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Foreword



by Kelsi German Siebert


Growing up, it was Libby and me against the world. During and after our parents’ divorce, we never knew whose house we would be at when, and eventually moved in with our grandparents. Throughout all of this, Libby was my constant. We went through every high and every low together. I always thought that it was inevitable that she would be with me through everything life brought our way. That was until February 13, 2017, when life as I knew it came crashing down and turned into the kind of nightmare that, until that moment, the people in small-town Delphi had only heard about on television.


Up to that point in our lives, Libby was the one I would go to when I needed someone to talk to and confide in. I would share everything with her, as she did with me. I spent the first year after her death trying to learn how to move forward in life without her. What was I going to do now that my whole world felt and looked so different? At seventeen, I had no idea how to cope with a traumatic loss, or even loss in general for that matter. The one thing I did know was that Libby would want me to move forward by living my life and not letting her murderer take mine also. I knew I had to do this to honor her life and memory.


Even though I was well aware that this was what my sister would want for me, I couldn’t stop the continual roller-coaster ride of emotions. During the year that followed, I was scared to sleep in my own room alone, I quit my job because I was so uncomfortable walking to my car by myself at night, and I stopped parking in the student parking lot at school because I knew that after swim practice there would be more people walking to the front lot than the back. The knowledge that the person who had cold-heartedly murdered two teenagers in broad daylight was still out there somewhere, living their life as if nothing had happened, took hold of me and led me to a dark place, a place I prayed I was strong enough to stay away from. It was as though I had lost myself, and the person I had normally turned to for comfort and support in these times was now gone.


I felt incredibly alone. At that point, it seemed like no one in the world understood what I was feeling. My family constantly assured me that I could talk to them, but I worried that anything I said would only add to their grief. I couldn’t find a counselor who knew how to help me work through the trauma I had experienced. My friends wanted to help, but the advice they gave me felt empty; even though they meant well, I knew they couldn’t possibly understand the emotions I was going through. I hit rock bottom with seemingly no way out. All I could do was hold on to my faith and pray that Christ would lead me through these fires and help me to find peace.


After over a year of fighting what seemed like a never-ending battle, my family and I were invited to CrimeCon to speak about Abby and Libby’s case. Up until that point, I had stayed silent and had never given any thought to putting myself out there to help in the public efforts to solve the girls’ case. Before going into the event I had only planned on sitting back at the booth and handing out fliers—which is what I ended up doing. Even so, this event ended up being a turning point for me.


At CrimeCon 2018, I met Michelle Cruz—her sister, Janelle Cruz, was murdered by the Golden State Killer—along with several of the other sister survivors. These women inspired me; they still do. I watched in awe as they shared their stories without fear and celebrated the capture of their sister’s killer. On the last day of the event, I found the courage to go up to Michelle and ask for her help. She told me to put myself out there and to never stop fighting for answers. She gave me the push I needed to break out of my shell and fight for my sister through social media.


Within days of starting a Twitter account for the case, I gained thousands of followers who wanted to join my family and me in our fight for justice. Making the decision to put myself out there, I became an advocate and, in the process of doing interviews and podcasts, I made many new friends. Several of the people I met through my account had also been affected in some way by violent crimes. Some of them had also lost siblings to homicide, and we were able to talk about our experiences and understand each other’s feelings. For the very first time, I felt like I had a community that understood what I was going through. My prayers had finally been answered.


In the years that followed this conference, I have witnessed the best and the worst of humanity.


Social media, I have learned, is a double-edged sword. It can be a wonderful tool, sharing necessary information quickly and efficiently with the public. But it can also be filled with some users spouting hatred and untruths, ruining innocent people’s lives. It was heartbreaking to read the constant speculation of what might have happened to the girls.


Luckily, there have been so many people who have supported our cause and wanted to help. I have always been a believer that good outweighs bad, and the world has shown that to be true. The people of Carroll County poured their love over us and the investigative team like no one could have ever expected. Strangers from around the world, like Michelle Cruz, Sarah Turney, Sheryl McCollum, and Susan Hendricks—to name a few, it would take dozens of pages to name them all—have stood by our side through all the ups and downs of the investigation to see justice through to the end.


My relationship with Susan has been particularly special. One of the first times my family met Susan, I accompanied her and the HLN crew to Monon High Bridge. I had met her previously and it was obvious to us how much she cared. But on this particular visit, it was even more evident. As we walked out to the bridge, we made casual conversation. I joked that they were overdressed in their winter coats; it wasn’t that cold but, because they were used to the weather back in Atlanta, they had to buy warmer clothes upon their arrival in Indiana. Susan was emotional, even more so the closer we got to the beginning of the bridge. She kept reminding me that she wanted to make sure she covered Abby and Libby’s story well, making sure the world knew that they were real girls, and that I was comfortable throughout the process. Over the years of knowing her, she has never failed at this. She is constantly reminding us of how much Abby and Libby—as well as our families—have impacted her life, how this has become so much more than just another story. I don’t know that she realizes that she has done the same for us. Susan is one of several people who have shown us compassion and empathy in her reporting. She truly is one of the good ones and I am forever grateful for her and the friendship we have gained with her.


