a fire in an apartment on Clinic Drive in New Britain, the same street
where I had my first crummy apartment. I can’t find the exact address, so although it’s
likely, I can’t say for sure whether it was the same building where I got my start as a
suddenly married woman, where the smoke detector didn’t work and I burned a pan of
submerged eggs and filled the place with sulfuric smoke.

Authorities say the fire was deliberately set.

And then one day, Lyle joins me in the afterwardsness.

I hear an episode of Rosie O’'Donnell’s podcast Onward, and he’s a guest. I make it
sound like I was already a fan of her pod. I hadn’t even known about it before. I've been
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googling lately, wanting to see what came of the true villains in the case: the therapist Dr.
Oziel; the biased judge who shut down any means of the brothers defending themselves in
the second trial and then sentenced them to life without the mercy of the smallest flame of
fucking parole even; the prosecuting attorneys who all but mocked the SA allegations (as
if boys couldn’t be molested back then) and who were determined to get the blood from
Erik and Lyle they couldn’t from O.J. In the middle of that unsatisfying task (none of them
have been visited by the tragedy I feel they so richly deserve), I came upon new evidence
that initiated a writ of habeas corpus (“you shall have the body”) filed by the defense. A
former singer with the boy band Menudo alleges that José Menendez sexually assaulted
him in the "9os, when he was thirteen. Roy Rosselld says that José drugged him and raped
him in José’s New Jersey mansion. He didn’t have the fortitude to come forward then—he
was just a child, who can blame him?—but he’s going public now, at age fifty-one. A few
more clicks and I'm at Rosie’s doorstep.

Hearing Lyle’s voice on a prison phone just about undoes me.

I can’t help but remember hearing my son’s voice on a prison phone. The robo-warnings
when time was nearing an end, how we never got a grace period, not even one second, not
even when we were saying—or hearing—“I love you.” Unlike the times I spoke with Greg
when he was incarcerated, Lyle gets to call Rosie back for another fifteen-minute block.
And then another and another. I suppose that’s because she’s a star with a production
studio, and I was just a terrified mother, desperate to hear Greg say he was done with the
drugs that made him do illegal things, desperate to feed him the fragile wisdom of safety,
even as I knew he'd lost the appetite for safety long ago.

And maybe he’d never even had it.

Rosie’s voice is warm and honeyed through the studio’s high-quality mic and pop filters.
Lyle’s voice is trapped in a can of tennis balls, but I can hear the intelligence, the warmth,
the emotion. And yes, even the kindness.

Rosie tells the story of her connection to the brothers. Many years ago, Lyle wrote her;
something she'd said in public made him think she'd been the victim of childhood sexual
abuse, too. She was too afraid to write him back; back then, she didn’t have a handle on
her own stuff. And now, in her own afterwards, she regrets that.

Lyle wrote her again when the Menudo story broke. She was ready that time. She’s
become an unflagging advocate for the brothers, pushing for their release.

If they’d been convicted of imperfect self-defense—which should’ve been the only
charge they were facing—they would’ve served a dozen years, tops. They would’ve been
out to watch the clock and hold their breath and raise a toast on the Y2K New Year’s Eve
along with the rest of us.
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Incredibly, Lyle doesn’t sound bitter at all. Or even a little bit self-pitying. I think of
all the time I spent (spend?) pitying myself for getting married at seventeen, not to an
abuser, but someone I didn’t love. At a time when the last thing I wanted was to be yoked
to anyone. All the time I spent sorting and quantifying and justifying my unhappiness.
When I could’ve focused on my healthy children and let everything else go.

I had that chance and I didn’t recognize it as a chance and now I'll never have that
chance again.

Incarcerated since March of 1990 without intermission, the brothers have been model
inmates. Not a single act of violence. Not one infraction. But more than the bad they
didn’t do: Lyle began a prison beautification initiative, modeled on a program in Norway.
He oversaw the creation of murals to relieve the crushing monotony of gray cinder block.
He’s remotely attending college courses at UC Irvine. He started a support group for lifers.
And another group for men sexually abused as boys.

All but one family member have forgiven the brothers, Lyle tells Rosie. All but one are
behind them, support them, want to get their convictions vacated.

I want to know who that lone holdout is.

