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For all those who want to speak for the ones who no longer have voices.








"With great power comes great responsibility."

Uncle Ben, Spiderman
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  A Roadmap
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If you’re holding this book, chances are you’re standing at a crossroads. Maybe you want to start a true crime podcast. Or perhaps you’ve always dreamed of writing that nonfiction book. Or you’re simply a mother desperate to bring more awareness to your daughter’s twenty-year-old cold case. Maybe you are a survivor yourself, carrying the weight of trauma and the unrelenting question of how to reclaim your voice. Or you’re someone who has always been drawn to stories of crime and justice, but you’ve decided your interest can’t remain passive—that it has to mean more. That you want to do something. To make a difference. To help. 
I know what it feels like to sit in that place of uncertainty, not knowing what comes next. I know the desperation of staring into the unknown, wondering: Where do I start? Who do I turn to? What are my rights? How do I make sure my loved one’s story—or the stories of others—is not forgotten?
I know, because I’ve been there.
I am a family member of a murdered loved one. I am also a sexual assault survivor. And for more than a decade, I have been an advocate for other families’ cases. I have learned what it means to navigate the justice system, to search for answers, to demand accountability, and to fight for dignity in a world that too often values statistics over human lives.
Walking the path of advocacy, I’ve stood alongside families and survivors as they faced impossible decisions and fears. These experiences don’t make me an expert, but they have given me a unique understanding of the journey you may be on right now. And that is why this book exists.
True crime is not a genre to me. It is not a fascination with mysteries or a pastime of binge-worthy stories. It is personal. It is about people. About victims. About lives cut short and the families left behind. It is about the ripple effects of violence and the ways entire communities are changed forever. And it is about the desperate need for advocacy, compassion, and justice in a system that too often feels unmovable.
If you’re here, maybe you’re wondering how to turn pain into purpose. Maybe you’re searching for resources, for guidance, or even just a sense of direction in the fog of grief and frustration. This book won’t give you all the answers—no single book could. But it will offer you a roadmap: one that helps you understand the options available to you, the rights you hold, and the strategies you can use to advocate effectively—whether that’s for your own case, your loved one’s, or for others whose voices still need amplification.
I’ve seen that kind of purpose firsthand through Miracle Lea, daughter and advocate for homicide victim Shawna Louise Jones. I’ve had the honor of sharing her mother’s story through both Sirens and my book Sins of the South: Three Oklahoma Cold Cases. In one of our conversations, Miracle spoke about the lessons she’s learned while fighting for justice—wisdom she wishes she could share with anyone walking the same painful path she has. Her words were simple, but powerful: “Pace yourself. Lean on the people who support you when you need it. Don’t let the noise of doubters shake your purpose. Document everything. Trust yourself—your instincts—and know that your voice matters, even when it feels small. Even if you feel like you’re the only one fighting, you are not alone. Someone will listen one day.”
Her message embodies what this book is all about: turning grief into movement, and movement into meaning. Together, here, we’ll explore what it truly means to be an advocate in the true crime space—from families seeking justice to podcasters, writers, and researchers striving to tell stories ethically and responsibly. This is about empowerment—about giving you the tools, knowledge, and confidence to take the next step forward, whatever that looks like for you.
If you're holding this book, I want you to know something important: you're already doing something powerful. You're seeking knowledge. You're refusing silence. You're choosing to understand, to act, and to care. And that choice—no matter how small it may feel right now—is already advocacy. It is the first step toward some semblance of justice.
This book is not just pages and chapters—it’s a hand extended. It’s proof that you don’t have to walk this road alone, and that even in the darkest places, there are ways forward. Advocacy doesn’t erase grief. It doesn’t undo what has been taken. But it can transform silence into action, despair into persistence, and memory into legacy.
My hope is that these words will walk beside you, steadying you when the weight feels unbearable, reminding you that your voice matters, your loved one matters, and justice—no matter how delayed—is still worth chasing.






  
  In the Beginning


My true crime journey didn’t begin with a courtroom or a case file—it began with my grandma. At seven years old, I’d sit beside her, wide-eyed, sneaking glances at Unsolved Mysteries as Robert Stack’s voice carried into my bones. On her nightstand sat The Dreams of Ada, a story rooted in my own hometown, and though I didn’t know it then, fate was already stitching me into this world. 
At home, my parents—both paramedics—brought their work to the dinner table. Their stories painted vivid pictures of blood, tragedy, and survival. The macabre didn’t frighten me; it fascinated me. Then came Stephen King. His books were forbidden fruit, and I couldn’t resist. I remember stealing Desperation from the shelf late at night, devouring the pages before sliding it back in place, convinced I’d gotten away with reading without my mother knowing.
But at sixteen, fascination turned to something far more personal. That year, I survived a sexual assault I wouldn’t speak of publicly until decades later on my podcast. Only months after, I was T-boned on the highway by a driver going nearly sixty. Two near-death experiences in less than a year—both leaving scars no one could see. The weight of that trauma rewired me. It filled me with questions that refused to let go: Why do people commit such violence? Why are survivors so often silenced? And why does justice so frequently fall short of the people who need it most?