I have learned so much in the years that I have spent advocating for Libby, for Abby, and for others. One day I hope I am able to share some of these experiences with the world in more depth, but, for now, here are just a few of the lessons that had the biggest impact on me: I have learned how to have faith and to always remain hopeful, even when life feels hopeless. I have learned to stand up for the voiceless because I have a voice to use. I have learned to never stop fighting for what matters. And, most of all, I have learned that I am not defined by the trauma I have lived through. And neither are you.


Moving forward looks different as we reach this next chapter in the case. I have taken time to process the arrest, awaiting answers that will eventually come, and it has been a much-needed break. I am finding new ways to be a part of this community that has had my back for so long while I’ve worked to find myself again. Now, as a wife and mother, I will finally be living the life Libby would want me to live. I am no longer stuck in 2017 as I had been for so long.


I may not have all the answers or know what the next step is, but what I do know is this: Life has a funny way of making sure you have exactly what you need when you need it most, especially in your darkest and most lonely days. You are not defined by what has happened to you.
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The Day Everything Changed


When Kelsi woke up on the morning of Monday, February 13, 2017, it seemed to be a day just like any other—well, almost. The unusually warm winter in Delphi, Indiana, had brought in fewer snowstorms than administrators had predicted earlier in the academic year, leaving unclaimed snow days in its wake, to the joy of teachers and students alike. On this snow-free “snow day” Monday, the morning rippled with glimmering promise and endless possibilities—a free day with no classes, volleyball practice, or softball.


And yet the day would forever be etched in young Kelsi’s mind for a very different reason, with every choice, every step, every hint from her senses playing repeatedly in a torturous, menacing loop. It was the last day she would ever see her sister alive.


Thinking back on that morning now, years later, Kelsi is haunted most by the sounds that she once took for granted: the merry noises of her younger sister, fourteen-year-old Libby, running down the stairs with her best friend, thirteen-year-old Abby, while her grandmother Becky was in the kitchen working; the slight whispering and girlish giggling as the two young teens gossiped at the kitchen table as Kelsi and Libby’s father, Derrick, made the girls breakfast.


It seems almost cruel now, the simplicity of this former morning routine, carried out by a loving family unaware that their lives would never be the same. Her grandfather Mike had already left for work by the time the rest of the house woke up, but he didn’t give it a second thought; he was comforted by the parental confidence and sense of ease that he’d get to see Libby and hear all about her day with Abby later on at dinnertime, as he had every evening before.


With the afternoon quickly approaching, Libby and Abby debated how they should spend the rest of their long weekend. There were plenty of options; they had friends they could call, to laugh the rest of the day away; they could hang out with Kelsi, if she wasn’t too busy; and, of course, they knew all the local hangout spots and trails they could wander.


In the end, Libby and Abby arrived at a solution that many other teens just like them have turned to countless times: they would create an adventure for themselves.


Their lips curling with mischief and unadulterated delight, the girls built up the courage to ask Becky to drive them to the local trails. Becky responded that she couldn’t take the girls right away—she was too busy working through her daily to-do list—but added that they could help her by completing some quick chores before they headed out for the afternoon. After cleaning up a bit, Libby and Abby asked Kelsi whether she wanted to go with them as they explored a popular local hiking trail nearby.


Although she was seventeen and already had a social life and responsibilities of her own, Kelsi took her role as a big sister seriously and enjoyed spending time with Libby and her friends. Feeling slightly guilty, since she had been saying “no” or “I’m busy, sorry” too often lately, Kelsi readily agreed to give the girls a ride to the trailhead, but she unfortunately couldn’t join them this time—she had to work.


The girls jumped up and down gleefully. Libby grabbed her sister for a big hug, and she’d thank her from the kitchen, through the front door, and all the way to Kelsi’s car. In the background of this exchange, Becky, like generations of doting grandparents before her, reminded Libby, “Take a sweatshirt!”


Libby shrugged it off, and Becky repeated, “Libby, it might get chilly. Take a sweatshirt!”


“Grandma.” Libby smiled back at her lovingly. “It’s OK.”


“OK. Be safe,” Becky replied with an exasperated sigh. “I love you.”


“Love you too! See you later!” Libby cried with a toothy smile streaking across her rosy cheeks.


Becky shut the door behind them, chuckling to herself, already thinking about what the girls might like for dinner that night when they got back. Their family always said I love you in place of goodbye. Every single time. Just in case something happened. Of course, they never expected anything actually would happen; it was almost as if this precaution could shield them from misfortune.


Overjoyed by the sea of possibilities in front of them, Libby and Abby jumped into Kelsi’s car—Libby in the front, Abby in the back. They rolled down the windows and turned on the radio as Kelsi drove down Delphi’s main road, toward High Bridge.