I listen to part of Rosie’s podcast when I'm in the shower. I cry. That’s what aloneness in
a glassed-in cube is for, the water posing as absolution and annihilation. I let myself cry.
I don’t even stop myself when I think I've cried enough.

At some point, the realization breaks over me, like a ceramic tile peeled away from the
wall and crashed down on my head: 'm not only crying for Lyle and his brother.

Later, much later, my body drained of tears, I wonder if Alyte heard that podcast too.
I wonder if she ever cries after her own livestreams. I wonder if, once the cameras are off,
she ever rests her head in her hands and weeps.

Everything hits at once. It’s now, but it’s then too, and the afterwardsness makes me want
to punch and kick and scream and cry and protect and warn. And if warning won’t change
the outcome, then at least it should collapse time so I can be back there and appreciate
in ways I couldn’t before. Sand slipping through the tightest fist. Sand slipping through
anyway. I'd appreciate, I'd breathe it all in if given the chance. Rather than drowning in
laundry and more laundry and dish suds and undeterred kitchen ants and helpless regret
and feeling crazy over who's been using our washer/dryer in the shared basement and who
broke into our storage area and stole the bicycle pump and a pair of silver candlesticks
wrapped in linen napkins that were my mother’s and her mother’s before that, I'd shrug
all that off as the cost of doing business as a human and breathe him in, just breathe him
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in, starting with the beauty mark on the back of his baby thigh that always psyched me out
when I was changing his diaper, worried for a second I didn’t clean him thoroughly and
instead wouldn’t ever have the thought that that beauty mark would be more convenient
elsewhere, as if we can order up things like that. I would appreciate everything, including
and especially the fact that he wouldn’t sleep through the night till he was nearly a year old.
I would fucking celebrate that, since it would mean more time we got to spend together
in the rocker, more time dancing around the room to “Cherry Bomb” with the joy of his
weight in my arms. He was only comforted when I held him. Not the swing, not the car,
certainly not his crib. I had to hold him. If given the chance, I would take joy in that. I
would never again compare him to his sister who slept so early on, who napped whenever
I needed her to. I wouldn’t have ever compared him to anyone, because every child is
perfect and beyond comparison, no matter how exhausted and overwhelmed the parents.

In my mind, Lyle still exists as a twenty-five-year-old on the stand, with a shot, with a
chance. And Erik is still a twenty-two-year-old, telling the truth that is excruciating to
share, but what choice does he have? Erik taking sips of water from the most insultingly
tiny paper cup in between questions, leaning too close to the mic, his p’s popping, his at-
torney repeatedly telling him to relax, to sit back, like a slightly annoyed, slightly impatient
(but caring) mother would. Once, in an interview, she said she’'d adopt Erik if she could.

When he died, my son’s age was in between the brothers. Twenty-three.

Sometimes, when the vertigo overtakes me, I trick myself into thinking that if T con-
centrate fiercely enough, Greg will still have a shot, will still have a chance.

I suspect that may be a reason. At least that’s one of the theories I have.

In the intro to the livestreams, Alyte tells her audience to “decide for yourself” about
which is the more convincing argument, the prosecution’s or the defense’s. I like that, but
somewhere along the fifty-plus Monday segments so far, I get confused. I think a deter-
minative decision belongs to me, that my thoughts can change things.

I’'m on trial. 'm cross-examining myself, endlessly. With no defense team at my table,
no objections raised on my behalf—Asked and answered! Argumentative! Outside the
scope!—I am irredeemably guilty of crimes that aren’t even in the books.

I’'m guilty of wishing that my son had looped the bedsheet around my neck instead.
Objection! People need you here. How dare you even think such a selfish thought? Your
sentence: life without the possibility of—

The more I let the trial fill my head, the more confused I get. I'm their mother. I'm their
sister. 'm their attorney. I'm their counselor. I'm a version of them, trying to survive an
oppressive father, making fear-based decisions that will forever follow me.
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I know this is all about deferring what’s left of my own life. When will I face that?

My son didn’t grow up to annihilate his parents. He grew up to annihilate himself.
And yet, here I am before you, annihilated.

As I write this in the now, suspended in an atmosphere so deeply striated with afterward-
sness that I have no choice but to breathe it in, to blink it into sharper focus, to swallow
it and forget there was ever a time it wasn't part of me, February is almost here. Another
February. Another fucking February.

