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“Kim takes us to a place the camera rarely has an opportunity to go. An intimate look inside the lives of grieving survivors with a level of trust only a fellow survivor could earn. At times of tragedy, mass media tends to skim the surface. Kim goes deep into the most private thoughts of people who both want to be left alone, yet have a remarkable story to tell.”

—Kyra Phillips, CNN Anchor/Correspondent

“Behind every headline lies a personal story that is often forgotten or never told. Kim Goldman’s Media Circus renders an eye-opening glance into the reality of high-profile victims’ personal loss and struggle for healing.”

—Debra Tate, victim advocate and author of Sharon Tate: Recollection

“Media Circus is a fantastic read about living through, surviving, and recovering from trauma. Goldman makes very important comparisons of cases from the past 30 years and shows how social media and media in general has impacted the victims while living under the public microscope.”

—Katie Beers, author and victims’ rights advocate
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To the victims and survivors of violent crime, your poise and bravery in the face of adversity and trauma is admirable and inspiring.
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INTRODUCTION

I want to share with you several stories, but not the stories you might expect from me.

Yes, I could share the one about my father, Fred Goldman, a salesman at the time, driving for hours in his white Mitsubishi 3000 up and down the Ventura Freeway in Southern California on June 13, 1994, listening to talk radio reports about Nicole Brown Simpson, the wife of famous ex-football player O. J. Simpson, found slaughtered alongside an unidentified male. “Another murder in Los Angeles,” he thought sadly, as he pulled into his next appointment, unaware that in just a few short hours his son Ron’s driver’s license picture would be plastered on every channel, revealing him as that “unidentified male.”

I could tell you how I saw images of the Brentwood crime scene on television that same day as I ate my lunch in the Wells Fargo break room in San Francisco, not realizing it was my brother’s mutilated body beneath the bloody sheet.

I could talk about the mob of reporters that regularly settled in for the day in their satellite trucks outside our home in the quiet Los Angeles suburb of Agoura. With their microphones and cameras, journalists from every news outlet were just waiting for something to write about us. Just waiting. The questions never stopped: “Did you know O. J. Simpson?” “What was Ron doing there?” “Were he and Nicole lovers?”

I could tell you stories like these, but I won’t. Instead, I will take you behind the scenes of ten other American tragedies, from as early as the 1960s, when the news consisted of three channels—NBC, ABC, and CBS—and a handful of prominent newspapers and magazines—the Chicago Tribune, the Washington Post, the New York Times, LIFE, Time, Vanity Fair—to as late as today, in 2015, when news outlets and social media sites are too numerous to count. We will spend time with the families themselves, whose lives were featured in hundreds of headlines, news shows, and articles. You know these families. We all do.

We were introduced to them in their most vulnerable moments, when they were experiencing the worst days of their lives.

You watched her collapse to the ground when she realized her six-year-old baby was in that classroom in Newtown.

You heard her scream, the kind that surges from the gut, when law enforcement confirmed her daughter had purchased a ticket to the doomed midnight showing of The Dark Knight Rises in Aurora.

You may have been skeptical when she said she didn’t know why her husband would shoot those little Amish girls.

You might have even seen news clips of them weeping with joy and relief when the parole board denied freedom to Charles Manson and his followers.

You sent these families messages of love. You sent them letters of encouragement—and in some cases, hate. You talked about them at the dinner table, over the water cooler, on Facebook and Twitter, as if they were the new reality show everyone’s watching. But you also related to them; you had so much compassion for them. It felt like you knew their pain. But did you, really? Do you really know what they were experiencing when the cameras weren’t rolling?

I’ll take you there, beyond the mass media coverage, for an exclusive glimpse inside their lives—on their terms. Why? Because I think there are some things you need to know.

