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CHAPTER ONE
Chelsea O’Mahoney
The Happy Slapping Killer



A mob is the scum that rises upmost when the nation boils


John Dryden


David Morley had known hatred. In some ways, his life had been buffeted by it but he refused to let it defeat his spirit. As a gay man, he’d known casual and derogatory abuse but by the late 1990s he felt that the worst might be over. It wasn’t.


David was a bar manager in Soho, an area of central London that has long prided itself on its tolerance. It’s cleaned up its act somewhat since its seedier image of the 1960s when it was synonymous with strip joints, drugs and prostitution. It is now dominated by bars and restaurants and attracts equal numbers of tourists and Londoners. There is a thriving gay scene, a number of bars and nightclubs that draw good crowds, something that another David, David Copeland, was aware of.


On 30 April 1999, Copeland travelled to central London from his rented room in Hampshire. His aim was simple. The Admiral Duncan on Old Compton Street in Soho was a gay-friendly pub and was to be his third target. He had, in the course of a few days, already detonated nail bombs on Electric Avenue in Brixton and Hanbury Street, close to Brick Lane. These were his terror attacks on London’s black and Bangladeshi populations. Now he turned his attention to the gay community.


Copeland was a neo-Nazi and member of an organisation calling itself the National Socialist Movement. His aim was to stir up a race war and attack ‘degenerates’ for good measure. The bombs in Electric Avenue and Hanbury Street caused injuries but no fatalities but the bomb in the Admiral Duncan killed three customers: Andrea Dykes, out celebrating her pregnancy along with her husband Julian and two of their close friends. Of the group of four, only Julian Dykes survived.


The pub was a scene of devastation; four people would suffer amputations and close to eighty people were injured. David Morley was working behind the bar when the nail bomb exploded. He suffered burns to his head and hands but continued to help others before he was treated. After he recovered, he was told that the hearing loss to his left ear would be permanent but he worked tirelessly to reopen the bar, determined that an act of hate should not be allowed to triumph.


It was from Soho that he set out with a good friend, Alistair Whiteside, some five years later, walking for ten to fifteen minutes until they reached the South Bank. Set on the south side of the Thames, it is home to the Royal Festival Hall, Hayward Gallery and the London Eye and no matter the hour, this stretch of the river always seems to throng with activity – a perfect place, David and Alistair thought, to unwind after a busy night at work.


There has always been more than one London. There have always been the haves and have-nots, the law-abiding and the wrongdoers, those who seek to blend in and those who seek to stand out. The same landscape, the same streets can be a safe metropolis to one man and a hunting ground for another. David Morley, survivor of one hate-fuelled act, was about to be targeted by another. Tragically, it would not be an attack he would walk away from.


A month prior to the night that David Morley’s life was taken a fourteen-year-old girl wrote in her journal, ‘Whats goin on I just come home yesterday I had an all nighter with Barry, Darren and Reece. It was Jokers or we went bare places. I was happy all night because Barry kept ramping all the time.’ Teenagers have long nurtured slang, creating and evolving it to ensure that they belong to one group and stand outside the adult world. Chelsea O’Mahoney was used to dividing one world from another, moving between the two when necessary, camouflaging what she truly felt at all times.


Even the diary entry wasn’t an honest interrogation of what she thought, it was little more than an exercise in belonging. By talking through what she had participated in in the lingua franca of the group, she was playing with one aspect of her identity. Her teachers would not have recognised this ‘Chelsea’. They believed she was a bright and creative young girl and were horrified to hear the journal’s contents when they were presented at her trial. But Chelsea always needed to feel that she belonged and it was a longing that would have a deadly endgame.