Years ago, I took a forgettable marketing class. But I'll never forget the handout the
instructor passed out, the one with the list of words that make people sad. I had never
known there was such a collection of words, hadn’t imagined there could be a quorum on
something so delicately subjective. The point of that lesson: we should avoid those words
when writing ad copy, because outside of package stores, sad people don’t tend to spend
the way happy people do.

All the class materials are lost to me now, and I have forgotten the many words (three
or four single-spaced columns of them) on the list. All but one: February.

I have a friend who is expecting her first child on February 17. I don’t tell her that my
son died on that day eleven years ago. I don't tell her that the date she’s so joyously antici-
pating is the very one I hate more than any other on the stupidly repeating calendar that
will keep on stupidly repeating, even when I don’t, when she doesn’t, when the humans
she births don’t.

As I start to steel myself for February and as I turn away from this thing I've written to see
if it can survive without me, I want to tell you about the last segment of the still-ongoing
trial I watched with Alyte. The one where the brothers’ cousin Andy Cano takes the stand
as a defense witness.

This is one of the hardest witnesses to give witness to, nearly as difficult as Lyle and
Erik themselves. Not primarily because of the content of the testimony, although that’s
excruciating on its own. But because of the afterwardsness.

Lest you think it’s benign: afterwardsness can destroy.
Andy is the brothers’ first cousin and was especially close to Erik since he was nearest in
age to him, two years younger. When the boys were twelve and ten, Erik asked Andy if

his (Andy’s) father gave him massages. Andy didn’t understand what Erik meant. Erik
needed to spell it out and Andy remembers exactly where they were when that unforget-
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table conversation took place—in a field owned by a crabby farmer behind Andy’s house
in New Jersey—and they’d been playing their running from the Russians game and the
prosecution makes a big fucking deal of Andy being able to remember all those ground-
ing details from when he was ten and yet not remember the conversations between him
and Erik when they were teens and especially the one they must've had when Erik, while
visiting Andy in Miami, found out there was a warrant for his arrest in California and
Andy flew to LA with him to face that. The brain works that way, you ignorant fuck! I want
to scream at Kuriyama, but it’s too late—he wouldn’t hear me anyway.

“Does your dad massage your dick?” Erik finally asked Andy so that Andy could un-
derstand what he was trying to say.

Erik wanted to know if this was normal, if all dads did this with their sons, the way
Erik’s father insisted they did. Erik was desperate to hear that this was normal. He hated
it so much, he wanted it to stop, but if it didn’t, he could try to endure it if he knew that’s
how all fathers treated their sons.

“I told him,” Andy says from the stand while looking back at the boys on the grassy
field, one of them so very confused, the other craving normalcy, “that I wouldn’t know,
because my father wasn’t around.”

And then Andy—child Andy, the Andy that the adult on-the-stand Andy is remember-
ing—offered to ask his mother if it was normal. His mother was the parent who was raising
him; he hardly saw his father. No, no, no, Erik said, panicked and distraught. He pinky-
swore Andy to secrecy. Erik’s father had gruelingly impressed upon him year after year,
rape after rape, that he mustn’t tell anyone, not ever—or Erik would be the one to suffer.

Andy kept his promise, even when as a teen Erik had confided in Andy that it was still
happening, and that he was suicidal. Andy kept his promise and hadn’t said a word about
it until Erik’s defense attorney reached out and said speaking of it could save Erik’s life.
Once the brothers were convicted and given a serial killer’s sentence (life without parole in
separate supermax prisons; they were finally reunited in San Diego in 2018), it’s reported
that Andy was consumed by guilt, by the memories he ran through afterwardsness’s re-
printing machine, trying to make himself understand back then when he couldn’t have
possibly known, punishing himself with the devastatingly sweet alternate outcomes I
imagine he imagined if he'd broken his promise and told his mother after all: the police
locking José up, Erik finishing out his childhood happy and whole with his aunt as his
new guardian, going on to become a tennis pro and building a small tennis academy for
kids where rankings weren’t what mattered, but joy was.

The twin ghosts of guilt and regret haunted Andy all his waking hours and kept him
from sleeping. He was prescribed sleeping meds for insomnia. He died from an accidental
overdose of pills in 2003.
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But then again, how can we be sure, on this side of the before-and-after divide, that the
overdose was accidental?