It’s been twenty years since my quiet life was hijacked and I was thrown into the chaotic world known to many as the “Trial of the Century.” And every year since, I’ve watched cable news, newspapers, magazines, the internet, and social media replay to a new generation pivotal moments in the horror that was our daily life, highlighting each painful memory for people to debate and judge. Did the glove really fit? Was there an accomplice? Was the detective really a racist? This story, my family story, lives on forever . . . with every click of the mouse.

I have often wondered: Did the intense media coverage impede our ability to mourn the loss of my brother, or did having so much support comfort us? Sometimes I think the global hug we received helped us in our darkest hours; I never felt alone. But I also never felt alone; wherever I went, the media coverage, the support, the scrutiny—all of it—followed.

I knew I couldn’t be the only one concerned with how a family heals when so much attention is focused on them during their grieving process. So I set out to find others with a similar existence and ask them the same question: Did their experiences with the media interrupt their healing or did they feel comforted by it?

I spent hours talking to, and sometimes sitting with, central figures in some of the most notorious crimes of the past few decades. Their chilling but inspiring stories took me back to 1998, when we first heard about a young man beaten and left for dead in Laramie, Wyoming, because he was gay; to 2006 when a cold-blooded sniper terrorized the DC area; and more recently to 2012 when the world was shocked by the revelation that a missing sixteen-year-old girl had been killed by her two best friends.

These brave families let me into their hearts and told me things they’ve never told anyone else—because I am not a reporter, because we share a deep understanding. However unique the circumstances of our losses, we’re all now living a “new normal”—a very different version of who we were seconds before our loved ones were brutally killed at the hands of another. After that moment, life would never be the same again. And for the rest of our days, we are forced to adjust to it—not alone, with the privacy of family and friends, but in the spotlight, as the country mourns with us; as in the case of Eric Garner’s family, who can’t escape the public chants of Eric’s dying words, I can’t breathe, everywhere they turn.

So many of the people featured in this book said to me, “the reporters are just doing their jobs.” Just doing their job as they stick microphones in our faces, asking “How are you feeling?” as we race from the driveway to our house, just minutes after planning a funeral. When does it cross the line and become unnecessary and inappropriate? And whose responsibility is it to hold the media and the public to a standard that includes boundaries and sensitivity?

The media’s ultimate goal is supposed to be telling a story that is well rounded, informative, and objective—right? And in order to achieve that, sometimes reporters go to great lengths, leaving no stone unturned—even finding stories where there isn’t one. They aren’t thinking about what gets left in their wake because their agenda is often different than ours, the victims. And yet we are forced together by an unfortunate circumstance. How do we make this unwanted relationship work?

The families profiled in this book told me that they’ve come to understand the role of the reporter, but I wonder: Has anyone in the newsrooms ever thought about what it is like to live a private tragedy in the public eye? Have their readers?

Since Ron and Nicole’s murder, I have had the incredible opportunity to travel the country, meeting other victims and survivors, learning their stories, and then sharing their experiences with those who have the power to better assist them. I have spoken at numerous victims’ rights events, advocating for fairer treatment of victims in the courtroom; I’ve provided countless sensitivity training sessions for law enforcement, served as a panelist discussing ethics in media and the role of the reporter when covering high-profile cases, and so much more. And so one of the main reasons I wanted to write this book was to remind others, the public and the media, that behind every story is a human being, deserving of decency, respect, and honor.

I wanted to help sensitize a culture that I strongly believe has become, at times, numb to the pain and anguish of others, contributing to our overwhelming sense of apathy toward one another.

Yes, that is a sweeping generalization, but I have seen firsthand the negativity, hate, and hostility that can ferment on the internet due to a lack of understanding and compassion—a disconnect between a headline and the family behind it. In fact, several of the participants in this book share stories of being on the receiving end of that hurtful behavior.

The twenty-four-hour news cycle creates a need for content that can drive members of the media to sometimes act irresponsibly in their reporting, because they are competing with the amateur journalists that pop up on every blog and every corner of the internet. It also creates a false sense of connectedness. The constant barrage and endless replay of information creates the illusion that you can have access to anyone and anything in an instant, right at your fingertips. And even though the tragedies the media shares with us readers and viewers didn’t happen to us, we take them on as if they did—the loss, the anger, the love, the injustice. We feel it, deeply. And then, just like that, we move onto the next big story, leaving behind a family in turmoil.