“Turn it up!” Libby yelled. “This is my favorite song!”


“Heathens” by Twenty One Pilots blasted through the speakers as Libby sang along with the melody:




All my friends are heathens, take it slow


Wait for them to ask you who you know


Please don’t make any sudden moves


You don’t know half of the abuse





The car ride was a quick one, with barely enough time to even finish the song; after all, the start of the Monon High Bridge Trail was only about five minutes away from their home. Kelsi slowed the car down to a halt as Libby and Abby clamored to undo their seat belts and bolted out of the car.


As the two girls headed toward the trail, Kelsi reminded them to stay warm, yelled out a quick goodbye, and told her sister she loved her. Watching as they scampered down the path, she couldn’t help but smile, wishing she could be as young and carefree as her younger sister when she was already bogged down with work and assignments for school. As Kelsi plays the day over in her mind, this memory cuts off abruptly somewhere around a quarter to two, when she pulled her car back out and drove away—1:49 p.m., to be exact.


Now, whenever she thinks of her sister, she’ll remember watching Libby and Abby grow smaller and fainter in the rearview mirror, perfectly preserved for just a moment in time.
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AFTER LIBBY AND ABBY SET OFF ON THE TRAIL, MUCH OF THEIR FINAL HOURS REMAINS A MYSTERY. For those who are unfamiliar with the rough terrain of Delphi’s woods, the trail might appear to be a labyrinth with a monster or some other untold danger lurking in the shadows, nestled within a thick cover of ancient trees and malevolent, mangled branches. But all Libby and Abby saw before them was the start of an exciting day. They knew the twists and turns of those trails like the freckles and scars on the backs of their hands; the forest had never posed a threat to a local before, and it seemed unlikely today would be any different. Their final conversations with each other are deeply embedded in those same woods, secret murmurings that echo wordlessly within the hollows of tall sycamore and cottonwood trees.


When the girls reached the Monon High Bridge, they stopped to take a snapshot of the massive structure, much like dozens of other locals had done before. The bridge was a common feature in pictures taken by teens who’d grown up in the area; it had even gained a reputation as a popular backdrop for high schoolers posing before senior prom. Though the slats were old and the beams weathered with age, local kids knew that crossing the bridge was easy, really: just follow a few simple steps, walk slowly, and keep your eyes on the old rail bridge below your feet so you don’t fall through one of the many sizable gaps.


For a visitor approaching it for the first time, however, High Bridge would appear terrifying. Looming 63 feet above the ground and spanning 1,300 feet in length, with a creek running beneath it, the course of split boards feels weary, old, uninviting. It seems near impossible that the rusted train tracks atop the bridge could carry the load of a full train if it were commanded to do so today; the old iron beams that hold the structure true seem to tremble beneath your feet, daring you to misstep.


But again, Libby and Abby—buoyed by the boldness of youth—felt no fear, and so, at 2:07 p.m., Libby took a quick picture of her best friend boldly walking across the bridge on her Snapchat app and posted it, as if unknowingly declaring to their whole social network that they were young and invincible.


In the moments after that image was uploaded, the girls were approached by a strange man. From the start, his demeanor was troubling, his stature stocky and almost hunched. His face was covered by an old hat, and he walked with his hands stuffed into the pockets of his worn blue jacket. Alarmed, Libby began to secretly record the man using her phone, hidden within her clothing. This layer of static shrouds the recording to this day, taunting us and whispering in the cracks of the last conversation between the soon-to-be murderer and the girls.


A little after 3:00 p.m., Libby’s father, Derrick, pulled into one of the parking areas and waited for the girls to emerge from the trail. After waiting for a bit, he called Libby’s cell phone at 3:11 p.m. No answer, no response. By 3:30 p.m., knowing it wasn’t like Libby to ignore his texts and calls, Derrick exited his car and began searching along the trails for her and Abby, worried one or both of them might be injured. Reaching the point where the trails intersected, Derrick spotted a man in a flannel shirt and stopped him to ask whether he’d happened to see two young girls. He said he hadn’t, but he mentioned that he’d seen a couple on the bridge not long ago.


Derrick continued down the trail to the creek and called his mom, Becky. He was growing increasingly concerned after not being able to find or even reach the girls via phone. On his way back up the trail, Derrick tried not to run through all the nightmare scenarios in his mind, but he still wondered aloud where the girls were and what could have happened to them. Reluctantly, Derrick started his car and backed away from the pickup spot, checking his rearview mirror in hopes that Libby and Abby would run up, waving for him to turn back—that he was making a big deal out of nothing.