‘Them lot bang up some old homeless man which I think was bad, which I think is bad but even though I was laughing though. Then we went back to Neeky’s yard to cotch.’ David Morley had three weeks to live. As his life was narrowing to one point, so was Chelsea’s. The night her gang decided to embark on an ‘all nighter’. The night that she would participate in an hour-long rampage of violence. The night she would record their attacks on her mobile phone. It would not be her male counterparts that would adorn every newspaper, it would be her. Because, as a fourteen-year-old girl, she acted without mercy, without compassion and the judge elected to remove restrictions on reporting details of her identity, even though she was a juvenile. He wanted it to be a wake-up call. How could a young girl take part in a vicious gang killing?


Her decline into lawlessness and violence didn’t happen overnight. Chelsea may have reached a new level of notoriety because of her gender but her life story holds an all too common pattern of neglect and abuse suffered by too many boys and girls in the inner cities. She is one of an army of the neglected.


Chelsea Kayleigh Peaches O’Mahoney was born in a London hospital in the tail-end of a decade, on 15 November 1989. If the ethos of the 1980s centred on greed and gain Suzanne Cato, Chelsea’s mother, was a casualty. She was a heroin addict who’d lost all contact with her parents. She drifted aimlessly and her relationships were short-lived, including that with Chelsea’s father, believed to be another addict. Chelsea’s birth certificate is blank where his name should appear.


Suzanne told social workers that she would stop abusing heroin and alcohol now that she was a mother. Her good intentions soon lay broken as the demands of mothering a newborn took hold. Suzanne returned to feeding her habit and Chelsea, like many other children of addicts, learnt that her needs would come a poor second.


It is difficult to calculate the impact an addict parent has on the life of the developing child. Early bonding and nurturing is vital in developing a child’s mind, their responses to the world and to others. Neural pathways, the delicate interconnected areas of the brain, are forged through experience in the first few years. A child should live in an environment where it can associate needs with their fulfilment, pain with its relief and anxiety with comfort. Without this grounding, stress, want, hunger, fear and loneliness become the norm, ever-present and only inconsistently dealt with. It creates a toxic template, where anger is uncontrolled, feelings are volatile and the needs of others difficult to accommodate.


If the theory of child development seems obscure, the facts were plain. By three years old, Chelsea would watch as her mother injected heroin. She’d walk through discarded bottles of alcohol as she scavenged for food and she could be found to wander the streets alone, even at night. It would not take an expert to realise that here was a child whose life was in danger of being over even before it began.


Chelsea was not Suzanne’s only child. She was already a mother of two but it must have been clear to social workers that she was not coping. By the age of seven, it was agreed that Chelsea would need to be placed elsewhere. The decision to take a child from a mother is never taken lightly and yet it has to remain an option. Chelsea was surviving, not developing, and the hope was that an aunt in south London might be able to provide her with the stability she craved.


There is something disquieting about the Jesuit maxim ‘Give me the child until he is seven and I will show you the man’; it suggests that lives can be hardwired to thrive or fail at a very young age. Whilst there are many examples of happy and successful people who began life as a deprived child, they tend to be the exceptions.


Chelsea’s aunt was married and had no children of her own. When she agreed to foster her niece, it must have been with the hope that the first seven years of emotional damage could be repaired. The couple were not well-off but had passed the many requirements placed on them to foster. They were committed to raising her in a safe and caring environment and after a period of adjustment, Chelsea seemed to respond. Her teachers were positive about her progress, she was intelligent and enjoyed art in particular.


At home her behaviour was generally good although her aunt worried that she could switch off and withdraw emotionally if she felt pressured to communicate. This withdrawal was probably a mechanism she used when very young and with her mother still a factor in her life, the option to cut herself off was instinctive. Suzanne was allowed telephone contact but often failed to call or would speak to her when she was intoxicated. The impact on Chelsea could only be guessed at, but by age nine she asked for the calls to cease.