Have we become confused about the line between “the public’s right to know” and an invasion of privacy? Have we come to believe that just because a story is on our feed, we are obligated to share, comment, like, repost, or retweet? Do we ever ask ourselves why we do it? And who we are affecting when we do?

The families in this book have come to terms with their place in history, but that acceptance is the end point of a journey laced with pain. The way the media descends on a bereaved family in crisis can steal away their grief. Catapulting a family, fresh in mourning, in front of the cameras can be cruel and invasive. But sometimes the subtler cruelty is in the lingering effects of inaccurate information, rumors about the dead, and assumptions and debates about issues that have little to do with why the person was murdered. This is not a book of criticisms but of lessons, for all of us—for victims and survivors, for the media, and for readers.

These stories of heartbreak and hope, from some very familiar faces, provide a fresh look at stories that you think you know. I hope that after reading them, the next time you hear a story about a violent murder or see a news report on a missing child, you’ll wonder: What would it be like to walk a mile in that person’s headlines?

And I hope you never look at the media circus the same way again.


DEBRA TATE

Sister of Charles Manson murder victim Sharon Tate

August 9, 1969
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Debra, July 1969, just weeks before Sharon’s murder.
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Debra, 2014, in Palm Springs promoting her book Sharon Tate: Recollection.
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Sharon, age ten, and Debra, age six months.
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Sharon, Debra, and Roman Polanski, 1967.



I first met Debra Tate, the younger sister of murdered actress Sharon Tate, on Larry King Live back in 2010. We were there to talk about the Los Angeles Police Department’s plan to display artifacts from our siblings’ slayings in an exhibition, titled “Behind the Scenes, the LAPD Homicide Exhibit.” Both of us expressed our dismay over the LAPD’s lack of sensitivity in not notifying us in advance of its plans. We were two sisters, sitting side by side, still fighting with our grief so many years after our siblings’ brutal deaths. I was both empowered and saddened. But in that moment, a special relationship was born.

We don’t know much about each other on a personal level, but the empathy we feel toward one another is deep. We’ve touched base a handful of times throughout the years via email or text, always signing off, “Sister to Sister, XO.” So when we reconnected recently for this book, in a stunning art-deco style loft in downtown Los Angeles, home to one of Debra’s good friends, the conversation just flowed, as if we had spoken every day for the last twenty years.

Like me, Debra grew up in the public eye and in and out of courtrooms. We were both so young when one of the worst things that could ever happen happened to us: I was just twenty-two and Debra was only sixteen.

I had come to hear Debra’s story in depth, knowing that the Charles Manson murders was one of the very first crime cases in modern times that captured the public’s imagination, setting the standard for how the media would cover ordinary people associated with subsequent high-profile crimes and murder trials.

There was no setup, no pleasantries before Debra began to tell me her story—just a warm hug and, as she spoke, plenty of head nods, affirmations, and tears.

“My boyfriend Wayne called our Palos Verdes home, and told Mother that he had heard about my sister Sharon on a radio program.”

That morning it was falsely reported that there was a fire at the Benedict Canyon house, rumored to be the home of actress Sharon Tate, where she and four others perished.

“Mother, my younger sister Patti, and myself had just moved back from the Presidio military base in San Francisco, where we’d been living for three years. Dad was still there, finishing up his tour of duty. It was so hot that day, and we’d been unpacking forever. But since my mother had the neighbor over, having coffee cake, I took the opportunity to take a shower, to feel the cold water on my skin.

“Suddenly, Mother came bursting into the bathroom, supported by the neighbor woman, because her knees were buckling; she just threw the shower door open and told me that Sharon was dead and then she collapsed. I told the neighbor to take her back to the kitchen. I got out of the shower without even rinsing the soap from my hair, wrapped in a towel, ran down the hall leaving a trail of water behind me, and asked my mother to explain herself to me again.”