At seventeen, another Stephen King book—Rose Madder—shifted everything. Its story gave me the courage to leave a volatile home with my biological father. That choice became the first step toward reclaiming my life. Soon after, I began working at a family and civil law firm with my mother, who had shifted her career from paramedic to attorney. I absorbed every scrap of legal knowledge like oxygen. My curiosity finally had structure—and purpose.
When she became an Assistant District Attorney for one of Oklahoma’s Five Tribes, I followed her deeper into criminal law. Around the same time, I added another thread: emergency medicine. I trained as an EMT while still working at the firm, determined to stand with people in their most vulnerable moments. That led me to the 9-1-1 dispatch center, where I answered the phone as lives unraveled in real time. The job was relentless. My own trauma resurfaced and I knew I couldn’t stay.
Still, I never let go of the law. I kept filing, researching, and preparing cases, even as I tried to navigate where I fit. By 2016, my husband and I had moved to Tulsa. He began his career in EMS, and I split mine between malpractice law and surgical assisting. But my health battles caught up with me, and one by one, those doors closed.
It was in that in-between—the courtroom and the hospital—that I finally understood where I was meant to be. My path had always been leading me here. A lifetime of curiosity, resilience, and lived experience converging into one calling: to seek the truth, to honor the victims, and to help others make sense of the darkest parts of human behavior.






  
  Finding My Way


By 2018, my husband had finished paramedic training, and I had taken a part-time job as a home health aide for a paraplegic woman who, like me, was fascinated by true crime. I didn’t know it then, but stepping into her living room would alter the course of my life. My work with her wasn’t just about physical care. I drove her to doctor appointments, translated medical jargon, and made sure her physicians saw the whole picture of her health and daily struggles. Looking back, that was my first real step into advocacy, standing in the gap to make sure someone’s story was fully understood. 
Her living room became a forum for true crime. We’d spend hours dissecting Bundy, Dahmer, the Green River Killer—not just what they did, but why. Those conversations lit a fuse in me. True crime stopped being a quiet fascination and began to feel like a calling.
I seized the chance to return to school. I enrolled in a private investigation course and dove headfirst into the foundations of criminal justice: fingerprinting, handwriting analysis, blood spatter, crime scene work. But it was the research that owned me—the digging, the connecting of timelines, pulling threads until the truth unraveled.
That same year, tragedy struck close to home. My cousin, Lane Scott, was killed in broad daylight outside his own house after an argument with a neighbor. The man who pulled the trigger wasn’t charged with murder. I was left stunned, asking the same questions survivors have asked for generations: How could this happen? Why wasn’t justice served? The grief brought other ghosts back to me—my own assault, my husband’s cousin’s murder, my great-grandmother’s body discovered in the trunk of her car. The weight of it all pressed down, unshakable.
And then The Innocent Man hit Netflix. Set in Ada, my hometown, it resurrected The Dreams of Ada, the book I’d first seen on my grandmother’s nightstand. I re-read it, along with John Grisham’s book, and what I found gutted me: my biological father had testified in the Williamson and Fritz case, helping send two men to prison—men later proven innocent. The realization was a knife twist. How could someone tied to me by blood play a role in such a miscarriage of justice, when all I’ve ever wanted is truth?
Suddenly, Ada looked different. It wasn’t just my story—it was a place where stories like mine had been silenced for decades. How many others had been buried? How many families were still waiting for answers, their voices lost in the noise?
I knew documentaries, books, and articles, but podcasts were unfamiliar. What I did have was a musician’s ear, some sound engineering experience, and recording equipment gathering dust. Why not repurpose it? I told myself what I’ve always believed: if I don’t know something, I’ll research it until I do. So I circled back to my roots—the intersection of medicine and law—to prepare to tell these stories.






  
  The Podcast Begins


In 2019, I sat down with nothing more than an old laptop with Audacity installed and a budget USB mic, ready to record the very first episode of my podcast. Instead of unpacking my own traumas, I chose a different mission: to give others a platform. And where better to begin than in my hometown of Ada? 
Ada had long been defined by The Dreams of Ada and The Innocent Man. But beneath those headlines were countless other stories—unsolved murders, cases buried by indifference, even whispers of corruption. I believed that if people knew even a fraction of what was hiding in plain sight, they would demand answers.
That first season of Sirens focused on Ada’s cases, with bigger Oklahoma stories—like the Girl Scout Murders—woven in. My co-host, childhood friend Holly Archer, and I hit the ground running. Near the end of that first season, pregnancy forced me to step back. Holly moved on, but the downloads kept climbing—and so did the listener messages. Their questions lit a spark: people weren’t just listening, they wanted to understand. That curiosity pushed me to bring in experts and elevate the conversations.
From there, the audience doubled, then tripled. Five years later, Sirens had grown beyond anything I imagined, standing out in a sea of true crime podcasts. Local headlines began covering my work, and my name appeared beside Sirens in the Ada News, the Norman Transcript, and the Broken Arrow Sentinel. 