Although she was provided with a stable home life, outside her front door there was another set of challenges to face. Sambrook House was one of a collection of low and high rises in Kennington which had fallen a long way short of the architects’ post-war vision of clean, affordable community homes for blue-collar workers. Like many other high rises, they had fallen into a poor state of repair, with bored teens, graffiti and litter dominating the communal spaces. A lot of the flats were occupied by adults who had never worked and a culture of neglect and despair had become ingrained.


School was to be avoided or tolerated, a waiting time until it ended at sixteen and then life went on with no prospect of a job or further education. Crime was one route to a regular income of sorts but it was rarely organised at this level, it was merely another aspect of bullying and intimidation. Mobile phones were a typical example – they’d be ripped out of the hands of the more vulnerable or those who did not belong to a gang on the estate.


Whatever positive example was set at home, Chelsea found the allure of peer-group friendships too difficult to resist. Never having felt that she belonged, she was desperate not to be excluded. She was a follower, learnt the slang and the dress code and, increasingly, the attitude. Both her foster parents and teachers noted that she could have outbursts and use threatening language, perhaps in part by watching those she hung out with on the streets but undoubtedly in part because as she grew older, she was less inclined to have her behaviour checked.


She was developing a volatile personality. On one level she was able to read and write fluently, enjoy French lessons and send Christmas cards to teachers, and yet something would switch and the same girl would turn on teachers and use abusive language, would be disruptive and set out to upset her foster parents. Her aunt found it increasingly difficult to cope and asked for help. Family therapy was suggested and it was hoped that talking with Chelsea might help break the deadlock between them. It failed and her aunt asked that Chelsea be placed elsewhere.


This was in 2003 and Chelsea was thirteen years old. No matter the difficulties she’d found at home with her aunt and uncle, the request that she be moved on was a devastating blow. Chelsea may well have said that she was glad to be leaving but the emotional impact of another rejection was profound. She felt unwanted by the adult world and increasingly at home in her gang friendships, with their undercurrents of violence and petty crime.


Teenage gangs have come to haunt modern Britain. The hoodie, happy slapping, knife crime, reports of gang rapes where even girls have taken part, have all built an impression of sections of society sliding into barely contained lawlessness. The tabloid press have helped whip up a sense of despair but, crucially, it is not the readers who are ever likely to be victims. Most victims of teen-gang violence are other teenagers, usually from no more than a street or two away. The violence is, in the main, territorial, one block of flats setting out to attack the next.


The biggest impact teen-gang terror has is on its own neighbourhood. They dominate public spaces, like the communal greens that link high and low rises, and street corners, causing unease especially amongst the elderly. They create noise, vandalism, graffiti and litter and remain unchallenged, as law-abiding residents do not want to risk conflict and retribution. After all, these children will be neighbours.


Teenagers complain of boredom and a lack of facilities and see the streets as their only option. But it would take more than the opening of a youth club to untangle years of damage.


By fourteen years old, aggression as a means of survival has been hard-wired. Yet even then, gang dynamics are fluid and can remain as little more than a nuisance unless an ‘initiator’ joins the group. Then everything changes.


Camila Batmanghelidjh is the founder of Kids Company, the charity that works with traumatised and disadvantaged inner-city children. She has learnt that teen gangs are made up of imitators and initiators, and reveals: ‘The initiator child sets the temperature at street level, influencing the behaviour of imitator children … Imitator children are bullied, or watch their peers being deeply humiliated. They are forced into imitating violence to acquire a higher power rating.’


It is easy to imagine. The most volatile member of the gang shifts behaviour to extremes leaving others to either follow or become the object of derision and potentially, even a victim. As an initiator, David Blenman could have walked out of Central Casting.


Chelsea met Blenman once she was moved away from her foster parents and into the flat of another aunt and another high rise in Kennington. Blenman had never known his father and any care he received was sporadic. In the main he was brought up by an aunt and a grandmother but was known to be disruptive and violent by the time he started school. His attendance in school was poor, and perhaps in desperation he was sent to live with relatives in Barbados for a spell of his childhood. When he returned, no doubt with deep feelings of resentment at having been passed from one set of relatives to another, his behaviour was worse than ever.