With her mother breaking down in front of her, and her father far away, all Debra had was her gut. She knew she needed to get answers.

“I phoned Wayne and asked him to tell me the radio station he was listening to. I called the station and asked them to reiterate the story to me. I was told it was a fire. So I called the Beverly Hills Fire Department but they said there was no report of a fire at that address. They suggested that I call the police instead. It took me awhile to get to the right precinct, but I did.

“At that time, they told me that there was an incident, but they wouldn’t tell me what the incident was, exactly. Of course they had asked me who I was, and what my relationship was to Sharon. They wanted to know my age, and I said sixteen. We went back and forth several times until the detectives realized that I was the only reasonable person at that point to tell.”

Police never went to Debra’s family’s house, and reporters did not think to call them, either, before airing the horrific news for the world to hear.

“There was no policy back then, like now, where you have to make first-of-kin notification before releasing identity,” Debra said.

The Tate case was different than anything else in the news at that time: During a period when war and racial strife dominated the television and newspapers, the story of a beautiful, twenty-six-year-old actress and a charismatic serial killer gripped audiences and catapulted an ordinary family into the spotlight. The fact that Sharon Tate was married to acclaimed film director Roman Polanski and was eight months pregnant no doubt contributed to the public interest.

“I really think that this is the first case where the media spun out of control,” Debra said.

But while this story might have captured the nation’s imagination, what happened that night on 10050 Cielo Drive was very real for the Tate family.

Polanski was in London at the time, so Sharon had invited friends to the rented home, a beautiful French-country estate that stood on three acres and had been previously rented by other Hollywood types, such as Cary Grant and Henry Fonda.

On the evening of August 8, 1969, Sharon had returned to her residence at 10:30 p.m., after having dinner at El Coyote in Los Angeles with friends Jay Sebring, a thirty-five-year-old Hollywood hairstylist; Abigail Folger, the twenty-five-year-old coffee heiress; and Folger’s boyfriend, thirty-two-year-old Voytek Frykowski, a writer and friend of Roman’s.

Shortly after 8 a.m. the next morning, the maid entered the home as she normally would, but quickly rushed out screaming, “Murder, death, bodies, blood!”

When police officers arrived at the scene, they immediately found the body of Steve Parent still seated in the driver’s side of his father’s car.

Only eighteen years old, Parent had come to the home to visit the nineteen-year-old caretaker, William Garretson, and was the first to die in the ambush when he was shot four times in the arm, face, and chest while waiting at the estate’s gate to exit; unfortunately for him, his visit was ending at the same exact moment Manson followers, called “The Family,” were creeping onto the grounds.

The bodies of Sharon and Sebring were discovered in the living room, a nylon rope tied around their necks, connecting them. Sharon had been stabbed sixteen times. Sebring had been shot and stabbed seven times. Folger was able to flee the house, but was tackled on the front lawn and stabbed twenty-eight times. Frykowski, who fought the hardest, also made it outside the house despite being shot. Police found his mutilated body on the lawn; he had been beaten on the head eighteen times, stabbed fifty-one times, and shot twice.

The young caretaker was the sole survivor. He was immediately taken into custody as LAPD’s chief suspect, but was eventually cleared of any wrongdoing. Later, it was learned that his life was spared only because Patricia Krenwinkel, one of Manson’s followers, didn’t check the cottage where he was living.

When an officer called in five homicides in Bel Air, the media listening in on the scanners rushed to the scene. I watched old news footage of a press conference held that morning: at least fifteen television, newspaper, and radio reporters, photographers, and cameramen, all of them male, surround a police lieutenant at the scene of the crime. The reporters rattle off a burst of questions:

“Was anyone hung?”

“Was someone mutilated?”

“Was there something scrawled on the front door in blood?”