In September 2023, I took another leap—this time into publishing—with Sins of the South: Three Oklahoma Cold Cases. Drawing on interview transcripts from my show, I crafted three stories with the same sensitivity I brought to the podcast. The book debuted at #1 in Amazon’s New Releases for Sexual Assault True Crime and #4 in Biographies & Memoirs of Abductions, Kidnappings, and Missing Persons.
My mission has always been to bring something different to true crime: to ensure victims, criminals, and first responders are seen as people—not just headlines. Victims are more than the worst thing that ever happened to them. They are mothers, sons, sisters, friends. They told jokes, played ball, lit up rooms with their presence. Their absence ripples through the lives of everyone who loved them—and that’s the story that matters.
While other shows leaned into the sensational, I wanted to go deeper. Who was this person before tragedy struck? What made them laugh? What did they dream of becoming? That humanity is what makes the loss unbearable, and what makes their stories worth telling.
But advocacy doesn’t end with storytelling. I used the platform to raise awareness and share practical guidance: safety tips, legal clarity, ways to protect yourself and your family. My goal wasn’t just to inform, but to empower. Over time, I watched other podcasts adopt that same approach—and I knew I was onto something.
In February 2025, my second book, Allegedly: True Crime from Pontotoc County, Oklahoma, hit the shelves. It opened the floodgates. The book soared to #1 in Amazon’s New Releases for Sexual Assault True Crime, along with #1 spots in two other categories. It became a #1 bestseller and has remained in the top 100 ever since—thanks to the support of Sirens listeners and new readers who believe in these stories. By the fall of 2025, Allegedly was an award-winning book, taking 2nd place at the Bookfest Awards in True Crime, and was the course textbook for East Central University's new class called "Narratives of Justice."
Now, after years of living and breathing this work, I am ready to share what I’ve learned with anyone who feels called to step into true crime—whether as a podcaster, blogger, TikToker, YouTuber, writer, or advocate. This book is about more than creating content; it’s about ethics, about honoring victims, about navigating both the light and dark sides of this work with compassion.
There is room for everyone here. And if you feel that pull—if you feel called into this world—let my experience be a guide as you find your place within it. And for victim family members, let this book serve as a reminder that you are not alone.
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  A First Step
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Julie Murray, sister of Maura Murray, the University of Massachusetts nursing student who vanished after a car crash along a rural New Hampshire road in 2004, is the host of Media Pressure Podcast and creator of the #EngageWithEmpathy campaign. She said to me, “True crime exists because of real people’s tragedies—and with that comes a responsibility to handle their stories with care.”
If you’re going to step into the world of true crime, ethics and advocacy isn’t optional—it’s the foundation. Every story you tell has a ripple effect. These aren’t just cold case files or archived headlines. They’re the lives of real people—victims who can no longer speak for themselves, survivors still trying to heal, and families who have been living with unanswered questions for years. How you handle their stories matters.
Julie said it best: “Having spent years advocating for ethics and empathy in this space after my sister Maura’s disappearance, I believe Raven has created a powerful call to do better—to seek truth without inflicting harm, and to engage with empathy. For those of us still waiting, still searching, it offers hope that understanding and respect can lead to real change.”
Her words carry the weight of experience—one born not from curiosity, but from loss. Julie’s reminder grounds everything that follows: that storytelling, when done carelessly, can reopen wounds; but when done with compassion, it can help build the bridge toward healing and justice.
I’ve seen the other side of this work—the harm that can come when someone treats a case like entertainment instead of a responsibility. Families retraumatized by careless reporting. Survivors pushed away because someone cared more about clicks than compassion. 
“When my sister Maura went missing," Julie said, "our private pain became public content. That’s why I speak out—because ethics in true crime isn’t optional when real families are living the fallout. Engaging with empathy isn’t about censorship—it’s about conscience. It’s choosing humanity over clicks."
Lauren Samples, author of Through the Shadows and co-host of Paradise After Dark, reinforced Julie’s point with her own reflection: "Ethics in true crime isn’t just a concept—it’s a compass. It’s the line between storytelling and advocacy, between curiosity and compassion. It means honoring the humanity behind every case, never reducing victims to plot points or trauma to entertainment. It’s about asking: Who benefits from this story? Who might be harmed? What’s the purpose of telling it?"
If you take nothing else from this book, remember this: the story you tell should never cause more damage. That means thinking carefully about the details you share. Do you need to describe every brutal act, or can the weight of the loss be communicated without retraumatizing listeners or readers? Do you blur the line between fact and speculation, or do you make it clear when you’re sharing your opinion versus the documented record? And when you have the opportunity to speak with a victim’s family—do you walk in with humility, letting them set the pace, or do you charge in with an agenda?
Ethical storytelling is about choices—thousands of them, big and small. It’s choosing to call a victim by their name, not just their case number. It’s choosing to fact-check even when a rumor would make a juicier headline. It’s choosing to press pause if your instincts tell you the interviewee is reaching their breaking point.
And here’s the hard truth: you will make mistakes. We all do. You’ll look back on an early episode, article, or video and wince at what you didn’t know then. That’s part of growth. What matters is that you own it, learn from it, and do better the next time.