He built up a long list of convictions, many for petty crime and affray. Even though he was younger, at fifteen, he dominated the older members of the group such as Darren Case and Reece Sargeant. Chelsea was the lynch pin and had got to know them whilst living on the separate estates. They would come together either to play football on disused ground or to drink and plan their ‘ramping’, or street robberies.


Chelsea did not stay with the second aunt for long. She became ill and her niece was effectively made homeless. In time, a new set of foster parents were found for her in South Norwood, about seven miles south of Kennington. Her new foster parents had children of their own and had fostered before with positive results. They were also selected as their address meant that Chelsea did not have to move school. At first, her behaviour seemed to improve and her foster parents were able to curb any rudeness she indulged in whilst at school. Outside the classroom, Chelsea chose to stay part of her gang and even had a brief relationship with Blenman.


It is probable that no matter how fair-minded her new foster parents were, it would take a long time before Chelsea could develop trust and the confidence that she would not be moved along once more. They told her that they were happy for her to stay until she reached eighteen and she was given certain freedoms, such as meeting up with her old friends at the weekend and even staying out overnight at a girlfriend’s house. But Chelsea lied about where she was staying – she was, in fact, running with the gang as part of their ‘all-nighters’.


This involved moving outside the Kennington estates and wandering closer into central London. It was a much easier hunting ground as even the most streetwise Londoner has their guard down in well-lit and busy streets. They would snatch mobile phones, ambush people by kicking and punching them to the ground, and Chelsea took to filming the attacks. It would allow the group to revisit the incidents later, a source of high amusement.


These random and cruel acts had an important role to play in the group. It elevated them into a sense of invulnerability and control. They may have been terrorised as children, have known violence and degradation but now, physically stronger, they could mete out their own humiliation. They were the ones to be feared now.


Violence can bond a group but it also works on an individual level and perhaps in the most surprising way of all. Camila Batmanghelidjh has spent many hours with young and violent offenders. She was told what it felt like to harm someone: ‘They experience calm after battering someone.’


If they are reminded of their former vulnerability, they feel a rage they cannot channel or diffuse. After inflicting pain and distress on someone, they can experience a neurochemical release that is soothing. It is a disturbing inversion of normal behaviour. In children from stable and caring homes, empathy with others is reinforced over years. To use extreme physical aggression, this child would need to feel very threatened, triggering the ‘fight or flight’ syndrome. The body is flooded with adrenalin and the chemical after-effects of a violent episode are unpleasant, invoking shaking and nausea. But for the damaged child, it offers relief.


Today, clinical psychologists are questioning old assumptions that girls process anger differently from boys. It was believed that girls internalise pain, expressing it in episodes of self-harm. Whilst it is true that incidents of cutting and anorexia are higher amongst girls, it is also true that female violence is on the rise. Venting rage by attacking others was thought of as almost exclusively male behaviour, but no longer.


Just over fifty years ago, men would commit eleven offences for every one carried out by a woman. That figure has now narrowed to four-to-one. In addition, if girls were caught breaking the law, it was most likely to be for shoplifting, but violent crimes committed by women have doubled since the millennium. To put that in context, the police have complained of being overstretched as they arrest, on average, 240 women every day for violent offences in England and Wales.


The picture is no better in Scotland; the rise in female violence is UK-wide. The Scottish Lord Advocate, Elish Angiolini, spelt out what the change in statistics and behaviour means: ‘They are not just going along with a dominant male partner, being an accessory, carrying knifes for boyfriends, assisting in cleaning up after a murder, hiding weapons, but are prime movers.’


Girls are integrated into teen gangs, they expect to take part, not watch from the sidelines. And so when Chelsea left her neat bedroom in South Norwood on 29 October 2004, it would not be to act as a brake to the horror that would unfold, it would not be to intervene or ask her friends to stop. It would be to enjoy it to the full.