When the prosecutor cross-examines him, frustrated with how he can’t get Andy to
crumble, Andy in his suit, Andy who admits he loves his cousin but wouldn’t lie under
oath for him, Andy with his ears protruding just a little and so endearingly, Kuriyama
stoops low and irrelevant and asks if he ever had problems with his family and Andy
says, “I'm sure I did at some point. Everybody has problems, Mr. Kuriyama,” and the way
he says the attorney’s name is perfect, with a whift of disdain that you can only detect if
you're Kuriyama...everyone else would see it as careful respect. Right after that Kuriyama
stoops even lower and jabs while he’s at it and asks Andy if he was ever suicidal and that
gets strenuously objected to by the defense, and fucking hallelujah, it’s one of the rare
defense objections that’s sustained by the despicable howdoyousleepatnight judge, and
when Andy picks up the tiny paper cup at his elbow, you can see him mutter something
and only faintly hear it before it gets to his mouth. Alyte wants to know what he said. She
begs the audience’s indulgence and rewinds it so she can see and hear it again. The chat
weighs in with theories: what a scumbag, what is going on, is this guy for real. I don’t think
it’s any of those, though I don’t know what it is. And I want to know too. Alyte apologizes
for respooling and unspooling those few moments so many times, but she wants to know.
And after all the rewinds, there’s still no consensus and she seems disappointed that she’ll
never know. But she resumes streaming the trial and marching everyone to their respec-
tive fates.

Maybe if Andy knew how it would all end, and how soon everything would end for him,
he would’ve said what he really wanted to say in a voice booming with grit and muscle,
without a Dixie cup concealing his lips, with no concern for how it would appear when
he looked back.

YouTube, thinking it knows what I want before I do, recommends other criminal cases to
me—Alex Murdaugh, Lori Vallow Daybell, Ruby Franke. But I don’t bite. Although I hold
a singular respect for the law—the way it can read like a story, the way there are rules that
act like scaffolding on human behavior similar to literary rules holding up purely imagined
people—I don’t find comfort in the notion of justice anymore. Outcomes are so rarely just.

Besides, those cases involve the murder or neglect of children, and I can’t find a way in,
can’t identify with victim or victimizer. Yes, regret is my constant companion, burrowing
deeper into my head than AirPods ever could. Not because I think I could’ve prevented
my son’s death—though it’s taken me years of hard work to get there—but because before
his death I squandered so much time so preoccupied with worry and what felt like end-
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less responsibility and the clamor of my own inner world that I failed to recognize how
sacred, how miraculous, how brief caretaking children is, and how cold a place survival
becomes when, from the afterwards, you look back and admit that, mostly, you missed
the sacredness, the miraculousness, the briefness.

The most agonizing realization, the one that, despite its obviousness, hurts to even
spell out and the one that’s diminished and distorted everything that’s come before: I can’t
make any new memories with my son. Not even a single seemingly inconsequential one.
I can only grasp at the old ones through a shroud of pain, through a flurry of fists. Even
the happy ones. Especially the happy ones.

Endings are hard regardless, but particularly hard in the afterwardsness. But this is
where I leave you, me sinking further into unhappy endings (mine and my son’s, and Erik
and Lyle’s), you (if youre one of the lucky ones living a timeline unwarped by trauma)
propelling yourself forward.

For me, it’s all afterwardsness now. I'm suffocating in afterwardsness. It’s everywhere,
like weather, the gathering gloom that won’t lift.

They say you can’t really lose someone when they die. I wonder if the people who say
that have lost someone who was supposed to outlive them. And if so, how they perform
that twisted magic trick, how they keep the bruises on the inside. Don’t good parents
imagine their kids growing up with a surfeit of safety and enjoying a rich, rewarding life,
and then, upon reaching an advanced age when they no longer need us—far, far into the
future—only then losing us and looking back at all that came before with tender nostalgia
and gratitude and a fullness of heart that leaves no room for regret? Who can prepare
themselves for “life” that keeps unspooling after the thing you love best is gone? But that’s
what people say, maybe without thinking: that we can’t lose the people we love, because
we carry them with us.

I carry the afterwardsness with me. Even before I knew it was a concept, that there was
a word for it, I carried it with me.

I would invite you to join me here, but if you've stayed with me this long, I think you
already have.
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