True crime done right is not about exploitation—it’s about illumination. You have the chance to shine a light on injustices, forgotten stories, and flawed systems. But with that power comes responsibility. Ask yourself before hitting “publish”: If the victim were alive to hear this, would I be proud of the way I told their story? 
If you can answer yes, then you’re on the right track.






  
  Grief
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Grief is the echo that follows tragedy—the sound that keeps ringing long after the headlines fade. It creeps into the quiet moments, the half-awake seconds before dawn, when the world feels heavy and unfamiliar. For families of violent crime, grief doesn’t arrive with time to prepare. It comes like a break in the earth itself, sudden and merciless, and it changes everything that comes after. 
When the knock comes at the door, or the phone rings in the middle of the night, life changes in an instant. A death notification—whether delivered by law enforcement, a chaplain, or hospital staff—isn’t something you can brace yourself for. It feels like the ground drops out from beneath you. The words may not even register at first. Families describe the moment as a blur, where time slows down but the world refuses to stop spinning.
And sometimes, even that moment—the one meant to deliver truth with compassion—can go terribly wrong.
An example of how badly things can unravel is seen in the case of Generro Sanchez, an East Central University student who was abducted from Ada in December 2012 and driven to a rural area near Asher, Oklahoma, where he was shot and killed by fellow student Jarrod Murray. I chronicled his case on Sirens and in Allegedly. His death happened in one Oklahoma county, his family lived in another, and both he and his killer were from a third. Responsibility for delivering the notification fell through the cracks. Instead of an in-person visit, Generro’s mother, Jeana Schultz, was told by phone.
Travis Palmer, the officer who arrested the suspect, later explained at one of my book signings while talking about the case to the crowd that he believed the notification had already been made in person. Everyone who spoke with Jeana assumed that as well. But it hadn’t. What she received was cold, impersonal, and deeply traumatic—the very thing death-notification procedures are designed to prevent.
That’s the cruel paradox of these moments: the news meant to connect families to truth can instead become another source of pain.
The moment a family learns their loved one has been murdered is unlike any other. It is a rupture that divides life into before and after. How that moment is delivered—the words used, the compassion shown, the information withheld—becomes etched into memory. Families don’t forget who was at their door, how they were told, or the silence that followed. For some, it is the first taste of the secondary trauma that will shadow them for years.
For Dr. Maggie Zingman, that moment came on a storm-wracked night in 2004. Her daughter, Brittany Phillips, an 18-year-old Tulsa Community College student living in her first apartment, was found raped and strangled in her Tulsa home. 
Maggie was no stranger to trauma—she had been a therapist since 1985, later returning to school in the 1990s to earn her PhD. By early 2004, she was working at Mabel Bassett Correctional Center, splitting her weeks between the prison and a small place in Chandler while she searched for a permanent home. Her daughter’s short-lived attempt at independence should have been the start of everything. Instead, it became the scene of her murder.
What followed for Maggie was more than grief—it was a devastating lesson in how fragile and flawed death notifications can be. The bluntness, the lack of information, the absence of choice. That night would not only mark the beginning of her life without Brittany, but also the beginning of her fight to ensure no other parent endured the same silence and confusion.
On the night of September 30th, Maggie expected a friend from Chicago to arrive, but the weather kept him away. Thunder shook the walls of her hundred-year-old home, lightning rattling the windows. Uneasy, she picked up the phone around 10:30 p.m. and left a message for her daughter.
“I know you’re okay, but please… call me back, Britty."
She never imagined Brittany was already gone. At worst, she assumed her daughter might be out with friends, maybe partying, maybe distracted with school.
Maggie told me, "It really tore me up not to hear back from her after so many days.”
At 1 a.m., another thunderclap jolted her awake. Then came a knock. When she opened the door, the storm itself seemed to spill into her house. A young officer in rain gear stood in the doorway, lightning flashing behind him, leaving only a silhouette of the man. When the lightning passed, his face looked barely old enough to shave.
“Are you Maggie Zingman?” he asked.
When she said yes, he quickly handed her a slip of paper no bigger than two inches by one. “You need to call this number. Tulsa Police. Your daughter’s been murdered.”
Maggie blinked at him, stunned. “What? Are you sure?” she asked, but the young officer stepped back into the storm, repeating only: “Just call Tulsa Police.”
It was 1:30 a.m. on October 1st. Inside, the house shook with thunder as Maggie backed away, stumbling onto the stairs. She thought wildly, What am I going to do? Who should I call?
The first call was to Tulsa Police. Detective Jeff Felton answered. He was kind, but brief: “I can’t tell you anything over the phone. Can you get down here?”
Her mind reeled. Surely this was a mistake. Maybe a car accident. Maybe a misidentification. Surely she would straighten this out once she got to Tulsa.
But first, she had to call her family. Her parents in New York. Her sister. Her brother in California. She dreaded the sound of their voices, the disbelief and devastation mirroring her own.