Meanwhile, Tara, Libby’s aunt, was with her mother, Becky, around the time Derrick had called. Both Tara and Becky started repeatedly calling and texting Libby. As four o’clock approached, Becky and Tara grew more and more anxious and decided to head over to the trail to help look for them. As Tara later recalled, there were two different paths that Abby and Libby could have taken if they’d attempted to get home on their own. “So we drove both routes that they could have taken… and no girls. By this time, we were really quite concerned because we had [covered] the whole trail area where they should have been.”


Becky called her husband, Mike, who was at work in Lafayette, to let him know what was going on. Immediately, Mike clocked out of work early and drove to the trail to help Becky, calling Kelsi along the way. Kelsi called out of work as well and headed straight to the trail.


Now sick with worry, the family members volleyed theories back and forth: Had the girls decided to go somewhere else? Were they at some other friend’s house? Had something happened to them while on the trail? Could one of them have possibly fallen off the bridge? Delphi was a simple, uneventful town; nothing happened there. It was unfathomable that something—or someone—more sinister was to blame.


A little after five o’clock that evening, Mike contacted the police. As he remembered it, within ten to fifteen minutes of his call, the entire town of Delphi was lit up with flashlights. Abby and Libby were now officially reported missing, and their loved ones’ worries continued to escalate. Desperate for answers, Becky called AT&T and begged them to get someone to ping Libby’s phone so that they could find the girls more easily—to no avail.


Becky had also been trying to get ahold of Anna, Abby’s mom, and was just about to drive over to her work when Anna finally answered and learned that her baby girl was missing. By six o’clock, the Carroll County Sheriff’s Office, the Delphi Fire Department, and the Delphi police were all involved in the investigation. Eager to add more eyes and ears to the search effort, family members reached out for aid across social media, and what seemed like the entire town of Delphi showed up to pitch in.


The trails and surrounding streets lit up with flashlights, scouring each and every corner, behind every rock and tree. The group continued looking for hours, until the sheriff finally called off the official search at ten o’clock, saying that he did not want to expose his men to the difficult terrain in the dark. The temperature had also dropped considerably, and he was worried about exposure to the elements. Even so, many stayed behind to continue to look for the girls—in vain.


By the next morning, Indiana State Police made an official statement that they were on the lookout for two young girls in Delphi, a small town north of Lafayette, Indiana. Word spread fast. The fire station became a gathering point for volunteers. Between the families’ first call to police and the first local search, Abby and Libby’s disappearance had caught the attention of several news outlets. Their disappearance was beginning to capture much more attention than Kelsi and her family could have possibly anticipated.


That morning, helicopters, state troopers, the FBI, and even a K-9 unit ranged across the area in which Libby and Abby had last been seen. Exhausted after a sleepless night, the girls’ families still held out hope that the teens would be found alive—maybe battered and injured, but at least alive. By now, hundreds of people—perhaps more—were on the hunt for the girls.


As one hour bled into the next, the search efforts bubbled with more energy than ever before: they were one step closer to the girls. Kelsi was so confident that Abby and Libby would be found that she even packed a backpack with granola bars, water, and blankets, thinking the girls would be hungry when she saw them again.


That cautious optimism was quickly shattered when one of the members of the search crew first discovered a shoe. Kelsi had just crossed the bridge with a small group after spending more than thirty minutes looking underneath it. The man who made that discovery used his phone to look across the creek and cried out that he’d spotted two bodies.


Kelsi’s heart sank deep into the depths of her stomach, but she tried to stay hopeful. She mulled over the man’s use of the word bodies, convinced that “he would have called out that he found ‘the girls’ if he had come across them.” But as the minutes dragged on, she felt a pang in her gut: a part of her knew, even if Abby and Libby had been found, they weren’t coming home that night.


Kelsi started to feel weak, with concerns for both the girls and their other family members, like her grandpa, who was looking nearby and had suffered heart problems in the past. She then quickly caught the eye of another volunteer, a woman who worked at the middle school and had lost her own brother in high school. Kelsi fell into her arms. The woman tried to comfort her, but she also convinced Kelsi that they didn’t know what they would find and it was best to turn back.


But as more and more firefighters arrived at the tragic scene, followed by a member of the coroner’s office, it became quite apparent that their search was coming to a tragic end.


At two o’clock on the afternoon of Tuesday, February 14, officials announced that the bodies of two young girls had been discovered along the trails where Libby and Abby had been reported missing. Twenty-four hours later, the bodies were identified as fourteen-year-old Liberty German and thirteen-year-old Abigail Williams. They said the matter was now being investigated as a crime and they suspected foul play.


For the public, the news was shocking and disturbing, but for the girls’ families, the crushing weight of the announcement felt suffocating, utterly inconceivable. Expressing heartfelt regret, the local police force reassured their fellow citizens, confident they’d solve the heinous crime within forty-eight hours.
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I WAS ON SET AT THE CNN CENTER IN ATLANTA WHEN DETAILS FROM THIS DOUBLE HOMICIDE STARTED to emerge. I’ll never forget the day of February 14, 2017: the first time I saw images of the girls. Not knowing the ties that I would form with the families. How close I would get. How much I would come to care for them and for their community.