Blenman was bored. He was bored of Kennington and wanted to get into South Bank and bring his brand of group terror to anyone unfortunate enough to catch his eye. He set off with five others in tow.


CCTV cameras are now part of the landscape in our towns, passively recording the movements of passers-by. There are thousands of cameras in London, each stockpiling images, the majority unmanned and only accessed if the police are searching for footage of a potential crime. When the police began the time-consuming task of retrieving images of the early hours of 30 October, they had little idea that they would trace fifty minutes of terror.


David Dobson, a 24-year-old actor, had been working a shift at the bar of the Old Vic theatre. He left work a little before two thirty a.m. and headed left into Lower Marsh street, making his way home. He saw Chelsea and her friends, most with their hoods up, stretched out across the road ahead of him. The tallest sauntered over to him and asked: ‘Have you got the time?’ It was a signal and before Mr Dobson could answer, he’d been punched hard in the face. He was lucky. He’d fallen to the ground and was kicked repeatedly but managed to scramble to his feet and run.


The group did not chase him. In fact, in perhaps the most remarkable detail of the minutes that follow, over the course of eight assaults, the group did not run once. They attacked and simply strolled away, chatting as if nothing had happened, even though their bloodlust was high.


Turning towards the river, they came across David Morley and Alistair Whiteside sitting on a bench next to Hungerford Bridge. Chelsea walked over to them, a smile on her face. She held up a camera phone and said: ‘We’re doing a documentary on happy slapping. Pose for the camera.’ At that, both men were pulled from the bench and savagely beaten. David Morley bore the brunt of the attack; Alistair Whiteside turned to see his friend being jumped and stamped on.


Five ribs were broken, his spleen ruptured and a pathologist would later count forty-four separate injuries. He likened the severity of his injuries to those seen on car crash victims or on someone who’d fallen from a great height. All inflicted by the fists and feet of teenagers. As the attack subsided, Chelsea picked up the bags and belongings of the two men. But that was not all. She took a step back and kicked David Morley’s head, as Alistair Whiteside would later testify, ‘like a footballer taking a penalty’. She walked quietly away to rejoin the group, and as she checked her phone, David Morley’s life bled away.


Like a hideous pastiche of tourists taking in the sights, the gang then ambled towards the London Eye. The night was far from over. They then came across three foreign exchange students, sitting chatting together. All three were attacked, one had his mobile phone taken and a beer bottle was taken from another. Again, the students were lucky that the attack was brief and the gang turned their attention to walking towards Jubilee Gardens.


Nigel Elliot had missed his train. Waterloo Station was moments away but he had decided to gather his thoughts after a night out by sitting on a bench close to the London Eye. The bottle taken from the student moments earlier was smashed down over Mr Elliot’s head. His pockets were searched and as he managed to get to his feet and tried to run, he was tripped up and repeatedly kicked in the face by at least two attackers. Then it was silent. The gang simply wandered away.


The last attack of the night would be played in court some months later, to shocked silence. Wayne Miller was sleeping in an underpass; homeless, he was at least not at risk from rain. At around three thirty a.m., he heard voices approach and then felt the first kick to his back. Picked up in the CCTV footage are Reece Sargeant, David Blenman and Darren Case. Standing behind them is Chelsea, her arm aloft holding a camera phone.


The attack takes only a few minutes but in that brief space of time, the prone and defenceless Wayne Miller is stamped on, kicked and punched. At one point, one of his attackers is seen to rest both hands against the wall. This allows him to jump on Mr Miller with both feet.


Such savagery is difficult to watch – even the experienced police officers who scanned to footage were appalled. But there was one witness who didn’t flinch, one who watched and calmly filmed a man who was beaten mercilessly.


Wayne Miller was lucky to escape serious and permanent injury. Once more, the group calmly walked away and decided to make their way back to Kennington.