Then came the question of how to get there. The storm still raged, the house eerily silent. She called her closest friend, Carol Johnson, who had watched Brittany grow up. Carol and her husband drove an hour to Chandler, Oklahoma to meet up with her. When they arrived, Maggie immediately regretted asking herself 'Why did I bring them into this? They’ll be devastated too.' They followed her halfway to Tulsa before she waved them off, insisting she could manage alone. By the time she reached Brittany’s apartment, dawn was breaking. The stars still blinked faintly against a pink horizon.
Crime-scene tape fluttered around her daughter’s car. The upstairs lights glowed. The door stood open. Inside, Brittany’s two cats curled together on a blanket Maggie had given her. 
An officer stepped from the bedroom. “Can I help you? Who are you?”
“I’m her mother. Can I see Brittany?”
“She’s already been taken to the medical examiner’s office,” he said. Her body had been identified by her license. There would be no chance to see her in the apartment.
The officer helped her cage the cats. Maggie learned police had gone first to an old address, then contacted Brittany’s brother before finally sending the young Chandler officer to her home. At the time, the county had no death-notification protocol. That would later change, in part because of Maggie’s advocacy.
What she also discovered—too late—was that she’d been denied a choice. No one told her she could see Brittany’s body at the medical examiner’s office. No one explained her rights. Instead, she was left with fragments. The funeral director placed a green cloth over Brittany’s face, allowing her only to touch her daughter’s nose, trace her forehead like she did when she was just a small child, and whisper: “I love you, little girl. I’m sorry.” Then Maggie collapsed screaming in the parking lot. She would never see her daughter’s face again.
What Maggie endured wasn’t just the loss of Brittany—it was the loss of dignity in how she was told. A slip of paper. A storm-lit doorway. A series of unanswered questions.
To be fair, most law enforcement officers are trained to be blunt during death notifications. The reasoning is simple: be direct so the family cannot misunderstand what has happened. Euphemisms like “passed away” or “is gone” are discouraged because families sometimes cling to false hope, believing their loved one might still be alive. “Your daughter has been murdered” leaves no room for doubt.
But bluntness alone can be cruel. Maggie has spent years pushing back against that standard, training officers in more trauma-informed ways of delivering news no one should ever have to hear. The truth can be told clearly without stripping families of humanity, dignity, and choice.
Her experience, along with Jeana's, shows why proper death notification matters. Families deserve compassion, clarity, and agency in those first moments of unimaginable grief. They deserve to know their rights. They deserve to be treated not as inconveniences, but as human beings standing in the ashes of their old life.
Out of that night, Maggie turned her grief outward. She began teaching smaller departments how to deliver death notices with care. She pushed for policies that gave families choices. She built Moms Across Borders to help others navigate the same confusion and silence she faced, not only in the early days of her daughter's investigation, but when it turned cold decades later.
There is no such thing as closure, but there is respect. And respect begins at the door, in the words spoken when a family’s world first shatters.
What ultimately kept Dr. Maggie Zingman from collapsing under the weight of her daughter’s murder wasn’t that her path was easier—it was that she had already walked through fire. Before Brittany’s death, Maggie had endured her own traumas in childhood, adolescence, and young adulthood. Years of PTSD treatment in her twenties taught her something crucial: survival was not about avoiding pain. It was about moving toward it.
“I had to walk toward it, not through it,” she would later tell me. “Everybody lives in the ‘if only. I should have. I could have.' But I passed through that quicker because I knew it doesn’t help anything—blaming yourself, saying if only I had been able to see her, I could grieve easier—That only delays the grieving.”
In her support groups, Maggie often reminded families that the brain clings to 'if only' because it feels like a form of protection, as though rewriting the past could keep future tragedies from happening. But in reality, shame and self-blame extend grief instead of softening it. She had seen it firsthand. She had lived it herself.
The lesson shaped her advocacy. When the Oklahoma State Bureau of Investigation once justified withholding viewing rights by saying they wanted to “protect families from the shock,” Maggie pushed back. “We’re already shocked,” she told them. “Not letting someone see their loved one only feeds that ‘if only.’ Some people live in that space forever.”
Her insight also carried into her presentations at conferences like CrimeCon. While many families shared their stories of loss, Maggie noticed something missing: deeper conversations about trauma itself—how the brain processes it, how secondary trauma can ripple out to those on the frontlines, and how healing requires more than simply helping others.
“It makes us feel better to help,” she said. “And it does—if you’re also working through your healing. But if not, all that happens is you get triggered. And when you slow down, when you stop helping, it hits you.”
In her own recovery, colleagues once warned her that if she entered practice without fully completing her own healing, she would “decompensate” within five years. That caution stayed with her, especially as she facilitated groups. Support groups, she believed, were both a gift and a risk. 
"They normalized grief by letting survivors see others further along in healing—but they could also reinforce biases, like the belief that PTSD was a life sentence of torment," she said.
For Maggie, healing was possible. Not easy. Not clean. But possible. First, you have to understand grief itself.

      [image: ]Grief is not a straight line—it’s a storm. It shifts, circles back, and can knock you flat just when you think you’ve found your footing. I trained as a grief coach—not because I wanted another title, but because I wanted to sit with families better prepared. That training gave me language for what so many already know in their bones: grief doesn’t follow rules, and it doesn’t end when the casseroles stop coming or when the news cycle moves on. 