I’ve spent more than twenty-five years covering heartbreaking and harrowing stories from the field and in a studio as a journalist—from smaller stations and local affiliates of ABC and NBC to the very headquarters of CNN and HLN. There was even a five-year span in my career, when my daughter was very young, that I spent about fifteen hours a day inside the CNN Center in Atlanta—by design. I wanted to be there. I anchored an afternoon show on HLN until 4:00 p.m., then I’d go home at 5:00 for forty-five minutes, and then I’d drive back to CNN for Anderson Cooper’s 8:00 show, AC 360. I was on the B block of the 8:00 hour, then again at 11:00 p.m., usually in the D block, which meant I was there until midnight. Looking back on that time now, I’m so grateful for my parents, who came to help me during that period. But I also realize that the intensity of those five years was a real crash course in compartmentalization.


I’m often asked whether it ever gets easier, reporting on the darkest depths of humanity, and I wish I could tell you it does, but I’d be lying. No matter how many crimes you cover, no matter how many people you interview, no matter how many gruesome details you hear about, it never gets easier. You just get better at pretending that it does.


Here’s what makes it possible:


Moving fast: You are forced to move on. Once your mic turns off, once you hear that “all clear” from a producer, or a director, or a photographer, you’re already on to the next story or assignment.


Story count: There is no shortage of horror to cover—and it’s your job as a journalist to get the story out there, so you gather up the facts, interview those involved, and move on. Never linger.


No follow-up: Often, each story that a reporter is assigned to is for that day only. There is no continued communication about the case, which allows you to create a protective shield, a safe barrier, that protects you from truly feeling anything. The accompanying emotions of sadness, anxiety, helplessness, and fear—those aren’t really a concern, as long as you don’t get too close.


The ability to suppress your feelings is at risk if you really connect to the who, what, when, and where of the story. It can happen if the town reminds you of where you grew up, or if the particulars of the crime itself trigger uncanny memories and sensations that maybe you can’t even place. Or if the victim or victims remind you of former classmates, friends, your own children, or even yourself.


Whatever it is, you have to be vigilant about maintaining your boundaries, because all it takes is a single snip—one story that cuts a little too close to the bone—and suddenly, all your tightly wound threads start to unravel. And for me, that’s what happened in Delphi.


Everyone hoped that this case would be solved immediately, wrapped up quickly with a bow. But it didn’t happen that way. And so all of the tactics that I normally used to protect myself from the pain no longer worked, no matter how hard I tried.


For Libby and Abby, February 13, 2017, would come to represent the end of their story. But for their loved ones and law enforcement, February 13 came to represent just the beginning.
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On the Set


“Sir, it’s Susan Hendricks. Can you hear me?” I asked, waiting for confirmation.


“Yes, I can,” Ron Logan replied.


“Great. We’re in a commercial break right now, but we’ll be up in a few minutes.”


I’d found out I’d be interviewing the guest only a few minutes before the live newscast. The producers told me they’d booked Ron Logan, the man who owned the property where Abby’s and Libby’s bodies had been discovered, as a guest this hour, and I’d be talking to him in the B block. Filled with anticipation of what he might say, I glanced over just in time to see the floor director say, “Stand by in two, one…” before pointing right to the camera.


“Welcome back. The search for a killer continues after the bodies of two young girls were found in Delphi, Indiana, near the Monon High Bridge. They were dropped off at the trails on February 13; their bodies were discovered the next day. With me now is Ron Logan, who owns the property where the bodies were discovered.”


Ron Logan described the scene to me as chilling, as if the region had been marked by their deaths. He mentioned that his son often spent time on those same trails. Logan said he was still in shock, that he “just can’t believe something like this happened on my property in my backyard.”


I thanked him and threw to a commercial break. If there’s one thing I’ve learned when it comes to live TV interviews, it’s that you have to wrap up an interview in whatever time you’re allotted. Some producers are more patient than others, but in general, you have to hit the time. On time. The commercials are paid for specially for that block, and not hitting that mark, that exact time, is considered unacceptable.


So, I learned to get the interview, get the sound bite, and get out. Fast. It took some practice, but it became an almost robotic response over the years. And I was good at it; it’s what I fixated on, above just about everything else. It’s not that I didn’t care about the story itself—I just didn’t allow myself to focus on it. I didn’t want to feel. Anything.
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BACK IN DELPHI, AS THE SCENE ERUPTED AROUND THE DISCOVERY OF BODIES, POLICE ON-SITE quickly blocked off the area in Ron Logan’s backyard. They were hoping to keep volunteer searchers and curious onlookers away and the chatter and noise to a minimum, but once the media caught wind, there was a frenzy. Within hours, news teams across the country who had been following the search launched breaking updates about bodies being discovered around the region where Abby and Libby had gone missing just the day before. It was a heartbreaking yet incredibly gripping story that had everyone involved scrambling to get more information from police on the scene.