They went back to the estate to enjoy reminiscing about the night, replay the footage of their savagery and laugh as they heard their victims plead. As they whiled away the early hours, David Morley was in surgery at St Thomas’s Hospital. Chelsea and her friends knew the hospital well as they played football in the waste ground that borders it. Surgeons struggled to repair David Morley’s damaged internal organs but in vain. He died from of a haemorrhage from his ruptured spleen whilst in intensive care.


As the group hung out together, they looked at their spoils of the evening: mobile phones taken from one of the French students and from Alistair Whiteside. Reece Sargeant called his girlfriend just after four a.m. on the morning of the attacks. He boasted that he was calling her from a stolen mobile phone. Calls were made from Alistair Whiteside’s phone also, all of which would prove vital when the police pieced together the events that had led to eight people being assaulted and one fatality.


At first, the police were not sure if they were dealing with a homophobic attack or if the group chose who to assault for no other reason than the fact that they crossed their path. As David Morley had already been caught up in one hate-crime, they looked closely for evidence that the teenagers had been motivated by homophobia.


What they would uncover was a hatred of a different kind. It did not discriminate and it was as volatile and as chaotic as the lives of the perpetrators. These children did not see their victims as human beings, they saw them only as a target for their rage and their pleas for mercy merely egged them on.


As Camila Batmanghelidjh has learnt: ‘If the victim pleads, the perpetrator’s response is one of revulsion: they don’t like begging because it reminds them of when they were children, pleading but with no one to protect them.’


But these were no master criminals. Police were quickly able to establish a list of names, their addresses and their whereabouts. The mobile phone calls only added to the impression that they lacked understanding of the enormity of their crime. One fifteen-year-old friend of Chelsea’s told the police that she’d listened as the group talked about its plans to target ‘tramps, druggies or just people on the street’ only two days before the attack and how they would divide up any spoils from the robberies.


On 8 November, just a week after David Morley’s death, the police were at the door of Chelsea’s foster parents’ home. They saw Chelsea enter the house with a blue bag and she blurted out to officers: ‘That’s what I wore on the night.’ They found her diaries, the entries written in street language all about previous attacks and her feelings about them, writing that they were ’bad’ but that she still found herself laughing along. The two sides of Chelsea O’Mahoney, the bright and thoughtful girl being overruled by the callous and aggressive side that had allowed her to survive.


Under police questioning, Chelsea boxed clever, belying her fourteen years. She was not a veteran when it came to time spent in police stations, unlike David Blenman, so her performance was all the more extraordinary. She probed what the police knew, asking of the attack on David Morley: ‘But don’t you have CCTV footage from where it happened?’ She changed tack several times, sometimes blocking by simply saying she couldn’t remember her computer password, at other times trying to put forward excuses, suggesting that she wasn’t using her phone and was just looking through the phonebook on her friend’s mobile, not filming the attack.


She’d wiped her phone. The police tried to rebuild the footage taken and texts sent but it proved impossible. Chelsea knew that CCTV was a possibility but knew she’d deleted her phone files. She was weighing up the chance of walking away from a charge.


Perhaps she could play the role of innocent spectator? When asked why she hadn’t left the gang she said: ‘What was I supposed to do? Now if I’d tried to stop them, what if they’d like, what if they’d have turned on me like, what was I supposed to do?’ It was a valid question although the detective questioning her soon demolished her attempt to suggest she was too terrified to act or to run away. He asked: ‘. . . when someone is getting the hiding of their lives, it’s not the normal actions of a person to scroll through a friend’s phone, is it?’


It isn’t, but Chelsea and her friends were far from ‘normal’. Their sense of right and wrong was so corrupt, David Morley stood no chance. Chelsea took aim at his head, like a footballer taking a penalty, knowing that her audience of boy-gang members were watching and she knew that she could not miss.