Most people have heard of the “five stages” of grief—denial, anger, bargaining, depression, acceptance. But grief is not a checklist. It loops back on itself. What feels like acceptance today might collapse into denial tomorrow. Families can move through all five stages in a single day, over and over again. Anniversaries, birthdays, and holidays are emotional landmines. In true crime, creators sometimes spotlight those dates to draw attention, forgetting that for families, anniversaries aren’t milestones. They’re wounds torn open again.
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That’s why we have to handle these moments with care. Families don’t get to “finish” grief—it’s a lifelong companion. Our role as storytellers and advocates is not to exploit that pain for awareness, but to meet people where they are, with empathy and patience.
When I asked Dr. Maggie Zingman if she was ready to share her story in these pages, I made sure she knew there was no obligation. If it was too heavy, I would understand. But she answered with characteristic wisdom and grace: “I believe truly that you have to get to the point where you can talk about things. Because if you’re traumatized by talking about things, you haven’t resolved the underlying emotional issues.”
Her words echo a deeper truth: grief for crime victims’ families is never one-dimensional. It is the loss of a loved one, yes—but also the loss of safety, of trust, of the future that was supposed to be. A mother may find herself laughing and then drowning in guilt. A sibling may swing wildly from rage to silence. None of it is abnormal. It’s grief in motion.
And when the system intrudes—when court dates, appeals, or investigations drag on—grief is suspended. Families can’t even begin to process what they’ve lost, because they aren’t allowed to. Every new filing, every continuance, every hearing date reopens the wound. Just when a parent begins to steady themselves, the phone rings with another update, another delay, another reminder that their loved one’s case is not finished.
In this way, grief becomes something different from mourning. It is not simply about missing the person who is gone—it is about being trapped in limbo, unable to step forward because the system keeps dragging you back. Some families describe it as feeling like they are “stuck on day one,” reliving the moment of loss again and again with each legal twist. Others talk about sitting in courtrooms where the person they loved most is reduced to exhibits, reports, or legal jargon, while their own pain is treated as irrelevant to the process.
This suspended grief leaves scars. It complicates healing because it demands endurance instead of rest, vigilance instead of release. Families live in a state of hyper-awareness, waiting for the next letter, the next hearing, the next piece of news. And the cruelest part is that they have no choice. The process is not designed with their mourning in mind. It is designed to serve the system.
And while the system interrupts grief from the outside, misunderstandings often strike from within the community. Grief wears many faces—sobbing, silence, rage, numbness, even laughter. Outsiders often misinterpret coping mechanisms as indifference, selfishness, or even guilt. But grief is as individual as a fingerprint.
“People who criticize how families deal with things—that’s just weird,” she said. Grief is already misunderstood by outsiders, and families are often judged for how they cope. Some laugh through the pain and are called callous. Others collapse under guilt and are told they should “move on.” But as Maggie teaches in her groups, judgment only deepens the wound.
Amanda Knox is one of the most infamous examples of how grief can be misunderstood—and how those misunderstandings can destroy lives. After her roommate Meredith Kercher was murdered in Perugia, Italy, Knox wasn’t only scrutinized for what she said, but for how she behaved. When she kissed her boyfriend or showed him affection, investigators and the press labeled it “inappropriate.” To outsiders, it didn’t “look like grief.” But grief doesn’t follow a script. Seeking comfort may have been her body’s way of surviving the unbearable. Those misinterpretations fueled her wrongful conviction and cost her years of freedom.
Science tells us why. Crying releases stress hormones and floods the body with endorphins and dopamine, calming the nervous system. But crying isn’t the only outlet. Exercise, laughter, sex, even deep breathing can trigger the same chemical shift. Choosing intimacy or distraction isn’t “wrong grief”—it’s biology doing what it must to help us survive. The danger comes when investigators, the media, or the public confuse coping behaviors with character. Amanda Knox’s case shows just how devastating that confusion can be.
The frenzy around her trial made it worse. Meredith Kercher’s murder in 2007 was tragic, but instead of focusing on the crime itself, tabloids fixated on Knox. They branded her “Foxy Knoxy,” spinning her into a femme fatale character before her trial had even begun. Much of what circulated was inaccurate or outright false. Knox spoke little Italian, and her words were mistranslated, twisted into headlines that fit the narrative. The truth mattered less than the story, and “Foxy Knoxy” sold better than the reality of a young woman caught in a nightmare.
Amanda Knox was acquitted after years of appeals. The courts confirmed her innocence, and the real perpetrator—Rudy Guede—was identified and convicted. His DNA and fingerprints had been there all along. Yet even now, mention the case and many people still associate Amanda Knox with guilt. Meanwhile, the true victim, Meredith Kercher, has too often faded from public memory. That imbalance—where myth outlives fact and the victim’s name disappears—is exactly why ethical storytelling matters.
But stories like these aren’t just cautionary tales about justice gone wrong. They’re also reminders of what grief can teach us when the noise fades. Grief isn’t just pain—it’s perspective. It reveals what’s real after everything false has burned away. And in that space, some families begin to find meaning again—not by letting go, but by holding on differently.