“I can’t tell you,” the lieutenant said. “We are still conducting an investigation.”

“Was she pregnant?”

The lieutenant answers, “Yes, she is, but I won’t discuss the details.”

Unlike today, there was no public relations representative to address the media’s questions, and there wasn’t a large group of officials standing together behind a podium with talking points, controlling the message. The news footage shows reporters standing outside the house where the murders occurred, right next to the car where one of the victims was killed hours earlier.

The police lieutenant—clearly trying to answer each question with as little information as he can, despite how much knowledge the reporters already seem to have—remains cordial and patient. Overall though, he just looks stunned by the media frenzy, a tame precursor of a scene that has become too familiar today.

“Once I got ahold of Father,” Debra said, “he got in his car and drove home, and went immediately to the crime scene—until he did that, we did not know any of the gruesome details.

“To the best of my knowledge, the first pictures that were released were in the early morning news the next day.”

And then she recalled Sharon’s funeral.

“My mom and Roman, Sharon’s husband, exited right in front of me and a cameraman actually knocked me over and bloodied my knees and tore my stockings; I went down on all fours, onto the palms of my hand, just so someone could get a picture. It was a television camera guy. He had the giant thing on his shoulder so I tripped that son of a bitch.”

The place was packed; it was an A-list funeral.

“Everybody in Hollywood, every star from all over the world was there. That day was really weird. I am sure, Kim, you experienced it too; it was almost out-of-body. You’re robotic, you’re going through the motions and there’s a dialogue going through your head but the dialogue isn’t present in this mind,” she says, tapping on her temple. “It’s like hovering from out here, talking you through the whole process.”

In the days after the murder and funeral Debra quickly found herself scrambling to care for her family.

“I had been accepted as an equal into Sharon’s world. I was hanging out with people ten years my senior. So I was very mature. I was really well organized in my brain, but this just knocked everything out of the box and my head struggled to put the building blocks back together. But it was urgent for me to figure it out, especially for my little sister, Patti.”

Being the daughter of a high-ranking military officer, she was used to living all over the world, and to keeping her family in order. “I was the one that would be responsible for packing up the house as we moved from country to country. My mother was busy doing the officer’s wife thing and the teas and the cocktail parties—you know, the whole thing that goes on with high-powered officers’ wives—and Sharon was my rock then.”

So it was left up to Debra to care for Patti, who was just twelve at the time, in a home where her father, as Debra explained, shut down completely after Sharon’s death, and her mother fell into a very dark depression.

“No young person should be left to do this. But you do what you have to do for the greater good of taking care of the family. You deal with all the rest of it as it comes, and try not to analyze it too much. And for me, Kim, I did not object to it too much. I knew that there was nothing that I could do but put one foot in front of the other, and move forward.”

As Debra was adjusting to her new role within the family, the Los Angeles newspapers and television stations were broadcasting and publishing nonstop coverage. Some locals believed that certain articles contributed to the fear and paranoia that followed the crimes, with headlines such as “LA Manhunt Widens; Two Others Slain,” “Film Star Stabbed in ‘Ritualistic’ Killings,” and “Sadist Hunted in 7 Murders.”

Polanski was highly criticized for participating in a Life magazine feature that showed him standing next to the front door with the word “Pig” still present and written in his wife’s blood. He responded by explaining that he just wanted to shock the public into calling police with information, if they knew something.

Polanski also blew up at the media during a press conference, complaining that reporters focused too much on Sharon’s looks and not her as a person. Meanwhile, the parents of Steve Parent, the young man killed as he was leaving the estate, complained the media focused only on the famous victims and had forgotten about their son.

The media spotlight was obviously getting to the people close to the case. I wondered how prepared Debra and her family were for all of the public attention that had only been directed at Sharon before.

“Sharon and Roman’s life was already very public and they had their moments when the whole world was watching. They had a friend, a photographer, who practically lived with them; there would always be a camera, a still camera, following
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