In January 2006, Sargeant, Case and Blenman were each given twelve-year sentences and Chelsea eight years for the manslaughter of David Morley. She knew what was on the cards and had lapsed into her violent persona to survive being held on remand at Oakhill secure unit. What she had not expected was to be named and shamed by the judge, as she was still a minor.


The judge, Brian Barker, did so to highlight the nature of crime emerging from lives such as Chelsea’s, a life he described as ‘particularly chaotic and fragmented’. But no matter the hardship faced in childhood, Mr Barker had no hesitation in stating this could never excuse what they did. ‘You are all old enough to understand the realities and the consequences of your actions,’ he said. ‘You sought enjoyment from humiliation and pleasure from the infliction of pain.’


Two worlds came together in the early hours of 31 October. David Morley, who gave away much of the compensation money he received after surviving the Admiral Duncan bombing to charities, and Chelsea O’Mahoney, just one of many young girls born to a generation blighted by drug addiction and urban decay.


That is why her case caused such consternation, not because she was unique but that she is just one of the many abandoned and violent children that stalk the inner cities.


It wasn’t the first time two worlds collided on the streets of the nation’s capital and it won’t be the last. When they meet, it reveals just how dangerous the gulf is. On the day of the verdict, David Morley’s family had to watch as some of the defendant’s family and friends screamed abuse at them. One man even drew a finger across his throat.


Violence is a virus, and it spreads fastest amongst children. Chelsea O’Mahoney may be the first girl we remember being labelled as a gang-killer but she will be joined by others.





CHAPTER TWO
Heather Stephenson-Snell
Therapist Turned Stalker



In jealousy there is more self-love than love
François VI, Duc de La Rochefoucauld


In the early hours of 1 November 2003, traffic police on the M62 began to follow a red G-registered Ford Escort driving in the slow lane. It was a little after one thirty a.m. and, at a guess, the driver had probably had too much to drink. Not because she was driving recklessly, rather the opposite and just as sure a giveaway; she was driving too slowly.


The car was flagged over to the hard shoulder and the police officer knocked on the driver’s side window. A woman wound down the window and addressed the officer. She wasn’t drunk, she spoke clearly and held the officer’s gaze but she had clear bruising across her eye and left cheek. Beyond that, she looked middle-aged and professional as she quietly gave her name and explained that she was driving back to her home in York. The name would turn out to be false. As the officer was taking down her details, something in the footwell of the back seat caught his eye. It was a white robe and it looked stained.


He asked the driver to step out of the car and the officer walked to the back door and opened it. He picked up a white sheet and found a sawn-off shotgun and cartridges. As he guessed, the garment he’d picked up was stained, but until that moment he would not have believed it was real, not fake blood. Placed under arrest for possession of a firearm, the woman was then frisked and a knife was pulled from her waistband. It had been a routine traffic stop but without realising it the officer had arrested one of the most bizarre and extraordinary of modern female killers.


Very little of what Greater Manchester Police were told by the woman over the following hours and days would turn out to be reliable. Presented with facts, she quickly and seamlessly changed tack. She appeared unconcerned when questioned and the only issue that animated her concerned food – she refused to eat anything but bagels.


The police established that the car she was driving had been recently bought and was registered to a Ms Heather Stephenson-Snell. At the time of her arrest, she was wearing men’s clothes and it wasn’t clear who they belonged to. Her address was traced and 137 Crombie Avenue, York turned out not only to be her home but her work premises. Stephenson-Snell was a registered counsellor and psychotherapist who specialised in art therapy. ‘I am a very creative person,’ she would say.


Ms Stephenson-Snell had a very high opinion of her talents and her intelligence and did little to cooperate with the police. Yet in the end, her cooperation wasn’t needed as she was so highly organised that she had detailed her murder plan on neatly filed index cards. It revealed exactly how she planned to murder Diane Lomax. Yet it wasn’t Lomax who lay brutally shot dead on a pavement in Radcliffe, near Bury.
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