Lisa Broderick, Lauria Bible’s cousin, told me she used to have nightmares—visions born from fear, confusion, and the terrible things people had said about what might’ve happened. “For many years,” she said, “I’d dream about bad things happening to her.”
Lauria was just sixteen when she vanished from a rural home in Vinita, Oklahoma, in December of 1999. She’d spent the night with her best friend, Ashley Freeman, to celebrate Ashley’s birthday. By morning, the Freeman family’s home was engulfed in flames. Inside were the bodies of Ashley’s parents—both shot to death—but Lauria and Ashley were gone. For years, the girls’ disappearance haunted Craig County and divided investigators. It wasn’t until 2018, nearly two decades later, that authorities named Ronnie Dean Busick as one of three men involved in their abduction and murders. Even then, the girls’ remains have never been found.
“One night, I dreamt it was her wedding day,” Lisa told me. “She was walking down the aisle, and when her dad lifted her veil—there was no face. That was the last bad one. After that, when I’d dream about her, it was like she was telling me she was okay.”
She smiled as she spoke, her voice softening. “Sometimes we’re just sitting by Grandpa’s barn, talking. One time she saw my phone and said, ‘What is that thing?’ Cell phones were just coming out back then, so I showed her how it worked.”
For a long time, Lisa said, Lauria appeared in dreams running ahead—always leading the way. “Eventually I realized I was dreaming scenes from The Shack,” she said. “The trees, the light—it all came from that movie. But even then, it felt like she was showing me she was okay.”
The dreams didn’t just offer comfort—they felt like connection. “One night she said, ‘Thanks for always being with Mom.’ And those are the dreams that make the next day possible.”
But even years later, grief shows up in unexpected places. “The day my daughter was born was the best day of my life,” Lisa said. “But she should have been there. Because she would have been there—probably causing chaos, because that’s who she was. Those life moments that she's supposed to be a part of and isn't, and thinking about what would have been her life moments that we've missed out on—it's hard."
For families like Lisa’s, grief becomes both memory and momentum. It’s not something you get over; it’s something you grow around. The laughter that sneaks in between the tears doesn’t erase the loss—it honors it. It’s proof that love can outlive the worst thing that ever happened.
The lesson is simple but vital: grief doesn’t follow rules, and the way it looks has nothing to do with how deep it runs. Grief never fully ends. For families of homicide victims, it rarely resembles the “closure” so often portrayed on television. But it can transform. Slowly, painfully, in its own time, grief can grow into advocacy, remembrance, and even hope.
Bre Cannon is the mother of Lane Scott—my cousin, a 28-year-old from Ada, Oklahoma, who was shot and killed in a neighbor dispute in October 2018. His case was featured in Allegedly and on Sirens in an episode titled "The Cousins Club." She said it’s essential for family members to take a few deep breaths: “I would tell them to just breathe and take one day at a time. Your loved one would want you to be okay. It’s a very hard journey, but you will make it through one day at a time.”
Families may never move on, but they can move forward—carrying their loved one’s name into every vigil, every petition, every story retold. When we approach families with compassion instead of judgment, we don’t just document their pain—we help lighten the weight they’ve been forced to carry.






  
  Victim's Rights
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When you or someone you love becomes the victim of a crime, the justice system can make you feel powerless. Investigations, hearings, and court dates move forward with or without you. Strangers in suits speak for you. Decisions are made that shape your safety, your future—and no one hands you a roadmap of your rights. 
But here’s the truth: victims do have rights. And knowing them is one of the most powerful tools you can carry. Because when you know your rights, you can use your voice. And when you use your voice, you demand to be heard.
In the United States, certain rights apply across the board, thanks to laws passed by Congress. These laws were designed to make sure victims and their families are treated with fairness, dignity, and respect throughout the criminal justice process.
The Crime Victims’ Rights Act (CVRA), passed in 2004, laid out eight core protections for victims in federal cases. These include the right to be reasonably protected from the accused; to receive notice of court proceedings; to attend and be heard at hearings; to confer with prosecutors; to full and timely restitution; to proceedings free from unreasonable delay; and to be treated with fairness and respect. While the CVRA only applies in federal cases—FBI, DEA, crimes crossing state lines—it set the standard for states to follow.
Another key law is the Victims of Crime Act (VOCA), which created the Crime Victims Fund. This fund allows states to provide financial compensation and services for victims. Through VOCA, families may be eligible for help with funeral costs, counseling, medical expenses, lost wages, or even relocation for safety. Each state manages its own program, but the dollars usually come from VOCA. Too many families never even learn this program exists—so it’s worth asking.
Then there’s Marsy’s Law, named for Marsalee “Marsy” Nicholas, who was murdered in 1983. After her death, her family ran into her accused killer in public because no one had notified them of his release. Their advocacy grew into a nationwide movement for victims’ constitutional rights. As of 2025, more than a dozen states, including Oklahoma, have enacted versions of Marsy’s Law. The details vary, but the guarantees are similar: notice of proceedings, the right to be heard at bail and sentencing, the right to restitution, and the right to fairness and respect. Critics argue that enforcement is uneven, but for families navigating homicide cases, it can be a lifeline.