Amid the bustling chaos, Kelsi and her family had to be escorted from the riverbank and back to the fire station, where they were taken upstairs, away from the crowd of people, to talk to police directly and hear the news first. Later that afternoon, Carroll County sheriff Tobe Leazenby, Delphi police chief Steve Mullin, and Indiana State Police PIO Sergeant Kim Riley stepped into a room brimming with reporters and news crews waiting for the first press conference in which police would discuss the events that had unfolded beneath the Monon High Bridge.


Sergeant Riley was the first to speak. “We have found two bodies in Deer Creek, about a mile east of town. We are investigating this as a crime scene. We suspect foul play.”


It was revealed that, yes, bodies had been found, but no positive IDs had been made, and at this point, the police were unwilling to say that they were in fact the bodies of Abby and Libby.


But Becky knew. “One of my friends, her husband was in one of the search parties that found them. They said they were found, and I asked if they were OK, and they wouldn’t answer me. I ran up to some of the firemen and said, ‘I need you to take me to Libby. They found her,’ and they kept saying no. I knew before it was announced [that] they were not alive.”1


Kelsi knew too. She could feel grief and sorrow scraping at the insides of her stomach, rendering her hollow. The anger came later. What was happening? Why was her little sister gone and taken from her? She couldn’t bring herself to ID her sister’s body; none of her family was really willing to bear witness to the unthinkable tragedy that had befallen them.


At last, her grandfather Mike stepped forward to identify his granddaughter’s body. In the years since, he’s never spoken about what he saw that day. Later on, as I got to know him and his family better, I asked Mike how he’d managed to stay so strong.


“Susan, what keeps me going is thinking of the last few minutes of the girls’ lives, what they went through.”


I shivered, aching for him and his family. I kept my thoughts to myself, but I couldn’t help wondering, What did he see? How much had the girls suffered?


As Becky remembered it, “We were so excited we didn’t think to ask anything else once we heard the girls were found. We jumped in our cars, and we got to the trailhead. We ran up, and I said, ‘Where are they? Libby needs me.’ I remember looking over, and my sister was sitting on a cart, and she was crying. I went running over and said, ‘They found them, they found them, they found them,’ [but] all she could do was sit there and cry, and she kept saying, ‘I’m sorry.’ I [was] sitting there with her, and about that time, Mike came over, and I remember the coroner’s van driving by, and that’s when I knew that they found them, and they weren’t alive.”


A second press conference was held the next day, February 15, now forty-eight hours since the girls’ disappearance and twenty-four hours since their bodies had been discovered. At last, the police publicly announced that the bodies had been officially identified as Abby and Libby. The room erupted immediately with questions about how the girls had died, what had happened to them. The police replied that they could not release the cause of death because they had ruled it as a double homicide. Abby and Libby had been brutally murdered and then discarded in the woods near the creek. No arrests had been made; there weren’t any official suspects at that time.


Later that evening, the police released a grainy photo of a man, a possible witness who they hoped may be able to shed light on what had occurred between the time Libby posted that photo of Abby on Snapchat and when the girls were supposed to meet Libby’s dad at the trailhead. Police pleaded with the individual to come forward and offer any insight or clues they could to help move the case further along. But, as with everything in this case, new information only led to more questions. First and foremost, where had the photo come from? Who had taken the photo of this witness, and just when or how had it been turned over to the police?


As soon as the homicide ruling was released, speculation and suspect hunting ran rampant as the national focus ransacked the streets of Delphi. Fanciful, unfounded rumors about their cause of death started circling relentlessly around the internet; at their funerals, both girls’ necks had been wrapped in scarves. But investigators remained tight-lipped.


The only thing the police would reveal to the public was that the area around Deer Creek where the girls had been discovered wasn’t easily accessible by any means; in fact, it was far enough off the trail path that whoever had left them there would need to have a certain level of familiarity with the area to get around safely.


In other words, the killer was one of them.


Someone in Delphi, who had lived in Delphi, who the girls possibly even knew or were at least familiar with, had been the one to take their lives. Knowing that someone in their community was likely at fault, Kelsi’s family, and others just like them, felt as though the sense of safety they had long taken for granted had been ripped from their hands. It was like a sick “locked-room” mystery—a killer among them—with a villain more devious than any that Agatha Christie could muster up. Before long, half the population was at risk of becoming a suspect, and it was hard to know who to trust. Thinking back on that lingering fear, Kelsi described the days surrounding the discovery of the girls as an out-of-body experience.


“The full two weeks after they were found, we have this big blur of time where we weren’t really in our bodies. We were there, but we weren’t there.” Kelsi remembered pulling up to her house and looking up at Libby’s room to see whether her light was on. “I was in denial.”2


On Wednesday, February 22, 2017, police held another, much larger press conference, this time at Delphi United Methodist Church.


Standing behind the podium was the multiagency team who had banded together to solve this double murder, including members of the Delphi Police Department and the Carroll County Sheriff’s Office; Indiana State Police superintendent Doug Carter; and a number of investigators, including the FBI’s Greg Massa.


Indiana State Police sergeant Tony Slocum was the first one to greet the media, stepping up to the mic. “If you would allow me a little bit of latitude here before we get into the meat and potatoes of the press conference to give a couple of thank-yous, I would like to do that now.”


Slocum paused, then began to recite his planned statement. “We volunteer because we care.” He made sure to repeat that line for emphasis. “We volunteer because we care.”


Slocum then noted that he’d seen a message on the side of a firetruck in Delphi the day before that struck a chord within him. “I believe it’s a way of life here in Delphi and the Carroll County community. Because of the way this community has wrapped their arms around this investigation and provided not just the resources for officers as they’re investigating this case, but also their willingness to give us information and anything that we have asked [for], including this church today for the press conference, [which] Pastor Todd has given us.” Sergeant Slocum mentioned that the reward for information relating to the murders of Abby and Libby had reached $41,000. He thanked everyone who contributed, including the FBI, who added $25,000 to the pot. Slocum then turned his attention to the person I believe they were counting on to help them solve this double murder: the so-called missing link.


“I would also like to thank, in advance, the person who’s gonna call our tip line and give us that tidbit of information that’s going to lead to the arrest of the murderers of Liberty German and Abigail Williams.”


His use of the word murderers piqued my attention. Was he saying that there were two (or more) people involved?


Slocum closed out by thanking the media for their patience, explaining that “this investigation is too important to make any mistakes and give out the wrong information.”


Agent Massa approached the podium next and implored members of the Delphi community to think back to nine days before, urging them to think about how those around them had acted after the murders of Abby and Libby. There were certain behavioral indicators that could prove to be important, such as a change in that person’s appearance or comportment, or even a change in their sleep patterns. Massa also asked them to consider anyone they knew who had unexpected travel come up all of a sudden, or anyone who had been following the case and the media’s involvement to a degree that was “not normal.”


“Please,” Massa said, addressing the cameras, “if you have that information, call that into the tip line. After this press conference, the FBI will be putting out a series of these indicators on our social media, so it will be available not only to the citizens of this community but across the state of Indiana and nationally as well. We’ll also be utilizing digital billboards, and in any way that we can spread this message, we will.”


Massa reassured Delphi that he wouldn’t stop until the investigation ended. “To the community at large, nine days ago, the FBI stood shoulder to shoulder with you: we’re not going anywhere. We will be here until this case is solved, and I am confident this case will be solved. Thank you.”


Chief public information officer Captain Dave Bursten announced that he was going to play the voice of the man they believed murdered Abby and Libby. But how? Clearly weirded out by an encounter with a stranger in the woods not long before the girls’ deaths, Libby had started recording the interaction on her phone, which had been tucked away in her pocket.


“This young lady is a hero, there’s no doubt,” Bursten reiterated, “to have enough presence of mind to activate that video system on her cell phone, to record what we believe is criminal behavior that’s about to occur.”


Libby knew something was off and, like Hansel and Gretel, left behind a digital trail of breadcrumbs for us to follow.


“Micha, play the clip, please,” Bursten instructed.


The audio was fuzzy, but you could clearly hear an older man say, “Down the hill.”


It was on a loop—his voice, that order, strung together four times. Bursten asked Micha to play it once more in hopes that someone in the audience might recognize the man’s voice.


“If you hear this today and think, My God, that sounds like… fill in the blank, call us,” Bursten told the public. “Make an anonymous tip. Tell us who you think it is. Let us investigate it. If it’s not the right person, they’ll just be out a little bit of time and they’ll be cleared, and they can go on and they’ll never know that you called, but you may tell us who the right person was, and you could be the person that helps us to solve this horrible crime.”


Indiana State Police superintendent Doug Carter reiterated what Sergeant Slocum opened with: he believed that a tip from the right person would lead them to the monster on the bridge. Referencing the poster near the podium, Carter pleaded with those watching to take another look.


“Someone knows who this individual is.” He paused, then said it again. “Is it a family member? Is it a neighbor? Is it an acquaintance? Is it an associate? Or maybe that one guy that lives over at that one place that’s just… kinda not right. Maybe it’s his jeans, maybe it’s his jacket or his sweatshirt, maybe it’s his shirttail, maybe it’s his posture, maybe it’s the right hand in his pocket. You see, even with technology, we need human intelligence. In other words, we need you. I’m not suggesting that science, that everything that we can do with science, has been done, because we are just getting started.”


The superintendent spoke about our obligation to these innocent young girls.


“Abby and Libby deserve us. They deserve every single one of us, and not just the people standing up here on the stage that have given so much of their lives to not just this but to this profession, but each and every one of you. Each and every person listening, watching, or seeing this in some form, we need you. Libby and Abby need you.