And new protections continue to emerge because families refuse to stay quiet. In 2023, Georgia passed the Coleman-Baker Act, a law that changed the landscape for families of homicide victims. Named for two unsolved murder victims, the act gives families a direct pathway to request a formal review of their loved one’s cold case.
Here’s how it works. Once a homicide has gone unsolved for three years, an immediate family member—through an attorney—can file an application asking law enforcement to revisit the case file. Not just glance at it, not just check a box, but truly review it. Agencies must look at whether new forensics are available, whether old witnesses need to be re-interviewed, and whether modern investigative standards can breathe new life into exhausted leads.
If that review shows promise, the agency is required to launch a full reinvestigation. And importantly, no one who handled the case the first time can be in charge of the second look. That’s a safeguard against the same blind spots being repeated again.
It isn’t a perfect system. If no new evidence surfaces, families may have to wait five years before another review is allowed. And reinvestigations depend on funding and staffing that may or may not exist. Still, the Coleman-Baker Act gives families something most states have never offered: a formal right to demand their case be revisited. It shifts power—however slightly—back into the hands of the people left behind.
For families, this matters. Too often, cold cases sit in dusty boxes or digital archives with no eyes on them for decades. This law creates accountability. It forces law enforcement to answer the question: Have we really done all we can?
Oklahoma lawmakers are now considering a bill modeled after Georgia’s act. If passed, it could mean that families here will soon have the same right to push for answers. And beyond Oklahoma, other states are beginning to look at the Coleman-Baker Act as a blueprint—proof that legislative change is possible when victims’ families refuse to stop asking for more. The law doesn’t guarantee justice. But it guarantees movement. And for families of the murdered, sometimes that movement is the very thing that keeps hope alive.
The Crime Victims Compensation Program (CVCP) is one of the most practical resources victims can access. Funded through VOCA dollars and administered by each state, CVCP covers many of the costs families are left holding after tragedy: funeral and burial expenses (up to $7,500 in Oklahoma), counseling, medical bills, lost wages, relocation for safety, and even crime scene cleanup. The maximum award in Oklahoma is $50,000.
What CVCP does not cover is just as important to note: it won’t reimburse for property loss, and it won’t compensate for pain and suffering. But it can mean the difference between financial ruin and survival. Every state, U.S. territory, and the District of Columbia has a CVCP program, and you can find your state’s application process through the Office for Victims of Crime (OVC) directory.
To qualify, a crime usually has to be reported within 72 hours, though exceptions exist for children, sexual assault survivors, and cases of delayed reporting. Applicants must also cooperate with law enforcement. If you apply, save every receipt, submit documentation early, and don’t give up if your claim is denied—appeals are part of the process. You don’t need to wait until a conviction; you can apply as soon as the crime is reported. And you don’t have to do it alone—advocates can walk you through every step.
But financial help and procedural rights only tell part of the story. True protection also means preserving a victim’s dignity and privacy—areas the law still struggles to define.
At the federal level, the CVRA promises victims “the right to be treated with fairness and respect for their dignity and privacy.” That clause, though brief, has become the cornerstone for many state-level privacy protections. Some states have passed laws to prevent the release of graphic images or personal identifiers; others still leave those decisions to courts and agencies. HIPAA, the federal medical privacy law, shields medical and mental health records but stops at the hospital door. Once a medical examiner’s report is filed, it often becomes a public record. In too many states, that means autopsy photos and intimate medical details can be obtained with a simple records request.
After NASCAR legend Dale Earnhardt’s death in 2001, a Florida newspaper filed a public records request to obtain and publish his autopsy photos, arguing that access served the public’s right to know whether his safety equipment had failed. But for the Earnhardt family, the request felt like a second death—a violation of privacy disguised as transparency.
The backlash from fans and lawmakers was immediate and fierce. Within months, Florida passed the Earnhardt Family Protection Act, making it a felony to release autopsy images without a court order. The law established one of the nation’s clearest boundaries between public record and private suffering. It recognized that curiosity and accountability are not the same thing—and that families deserve dignity even in the aftermath of public tragedy.
Nearly twenty years later, another family would fight the same battle on a global stage. In 2020, deputies with the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department took and shared graphic photos from the helicopter crash that killed Kobe Bryant, his daughter Gianna, and seven others. The images weren’t leaked to the media but were passed casually among colleagues and even shown to civilians in a bar.
When the public learned of it, outrage turned to action. Vanessa Bryant sued the county, arguing that her family’s constitutional right to privacy had been violated. The federal jury agreed—awarding damages and condemning the deputies’ behavior as a moral and professional breach. That verdict became the catalyst for the Kobe Bryant Act, signed into California law later that year.
The act made it a misdemeanor for first responders to capture or distribute images of a deceased person outside official duties—whether out of morbid curiosity, bravado, or the impulse to share. It put into statute what empathy had always required: that the dead are not public property, and the grief of their families is not free content.
Both laws were born from the same source—grief exploited in the name of transparency—and both carved lines the law had failed to draw before. They stand as reminders that sometimes justice begins
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