“Please do not rationalize tips away, rationalize what you think that might not be important away, by thinking, He would never do that to another human being, or think, What I know doesn’t matter. Let folks like the people that are standing behind me with such incredible passion and commitment and dedication to this profession make that determination.


“Tips are anonymous. Some might not want to talk about it because they don’t want to get involved because they know the individual—again, he may be a family member, probably has family. No one will ever know. No one will ever know. There’s not an agency on the planet better at helping us facilitate this than the FBI, and they are as entrenched in this as anybody. No one will know. As poor as this picture is, somebody knows. And if you’re watching”—pause—“we’ll find you.”


Was Doug Carter speaking to the murderer, or was he talking to a person unaware or, worse, unwilling to see what their loved one was capable of?


Then he asked the question those living in Delphi, including Abby’s and Libby’s family members, were asking themselves.


“Who’s next? I hate to ask you that question. I’d give my life to not have to.”


Sergeant Slocum wrapped up the presser with the same sentence he had started with, emphatically stating that “we volunteer because we care.” He was confident that the missing link was still out there, and he hoped this presser would “prompt people to give us information.”


“We need to get the murderer of Liberty German and Abigail Williams into custody sooner rather than later,” he said. I noticed that he’d only mentioned one possible murderer this time. Was it a simple mistake, or did investigators know more than they were letting on? How many people did they believe were involved? After the Q&A part of the presser wrapped, it was anyone’s guess.


Captain Dave Bursten then came forward to talk about the question that was on everyone’s minds: the mystery of what exactly Libby had captured on her phone. Was the “man on the bridge” involved, and if so, was he the only one? Was it his voice that Libby recorded saying, “Down the hill”? Or were we listening to the voice of someone else, possibly an accomplice?


“Keep in mind, all of you are in the television business.” Bursten held up his hands next to his face, palms out; he was clearly evoking the image of a box, a square TV. “What do you see out of the TV? You [only] see this.” He looked pointedly out at the members of the media.


“You don’t see what’s over here,” he said, pointing to the left. “You don’t see what’s over here.” He was pointing to the right now. “There’s lots more that we’re looking at.” It was obvious he was reminding everyone in the audience that we weren’t seeing the full picture.


After the audio was released, many in the community—if not the nation—were expecting there to be an arrest within hours, possibly days. But days became weeks, weeks turned into months, and that call just never came. The citizens were restless, growing more and more frustrated. Delphi was a very small town—there were fewer than three thousand residents.3 Surely someone must have recognized that person’s voice. Were they too afraid to come forward? We had all heard Doug Carter say they would be protected.


Rumors circulated until five months later, on July 17, when the police released another clue: a sketch of the potential suspect. The facial composite featured a middle-aged or possibly older man, scruffy in appearance, slightly heavyset, wearing a hoodie. Tufts of hair peeked out from behind a newsboy-style hat. He had dark eyes and a large nose; a light shadow of unshaven facial hair lined his mouth. It was, supposedly, a close-up look at the man on the bridge. Unfortunately, it also resembled most of the men in Delphi, as Kelsi and many others from Delphi said later on, reinforcing the fear that the murderer could be anyone.


Hoping for that one tip to come in, the missing piece of the puzzle, Superintendent Doug Carter pleaded again, speaking to anyone who would listen. “We need you. Abby and Libby need you.”
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WHEN I FIRST BEGAN REPORTING ON THE DELPHI MURDERS, I KNEW SOME OF THE FACTS, LIKE everyone else: who, what, when, and where. The why, on the other hand—well, that has been and always will be more difficult to grasp or make sense of.


At the time, the media had dubbed them “the Snapchat Murders,” since Libby and Abby had been posting on Snapchat in the hours leading up to their deaths. I’d read the same name off the prompter myself, during a two-hour newscast in Atlanta. It was one of twelve stories in the A block.


Just shy of two years later, on February 9, 2019, I found myself heading to Delphi to meet with the families who had gone through the unthinkable. In the twenty-four months since those first few press conferences, little information had been released, and it seemed like the police were getting nowhere fast. It still wasn’t clear whether the voice that Libby had recorded belonged to the man on the bridge.4


Driving into Delphi from the airport was like driving into a postcard image of small-town America; you could pick out the mom-and-pop shops that had always been there, lined up side by side like little soldiers along the sparse streets. Abby and Libby’s elementary school was just up the road.


Before long, we pulled up to a pale yellow ranch-style house with a dark green roof and lighter, almost sage-colored shutters; a welcoming wraparound porch; and a large star, hanging like a beacon, right over the garage door. We rang the doorbell, and Becky, Libby’s grandmother, greeted us with a warm smile, inviting us in. I saw Libby memorialized in a silver frame sitting right next to a cross. Kelsi walked into the room, and I turned toward her.


“Hi. I’m Susan.”


“Hi,” she said and smiled back. “I’m Kelsi.”


4
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